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ABSTRACT  
 

 

Karl Marx writes in his Theses on Feuerbach (1845) ‘the philosophers have only 

interpreted the world, in various ways; the point, however, is to change it’. This is 

key to the work called Women’s Studies — to interpret or change the world - the 

Marxist question. The thesis queries this concept of transformation through 

hypothesising that ‘If the academic programme of Women’s Studies is based on 

feminist theoretical principles, then it will empower their students to praxis’. In 

contrast to other streams of thought within the feminist perspectives, Marx and Engels 

locate women’s oppression in capitalism within the drive for profit. It is argued here 

that this analysis is still relevant for contemporary Australian women as the Marxist 

philosophical and theoretical perspective critiques capitalism as a source of 

exploitation, subordination, and oppression of women as mother and worker: 

reproducer and producer.   
 

The dissertation’s hypotheses emerge from the literature review in Chapter One, 

which forms the contextual framework for this inquiry. The review provides an 

insight into Australian women’s political history beginning with the Suffragist Era at 

the end of the nineteenth century, and facilitates an understanding of how political 

changes occur for women and/or are resisted by the state. Enfranchisement for the 

Suffragists proves not to alter a culture of antipathy towards women into one of 

acceptance and inclusion: this type of historical reading of social movements attempts 

to make intelligible the past one hundred years of women’s political orientation within 

the capitalist state’s need for worker-friendly reform. From the feminist perspective 

the state is informed by liberalism, and is still identified as the arena to contest 

women’s social and economic positioning. This approach does not politically seek 

disengagement from the state, instead aiming to ‘appease’ and ‘assuage’ it without 

calling for basic structural reform.  

 

This study locates Women’s Studies, and its genesis in the 1970s Australian Women’s 

Liberation Movement. The programme is seen to have a feminist theoretical and 

philosophical foundation that encourages debate in the classroom; develops critical 

perspectives; fosters appreciation for diversity; and induces a sense of social 
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responsibility and political participation by the student — praxis. This dissertation 

raises questions as to whether or not this occurs, and whether Women’s Studies is an 

agent for social change and the role of feminist theory in this process.   

 

For this reflexive study of women and their place in the contemporary world, the 

thesis draws from a sample of tertiary students: predominantly women, enrolled in 

academic Women’s Studies programmes at twelve Australian universities between 

1999, and 2004. The attitudinal survey approach discussed in Chapter Two is used as 

the data-gathering strategy as it allows original data to be drawn from within the 

Australian academic context to test the dissertation’s hypotheses. The sample 

population of students are asked to respond to three questionnaires conducted at 

different times, and were designed to assess, and document, the impact of the 

Women’s Studies experience on its relevance to their ‘feminist’ development; 

primarily in a ‘post-feminist’ politically conservative environment.  

 

The first, a baseline questionnaire collects demographic and motivational information, 

as well as quantitative and qualitative data on the students’ attitudes to the feminist 

theoretical perspective, self-identification as a feminist, and their level of political 

participation in the five years prior to attending Women’s Studies. The second, a 

change questionnaire offered at the conclusion of the programme provides the 

students with an opportunity to reflect on the time that they have spent in the 

Women’s Studies classroom, and to assess any attitudinal developments to the 

feminist theoretical perspective in relation to participating in praxis. The third, a 

longitudinal questionnaire takes place eighteen months after the completion of the 

class. The longitudinal study asked for their post-Women’s Studies level of political 

participation, and their thoughts on the experience of the programme and its process. 

The evidence suggests that the students’ level of feminist activity or praxis did not 

change significantly; this finding challenges whether Women’s Studies is a 

transitional site between feminist theory and its practice.  
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 1 

  INTRODUCTION 
 

 
Women’s Studies — to interpret or change the world -  

  
the Marxist question 

 
 
   

When Karl Marx (1818–1883) writes in Theses on Feuerbach (1845) ‘the 

philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point, however, is 

to change it’, and ‘social life is essentially practical’, he is suggesting that ‘the 

question as to whether objective truth can be attributed to human thinking is not a 

question of theory but is a practical question’ and thinking ‘which is isolated from 

practice is a purely scholastic question’ (Marx, cited in Arthur 1977, pp. 121-123). 

For Marx, theory is a guide to action: a guide to thinking: to examine social situations; 

and to analyse current moments. His words encapsulate the central tension of this 

dissertation and shall form the basis of tests as to their veracity: based around ideas as 

to whether or indeed should Women’s Studies faculties in Australian Universities see 

their role as being to interpret the world or do they maintain leadership and change 

our world? Women’s Studies programmes are understood as a transitional space 

between feminist theory and its practice. The programme is identified as maintaining 

a feminist theoretical and philosophical base although the curriculum may differ 

between Centres. Many of these Centres appear liberal in outlook due to their 

vocational emphasis (Dever 2002; Dever et al. 2002; Le Feuvre 2002).  Mainstream 

feminism is situated within the liberal tradition (Groenhout 2002). This dissertation 

allows an assessment of whether feminist theory and practice intersect and exist 

outside the Women’s Studies classroom through its students’ voices, and seeks to 

contribute to the Australian Women’s Studies body of knowledge.  

 

Women’s Studies appears to be under scored by a commitment to the ethics of social 

and economic justice for women; this manifests in a pedagogical approach that 

includes a set of teaching principles considered appropriate for the content and 

intended audiences of such courses. Feminist pedagogy is variously based upon the 

refutation that knowledge is entirely free of subjectivity and personal values 
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(Angelique et al. 2002); personal experience is a fundamental part of learning and 

should be encouraged (Freire 2000); inclusion of knowledge derived from all races, 

genders, classes, and ethnic groups is a necessity; and teachers are to strive for non-

hierarchical classrooms that value the individual student (Crabtree & Sapp 2003). 

Through the culmination of the content and the methods utilized in the Women’s 

Studies classroom, the argument is offered that students not only gain through their 

intellectual development but also experience a private and personal transformation 

identifiable as supportive of their involvement in praxis. This is understood from the 

Marxist perspective as theory informing practical political action.  Praxis is also 

discussed by Paulo Freire (1921-1997) in Pedagogy of the Oppressed (2000) as a way 

of looking at the world in order to change it. This is a view similar to that held by 

Marx. 

 

The pedagogical approach to learning that is a feature of Women’s Studies is also 

discussed by Freire (2000). In his writing on structured educational settings he talks 

about how dialogue involves respect with people working together rather than just one 

person acting on another.  Dialogue is not just about understanding but about making 

a difference in the world through building social capital.  Freire argues that the 

development of critical consciousness allows people to question their social situation 

through an exchange between teachers and students, where all can learn and reflect. 

This approach discusses how beliefs are shaped into reflective or theory knowledge.  

While his approach is still curriculum-based it entails transforming settings into a 

particular type of pedagogical space that allows the students to question their social 

world (Taylor 1993).  Initially, such a space was seen to be the Women’s Studies 

classroom where students participate in meaning making and to then respond 

politically in response to such an understanding — praxis. 

 

The dissertation’s hypotheses are drawn from the feminist literature that discusses 

participation in Women’s Studies as encouraging debate in the classroom, developing 

critical perspectives, fostering appreciation for diversity, and inducing a sense of 

social responsibility and political activism in the student (Harris et al. 1999; Musil 

1992). This is within the context that the hallmarks of higher education are also 

academic freedom, intellectual development, and critical awareness (Angelique et al.  
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2002). The question becomes do students of Women’s Studies develop a sense of 

responsibility and empowerment that involves the development of a positive feminist 

consciousness through the Women’s Studies curricula via contact with lecturers and 

tutors?  A feminist consciousness is understood as holding feminist beliefs and values 

through an awareness of the influence of race, class, sexual orientation, and 

geographical location (Henderson-King & Stewart 1999); bringing a feminist analysis 

to a variety of contexts (Myaskovsky & Wittig 1997); self-identification as 

“feminist”; and a belief in praxis (Baumgardner & Richards 2000).  

 

A reading of the literature leads to the questioning of whether the development of an 

activist orientated feminist consciousness for the students occurs through the 

theoretical and philosophical framework of Women’s Studies. Premised on this 

understanding of the programme, the following chapters of the dissertation are guided 

by the hypothesis:  

  

               If the academic programme of Women’s Studies is based on  

  feminist theoretical principles, then it will empower their students  

  to praxis.  

 

To test this hypothesis, the dissertation questions whether students enrolled in 

Women’s Studies courses in Australian University Schools feel empowered through 

their participation in these programmes to engage in feminist-inspired praxis that 

challenges the legal, social, educational, and economic positioning of women. Do the 

students feel motivated to participate in political activity after being made aware of 

women’s history (e.g. the Colonial Era Suffragist struggle for the vote, the role of the 

“Femocrats” and the 1970s Women’s Liberation Movement) directed at establishing a 

“female friendly” state?  The state as a strategic director draws through liberalism its 

Western political ideology and its ideological justification for capitalism (Honderich 

1995).  Women’s Studies fit into this process as a legitimator of the inclusive and 

flexible nature of capital. 

 

To inform the testing of the hypothesis on the role of Women’s Studies as an agent of 

social change, the dissertation draws from Australian Women’s Studies’ students 

themselves by questioning how they understand and interpret the various feminist 
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theoretical perspectives offered in these programmes, and feminism’s relationship to 

praxis. Do they interpret the theory as a guide to political action? Do the students need 

an academic understanding of the course material, as well as experiential 

understanding to challenge the multiple bases of oppression for women that arguably 

still exist for women after 30 years of feminist discourse?  To test these questions the 

primary data (quantitative and qualitative) is drawn from a sample population of 

Women’s Studies students on twelve Australian university campuses. This original 

data is gained through the application of a baseline questionnaire at the start of the 

semester, a change questionnaire at the end of the semester, and a longitudinal 

questionnaire eighteen months after the completion of the programme. The testing of 

the hypotheses is informed through their responses, in conjunction with the analytical 

results from other relevant local and overseas academic research studies; a reading of 

the feminist literature; and the theoretical and philosophical framework of this 

dissertation. Hearing the student’s voices through their comments is in line with the 

argument that it is necessary for the ‘transcendental subject [to not only] see clearly 

the causes of oppression but also constitutes the source of liberation’ (Lukas, cited in 

Walby 2001, p.486).  

 

Feminists and feminist discourse relies on the underlying assumption that its 

theoretical and practical framework supports the liberation of all women.  Feminism 

offers the idea that there is a largely unspoken sense of solidarity among women 

understood as the “sisterhood”. How this “liberation” is to be achieved is read through 

a significant body of work that offers various approaches and strategies on a 

distinctively feminine/female way of “knowing the world”. From within this body of 

theoretical work liberal feminists argue for the political usefulness of their perspective 

to challenge the legal, social, educational, and economic discriminatory practices that 

women encounter in Western society (Magarey & Sheridan 2002). While no 

monotheistic entity of feminist thought exists, the various theoretical perspectives, 

such as liberal, radical, Marxist, socialist and others allow for philosophical 

differences to provide some alignment for academic discussion within Women’s 

Studies (Bart 1991; Freedman 2003; Jaggar 1983; Narayan & Harding 2000).   

 

Of these perspectives the dissertation primarily engages with liberal feminist theory in 

the data collection stage, as it is arguably the dominant Western paradigm relating  



 5 

to women and offers the view that as women and men essentially have the same 

reasoning capacity they should have the same economic (access to the workplace), 

social, political, and legal rights (Pateman 1989). This approach is understood as an 

outgrowth of liberalism that develops out of the social contract theories of the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (i.e. those found in the work of Thomas Hobbes 

and John Locke).  The theory is understood to have an idealised basis that views 

women’s experience of oppression and discriminatory practices as an aberration of 

capitalism, and is therefore, resolvable. Reformist in approach, it does not seek 

disengagement from the state as the state is seen as a site for feminist political 

struggle. Strategically, this approach seeks to enlist the assistance of others to 

intervene on their behalf. Activities such as lobbying, writing letters to politicians, 

petitioning, and participating in political parties and the electoral system (as voters, 

candidates or Members of Parliament) are institutionalised state-centred ways of 

contesting existing power arrangements.  

  

Another theoretical approach to be considered is the Marxist perspective that offers 

the view that any analysis for political action that fails to address capitalism is of little 

help in confronting women’s social, political, and economic disadvantage 

(Holmstrom 2003). While Marxist feminists endeavour to encourage revolutionary 

consciousness in workingwomen, socialist feminists in contrast focus on non-

revolutionary outcomes but see class and gender factors as equally responsible for 

multiple forms of oppression in capitalist society. This dissertation draws from, and is 

informed through the Marxist/socialist feminist perspectives that share a commitment 

to revolutionary change to capitalist systems through political action.  Such action 

may involve non-institutionalised forms of political activities such as attending 

marches, protests and picket lines, sit-ins, strikes and participating in street theatre 

(Sparks 1997). The starting point for analysis and political struggle for women is to 

address the key oppressions found in their class, gender and race positioning. An 

underlying test here is that for many women their negative social experiences are not 

through personal failure but are a result of their class positioning (within the family 

under the political, social, and economic structures) in a capitalist society. 

 

This approach allows questioning if whether the state does stand above and apart from 

gendered class relations. Within this context how then do educated women within 
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Women’s Studies programmes interpret a gendered past and understand it? Do they 

want to change the future? Do the students see political theories such as these as a 

guide to examining social situations; a guide to political action? Is it possible through 

Women’s Studies critique of feminist theory and women’s political history? Is it 

desirable? And can it be done through the higher education sector that is itself an 

important vehicle for class maintenance as understood through a reading of Marx and 

Engels?  

In this dissertation women’s class (working-class, middle-class or ruling-class) starts 

from definitions articulated by Marx and Engels (1820–1895) in The German 

Ideology and written up between 1845–6 and published posthumously in 1932. Their 

analysis is used because women still experience the social and economic results from 

the same unequal distribution of labour and its products. The negative consequences 

of their structural analysis arguably continue in contemporary society. While Marx 

(1965) did not discover the existence of classes (Korten 1995) or the struggle between 

them he offers the argument that the class struggle necessarily leads to the 

dictatorship of the proletariat; and that this dictatorship itself constitutes the transition 

of the ‘abolition of all classes, and to a classless society’. Marx and Engels argue that 

political power is the ‘organized power of one class for oppressing another’ (1969, 

p.87). 

 

Of these classes the working-class (or the proletariat) consists of people whose only 

means of income is through selling their labour power. The traditional middle-class 

(or petty bourgeoisie) is generally understood as small business owners who are 

primarily dependent on their own labour: and aided perhaps by a small number of 

employees (Kuhn & O’Lincoln 1996). This middle class is beneficiary of the 

dominant economic liberal ideology that came from the classical economic of Adam 

Smith (1723-1790) and also informs the basis of much of feminist theory. The 

middle-class is now much broader than Marx initially envisages with a layer of 

professionals who have considerable autonomy in their work (O’Lincoln 1996). This 

bourgeoisie has been struggling to hold and maintain their power as a ruling class who 

are able to be, in the words of Marx and Engels:  
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 The class which has the means of material production at its disposal,  

has control at the same time over the means of mental production…the  

ruling ideas are nothing more than the ideal expression of the dominant 

material relationships…the relationship which make one class the  

               ruling one. (1964, p.60) 

 

There is evidence that this occurs in Australia (Murray 2006, pp.147-176). Classes are 

economic relationships in which individuals can legitimately appropriate the labour of 

others, by social privilege justified by the state (Lenin, 1951).  

 

The core for this dissertation is that, for Marx social reality is in a permanent state of 

change as the process is produced, reproduced, and transformed by people’s activity. 

People think in certain ways ‘because of the kind of work (they) do, or don’t have to 

do, or are kept from doing’ (cited in Guettel 1981, p.2). Ideology is the reflection of 

the socio-economic structures and positions. Marx argues in the course of his initial 

investigation presented in Theses on Feuerbach (1845) but more fully developed in 

The German Ideology (1845–6) that while all ideology is made of ideas, not all ideas 

are ideological.  

 

Art 
 Law 

   Religion 
      Superstructure of the Society                 Ideology 

  Education 
  Government 

Values 
 

Relations of Production 
(Social Classes) 

---------------------------------------- 
      Foundation of                               Forces of Production 
      the Society                              (Resources and Technology) 
 
 
                  
                   Figure 1:  Marxian Abstract of Society’s Structure (Baradat 1988, p. 148) 

 

Furthermore, it is necessary to identify the ways that ideas become represented 

‘inadequately’ as ideology (a false consciousness), and to identify how ideology 

becomes associated with the dominant class (Larrain 1991, p.21). From the Marxist 



 8 

perspective ideology is found in the superstructure of society (presented in Figure 1) 

with the laws, values, and educational systems that encourage sympathetic public 

attitudes towards these political and economic systems (Baradat 1988). Of particular 

relevance to the social and economic positioning of women is that the state allows one 

class: the ruling-class, to suppress another by attacking any ideology that does not 

emanate from the ruling class or serve its economic interests.   

 

An example being the state’s response to the feminist theoretical perspective as part 

of a neoconservative backlash against women’s success in the workplace arguing that 

‘feminism’ is no longer necessary. This is reflected in comments from John Howard 

the former Prime Minister of Australia (1996–2007) who states that we are in ‘the 

post-feminist stage of the debate’ (cited in Hewett 2002) and that ‘Australian women 

have “moved on” from feminism and were having more babies’ (cited in Wright & 

Giles 2006). He further states ‘I think we have broken through some of the old 

stereotypes…the feminist battle has been won’ (cited in Summers 2003, p.2).  

Complementary to these views women can be seen as reproducers of the next 

generation of workers through the comments of state representatives, such as the 

former Federal Treasurer (1996–2007) Peter Costello who instructs married couples 

to have children ‘one for your husband and one for your wife and one for the country’ 

(cited in Dever 2005, p.45). Women are further urged by John Howard with his 

comment in The Australian, 13 May 2004 to ‘Come on, come on, your nation needs 

you’ (cited in Dever 2005, p.45).  

 

    

The Women Studies Initiative: Inception and resistance 

 

History is important for understanding the contemporary social positioning of 

Australian women, and history here provides the framework through which to test the 

dissertation’s hypotheses on the role of Women’s Studies as an agent of social change 

and the role of feminist theory in this process.  Many women experience resistance on 

entering the academic sphere. The Australian tertiary programme of Women’s Studies 

evolves out of the advocacy for, and inquiry about, women by women, through the 

1970s Women’s Liberation Movement: a time remembered as the “golden age of 

activism” (Dever 2004; Stacey 1997).  This time is arguably influenced by the writing 
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of women outside Australia who join together in seeking equality in the workplace 

and personal freedoms.  The dialectical process of consciousness-raising emerges as 

women gain an understanding of the concepts of patriarchal power ordering their 

social world but this approach later shift to a more academic institutionalised 

direction. 

 

The movement is represented as an educational one with women meeting together in 

informal classrooms to discuss feminist, anarchist, Marxist, and socialist practices, 

and to prepare collective research papers (Magarey et al. 1994; Magarey & Sheridan 

2002). The 1970s is seen as a time that activist women and their supporters participate 

in street marches, rallies, writing pamphlets, and attend meetings to draw the state’s 

attention to the necessity for structural reforms in areas such as access to reliable 

contraception, healthcare, changes to divorce laws, and economic parity with males 

(Bloodworth 2006, p.2). The liberal democratic state is presented as the arena to 

address women’s social and economic disadvantage (McMahon 2003). The political 

activists in this era challenge a state that is seen to trivialise or indeed oppose equality 

and social justice for women through valuing men over women in subtle or blatant 

ways in the educational, judicial, and economic spheres amongst others (Bloodworth 

2006, p.2).  Prior to this time universities were conservative in outlook with a notable 

lack of women either as teachers or students. 

 

The demands for a place within societies principal knowledge-producing and 

knowledge-controlling institutions evolve from this period and result in Women’s 

Studies units being offered at three Australian universities in 1973 with the first 

named Women’s Studies subjects at Flinders University in Adelaide, and at the 

University of Queensland (Bulbeck 2001).  At the University of Sydney a course 

Women and philosophy was offered.  At Flinders University a committee of women 

present a plan to the Humanities School Board for approval.  In the first year the 

course was seen as fairly informal with the content varying from group to group 

(Helling 1981).  The programme includes students acquiring communication skills 

and assertiveness training.  Such training is seen by the planners as necessary 

‘because women are more likely to be passive than men, they would be less likely to 

take the initiative in conversation, in stating their opinions, in interrupting, or in trying 
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to change the direction of a conversation’ (Helling 1981, p.31). The structure varies 

from year to year depending on funding, convenors and the number of students.   

 

However, the inclusion of women-focused topics in the conventional academic 

discipline is meet with resistance:  arising from within the 1970s Women’s Liberation 

Movement regarding its relationship to the academy; and tensions within the academy 

about its accommodation to the feminist theoretical perspective (Magarey et at. 1994).  

Arguments that its incorporation into the mainstream university curriculum will see 

the decline of the revolutionary potential of the women’s movement are raised 

(Magarey et al. 1994). Concerns that the ‘energies and the vitality of the women’s 

movement’ will disappear into ‘the black hole of the academy’ are expressed (Evans 

1997, p.116) and further that Women’s Studies is a subject without an intellectual 

base or a theoretical tradition are also offered from within the academic sphere (Evans 

1997, p.16).  Women’s Studies are understood to be an academic outsider in this 

period as it struggles for scarce resources in an unsupportive political and economic 

academic climate (Evans 1997, p.116). In response to the shortage of appropriate 

materials the Women’s Studies Resource Centre is established in July 1975.  This 

Centre is funded by a grant from the Australian National Advisory Committee in 

International Women’s Year.  

 

The literature discusses how the social construction of women and gender as a line of 

intellectual inquiry within Women’s Studies was seen as a liberal feminist challenge 

to traditional curricula both in Australia and overseas (Magarey & Sheridan 2002; 

Mandle 1999; Wiegman 2002). This belief is supported by a number of American 

academics and feminist writers who offer comments on Women’s Studies, such as ‘a 

lot of bad prose, psychobabble and “new age” nonsense’ (Hoff Summers 1994, pp. 

90-91), and the programme ‘reflects an inability to deal with men’ (Patai, cited in 

Boxer 1998, p. 209). Feminist critique is arguably a challenge on its perceived 

emotional aspects and lack of objectivity.  Despite the resistance by some academics, 

Women’s Studies is seen as a transitional site for extracting women’s standpoints to 

the forefront of research, knowledge, and cultural production. For many students — 

predominantly women — the Women’s Studies classroom becomes an educational 

space to share experiences with others, to gain a theoretical understanding of the way 

in which oppression operates, and to build the solidarity necessary to participate in 
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political struggle — praxis (Leathwood 2004). This understanding forms the basis of 

Women’s Studies being seen as a site for encouraging social change in their students, 

as well as an intellectual endeavour, premised on the feminist theoretical perspective.  

 

In the late 1970s Women’s Studies was defined by Susan Magarey from the 

Australian National University through her drawing a distinction between the ‘inter-

disciplinary’, the ‘multi-disciplinary’ and the ‘trans-disciplinary’.  Inter-disciplinary is 

understood as adopting specific repertories of procedures from those disciplines 

between which it is developing.  The procedures of a multitude of different disciplines 

are drawn upon in the ‘multi-disciplinary’ approach.  The last approach is seen to 

transcend a specified range of disciplines.  This is done by establishing criteria for 

assessing and selecting the techniques and procedures from those disciplines that 

highlight the question being asked and offer ways to answer them. It was not until the 

late 1980s that the interdisciplinary courses had their own staff (Magarey & Sheridan 

2002). 

 

Ryan (1991) argues that Women’s Studies should be placed historically within three 

phases of development in Australia: the first phase being between 1973 and 1982 

when it is established in response to university students and staff in the Women’s 

Liberation Movement who question the hegemony of patriarchal course structures and 

curricula.  Rowland discusses the first phase in the following terms: 

 

  The original aims of feminism within the academy were: to find,  

  reclaim, and rename ourselves; to consider all issues and knowledge  

  with women reintroduced; to create woman centred knowledge; to  

  understand power and its relation to gender; to search for the origins  

  of women’s oppression and therefore to develop strategies for  

  changing that oppression.  Women’s Studies itself was/is such a strategy.   

  Women’s Studies was intended to empower individual women, while  

  making them aware of their obligations and accountability to women  

  as a social group.(Rowland 1987, p. 520)     

 

This phase coincides with the abolition of student fees in tertiary education; there is a 

high demand for Women’s Studies topics as a result of an increase in female 
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enrolments including that of mature-age women. This increase corrects the omission 

or misrepresentation of women as a group in knowledges, politics and culture in 

academic institutions (Allen 1991, p.8). Towards the end of this phase there is a 

general decline of Federal Government funding per student, resistance from tenured 

staff to Women’s Studies, and the lack of consolidation with overseas Women’s 

Studies associations (Ryan 1991). 

 

The second phase from 1983 to 1988 sees the development of academic feminism, 

and Women’s Studies as a field of intellectual enquiry, research, and teaching (Ryan 

1991). Within this phase many Australian universities offer at least one women’s 

study topic with undergraduate majors being offered at six universities, and one 

college of advanced education, as well as postgraduate programmes. This change does 

not readily occur and in one instance at the University of Sydney in 1973 relies on the 

collective power of strike action by staff and students, and the occupation of the 

chancellery at the Australian National University in the following year (Ryan 1991). 

The literature discusses how the courses are often taught in addition to existing work 

loads with the additional lectures (by staff) not being recompensed in salary or status, 

and are an example of how universities initially accommodate the feminist theoretical 

perspective within their structure (Gunew 1987; Ryan 1991).  

 

The feminist historian, Judith Allen argues that Women’s Studies ceases, in this 

period, to be viewed as a “servant” to the women’s movement, and becomes 

recognized as being part of it (cited in Ryan 1991, p. 4). Professor Judith Allen, 

herself and others including Professors Kay Ferres, Chilla Bulbeck, Lyndall Ryan, 

Gillian Swanson, Gail Reekie and Sarah Rickson were instrumental in bringing 

together a major at Griffith University in Queensland that consisted of four courses 

that dealt with the organization of gender. The courses include Sexual Economics but 

later changed to The Organization of Gender through academic pressure, Gender 

Representations, Critics of Gender and an analysis of knowledge relating to gender, 

Gender Knowledges’ (Bulbeck 1987).  The implementation of the courses was 

hindered by strong opposition to the establishment of the major Women, Gender and 

Society that was spear headed by one professor of political theory (Ryan 1991). 

Seeing himself as the expert in gender studies, the professor expresses his hostility to 

the ‘rhetoric and polemic’ of feminism and contrasts this with the facts to be found in 
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‘genetics, endocrinology, primatology, and socio-biology’ (Bulbeck 1987, p. 538). He 

argues that the different reproductive strategies of women and men explain such 

things as ‘female infanticide, celibate castes, claustration, child marriage, dowry, male 

vagrancy, hypergany, female prostitution, and hareming, women as war booty, and 

class systems, rape and pornography’ (Bulbeck 1987, p. 538). Any attempt to subvert 

these natural strategies is seen as leading to ‘homosexuality or sexual harassment at 

work’ (Bulbeck 1987, p. 538). Male academic opposition to the offering of this 

particular major is argued within the context that Women’s Studies subjects were 

already on offer at other Australian universities.   

 

The Griffith University male academic crusader was also supported by the members 

of an anti-feminist lobby group known as Women Who Want to be Women (WWWW) 

who argue, ‘biology is destiny and that this destiny is God-given’ and who call for 

government intervention (Webley 1982, p. 145). These women, arguably not sisters, 

involve themselves in the anti-abortion campaigns, oppose anti-discrimination 

campaigns, and work to remove what they interpret to be inappropriate literature from 

school curricula. In addition, they attempt to displace well-known feminist groups 

such as the Women’s Electoral Lobby (WEL), and the National Women’s Advisory 

Council (NWAC) (Bulbeck 1987). Letters are written to the members of the 

University Council, as well as to the local newspapers (Courier-Mail June 6, 1985) 

attacking ‘hate-filled feminists’, and ‘Marxist sectarian indoctrination’ at the 

university (Bulbeck 1987, p. 538). The WWWW membership allegedly generate a 

petition claiming that Women’s Studies courses will ‘destroy the family’, ‘flood the 

workplace with women’, and ‘endorse’ bestial practices of homosexuals, abortion and 

other evils’ (Bulbeck 1987, p. 538). Strategically they target the state apparatus 

(politicians and political parties) but not the general public for support (Webley 

1983). 

 

The third phase of Women’s Studies from 1989 sees the establishment of professional 

groups such as the Australian Women’s Studies Association, the organization of 

Women’s Studies programmes, and the formation of new research centres (Ryan 

1991). In this phase the objectives of Women’s Studies diversify in response to the 

critique of essentialism within feminism, postmodernism, and post-structuralism 

(Allen 1991). The literature discusses how post-structuralism carries with it an 
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emphasis on language not political action, and is articulated through the writing of 

feminist thinkers such as Helen Cixous (1981), Luce Irigaray (1985) Julia Kristeva 

(1982, 1984, 1993), and the theorists Gilles Deleuze (1984, 1990, 1994), Jacques 

Derrida (1987) and Michel Foucault (1976, 1980). The gender feminist theorists 

develop from Foucault’s critique of liberal democracy to explore women’s 

relationship to patriarchy.   

Within the third phase “Gender Studies” emerges arguably, as an alternative to 

Women’s Studies. This trend is seen as undermining the primacy of women as an area 

of research, and negates the connection between the Women’s Liberation Movement 

and political activity (Wiegman 2002). This increasing institutionalisation is seen to 

carry with it the loss of critical potential with gender being thought to mean either 

women or men (Dolling & Hark 2000; Threadgold 2000). There is a noticeable 

decline in Women’s Studies centres.  Within this period there is also a decline in the 

number of Women’s Studies majors being offered.  One example of this is at the 

Australian National University where in 2001 the major Gender, Sexuality and 

Culture combine with the Women’s Studies and Cultural and Critical Studies major. 

This re-alignment shifts the emphasis and critical potential of, and challenges the 

rationalization for Women’s Studies’ existence (Curthoys 2000). Prior to this shift, 

Women’s Studies is understood as ‘a way to empower individual women, while 

making them aware of their obligations and accountability to women as a social 

group’ (Rowland 1987, p. 520). After this phase there appears to be less focus on 

praxis for social reform (Sheridan 1986), and more focus on sustaining Women’s 

Studies as a vocational choice for enrolling students (Dever 2002). This is the period 

in which the dissertation’s hypothesis is situated and tested. 

 

 

The Objectives of the Dissertation 

 

The key issue to be addressed in this dissertation through the testing of its hypotheses  

is whether Australian tertiary students, engage in feminist-inspired praxis through 

their identification, awareness and accountability to women as a social group, as an 

outcome of their participation in Women’s Studies. Their participation in Women’s 

Studies programmes is understood as encouraging the connection of theory to practice 
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or praxis — understood as showing students how to analyse basic assumptions that 

underlie traditionally accepted theories and to respond (Magarey 1998; Magarey & 

Sheridan 2002; Ryan 1991). Within this context the research direction of the 

dissertation allows an exploration of the relationship between the feminist theoretical 

perspective, education, and social change. Does feminist theory act as a political 

guide in a thoughtful way, compatible with the increasingly corporate marketplace of 

the higher education sector? Through this inquiry, the dissertation engages the 

question of whether feminist theory with its different philosophical orientations and 

political strategies fits the idea of praxis (Marx, cited in Arthur 1977, pp.121-123) that 

is, we test whether the hypothesis that ‘If the academic programme of Women’s 

Studies is based on feminist theoretical principles, then it will empower their students 

to praxis’.  

   

The dissertation is informed through, but not dependent on, a reading of the feminist 

literature, and the writing of feminist authors such as Gerda Lerner.  Lerner chronicles 

the evolution of patriarchy in The Creation of Patriarchy (1987) and The Creation of 

Feminist Consciousness (1993). Her analysis is important for this research as much of 

feminist theory appears to rest on the premise of either ‘male biology’ or ‘male 

psychology’; and the male hierarchical ordering of society to understand the negative 

social positioning of women (Smith 2001, p.4). To describe the status of women in 

some societies, Lerner defines the term oppression as ‘forceful subordination’, and 

prefers the phrase ‘subordination of women’ to refer to Western women’s condition 

under patriarchy because it ‘does not have the connotation of evil intent on the part of 

the dominant: it allows for the possibility of collusion between him [the dominant 

male] and the subordinate’ (Lerner 1987, p. 234). She further argues, ‘It includes the 

possibility of voluntary acceptance of subordinate status in exchange for protection 

and privilege, a condition which characterizes so much of the historical experience of 

women’ (Lerner 1987, p. 234).   

 

The ‘patriarchal’ perspective within feminist theory appears to accept, in part, the 

assumption that woman’s experiences of discrimination and oppression is due to their 

vaguely defined tendency to nurture and therefore, submit to male domination. This is 

an assumption drawn through the field of anthropology and its researchers’ own 

cultural prejudices (Smith 2001). Many of the assumptions from this field provide 
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broad generalizations about women and men that become integral to how gender is 

viewed and understood within Western society. Much of feminist theory, especially 

the radical strand, appears to rest on the standpoint that men, through their alleged 

greater physical strength can, and do, dominate women (Daly 1998; Dworkin 1983; 

Firestone 1970; MacKinnon 1989; Spender 1989). This perspective appears to accept 

a patriarchal value system where a woman’s social positioning is culturally and 

biologically defined. 

 

In contrast to the many streams of thought within feminism, the philosophy of Marx   

and Engels (1969) addresses women’s oppression through the thoughts, vision, and 

analyses that stem from a materialist standpoint. Marx and Engels integrate 

economics, sociology, and politics to produce a dialectical approach to human history. 

Their dialectical method (a dialogue between people who hold different ideas) is an 

approach that has its origins in Ancient Greece with Socrates and his method of 

questioning students.  The method is used in the early dialogues, such as Euthyphro 

by the Greek philosopher Plato (c.428–347 BC). In later periods it was understood as 

logic. Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) applied dialectic to the contradictory aspects of 

science; feminism is also influenced through his theory of objectification (Herman 

1993). A critic of Kant, Georg Hegel (1770–1831) saw all logic, and world history as 

following the path in which internal contradictions were ‘transcended, but gave rise to 

new contradictions that themselves required resolution’ (Honderich 1995, p.198).   

 

Marx and Engels develop the material basis of the dialectic further through the 

questioning of whether matter or consciousness is primary (Honderich 1995; Singer 

1983). Dialectical materialism holds the primacy of matter whilst idealism is seen as 

the primary of consciousness. The doctrines are found in the writing of Engels in 

Anti-Duhring (1878) and Dialectics of Nature (1875–82, published posthumously in 

1927). In ‘dialectical materialism’, Engels writes in Ludwig Feuerbach (1888), ‘the 

materialist world outlook was taken really seriously for the first time and was carried 

through consistently…’ For ‘it was resolved to comprehend the real world – nature 

and history – just as it presents itself to everyone who approaches it free from 

preconceived idealist fancies. Idealism as typified by the work of Georg Hegel (1770–

1831) it was decided relentlessly to sacrifice every idealist fancy, which could not be 

brought into harmony with the facts conceived in their own and not in a fantastic 
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connection. And materialism means nothing more than this’ (Engels, cited in 

Cornforth 1987, p.16).  

 

Of importance for this dissertation is the analytical collaboration of Marx and Engels 

who acknowledge that women are an active part of world history. Engels’ analysis of 

women’s positioning within society is based on his research of the experiences of 

working-class women including sexual harassment in the workplace, lack of 

childcare, low pay, and their exclusion from the trade-unions. These experiences are 

comprehensively detailed in The Conditions of the Working-Class in England and in 

conjunction with Marx’s detailed notes informs the historical analysis of the source of 

women’s oppression in The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State  

(1884) (Smith 2001). Engels argues that women’s oppression is based in capitalism 

itself with its drive for profits that require a source of cheap labour. This historical 

perspective is important for this research, as women’s economic positioning relative 

to men is arguably the primary theme in liberal feminist theory. Marx’s analysis is not 

invalidated because he did not address the issues deemed important by twentieth 

century feminists. The dissertation examines the feminist assertion that Marxism 

subordinates women to the class struggle, and that Marx is only interested in women’s 

oppression in passing (MacKinnon 1982). 

 

 A Marxist philosophical and theoretical framework is critically used in the following 

chapters to understand how social change occurs and their interconnection (dialectics) 

within each historical period as there are inherent contradictions (class struggle) 

within the capitalist economy (Manifesto of the Communist Party 1848).    Marxism is 

neither entirely an economic theory nor entirely a political theory: it is a worldview 

that critiques capitalism as a source of women’s exploitation, subordination and 

oppression as mother and worker, reproducer and producer. Engels argues in Ludwig 

Feuerbach and the End of Classical German Philosophy (1888) that the theory carries 

Marx’s name ‘because he stood higher, saw further, and took a wider and quicker 

view than all the rest of us. Marx was a genius; we others were at best talented. 

Without him the theory would not be by far what it is today. It rightly bears his name’ 

(1975, p.43). 

 

 



 18 

The Structure of the Dissertation            

 

Chapter One introduces the historical, theoretical, and philosophical foundation that 

underpins the dissertation’s hypotheses. The literature review in this chapter provides 

the contextual framework to question whether the academic programme of Women’s 

Studies with its foundations in the 1970s Australian Women’s Liberation Movement 

is still an agent for social change as advocated by its original mission (Allen 1991; 

Ryan 1991). Participation in these programmes is said to empower its students to 

engage in praxis in a meaningful way. The scope of the dissertation allows an inquiry 

of whether feminist theory fulfils the role for theory that Marx (1845) envisages as 

having practical outcomes. The chapter creates and situates a legitimate space for this 

research and provides the theoretical and philosophical approach for the development 

and testing of the dissertation’s hypotheses.   

 

Chapter Two discusses the rationale at both a theoretical and practical level for the 

choice of research methodology to provide the original data to test its hypotheses.  

The primary data is gained through the implementation of three questionnaires issued 

to a sample population of Australian Women’s Studies students — the baseline 

survey: Part A conducted at the start of the semester; the change survey: Part B issued 

at the end of the semester; and the longitudinal follow up: Part C, approximately a 

year and a half after the conclusion of the semester. The questionnaires are presented 

in some detail in this chapter. The choice of a triangulated methodology is based on a 

reading of the literature with an awareness that all research comes through the 

medium of the researcher. On this understanding the survey method presents a 

relatively unproblematic approach to information gathering, and, on occasion may 

prompt participants’ self-reflection through its content. For comparative purposes, an 

overview of the relevant local and overseas research literature from the United States 

of America and Great Britain is also presented. This literature review is structured 

through the questions being asked and the statements being made in the testing of the 

dissertation’s hypotheses.   

 

In Chapter Three, the demographic and background characteristics of the sample 

population of Women’s Studies students who participate in the data gathering stage of 

this research is presented. The original data that informs the testing of the 
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dissertation’s hypotheses is drawn through the implementation of the three 

questionnaires presented and discussed in Chapter Two. This strategy provides the 

data — both quantitative and qualitative in an attempt to gain an understanding of the 

students’ attitudes to the feminist theoretical perspective, whether they self-identify as 

feminists (prior to and after their participation in Women’s Studies programmes), and 

their attitudes to participating in praxis as an outcome of their study. The chapter also 

offers the motivation of prospective students enrolling in Women’s Studies to inform 

the body of knowledge. 

 

The data is discussed in conjunction with the results from other relevant local and 

overseas studies, and a comparative reading of the feminist research literature to 

inform the testing of the dissertation’s hypotheses. The data allows questioning of the 

view that this is a ‘Post-feminist’ Era for women (Parkins 1999), and explores the 

viability of feminism as a political strategy for social change. The longitudinal 

research approach for the data collection is significant for the testing of the idea of 

Women’s Studies as a change agent. This approach allows a more detailed analysis of 

the efficacy, and durability of social change as a practical outcome of attending 

Women’s Studies and the role of feminist theory in this process. 

 

Chapter Four presents and analyses the students’ attitudes to participating in 

institutionalised (state-centred) and non-institutionalised political activity prior to, and 

as an outcome of their participation in Women’s Studies. Do they understand feminist 

theory as a guide to praxis? The original data includes the students’ past levels of 

political activity (as an indicator of possible future activity), their political orientation, 

and their sense of political efficacy (informs political activity). These results are 

discussed in conjunction with the outcomes from other relevant local and overseas 

research studies to inform the testing of the dissertation’s hypotheses.    

 

The data is interpreted through the historical literature on Australian women as active 

participants (voters, candidates, politicians and Members of Parliament) in the 

electoral system, as part of the state. This chapter explores the links between the 

feminist theoretical perspective, and engagement in political practice. The 

longitudinal approach provides the data to inform the efficacy and durability of 

feminist theory as a political strategy. This chapter also provides the space to present 
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the students’ thoughts on their Women’s Studies experience, on the political efficacy 

of the feminist theoretical perspective, and the durability of their attitudes towards 

social change for women. As such, this research contributes to informing the field of 

Women’s Studies and the relationship between education and social change.  

 

The final chapter presents the findings and conclusions from the data analysis 

reported in Chapters Three and Four. This analysis informs the testing of the 

dissertation's hypothesis, and the role of theory that Marx (1845) argues requires 

practical political outcomes. This may result from the students seeing the theory as a 

guide to critical thinking and as a guide to political action in response. The purpose of 

this chapter is to assess whether feminist theory and practice intersect and exist 

outside the Women's Studies’ classroom. The chapter concludes with suggestions for 

future research based on this analysis, and is a significant contribution to the field of 

Women's Studies.   

 

 

The Scope of the Argument  

 

History is important for an understanding of the present. The scope of this dissertation 

begins in the Suffragist Era at the end of the nineteenth century. This is an era that 

sees the rise of capitalism, and the origins of the socialist and women’s movements. 

The thesis begins with this focus to explore the suffragist’s philosophical approaches 

and strategies (drawing on their gender as women, their understanding of citizenship, 

and their class and race positioning) to gain an understanding of the origins of 

Australian women’s political history. Socialist and Marxist theory fed into this at 

some levels (e.g. through the Australian Union of Women) but their thinking never 

assumes the dominant liberal feminist paradigm around which feminist thought and 

action took place.  

 

A reading of the literature in relation to this early period allows questions of whether 

women’s initial social structuring in the Colonial Era determines female ‘capacities’ 

or ‘potentialities’ in the present (Eisenstein 1979, p. 9). Due to the scope of the 

dissertation beginning in this early period the literature review provides the 

opportunity to gain an understanding of how political change for women occurs or is 
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resisted. Such a reading makes intelligible the past one hundred years of women’s 

political orientation towards the capitalist state (predominantly) for their access to the 

same economic, social, and legal rights, remuneration, and status that many men (but 

not all) historically enjoy. The focus of this history is the Suffragist Era, the Women’s 

Liberation Movement, the ‘femocrats’ and the inception of Women’s Studies. 

 

History’s scope allows inquiry as to whether contemporary tertiary students are 

encouraged to engage in feminist inspired political action through their understanding 

of women’s history and the feminist theoretical perspective as an outcome of their 

participation in Women’s Studies programmes. Does the retelling of a gendered past 

encourage students within these classrooms to move beyond dualistic notions of 

cultural and political systems and ways of practice, to one where men are possibly 

conceived as allies? The original data collected in the research stage of this 

dissertation allows engagement with the question of whether the teaching of an 

oppressed gendered past encourages students to participate in praxis. This thesis does 

not argue that a single motivated student in Women’s Studies can achieve attitudinal 

change and shift the material barriers for women but it is arguing that a mass 

movement should be more effective as a practical outcome of the theory.   

 

In the writing of this dissertation I use, with hesitancy, the terms all, white, and black 

(in relation to race) when discussing women’s experiences both historical and 

contemporary. If this use occurs it is for the sake of convention but with an awareness 

of the literary tendency to infer that all women’s experiences are the same despite 

being mediated through their class, race, and sex positioning (Adair 2002; Lott 2002).  

The legal scholar Catharine MacKinnon argues that the terms white and black should 

be written in upper case letters as she regards black ‘as an experience, a cultural and 

personal identity, the meaning of which becomes specifically stigmatic and/or 

glorious and/or ordinary under specific social conditions’ (1982, p. 516). With respect 

for MacKinnon’s position, I do not capitalise these terms. I contend that women (and 

men) are not uniformly oppressed under capitalism.   

 

Furthermore, the wave metaphor is not used in the discussion of women’s social and 

political experiences through the twentieth and into the twenty-first century. There is 

a tendency in the Australian and overseas feminist literature to retrospectively assign 
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the Suffrage Period as the first wave of feminism; the 1960–1970s as the second 

wave, and the third wave is assumed to be from the 1980s.   

 

• The first wave period is discussed as being a time when women sought their 

own legal identity, and ‘the right to own property, to sue, to form contracts, 

and to vote’ (Dicker & Peipmeier 2003, p. 9).  

  

• The focus of the second wave is discussed as bringing into political view 

issues such as affordable childcare, access to abortion, and the eradication of 

violence against women and children previously relegated to the private 

sphere. Attention is also directed at the lack of equal opportunities in 

employment and education for women (Dicker & Peipmeier 2003).   

 

• The third wave is seen as embracing the social and political concerns of the 

second wave but is said to be more aware of women’s diversity (class, 

ethnicity, religion and sexuality) with calls for reflection on this diversity 

(Dicker & Peipmeier 2003). This period does not offer emotive arguments to 

be involved in political activism that is a feature of the early Women’s 

Liberation Movement (Foss & Griffin 1995; Lake 1999).   

 

I contend that the metaphor of waves is a rhetorical contrivance that privileges 

Western women’s political activism, marginalizes the struggles of non-Western 

women, and makes invisible the political actions of women in the trough between the 

so-called waves (Rowbotham 1975; Connnell 2008).   

 

On occasion in this thesis the term ‘feminism’ is used undefined and unqualified due 

to the diversity of meaning and multiple approaches since the 1970s Women’s 

Liberation Movement (Caine 1995). A critical discussion of a number of these 

theoretical approaches is offered for the reader in the literature review. 

 

The primary data testing the dissertation’s hypotheses is gained through its own 

original empirical (unpublished) research with a sample population of Women’s 

Studies’ students.  This research was designed to gather the primary data (within the 
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local focus) necessary to inform the testing of the dissertation’s hypotheses, and to 

contribute to the Women’s Studies body of knowledge.  It is not the intention of this 

research to assess the academic value of such programmes in terms of curricula or the 

Women’s Studies lecturer as role model.  This is external to the scope or intent of the 

dissertation in the testing of its hypotheses.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
  

Literature Review: Women, Men, and the Class-gendered state  

 
Australian women’s relationship to the state is a contentious one; beginning in the 

eighteenth century when the British state transported women as convicts to Australia 

in chains to face enforced whoredom (Murray 2006; Summers 1975) to augment and 

civilise the unruly male convict rabble. Later in the nineteenth century suffragists 

were still confronting a predominantly male-led state, in the absence of any cultural 

tradition for women to be authentic political participants. It is a state that is linked to 

the British imperialist project ‘where only imported and preferably British practice is 

legitimate’ (McMahon 2003, p. 84). It is a state that privileges the views of 

predominantly white protestant males (Oldfield 1992; Simms 2002; Yeatman 1990) 

who develop ‘elaborate discourses of access and equity’ with these acting as 

‘smokescreens’ that resist change (Yeatman, cited in Dixson 1994, p. 285).  

 

An historical understanding of the state is important for this dissertation, as liberalism 

is the dominant paradigm applied to women throughout Australian history. The 

alternative explanations of what happened to women and the state are a radical strand 

of feminism which advocates that the state is male as the law sees and treats women 

the way men see and treat women (MacKinnon 1989, 2000) and Marxism that does 

not see the liberal state as the arena to contest women’s social positioning in the 

modern state (Fernbach 1973; McLellan 1979). 

  

 

The history of women’s struggle: what Marx and Engels say 

 

The scholarship examined here begins with the role of the state as gleaned through the 

writings of Karl Marx — due to the state being seen (through liberalism) as the site 

for political struggle. It provides a framework that allows an inquiry of whether 

contemporary students target their political actions, if any, at the liberal democratic 

state as an outcome of attending Women’s Studies programmes. An historical 
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understanding of the state is offered by Marx who uses a variety of terms and phrases 

such as ‘concentrated economics’, ‘the official resume of society’, and its ‘executive’ 

being the ‘committee for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie’ 

(cited in MacKinnon 1989, p.157).  Primary Marxist theorists Robert Connell and 

Terry Irving argue that the state guarantees the relations of private ownership that 

form the basis of the labour market and capitalist production (1970, 1977, 1980, 

2004).  In effect, they are saying that this is a class society ‘based on the accumulation 

of capital, the exploitation of wage labour, acquisitive individualism, hierarchy and 

inequality’ (Armstrong 1996, p. 60). A reading of Marxist literature provides this 

dissertation with a theoretical understanding of the role of the state in civil society, 

and allows us to identify women’s relationship to the state since the Colonial Era.  

 

Through liberalism, civil society is the position women occupy between the private 

home and the public institutionalised world of the market although these lines overlap 

and blur. In their substantial body of work, Marx and Engels both reject the idea that 

the state is a body standing above, and apart from the classes, regulating social life for 

the common good. Their study of the emergence of monopoly capitalism in Western 

Europe provides the historical, theoretical and philosophical foundation that informs 

their analyses. The literature discusses how cottage industry is replaced by the factory 

system of industrialization in nineteenth century Europe (Baran & Sweezy 1966; 

Braverman 1974; O’Connor 1973). Within this system workers see their livelihood as 

dependent on the vagaries of economic fluctuations, requiring few skills except to 

keep the machines functioning; women and children are seen as desirable workers as 

they are a source of cheap and expendable labour (Baradat 1988). State power is 

necessary to enforce sacrifices on the workers, as capitalism is not altruistic in intent 

or practice. The state’s primary focus is to provide support for the owners of capital 

who invest in plant and machinery. Collusion between the owners of capital and the 

state allow wages to be kept to a minimum, squalid and dangerous factory conditions 

to exist, and strikes to be violently dispersed by the police or the army (Baradat 1988). 

The state becomes an arbiter for capitalist interests to the detriment of non-capitalist, 

particularly women. 

 

Marx in Critique of Hegel’s Doctrine of the State (1843) describes civil society within 

the state as the sphere of the ‘species being’ and that the ‘reason’ that governs the 
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state ‘presented man’s real relations in an inverted form’ (cited in Fernbach 1973, 

p.14). Hegel the Western philosopher offers his view that reason progressively 

unfolds itself in the political institutions of the state. Marx’s reasoning is drawn from 

Ludwig Feuerbach’s (1804–72) humanism offered in Provisional Theses for the 

Reform of Philosophy (1843) in opposition to Hegel’s position that civil society is the 

sphere of material needs with the state representing the higher sphere of reasoning, 

and being the arbitrator of conflicts. In this work, Marx argues that the resolution of 

this conflict (between state and civil society) requires the dissolution of the former 

into the latter ‘scientific communism’ (Critique of Hegel’s Doctrine of the State 

1843). Marx later criticizes Feuerbach’s equation of communism with humanism, and 

argues that there is a distinction between them (The German Ideology 1932).  

 

Drawing from Feuerbach’s humanism, Marx offers the view that the state confines 

itself to ‘formal and negative’ activity because its power ceases when it meets civil 

society that is developed with the bourgeoisie. Marx argues that the state bureaucracy 

does not mediate conflicts of material interest rationally, and exists as an oppressive 

force in civil society (Critique of Hegel’s Doctrine of the State 1843). The framework 

of Feuerbachian humanism is not drawn upon again after Marx’s Economic and 

Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844. Marx initially argues in the essay Introduction to 

the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right (1843) published in the Deutsche-

Franzosische Jahrbucher [Franco-German Yearbooks] that ‘philosophy can only be 

realised by the abolition of the proletariat, and the proletariat can only be abolished by 

the realisation of philosophy’ (1969, p. 58). This is the separation of philosophy from 

its material basis of the proletariat. The abolition comes after the socialist revolution 

when the philosophical principles are embodied in the socio-economic reality 

(Honderich 1995).   

 

Marx initially offers the Instrumental theory of the state that views the state as 

‘nothing but’ a tool for the common interest of the bourgeoisie (Critique of Hegel’s 

Doctrine of the State 1843). He arguably uses the term ‘bourgeoisie’ through its 

French meaning of ‘middle-class’: a class of educated, wealthy merchants (Baradat 

1988, p. 152). After 1848, Marx moves into a period which he refines his ideas. He 

reformulates the Instrumental theory of the state and proposes an Abdication theory as 

he sees capitalists abstaining from political power if it is in their best interests to do so 
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(Manifesto of the Communist Party 1848). Marx argues that if the capitalists take 

power, a fusion of capitalism and government will lead to social unrest; however, this 

will not occur if the workers ‘had to fight a two-front war against economic 

exploitation and political oppression, their combativity and class consciousness would 

lack a clear focus’ (Elster 1990, p. 147). This positioning allows the state to act 

against the long-term interests of some parts of the ruling-class, but not against the 

long-term interest of the whole ruling-class (Suchling 1983). The ruling class has 

women but even these women are second to men in the ascension of power because as 

Lenin explains the state is ‘a special organization of force: it is an organization of 

violence for the suppression of some class’ (1960, p. 320) which we understand to be 

overlaid by patriarchy which means that women are particularly vulnerable.   

 

In the praxis-oriented Marxism of Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937), the state is seen as 

having elements of civil society whereas Marx sharply distinguishes between civil 

society, and political society (McLennan 1979). Men, not women, function most 

powerfully in civil society. Civil society for Gramsci consists of all the organizations 

and technical means that justify the ruling-class in all domains of culture. In the 

Prison Notebooks (1971) he writes:  

 
The general notion of State includes elements which need to be  

referred back to the notion of civil society (in the sense that one  

might say that State = political society + civil society, in other  

words hegemony protected by the armour of coercion.  (Sassoon  

1987, p.113) 

 

He further argues in effect that civil society has a cultural function and through the 

hegemony of the ruling class presents the ‘ethical’ content of the state (cited in 

Sassoon 1987, p. 115).  

 

A reading of the Marxist and socialist literature challenges the feminist assertion that 

Marx is only interested in women’s oppression in passing (MacKinnon 1982).  In 

their analysis, both Marx and Engels cite women’s positioning since the rise of class 

society as being based on the relationship between the sexual division of labour and 

the mode of production: a relationship that is seen as especially oppressive for 



 29 

working-class women (Smith 2001). In their first collaboration The Holy Family 

(1845) they argue that in relation to men women’s general position of woman in 

modern society is inhuman (Fernbach 1973). Their understanding of women’s 

oppression as workers, wives, mothers and daughters is further informed through the 

investigative work of Engels offered in The Conditions of the Working Class in 

England  (1845). In this work Engels documents the sexual harassment of women in 

the workforce, the lack of childcare, women’s low wages and the problems of 

immigration, discrimination and racism (Dennehy 1996). Engels illustrates the 

disregard for human life under capitalism through his own experience when he writes: 

 

I once went into Manchester with such a bourgeois, and spoke to  

him of the bad, unwholesome method of building, the frightful  

condition of the working people’s quarters, and asserted that I had  

never seen so ill built a city.  The man listened quietly to the end, 

and said at the corner where we parted: ‘and yet there is a great  

               deal of money made here; good morning, sir’. (Engels 1973, p.313) 

 

His critique is based on the personal observations of the working and living 

conditions of the working-class in conjunction with ‘press reports, official 

investigations and even diagrams of the back-to-back houses which formed the early 

Manchester slums’ (German 1994, p.6). Engels develops a material analysis of every 

day working life that later informs the development of Marxist class analysis: an 

analysis that is still relevant for understanding contemporary women’s economic and 

social positioning.  

 

Scholars argue that an integral part of Marx and Engels’ understanding of a class 

society is that women’s liberation is essential. In their collaboration in The 

Communist Manifesto (1848) they state: 

 
The bourgeois sees in his wife a mere instrument of production.   

He hears that [under communism] the instruments of production  

are to be exploited in common, and, naturally, can come to no  

other conclusion than that the lot of being common to all will  

likewise fall to women.  He has not even a suspicion that the  

real point aimed at [by communists] is to do away with the status  
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of women as mere instruments of production. (cited in Fernbach 1973, p.84) 

 

This analysis is further discussed in The Origin of the Family, Private Property and 

the State (1884) that incorporates Marx’s detailed notes. In this work Marx and 

Engels further develop the idea of women’s oppression arising with the emergence of 

a class society within the historical development of production (Zaretsky 1976). They 

further link the appearance of the family form to the development of the state. The 

shift to patrilineal kinship is seen as ‘the overthrow of mother right was the world 

historic defeat of the female sex’ establishing a set of social relations conducive to the 

evolution of private property (Engels 1975, pp.120-121). The argument is premised 

on the view that when production outside of the household expands far quicker than 

production within the household this results in the devaluing of female labour 

(Zaretsky 1976). As a consequence of the rise of the nuclear family women become 

restricted to the household (the private sphere) with economic dependence on men 

away from the public sphere and the rise of the state. Arguably, Engels did not foresee 

the degree to which capitalism later evolves to incorporate working-class and middle-

class women in the workforce without their moving from the private sphere where 

they are the reproducers of the next generation of workers (Smith 2001). When 

women attempt to enter the workplace they experience a lack of wage parity and 

opportunity, affordable quality childcare and the unequal distribution of labour in the 

home. This is discussed further in Economic Parity: the mores and constraints in 

Chapter Three.  

 

Marx and Engels theorize in the Communist Manifesto (1847) that women have 

entrenched positioning within the family that perpetuates this oppression, and this 

informs their call for the abolition of the family. They work from the premise that the 

nuclear family is a form necessary for males to keep property rights through 

inheritance (by males), and that marriage is essentially a property relationship (Smith 

2001). The family is theorised as perpetuating the oppression of women (Lee Ack 

1991). In Principles of Communism Engels states: 

  
It will make the relation between the sexes a purely private relation  

which concerns only the persons involved, and in which society  

has no call to interfere.  It is able to do this because it abolishes private  
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property and educates children communally, thus destroying the twin  

foundation of hitherto existing marriage – the dependence of the  

wife upon the husband and of the children upon the parents. (cited  

in Lee Ack 1991, p.155) 

 

This dissertation argues that the analysis and dialectical method of Engels and Marx is 

still relevant to women in contemporary Western society despite the range of issues, 

such as fertility and sexuality that have arisen since their time. Their critique of 

women’s positioning within the family through the rise and entrenchment of class 

society within the state allows an understanding of women’s continuing 

discrimination in areas, such as the judicial system, education, and in economic parity 

with male workers. But it is not a critique that dismisses women as offered by the 

feminist analysis of Marx (MacKinnon 1982). 

 

 

Feminist aspirations: the sisters are doing it for themselves 

 

A consideration of the Australian scholarship on the Colonial Period is relevant to the 

dissertation as it provides an overview of women’s political activity for social reform 

directed at the state. The relatively small numbers of middle-class women who seek 

their vote in the later Colonial Period become known as the suffragists (1840-1900). 

These women are arguably not ‘feminists’ as defined at the turn of the last century 

despite the literature that tends to place their political activities within the so-called 

first wave of feminism. There were no suffragettes in the Australian campaigns: 

rather, they are suffragists as the term suffragette is not in common use until the Daily 

Mail newspaper in London applies the term to the English activists who engage in 

forceful political protest (Caine 1995). The novelty of the word serves to differentiate 

women, such as the Pankhursts from the moderate suffrage campaigners (suffragists) 

associated with the nineteenth century group, the National Union of Women’s 

Suffrage Societies (Caine 1995).  

  

Within this reading the Marxist theoretical perspective offers its historical vision of 

the difficulties for women who turn to the state for political redress. In contrast, 

liberal feminism is traditionally supportive of this strategic direction for women. For 
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this dissertation, the feminist reading allows a discussion of Australian women’s 

political history that revolves around women initially seeking independence rather 

than equality with men through their early appeals to the state for enfranchisement 

(Lake 1999). The feminist analysis largely subsumes working-class women’s history 

through a feminist re-interpretation into that of a middle-class feminist movement 

(Bloodworth & O’Lincoln 1998). This approach largely ignores the struggles of 

working-class women in the union movement, their participation in militant pickets, 

and their lack of inclusion in Australian Labor Party history:  read primarily as ‘male’ 

history (Bloodworth 1998; Damousi 1994).   

 

In the Colonial Era women encounter a settler state that is founded through the forced 

acquisition of Indigenous land, and evolves into a capitalist state system under the 

guise of a British military regime: a British-appointed military governor remains until 

Federation in 1901. The state predates capitalism in Australia with a strong central 

administration whose function it was to fashion a society (McQueen 1976). It is a 

state split along class lines due to the rise of the mercantile bourgeoisie: the town-

based traders, through the Colonial Period (1840–1900). The first private capital 

comes in the form of officers’ salaries and official funds, and this begins private trade 

and agricultural production (Connell & Irving 1980). The settler state apparatus is 

then linked with all aspects of economic development with capitalist infrastructure 

(essential services such as railway infrastructure and agricultural irrigation), being 

funded by the state if private capital is inadequate. This leads to the formation of a 

capitalist market economy that requires a cheap labour source, either from women or 

men. 

 

The suffragist women seek their legal, social, and economic parity with males through 

suffrage at a time when the state is male jurispendially. As white, predominantly 

middle-class women, they argue for their enfranchisement within a capitalist society 

whose ruling-class is composed entirely of white men. The vote is sought within the 

context that it is offered by the state ‘to aliens and even to blackfellows’ but not to 

them (Oldfield 1992, p. 65). The argument that their political direction is underpinned 

by nineteenth century liberalism is supported by the literature. Through this 

theoretical framework arguably the suffragists seek their vote by attempting to 

universalise the liberal principles of rights, autonomy, reason, and rationality to cover 
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themselves as women, and in doing so bring into focus the patriarchal elements of 

private and public life, and the gendered character of liberal political theory 

(Crowley-Long 1998; Leach 1988; Pateman 1989; Young 1998).   

 

The colonial women’s antagonism of men can be read though a feminist analysis that 

sees the patriarchal elements of society as being a separate power structure (Hartmann 

1979, 1981). From this standpoint ‘capitalism grew on top of patriarchy: patriarchal 

capitalism is stratified society par excellence’, and requires men to ‘give up their 

favoured position in the division of labor — in the labor market and at home’ 

(Hartmann 1979, p. 230). In effect this represents a series of social structures that sit 

side by side: a formulation in line with structuralist and post-structuralist theories 

(Bloodworth 1990). It is the starting point for much feminist analysis that ‘while the 

capitalists exploit the labour of workers at work, men gained control over women’s 

labour in the family’ (Bloodworth 1990, p.5). Unchallenged, patriarchal theory allows 

for broad generalisations about how gender is understood: and situates women’s 

social positioning as being culturally and biologically defined. This viewpoint 

resonates with the radical feminist perspective that rests on the premise that men 

because of their alleged greater physical strength can, and do, oppress women (Lerner 

1987; Smith 2001).  

 

Who were the suffragists? They are white, conservative middle-class, middle-aged 

churchgoers and temperance workers who are predominantly members of the 

Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) (Simms 2002). They are the wives 

and daughters of self-employed tradesmen, small merchants, and farmers that 

comprise the mercantile bourgeoisie. A minority of the suffragists are either the wives 

of professional men, women who have a professional education, or who are teachers 

(Encel et al. 1974). They come from the privileged classes who arguably have the 

time, the energy, and the financial support to agitate for their own enfranchisement 

through the suffrage committees.  The socialist Betsy Matthais saw the suffragists as 

‘self-supporting spinsters’ (cited in Damousi 1994, p. 107). They participate in what 

Encel et al. (1974, p. 235) argue are ‘coteries’ understood as letterhead lobbies that 

tend to be dominated by two or three active women: a formation does not allow for 

the transition to permanent political organizations for women.  

 



 34 

The suffragists seek their vote within a colonial society where a particularly 

pernicious dualistic notion of women’s function evolves: a notion that embodies the 

two stereotypes of women being either good or bad (Daniels 1998; Dixson 1994; 

Summers 1975). This idea emanates through the transporting of 25,000 white, 

predominantly working-class women to Australia as convicts from England mostly 

for property offences (Oxley 1998; Ryan & Conlon 1975). Despite bringing 

employment skills they have little chance of improving their social status with almost 

all of these women in the early years of settlement categorized as ‘whores’, and then 

condemned by society for their behaviour (Oxley 1998; Summers 1975). Most of the 

women remain poor even if they marry but as wives they acquire a token status based, 

in part, on women being seen as a civilizing influence (Summers 1975). This leads to 

some women being accorded the “God’s Police” stereotype that involves bringing 

moral guardianship to society. They were expected to be a civilizing influence on 

men, as well as children. (Summers 1975). This perceived social status as ‘mothers’ 

affords some of the suffragists with the moral basis for their enfranchisement. 

 

Miriam Dixson develops the ‘moral’ argument further in The Real Matilda: woman 

and identity in Australia 1788 to the present (1994). She argues that ‘convictism’ 

stunts the moral economy of the colonial period, the development of community and 

the social mores. Dixson states that the convict women stood lower in society than 

convict men, and formed an outcast group. She questions whether this grouping in the 

‘formative’ period influences the sociosexual patterns in contemporary Australian 

society (1994, p. 143). Dixson’s writing lays the groundwork for an understanding of 

why during the formative times of all the states some women are treated brutality. In 

the dominance hierarchy the convict women appear to inhabit the lowest social rungs, 

and are seen as the victims of victims. Even in language they are deemed to be 

especially ugly, to have a ‘special quality of despair and demoralization far beyond 

that of convict men’ (Dixson 1994, p. 124).    

 

Dixson (1994) further argues that this contempt for women permeates through the 

social fabric of Australian society resulting in a layer of misogyny that stems from the 

Convict Era. To put her interpretation into a continuum of thought on a style of 

masculinity that she bases on ‘womanlessness’ Dixson quotes Russell Ward (1958) 

from his writing on the 1840s. He states: 
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The basic elements of that outlook which later came to be thought  

of as ‘typically Australian’: a comradely independence based on  

group solidarity and relative economic plenty, a rough and ready  

capacity for ‘stringy-bark and green-hide’ improvisation, a light-heated  

intolerance of respectable or conventional manners, a reckless improvidence,  

and a conviction that the working bushman was the ‘true Australian’  

whose privilege it was to despise ‘new chums’ and city folk. (cited in Dixson, 

1994, p. 24)   

                                                                     

The relationship with women is largely omitted in the literary construction of what it 

is to be an Australian citizen (Wright 1966). The argument is offered that there is a 

cultural continuity from northern England and Ireland where men ‘do not treat women 

coarsely or brutally. They simply try to ignore and forget them’; and retreat to the 

‘pubs…a refuge from female company’ (Ussher, cited in Encel et al. 1974, p.61).  

 

In the Colonial Era a rhetorical construction of women is articulated and contested by 

Louisa Lawson (1848–1920) the Australian newspaper proprietor of an all female 

workforce, journalist, poet, and suffragist. In a Dawn Editorial Lawson writes: 

 

Whatever a woman does or is she is criticised.  The most innocuous  

qualities can be twisted to show her in a bad light...a rich Australian  

culture of jokes and cartoons picturing women as stupid, shallow,  

loquacious, hysterical, vicious and incapable of logical reasoning…if 

  she is vivacious and enjoys life she is a ‘flirt’ or a ‘gadabout’… 

 there is no contemptuous epithet in more common use among men  

 than ‘old woman’…habitual belittlement leads women to mistrust  

 themselves and silently tolerate jests against womankind…contempt for  

 women was handed down from one generation to the next. (cited in 

 Oldfield 1992, p.190) 

 

These comments are informative as they provide an indication of the social 

environment through which the women seek to confront the state for their political 

enfranchisement: enfranchisement already settled on men of their class and race. The 

literature supports the argument that male politicians in this period appear unwilling 

to share power with women either individually or as a group (Haines 1992; Oldfield 
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1992; Simms 2002). Arguably, this early period in Australia sets the political 

direction for women, as well as men, through the following decades.  

 
In colonial literature there are numerous examples of sexist attitudes held by both 

women and men suggesting that women are ‘physically, psychologically and 

intellectually their (men’s) inferiors’ (Simms 2002, p. 30). This is integral to a broader 

feminist debate of the ‘natural’ or ‘biological’ role of women when they seek political 

autonomy (Schiebinger 1993). Female suffrage is often seen as a threat to masculine 

interests (DuBois 1979). Aware of this perception, the colonial women appear to 

constantly reassure the men that their (women’s) familial role will not be neglected if 

they are granted the vote (Sawer & Simms 1993). This is demonstrated in one 

instance through the comments by the Labor organiser Lilian Locke who argues that 

the woman’s sphere should not be totally within the home. While her duty begins 

there it does not have to end there.  She argues that no woman could be so interested 

in a budget speech or an electoral Bill to forget to put the dinner on (Southern Mail 7th 

November 1904). 

 

Philosophically, the suffragists appear to draw justification for their enfranchisement 

from the prominent thinkers of the English Enlightenment such as Thomas Hobbes 

(1588–1679, John Locke (1632–1704), the Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711–

1776) and especially John Stuart Mill (1806–1873) the British philosopher who argue 

from the classic liberal standpoint. Mill advocates, ‘the prime idea of democracy is 

the Government of the whole people by the whole people’ (Mill 1975, p. 247).  In his 

words, ‘The voter is under an absolute moral obligation to consider the interests of the 

public, not his private advantage, and to give his vote, to the best of his judgment, 

exactly as he would be bound to do if he were the sole voter and the election 

depended upon him alone’ (1975, p. 300). But Mill does not appear to take into 

account the contradictions emanating through the class struggle in his analysis; nor 

does he dissociate his theorizing from contending that women are naturally better 

suited to perform housework and childcare (Jones 1990). This is despite the 

disclaimer in his The Subjection of Women (1869) that women’s nature is an 

‘eminently artificial thing’. 
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Women are able to draw from the views of the English philosopher John Locke that 

the individual has certain natural rights because they are human beings (Olen 1983).  

In Treatise of Government (1690) he argues, ‘people were rational beings who could 

use their reason to perceive the basic principles of natural law’ (cited in Baradat 1988, 

p. 55). These natural rights include the right to life and death, and the freedom of 

action; they have the right to property and the right to dispose of property; they are 

not to interfere with other individuals exercising the same rights. Problems arise if 

others do not respect these rights. The rights then are of little value (Olen 1983). To 

make these rights enforceable individuals may delegate these rights to the community.  

Institutions are created within the state with legislative, judicial, and police powers to 

administer these rights (Olen 1983).  

 

Through his writing, Locke provides women with an argument in support of their 

access to the state but his writing contains patriarchal assumptions (Jones 1990). 

These assumptions are seen in his thesis where he states, ‘the husband and wife…will 

unavoidably sometimes have different wills too. It being necessary that…the rule…be 

placed somewhere, it naturally falls to the man’s share as the abler and the stronger’ 

(Jones 1990, p. 15). Locke arguably views marriage from within the liberal 

framework in that the woman enters the marriage contract voluntarily so she is subject 

to her husband’s authority. This justifies excluding married women particularly from 

the status of persons with civil and political rights and builds into liberal theory this 

contradiction (Jones 1990).   

 

The suffragists appear to seek their social and economic parity with men from within 

the context of the interventionist liberal state, and not from within classic liberalism 

that theorizes the state as ‘confined, strictly limited and locked up by law and 

convention while a ‘spontaneous’ society went about its business (Hayek, cited in 

Leach 1988, p. 81). As a consequence of the rise of democracy the interventionist 

state evolves resulting in a purpose governed society dominated by a state dedicated 

to the long-term social purpose of the common good (Bellharz 1985). Theoretically, 

the liberal state attempts to encourage an attitudinal ideology of the basic equality of 

all citizens: the need for democratic involvement in decision-making (at the political 

level), and a belief in the natural rights of the individual (Leach 1988).  Liberalism is 

primarily interested in creating the conditions for a style of democracy (Leach 1988).  
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For women, the Austrian economist Friedrich Hayek (1899–1992) offers his view of 

liberal democracy that is problematic as it entails two perspectives. He states: 
 

Liberalism and democracy, although compatible, are not the same.   

The first is concerned with the extent of government power, the  

second with, who holds this power…the second kind of ‘liberalism’… 

has in effect become democratism rather than liberalism…and  

by demanding unlimited power of the majority has become essentially  

anti-liberal.  (cited in Leach 1988, p. 80) 

 

Hayek supports a conservative liberalism that looks to its origins as a market and 

merchant philosophy. As such classic liberalism offers the idea of a ‘deregulated 

market, a passive non-intervention state, defined by the rights of property, laissez-

faire economics and an emphasis on conservative morality’ (cited in Leach 1988, p. 

80). Within this view the family (and women) have to fend for themselves as classic 

liberalism has a ‘freedom from’ aspect (Sawer 2001, p. 3) and individuals are 

protected from state encroachment (Groenhout 2002). 

 

Further justification for female enfranchisement premised on ‘liberal political 

thought’ can be drawn through the writing of women such as the political writer and 

novelist Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–1797) whose writing offers a descriptive analysis 

of women’s experiences of oppression (Pateman 1989). In A Vindication of the Rights 

of Woman (1972) Wollstonecraft asks ‘is not that government very defective and very 

unmindful of the happiness of one half of its members that does not provide for 

honest, independent women by encouraging them to fill respectable stations?’ She 

writes in the Introduction and in the Dedication of this work that women are turned 

into weak, petty creatures and ‘alluring objects’ through education, by manners and 

morals, and by flattery and dependence (cited in Ruth 1995, p. 470).   

 

Wollstonecraft’s writing is said to have laid the foundations of nineteenth century 

feminist thought, which applies the liberalism of both the American and French 

Revolutions to the social positioning of women by using the liberal language of 

citizenship and suffrage (Tomalin 1985). She challenges the men of her time to have 
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the same commitment for human rights and freedom for women as they have for 

themselves (Ruth 1995). However, Wollstonecraft’s writing sits uneasily within 

liberal democratic theory where it is taken for granted that for women to be active, 

full citizens they must become (like) men (Pateman 1989). The argument is that 

women have essentially the same reasoning capacity; they should have the same 

economic (access to the workplace), social, political, and legal rights (Pateman 1989). 

But one of the strongest arguments offered by men against female enfranchisement at 

the time is the belief that women do not share, or are unable to share, the men’s 

“obligation” to militarily defend the country (Pateman 1989). Women are seen as the 

reproducers who give birth to the next generation of citizen workers while men are 

seen as the defenders of the state (Pateman 1988).  

 

In the Australian experience the suffragists encounter opposition when the members 

(female and male) of the anti-suffragist movement resist the threat of change and 

reject the suffragist’s appeal to liberalism. Sceptics question the validity of liberalism 

and the concept of natural rights (Gouldner 1970; Scott 2003). They argue that 

individuals have no innate right to vote if it is harmful to them or to cause them to 

harm others. Women are seen as unfit to participate in the governance of the state due 

to their perceived lack of intelligence, education, physical frailty and economic 

resources (Scott 2003). Anti-suffragists further argue, ‘If we have grounds for 

thinking we can rule better than others, then it is clearly our duty to rule’ (Oldfield 

1992, p. 189). Some men appear unwilling to share the material advantages of their 

placement in the class structure, and are resistant to perceived challenges to the sexual 

hierarchical relations of society.   

 

The suffragists appear to frame their calls for the vote, in part, from within their 

understanding of citizenship; a conceptual tool that is in liberal (the 

institutionalisation of class conflict), and democratic theory (political power from the 

people) (Baradat 1988; Mann 1987). From the descriptive research by T.H. Marshall 

(1965) citizenship is understood as having three dimensions (civil, political and 

social) that encompass social solidarity. It may also be understood as having a set of 

practices (judicial, political, economic, cultural), which define a person as a 

competent member of society, but these appear to vary in different times and 

historical circumstances (Turner 1994). However, on occasion this status can be 



 40 

manipulated, coerced or intimidated by the state with the political subject being a 

citizen in name only effectively with little difference to a political subject in a 

despotic or tyrannical regime (Saha 2000). A difficulty in Marshall’s analysis is that 

he does not fully explore the relationship between capitalism and citizenship through 

arguing that society institutionalises class struggle through mass citizenship that 

guarantees ‘some citizen rights’ (Mann 1987).   

 

The suffragists offer, as further justification for the vote their argument that as women 

they have a distinctly female ‘way of knowing’ (Janack & LaRocque 2001, p. 9). The 

“gender” argument appears to encourage them to speak on behalf of all women but 

does not allow for class and race differences between them.  It implies that women are 

‘sisters’ by nature of their gender and are therefore, linked. This standpoint challenges 

men’s claims to know what constitutes women’s best interests (Daly 1978; Mill 1975; 

Spender 1983). This line of reasoning incorporates a sense of moral superiority (over 

men). For some women it encompasses a sense of ethical superiority tied to their 

biology: a superiority that is discussed by women themselves in terms of tolerance 

and being less aggressive than males (Mulraney 1988). This is an argument that is at 

odds with the liberal notion of a single human nature embedded in liberalism and 

liberal feminist theory. 

 

Developing the “female way of knowing” argument further, the colonial women 

present themselves symbolically as “mothers”, the protectors of life, and the 

embodiment of a nation’s respectability (MacDonald 1992; Mosse 1985).  Within this 

construction is a notion of motherhood with the associated ideas of ‘feminine 

nurturance and tolerance’ (Probyn 1999).  The suffragist Rose Scott (1847–1925) 

offers this view in the literature of their time (Bomford 1993; Mulraney 1988; 

Oldfield 1992).  Scott argues in The Women’s Sphere October 1902 that female 

suffrage will see ‘the advent of the mother-woman’s world — the wide, loving heart 

and sheltering arms’ (Lake 1999, p.49). Vida Goldstein develops this idea further. 

 

She writes 
 Women were different to men, and men could not view matters  

 from  their standpoint…it was not woman’s idea to drag  

 women down to man’s level but to raise him to woman’s  
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 level…it was only right that woman should have the power  

 to reach the highest and noblest sphere she could attain. (cited  

 in Mulraney 1988, p.99)  

 

 

The suffrage campaigns: the divisions and the outcomes 

 

The dissertation draws further from this body of literature to gain an understanding of 

the suffrage campaigns, the political strategies as advocated by liberalism and the 

suffragists’ relationships with other women within these campaigns (Bomford 1993; 

Dixson 1994; Oldfield 1992, 2005). Audrey Oldfield (1992) interprets this 

relationship as one of loose alliances with each other but also with men within the 

suffrage leagues and associations. The suffragist Vida Goldstein (1869–1949) 

supports this view through her comment ‘one feature of the suffrage campaign in 

Australia makes it radically different from that in any other country — the readiness 

of our men to admit that our case was a just one and entitled to immediate 

recognition’ (cited in Simms 2002, p. 39). There does not appear to be overwhelming 

support by the suffragists for militancy but they do not have to maintain the level, and 

duration of commitment for the franchise that underwrites the political actions of the 

British suffragettes whose struggle ran for forty-eight years (1866 to 1914) (Pateman 

1989).    

 

Prominent amongst the Australian groups, due to its membership of many thousands 

and significant economic resources, the Women’s Christian Temperance Union 

(WCTU) is able to organise suffrage branches throughout the country (Encel et al. 

1974). Their primary motivation in supporting female enfranchisement is arguably a 

strategic move to pressure the state for liquor law reform by increasing the numbers of 

voters (women) amenable to the WCTU viewpoint (Encel et al. 1974). This approach 

is shown through the WCTU mission statement printed on the front page of every 

copy of their journal White Ribbon Signal (November 1892, p. 1). The statement reads:  

 
To organise the women of the world so that by prayer, conference  

and systematic effort public sentiment may be educated up to the  

standard of total abstinence from intoxicating drinks, to train the  
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young, save the fallen, and by securing legal prohibition of the liquor  

traffic prevent others from falling: also to extend the Redeemer’s  

kingdom of purity and peace.  

 

Forming in the United States of America in 1874, the WCTU missionaries establish an 

organization in South Australia in 1886 in an attempt to impose liquor trade 

restrictions, and impose Christian morals in the colonies (Oldfield 1992). It proves to 

be a means to an end as the conservative organization is not supportive of female 

electoral candidates after the vote is granted to women (Haines 1992).   

 

In pursuit of their own political agenda the Women’s Christian Temperance Union’s 

(WCTU) membership ties the female vote to legal reform, temperance, and social 

purity. But it is this tying of women’s suffrage to temperance, and the possibility of 

prohibition that has strategic disadvantages. It invokes hostility to the idea of female 

enfranchisement that it otherwise may not have attracted from within the community. 

The WCTU literature offers the view that the winning of the vote will see ‘Drink, 

gambling, corruption, immorality, industrial unrest and even war would be put down 

by the votes of women’ (Simms 2002, p. 55). This vision could be interpreted as a 

distinct threat to capitalist interests that profit from such events.   

 

Women’s demand for the vote is discussed in the literature as being more than an 

actual right, and becomes the symbol for full equality of the sexes in areas such as 

access to the workplace, the law and education (Magarey 1996). These reforms are 

tactically diverse so it is to be expected that the activities of the suffragist women 

challenge the cultural and the political climate of their time: a climate that is openly 

hostile to social and economic gains for women. Issues for reform include the 

appointment of matrons to supervise women prisoners, the establishment of children’s 

courts, and helping to draft the Crimes (Girls’ Protection) Amendment Act that rises 

the age of sexual consent for girls from twelve to sixteen years of age.  In the Colonial 

Era, young girls are legally employed in brothels at the age of twelve years in Victoria 

(Sawer & Simms 1993). The importance of these legislative reforms (for some men) 

is indicated in the instance when raised in Parliament it is met with raucous laughter 

from male MPs present (Sawer & Simms 1993). Other reforms advocated by the 

suffragist Vida Goldstein (1869–1949) are in areas such as ‘the abolition of sweated 
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workshops, the establishment of a Children’s Court, birth controls, and an effective 

conciliation and arbitration system to determine fair wage levels’ (Haines 1992, p. 

69). 

 

In the suffrage campaigns the majority of the women appear to participate in liberal- 

inspired state-centred political activities such as circulating petitions, distributing 

leaflets, and canvassing prominent male citizens and politicians. These acts are 

consistent with their class backgrounds but do not seriously challenge male authority 

or the structures of the state. They are performed in an era of newspaper 

misrepresentation, the suppression of suffrage news, the political parties own self-

protecting agendas, and anti-suffrage women (Goldstein 1911). In the main, the 

suffragists do not appear to seek the advancement of women per se.  Nor did they 

appear to reach out beyond their own class and race. While some men are reportedly 

seen as sympathetic and supportive of suffrage the view is held by many that men 

cannot see issues of domestic and social affairs from a woman’s perspective 

(Mulraney 1988).   

 

Similar to the experience of the women members in the overseas campaigns splits 

occur within the Australian suffrage movements (Haines 1992; Oldfied 1992; Ruth 

1995).  One division involves dissatisfaction with the direction of the Womanhood 

Suffrage League (WSL) in which the suffragist Rose Scott is a major figure. Based on 

her experiences, she argues that women should stay away from the male political 

parties as men cannot adequately address women’s issues; however, not all of the 

women in the League appear convinced of this argument, nor are they convinced that 

women have common interests that cut across class lines. Another division results 

from the League’s sentimentalising of women’s moral superiority — with some 

members leaving to form a parallel group, the Women’s Progressive Association 

(WPA) that is aligned with the Australian Labor Party (ALP) (Oldfied 1992). Many 

of the labour women see the sex struggle as a part of the class war (The Dawn 1 

October 1902, p.14).  

 

Other political supporters of the suffrage campaigns include socialist activists such as 

May Hickman from the Australian Socialist League (ASL) in New South Wales. She 

sees the campaign for the vote as a positive step towards the socialist transformation 
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of society through state socialism (Damousi 1994). From the Australian Socialist 

League’s (ASL) perspective, the working-class organizations, such as the Australian 

Labor Party (ALP) can steer the state in the direction of ASL interests through the 

election of social democratic government. To this end Hickman seeks to politically 

educate women through the Women’s Educational and Political League (WEPL): as 

women can change the base of social institutions from ‘private greed to one of public 

good and security from care and want’ through their vote (Damousi 1994, p. 93).  

Hickman states ‘the vote in itself is not a boon…it is knowledge and intelligence that 

direct the use of the ballot, which makes it a means to the improvement of social [and] 

economic conditions and the uplifting of humanity…’ (cited in Damousi 1994, p. 93).  

 

However, not all socialists at this time are supportive of the suffrage campaigns. The 

literature discusses how the Socialist Labor Party (SLP) is dismissive of the idea of 

female suffrage, and sees it as a divergence from their objective of overthrowing 

capitalism. They argue that women’s equality is part of the larger struggle for 

socialism and accuse the suffragists of upholding the capitalist system for their own 

economic security, and of neglecting working-class women in their campaigns 

(Damousi 1994). The struggle for women’s equality raised through these campaigns is 

seen to divert energy and attention away from the class struggle (Damousi 1994). For 

many socialist women this belief is voiced by Audrey Blake, the Australian 

Communist activist ‘there was no Women’s Liberation Movement, the sense of class 

was very strong, and we saw ourselves as part of the class, our own questions, part of 

the class problem.  Feminism was perceived as middle-class, isolated from us. We 

accepted the communist view of the time that feminism was a bourgeois theory’ 

(1984, pp. 87-89).  

 
Apart from the class divisions, the colonial women are also divided by race through 

their apparent acceptance and practice of racist ideology. Racism divides the classes 

within the imperialist powers lessening their resistance long after its use in imperial 

expansion, and allows the concept of a “white Australia” to be established through 

Australian capitalism and British imperialism (Attwood 2005). Racism does not 

appear to be seriously debated or challenged by the suffragists as the ideology and 

practice of racism reinforce each other. Curthoys argues in her 1973 thesis Race and 

Ethnicity: A Study of the Response of British Colonists to Aboriginals, Chinese and 
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non-British Europeans in New South Wales, 1851-1881 that its acceptability is 

facilitated by the ‘hegemonic liberal ethos’ that emphasises ‘community homogeneity, 

identity of values, and conformity in moral and political assumptions’.  In practice, 

the ideology of racism facilitates economic development through justifying the 

removal of Indigenous people from their lands without compensation but arguably in 

the process, corrodes society (Curthoys 1973; Evans et al. 1975). 

 

The concept of a “white Australia” provides the ideological framework to control and 

exploit those that survive colonisation (Pettman 1988). This positioning facilitates the 

Indigenous people’s exploitation as pastoral workers, domestic labourers and their 

women as a sexual resource. This exploitation is seen in subsequent government 

legislation concerning Indigenous women (Evans et al. 1975; McGrath 1987; Rosser 

1985). Furthermore, it ‘prescribed the manner of their execution, the abduction of 

their children, the number of lashes they might receive, and the ousting of whole 

communities from their birthplace’ (McCorquodale 1985, p. 384). McCorquodale 

argues that the legislation is ‘Dickensian’ in approach and practice; the legislation 

‘was born of prejudice, inaffable social, intellectual, economic, historical and legal 

superiority’ (McCorquodale 1985, p. 384). In his PhD thesis, Aborigines: a History of 

Law and Injustice 1829–1985 (1985), and in Aborigines and the Law: a Digest Mc 

Corquodale (1987) argues that the legislation entrenches the negative stereotyping of 

Indigenous communities and parenting and becomes the cornerstone for subsequent 

government policy from this time forward.  

 

There is no apparent understanding of a “sisterhood” in this period of time as the 

white colonial women (although excluded from the governance of the state) unite in 

defence of their own interests and privileges. This concept continues to be 

questionable. They do not appear to advocate on the behalf of the Indigenous women 

with whom they arguably have little in common (Jolly 1993). There appears the 

assumption in colonial relations that the colonisers are ‘inherently superior to the 

colonised’ (Tonkinson, cited in Huggins 1994, p.73). The majority of the suffragists 

appear to turn their ‘eyes away from the cruelties and sexual degradation of the black 

women by white colonial men’ (Oldfield 1992, p. 65). Women such as Louisa 

Lawson, known as the “mother of suffrage in New South Wales” acknowledges that 

the Aboriginal women are ‘wives and mothers like ourselves’; and encourages her 
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readers in The Dawn: a journal for Australian Women  (1 November 1897) to show 

these women ‘consideration and kindness’. Rhetoric, not action or support appears to 

be the suffragist’s response. In discussing European cruelty to Aboriginal women 

Elizabeth West, in Burgman’s article Black Sisterhood: The Situation of Urban 

Aboriginal Women and their Relationship to the White Women’s Movement offers her 

view that it is not of central concern whether white women are worse than white men 

but that they (the white women) are not markedly better (Burgman 1982).  

 

A reading of the suffrage literature indicates that women do not appear to support 

each other, or group together as women, if it is not in their social or economic interest 

to do so. This view is seen through the formation of a women’s Anti-Suffrage League 

as part of an organised anti-suffragist middle and upper class political response in July 

1900. Within a period of eight weeks the Anti-Suffrage League members gather 

22,978 signatures on their petition in support of the rejection of the pro-suffrage bill 

in the Victorian Legislative Council (Oldfied 1992). The anti-suffrage result is to be 

viewed within the context that the canvassers are reported in the Age newspaper (17 

August 1900) as asking questions such as ‘Do you want women to neglect their 

homes and become members of Parliament?’ It is also reported in the Woman’s 

Sphere (October 1900) that another canvasser asks, ‘Are you in favour of all the bad 

women in Melbourne getting into Parliament?’ Through their actions the women in 

the Anti-Suffrage League attempt to keep the practice of government within the male 

sphere of influence.  

 

This lack of political solidarity between women is acknowledged by suffragists such 

as Vida Goldstein who is critical of the low level of female support when, in 1915, she 

attempts to form the Australian Women’s Party (AWP) with an anticipated 

membership of both liberal and labour women. This move is unsuccessful. Goldstein 

argues ‘surely we should have outgrown our little jealousies of each other, and [be] 

able to join forces in doing that great work of redemption of the race from crime and 

sickness and poverty, which humanity has apparently left its women to perform’ 

(cited in Damousi 1994, p. 101). Not only do the working-class women not support 

her, neither do the so-called “moneyed women of Melbourne” at the other end of the 

political scale. They are seen to be protective of their own position in society and 

suspicious of the changes her ‘radicalism’ may involve for them (Sawer & Simms 
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1993, p. 52). Goldstein’s experience is an example of where the individual class 

positioning of women is disruptive.   

 

The suffrage campaigns are fought within an atmosphere of derogatory social 

comment concerning women. This belief is seen through the view of Frank Madden 

MLA (1900) who argues Women Suffrage would abolish soldiers and war, as well as 

racing, hunting, football, cricket and other manly games’ (Lees 1995).  Male hostility 

to the female franchise is further indicated in the Bairnsdale Advertiser (17 November 

1903), which states: 

 

Can we, as sane people subscribe to such a preposterous possibility  

as that of being governed by a Legislature and a Cabinet of females  

— most of them women who have failed in the pursuit of woman’s  

great object in life — man —  and whose intellectual attainments  

and individual attractiveness would not as a matter of course, be of  

a high order? 

 

In one instance the suffragists are described in the Bulletin as ‘disappointed, childless 

creatures who have missed their natural vocation, the ill-favoured one, the ‘bitter 

hearted’ despite many of the advocates being married’ (Summers 1975).   

 

Women who achieve a public profile through the suffrage movement are consistently 

depicted in the colonial media as “unwomanly” and are ridiculed through 

misogynistic cartoon caricatures (Magarey 1996; Mulraney 1988). This construction 

is recorded in a considerable body of newsprint media that obsesses on the suffragist’s 

physical appearance, private relationships, and personal characteristics. In one 

instance the Great Southern Star trivializes a campaign meeting by Goldstein. The 

report notes: 

 

This remarkable young woman is decidedly handsome, and does  

not look her [age]...  Her well-chiselled features were  

surmounted with a white straw hat of the matador pattern, but  

from the front it looked black, from the trimming over which was  

a black bow and a little white feather…she wore a black dress, studded  

with minute white points. (Haines 1992, p. 177)  
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Articles like these trivialize the women and lessen their political credibility in the 

general public due to the writer’s emphasis on appearance and personality, not content 

or political aptitude. Women’s media treatment is inconsistent with that afforded to 

aspiring male politicians, and sets the tone from this time on. 

 

At the prospect of the women’s vote some male politicians react with ridicule that is 

demonstrated in the comment of one such member who states that from his 

experience of ‘ladies’ at municipal elections they were ‘somewhat weak in 

mind…ladies, like cats, were best kept at home’ (Quinlan, cited in Oldfied 2005).  

Similar responses arguably expose the dark corners of a male psyche that assigns a 

negative value to all women. This belief is seen in the comments of Sir Edward 

Braddon, the Tasmanian Premier who argues: 

 
If anything could tend to make the concession of female suffrage  

worse that it is in the minds of some people, it would be the giving  

of it to any of the numerous gins of the blackfellow.  It cannot be  

claimed…that the Aboriginal native is a person of very high  

intelligence, who would cast his vote with a proper sense of the  

responsibility that rests upon him.  And it can even less be claimed  

that the gins would give a vote which would be intelligible. (cited in  

Oldfield 1992, p. 64) 

 

Miram Dixson further argues that the ‘men in Australia have laid down the basic 

ground rules for the power structure, itself apparently pivoted around the sexual 

power-relationship’ (1994, p. 17). A reading of the literature supports the view that 

many of the white male colonists see the vote as a privilege, a privilege that if it is to 

be given to women at all, should be granted to their ‘wives and daughters (and not) 

being offered to Aboriginal women’ (Oldfield 1992, p. 64). 

 

Hostility to female suffrage weakens when it becomes apparent that female suffrage is 

inevitable, and it is in capital’s own interest to educate women politically (Encel et al. 

1974). One instance of this acceptance is the formation of the Australian Women’s 

National League (AWNL) in 1904 by (male) members of the Victorian Employer’s 

Federation in the hopes of directing the women’s vote behind their own conservative 
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candidates. The AWNL membership consists of the middle-class wives, and relatives 

of prominent politicians and businessmen. Within two years of establishment the 

League consists of 15,000 members (Sawer & Simms 1993). They oppose women 

candidates on principle but endeavour to influence how women vote through 

publishing statements urging them not to support the Australian Labor Party (ALP) in 

the State and Commonwealth Parliaments on the basis of their (ALP’s) alleged 

socialist beliefs (Quartly 2004). Unlike the majority of the suffrage organizations in 

this era, the League’s effectiveness is seen to be in its clear political direction. The 

AWNL eventually disappears into the Victorian division of the Liberal Party (Encel et 

al. 1974).   

 

Strategically the suffrage campaigns appear to lack clear political direction.  This is 

seen through the activist rhetoric justifying female enfranchisement being discussed in 

terms such as  ‘a sacred trust’, and the use of phrases such as ‘our just right’, the 

‘symbol of freedom’ and ‘the true claim to citizenship’ (Simms 2002, p. 55). 

However, not all women thought the vote would uphold the suffragist’s expectations 

of being integrated into the political sphere. Women such as Catherine Spence, 

novelist, journalist, and an electoral reform advocate, express doubt for this outcome. 

She argues that the electoral reform on the Hare System is of more value than the 

enfranchisement of women. She argues: 

 

I was not eager for the doubling of the electors in number,  

especially as the new voters would probably be more ignorant  

than the old…I was accounted a weak-kneed sister by those  

who worked primarily for women’s suffrage, although I was  

as much convinced as they were that I was entitled to a vote,  

and hoped that I might be able to exercise it before I was too  

feeble to hobble to the polls. (cited in Simms 2002, p.55)  

 

Other reform issues range from full equality before the law, equal access to education 

and employment, changes to marriage laws, to the building of public lavatories for 

women (Simms 2002).   
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A reading of the literature provides an understanding of the suffragist’s political 

agendas and practical strategies as they look to the state for their enfranchisement and 

to arguably ‘create a better and just society’ (McMahon 2003, p. 89). The suffrage 

campaigns in the latter part of the nineteenth century appear to be premised on the 

expectation that the vote, or the power of the vote as a collective resource, will 

instantaneously change a culture of antipathy towards women into one of acceptance 

and inclusion (Irving 1997; Thornton 1995). The campaigns appear to be inspired 

through liberalism with women from the propertied classes dominating. This is a 

membership that is treated with suspicion by both socialists and trade unionists (Encel 

et al. 1974). The expectations for enfranchisement, at least in the short term, prove to 

be untenable with many women remaining economically and physically vulnerable to 

men, and to the state. This belief is expressed by the editor of Solidarity, who argues 

in 1918 that ‘Political equality today is a mockery! The vote has not emancipated 

women — for it does not even yield equal pay for equal work’ (Matthais, cited in 

Damousi 1994, p.1). 

 

 

Feminism, praxis and resistance 

 

A number of streams of feminist theoretical thought, but not all, are offered in this 

literature review to provide an understanding of the role of feminist theory and praxis 

as envisaged by Marx (1845). These strands of thought are important for women as 

they are premised on the belief that this theory should be their guide for examining 

social situations, and for political action in response — praxis. The various streams 

offer women a variety of political practices — institutionalised (the state) or non-

institutionalised (margins of society) that they may use to contest their social 

positioning in response to feminist analysis.  

 

Does this happen for the Women’s Studies students who participate in the data 

collection stage of this dissertation? The student’s comments are read through and in 

conjunction with these theoretical perspectives, as they are arguably representative of 

feminist thought offered through the Women’s Studies curricula. This framework also 

allows the reader to assess the political usefulness of feminist discourse after 30 years.  

Does the theory need further interrogation? 
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Another reading of the literature offers Catherine MacKinnon’s analyses that 

feminism is perceived as not having a method or a systematic analysis but is a loose 

collection of ‘complaints and issues that, taken together, describe rather than explain 

the misfortune of the female sex’ (1989, p. 108). Her critique also challenges the 

perceived connection between liberalism and feminism.  MacKinnon argues that the 

idea of rationality on which liberal rights are based is not gender-neutral and is 

inherently tied to the objectification of women.  If this account of rationality is 

accepted then the liberal assumption that women and men equally share in rationality 

must be questioned (Groenhout 2002). 

 

Yet another reading offers Virginia Woolf’s rejection of the term ‘feminism’ as it ‘as 

futile and false’ as ‘none of the tags and labels express the real emotion that inspired 

the daughter’s opposition’ with many of the emotions being ‘contradictory’ (1968, pp. 

248-249). Her dissociation from using this term is interpreted by other theorists as 

allowing Woolf greater scope to be critical of masculine privilege and behaviour than 

she would have had, had she taken on the ‘feminist’ stance (Caine 1995). Unlike later 

feminist thinkers (in the post-modern/poststructural vein) Woolf, in the Three 

Guineas (1968), does not loose sight of the positioning of poorer women in society, 

and their lack of power. She argues that liberal society (in a democracy) is a series of 

male clubs (parliament, the courts, political parties, the military and police, 

universities, workplaces, trade unions, public (private) schools, exclusive clubs, and 

popular leisure clubs) that exclude women (or who are mere auxiliaries), throughout 

the history of feminism (Pateman 1989). Woolf’s understanding of women’s 

positioning apparent through her fiction represents the “split” between the writers that 

focus on the practical conditions of everyday life for women, and the writers that 

focus on the esoteric issues of identity, the nature of femininity, and being a woman 

(Evans 1997).  

 

 

Liberal feminism 

 

As the liberal feminist perspective is arguably the dominant Western paradigm it is 

chosen for application in the data-collection stage of this research. Such an analyses is 

said to provide an understanding of how power affects human interactions in political 



 52 

and social decision-making. Liberal feminism is drawn through liberalism, one of the 

major political ideologies of the Western world that grew out of the social contract 

theories of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. With its emphasis on the 

importance of the civil and political rights of the individual, liberalism enables liberal 

feminism to draw on the argument that as women and men have essentially the same 

reasoning capacity then they should have equal political and social rights.  Liberal 

political theory begins with rights, autonomy, reason and rationality, and arguably 

depicts men’s natures only (Leach 1997). It does not question whether male 

rationality is the same as female rationality (Groenhout 2002). This is demonstrated 

through theorists such as John Stuart Mill who expresses his support for English 

women’s suffrage in The Subjection of Women (1869) by arguing:  

 

Under whatever conditions, and within whatever limits, men are  

admitted to suffrage, there is not a shadow of justification for not  

admitting women under the same.  The majority of women of any  

class are not likely to differ in political opinion from the majority  

of men in the same class. (Mill & Mill 1970, pp. 184-185)   

 

As a precursor for liberal feminism Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–1796), the eighteenth 

century British writer and radical thinker in Vindication of the Rights of Women: With 

Strictures on Political and Moral Subjects (1792) challenges the traditional thinking 

of her time in regards to the Enlightenment’s ideal of one universal human nature.  

She exhorts her peers to have the same concern for human rights for women as they 

do for men by exposing the contradictions of gender and sexual difference. She 

challenges the prevailing social construction of women’s abilities and roles by 

exposing the deficiencies of male reasoning and truth (Griffin 1994).  Wollstonecraft 

argues this construction results in there being two codes in practice: one code for 

women and another for men. From this premise she argues for the rights of women to 

access education, economic independence, and political representation from within 

her understanding of citizenship.   

 

Wollstonecraft’s writing is recognised as powerful but it is later dismissed and not 

revived until the 1880s and 1890s (Caine 1995). This is due to Wollstonecraft’s 

reputation being destroyed when anecdotes of her so-called ‘unconventional life and 
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her rejection of women’s traditional sphere’ is made public after the publishing of 

William Godwin’s text Memoirs of the Author of A Vindication of the Rights of 

Women in 1798 (Caine 1995). The prominent feminist Harriet Martineau’s (1802–

1876) writing in the 1830s and 1840s sees Wollstonecraft as unfit to be a role model 

due to her lifestyle being damaging to feminism.  Martineau refers to Wollstonecraft 

as ‘a poor victim of passion, with no control over her own peace, and no calmness or 

content except when the needs of her individual nature were satisfied’ (Martineau, 

cited in Caine 1995, p. 4). It is not until after Wollstonecraft’s death that her writing is 

reclaimed for feminist discussion (Caine 1995). 

 

Strategically liberal feminism is reformist in approach and does not politically seek 

disengagement from the state but to ‘appease’ and ‘assuage’ without calling for basic 

structural reform (MacKinnon 1982, p. 518). This perspective views women’s 

experience of oppression and discrimination as an aberration of capitalism, which is 

seen as correctable through the state. The theory encourages activities such as 

lobbying, writing letters to politicians, petitioning, and participating in political 

parties and the electoral system (as voters, candidates or Members of Parliament). 

Arguably, of all the feminist theories liberal feminism still gains wide public 

recognition as the most commonly known: and is seen as the least ‘offensive to men’ 

(Burgmann 1993, p. 83). Descriptively, it offers an understanding of why women seek 

equality with men in the public and private sphere. However, the political scientist 

Marian Sawer offers her view that liberal feminism has not ‘loosen(ed) social life 

from the influence of the welfare state and corporate bureaucracy’ (1994, p. 163).  But 

it is argued in the literature that feminism should still locate itself in the liberal 

tradition as this provides power analyses that are central to feminist thought 

Groenhout (2002).   

 

 

Existentialist feminism 

 

The feminist theoretician and novelist Simone de Beauvoir (1908–86) the author of 

The Second Sex (1976) offers a form of feminism known as existentialist. Guettel 

(1981) argues this develops within radical liberal thought.  The literature discusses de 

Beauvoir’s analysis that man is constructed as ‘self’, and woman as ‘other’ (1976), 
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and appears to be drawn through the psychoanalytical work of Jean-Paul Sartre 

(1905–80) who argues that there is no ‘established, immutable human nature’. He 

states: 
As a for-itself one is not man first in order to be oneself subsequently  

and one does not constitute one-self as oneself in terms of a human  

essence given a priori.  Quite the contrary, it is in its effort to choose  

itself as a personal self that the for-itself sustains in existence certain  

social and abstract characteristics which make of it a man (or a woman).  

(1972, p. 666) 

 

It is of interest that Sartre (1972) infers a fixed nature for women through the roles 

and behaviour of his literary female characters (1960, 1973). 

 

Through identifying man as ‘self’ and woman as ‘other’ de Beauvoir (1976) develops 

this distinction: the ‘other’ is seen as a threat to man so women need to be made 

subordinate and controlled. Drawing from classic liberalism, de Beauvoir argues 

‘woman is not a completed reality, but rather a becoming, and it is in her becoming 

that she should be compared with man, that is to say, her possibilities should be 

defined’  (1976). She draws on the argument that women are not equal but should 

endeavour to become equal with man. De Beauvoir appears to focus her argument to 

middle-class women who choose to be a wife rather than create their own ‘project’ 

excludes working-class women, as they are not in the social or economic position for 

‘continual reaching out towards other liberties’ (Guettel 1981, p.21). The argument is 

offered in the literature that as a result of her analysis being discussed in moralistic 

terms it fails to offer any kind of practical political strategies for women to engage in 

(Guettel 1981).   

 

 

Radical feminism 

 

From within the radical feminist theoretical framework, the state is male in the 

feminist sense as it treats women in the way men see and treat women, and is a 

reflection of the society (MacKinnon 1989). Patriarchy is maintained by the structures 

of the male-dominated system not by physical strength but the acceptance of a 
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patriarchal value system (Kronemann 1981). From this viewpoint there are differences 

to be emphasized between women and men (Firestone 1970; Millett 1970; Morgan 

1970). Separatist (for many women) in approach to escape what it sees as masculine 

oppression, this theoretical perspective celebrates ‘femaleness’, and thus distinguishes 

itself from other forms of feminist theory (Frye 1983; Rich 1979).   

 

Radical feminists argue that the gender divisions in society are social constructs rather 

than biological determinism (Dworkin 1976, 1981, 1983; MacKinnon 1986, 1989; 

MacKinnon & Dworkin 1997). One of the basic tenets acknowledged by radical 

feminists is that ‘any woman in the world has more in common with any other woman 

regardless of class, race, age, ethnic group, nationality – than any woman has with any 

man’ (Johnson 1986, p. 14). The writing of women such as renowned feminist 

philosopher, theologian, and author Mary Daly (1978, 1984, 1998), and Dale Spender 

(1980, 1988, and 1989) are closely associated with this position. The theoretical work 

of Carol Gilligan (1982) and Nancy Chodorow (1978, 1989) who reifies female 

differences as universal categories is also consistent with the radical theoretical 

perspective.   

 

From within this framework is Carol Gilligan’s text In a Different Voice: 

Psychological Theory and Women’s Development (1982): based on her research with 

a group of adolescent girls, and their attitudes to abortion; she theorizes about the 

difference between the moral reasoning of women and men. She argues against the 

ideas raised in psychological literature that draw upon the experiences of men and 

boys to suggest that women have a less developed moral reasoning than men (Evans 

1997). In her work, Gilligan challenges the perceived andocentric bias in the model of 

moral development of psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg, and presents her argument 

that women have a ‘different’ way of thinking, not a ‘deficient’ way (Evans 1997, 

p.63). Gilligan proposes a generalized female counter-model of moral development 

(Fraser & Nicholson 1990) and argues further that women do not assert the ‘general’ 

at the cost of the ‘particular’, nor an absolute standard divorced from ‘reality’ (Evans 

1997, p. 63). Gilligan theorizes from the perspectives of class, sexual orientation, 

race, and ethnicity but does not specify ‘which women’ or under what ‘historical 

circumstances’ (Fraser & Nicholson 1990, p.32). 
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This question of ‘difference’ is further explored through the work of Nancy 

Chodorow who looks at the ‘psychic’ differences between women and men in relation 

to “mothering” and how willingly women reproduce social divisions associated with 

female inferiority (Fraser & Nicholson 1990, p. 29). Chodorow locates her analysis in 

terms of gender identity: where female “mothering” produces women whose deep 

sense of self is relational, and men whose deep sense of self is not (Fraser & 

Nicholson 1990). From this perspective the difference generated between feminine 

and masculine gender identity results in ‘a variety of supposedly cross-cultural social 

phenomena, including the continuation of female mothering, male contempt for 

women, and problems in heterosexual relationships’ (Fraser & Nicholson 1990, p.30).  

This psychological approach to “difference” implies support for the idea of a 

sisterhood (between women) established on the ties that are said to bind them (Fraser 

& Nicholson 1990). 

 

From the radical perspective the main oppressor of women is seen to be the 

patriarchal system: a system of structures and institutions created by men to sustain 

and recreate male power and female subordination (Bell & Klein 1996). The 

structures are seen to be maintained by patriarchal ideology. From within this 

conceptual framework women are constructed as weaker, submissive, less intelligent 

and irrational. Men on the other hand are constructed as the ‘natural’ owners of 

intellect, rational with the power to lead (Bell & Klein 1996, p. 15). Mary Daly, the 

author of Gyn/Ecology: The Metaethics of Radical Feminism (1978) defines the 

radical perspective as awareness of the negative attitudes against radical feminists in 

society, a commitment towards other women, and moral outrage on behalf of women 

as women. Daly describes patriarchy as an anti-class, rather than cross-class, 

theoretical position (Rowland & Klein 1996). She speaks of the need for women to 

have a space apart from men, a place ‘where it is possible to be oneself, without the 

contortions of mind, will, feeling, and imagination demanded of women by sexist 

society…a place apart from the boundaries of patriarchy’s spaces’ (cited in Turner 

1999, p. 25).   

 

Dale Spender argues that in patriarchal societies men create reality in order to be the 

dominant group.  She argues men create a world where they have: 
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Invented the categories, constructed sexism and its justification  

and developed a language trap that is in their interest…the group  

which has the power to ordain the structure of language, thought  

and reality has the potential to create a world in which they are  

the central players, while those who are not of their group are  

peripheral and therefore may be exploited. (Spender 1980, p. 142)  

                                                                                                          

In contending that language is not gender neutral Spender draws on the work of 

Benjamin Whorf (1976) who argues that language, thought, and reality are 

interlinked. Spender argues that human beings cannot impartially describe the 

universe in order to describe it they must first have a classification system. But, once 

they have a language, they see only certain arbitrary things within this system 

(Spender 1980). She theorizes that the particular use of language often involves an 

implicit or explicit bias against women especially in the areas of sex-difference 

research within the field of psychology (Gatens 1991). The process of naming is 

inherently political when the negative value is accorded to the female subject (Gatens 

1991).  

 

Moira Gatens (1991), an Australian feminist, contests Spender’s analysis of the role 

of language arguing that this analysis is fraught with theoretical and practical 

inconsistencies but does not dispute Spender’s understanding of the depth of the 

conceptual bias against women. Gatens proposes that the idea of men being the 

dominant group and women being the muted group is taken from a specific instance 

of language initially used within the different research fields of psychology and 

anthropology (1991). She disagrees that thought and reality are dependent on 

language. If this is the case and it is men that produce and control the language it does 

not explain ‘the conflictual and dynamic nature of our society and the production of 

new linguistic meanings’ (1991, p. 78). Acceptance of Spender’s analysis of language 

in Gatens’ view makes any female and male communication already ‘foredoomed’ 

(Gatens 1991, p. 77).   

 

To inform their critique of sexuality and male power, a number of the radical theorists 

draw from Engels’ materialist account of patriarchy offered in The Origin of the 

Family, Private Property and the State (1884). One such theorist Kate Millett, author 
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of Sexual Politics (1970) draws from Engels’ analysis of patriarchal marriage and the 

family. He argues that ‘the family is founded on male supremacy for the pronounced 

purpose of breeding children of indisputable paternal lineage’ (cited in Mill, 1970, 

p.123). Politics for Millett is not the state or political parties but ‘power structured 

relationships, arrangements whereby one group of persons is controlled by another’ 

(cited in Guettel 1981, p. 24). She sees patriarchy as being more powerful than class 

positioning, which has a ‘more tenacious and powerful hold through its successful 

habit of passing itself off as nature’ (cited in Guettel 1981, p. 24).     

 

Another radical theorist Shulamith Firestone in The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for 

Feminist Revolution (1970) draws from Engels’ analysis for the position of women 

within the family and describes her theory as historical materialist: an attempt to 

develop a materialist view of history based on sex itself’  (Guettel 1981).  She sees all 

women’s experiences of oppression as emanating from their positioning within the 

patriarchal family. This analysis allows her to stay within the realm of the private with 

the focus being on sexuality, and the psychology of the individual. From this 

positioning, which centres on the cultural sphere, it ignores the other inter-related 

spheres of ‘the private, the conscious, and the public’ (Guettel 1981, p. 42).  

 

As part of the power politics of men radical feminism opposes prostitution primarily 

on the grounds that it is seen to degrade women.  As one of the central areas of 

concern this perspective tends to see these women as victims of male sex abuse and 

violence (Barry 1995).  Barry (1995) argues that prostitution is a violent and grim 

occupation that not only degrades the sex worker but all women.  Other feminists may 

see prostitution just as a business transaction.  This central tenet is discussed further in 

Money drives the Market: Sex as a commodity in Chapter Three. 

 

Radical feminism tends to obscure the class differences between women, unlike 

Engels who offers a class analysis for women as an understanding of their experiences 

of oppression and discrimination. Women’s liberation from the radical theoretical 

perspective sees a movement of all women against all men. Petty argues that at best 

the theory can be seen as ‘utopian’ and at worst ‘reactionary’ (Petty et al. 1987, p. 70). 

As a strategic guide to action for women the radical feminist theoretical perspective 
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negates an understanding of how political structures are deeply rooted in the social 

and economic dimensions of a capitalist society (Petty et al. 1987). How can women  

engage then on a practical level — praxis? 

 

 

Marxist feminism 

 

Marxist feminists see the intersection of class and gender as the primary starting point 

for their critique of women’s social and economic positioning. Unlike liberal 

feminism the Marxist feminist theoretical perspective is revolutionary not reformist in 

its approach to the state: an approach that requires a revolutionary approach to 

capitalism; an approach that concentrates on issues primarily in relation to women’s 

work (paid and unpaid). Women’s oppression is theorized as resulting from their 

positioning within the family under the political, social, and economic structures 

associated with capitalism (Hennessy 2002). Under capitalism their work within the 

family, is either unpaid or trivialized, and devalued or underpaid within an economic 

system that requires a low-paid, and increasingly casualized workforce. This 

theoretical perspective endeavours to encourage revolutionary consciousness in 

workingwomen seen as necessary to challenge capitalism and the state (Taylor 2008). 

 

In earlier theoretical work, Marxist feminists focus on the relationship between the 

state, the family, and women’s oppression. They focus on the inherent contradictions 

between the needs of capitalist production, and the need for reproducing the labour 

force (Siim 1990). This contradiction is addressed with the arrival of the welfare state 

allowing for the next generation of workers through this intervention. As in Marxist 

theory, the family is understood as the primary site of women’s oppression as a result 

of the family wage system reproducing women’s economic dependence (German 

1981). This is an income level that is sufficient to support a male worker and his 

family without his wife having to work outside the home. One of the major themes in 

the literature is that this wage is seen as a conspiracy between male workers and the 

capitalist employers to exclude women. But the argument is difficult to support from a 

Marxist perspective, as men across all classes do not share a commonalty of interest 

in exploiting women workers (Petty et al. 1987).   
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In her analysis the primary Marxist feminist theorist, Zillah Eisenstein, transforms the 

concept of patriarchy to one of interdependence with capitalism (1979). This 

interdependence is understood as two relatively autonomous but dialectically related 

systems of oppression with patriarchy been changed by the mode of production. The 

‘legal rights’ of the father no longer protect male privilege as they have been 

transformed through the capitalist mode of production  (Siim 1990, p. 169). In her 

writing, Eisenstein distinguishes between a ‘patriarchal family’ and a ‘social 

patriarchy’ that is contributing to the development of a more complex analysis to 

study sexual hierarchies within an advanced welfare state (cited in Siim 1990, p. 170).  

Eisenstein’s (1979) analysis provides a descriptive understanding of the core power 

dynamic of male supremacy and capitalism that creates differing political responses. 

These may include their participation in the non-institutionalised forms of political 

action such as participating in marches, strikes, picket lines, and sit-ins in the public 

spaces either as individuals or members of groups (Sparks 1997). 

 

 

Socialist feminism 

 

Socialist feminism is understood as emerging in the late 1960s in response to the anti-

imperialist and progressive political struggles both in Australia and overseas. As a 

theoretical perspective it develops in response to the gap between radical feminist 

separatism and socialism. From this perspective the starting point for analysis is that 

women’s lives are shaped by two different systems: capitalism and patriarchy. From 

this standpoint, Petty argues that capitalism organises production while patriarchy 

organises reproduction (Petty et al. 1987). The concept of patriarchy appears to be 

unchallenged in socialist feminist discourse as discussed in the work of Firestone 

(1970) and Millett (1970). From this theoretical and practical perspective, a feminism 

that speaks of women’s oppression and subordination without challenging capitalism 

is of little relevance to change the lives of the majority of women. For socialist 

feminists there is an insistence on the belief that the ‘sisterhood’ is powerful and the 

personal, political.  

 
The primary socialist feminist theorist Heidi Hartman (1981) sees patriarchy as a set 

of relationships between men that support solidarity among men that enables them to 
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suppress women. She further argues that if men will always collaborate to oppress 

women then this justifies women organising separately as a group (Petty et al. 1987).  

But the socialist writer Sandra Bloodworth argues that ‘the idea that men have power 

over women can do nothing but get in the way…it reinforces the division of 

sexism…women’s oppression does not equal male power’ (1990, p. 30). She further 

challenges the idea that men as a group have the power to restrict the workforce from 

the viewpoint of patriarchal theory rather than the interests of capital being served in 

its continual drive for profits. Marxists theorize that women’s oppression is rooted in 

the private (nuclear) family as it provides the next generation of workers through 

birthing, child rearing, and food preparation as a ‘service’ to capitalism (Petty et al. 

1987, p. 61). Women’s burden is doubled if they combine paid work outside the home 

where their wage (more often than not) is less than the male’s for the same work.  

This mirrors their ideological positioning. 

 

Marxists do not oppose the fight for reform but unlike reformers they do not see the 

reforms as an end in themselves (Petty et al. 1987). Examples of where political 

theory is put into action is through the experiences of the earlier political activists 

such as the German Marxist Klara Zetkin (1857–1933), her Russian protégé 

Alexandra Kollontai (1872–1952) and Polish revolutionary socialist Rosa Luxemburg 

(1871–1919). Zetkin, a ceaseless campaigner for women’s rights, is one of the 

founders of International Women’s Day of March 8th 1910. The idea for the 

establishment of a ‘Women’s Day’ comes from the socialists, not feminists. The 

motion is carried at an international socialist conference held in Copenhagen in 1910 

and its date is chosen to commemorate the strike by the needle trade women who 

work in the sweated trades. Their grievances at the time include working long hours 

in overcrowded conditions, and sexual harassment by the factory foreman. The 

militancy of these working-class women is discussed in the literature as they 

encounter the wrath of the bosses and the state (German 1988). 

 

From this perspective Alexandra Kollontai’s writing in Sexual Relations and the 

Class Struggle (1988) and Communism and the Family (1985) extends the analysis 

and strategy of Klara Zetkin. In these pamphlets Kollontai expresses the belief that 

women’s freedom from oppression and subordination is only achievable as part of the 

struggle to end worker’s exploitation under capitalism. She argues against the idea 
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that upper and middle-class women (mistresses or servants) have interests in common 

that cut across class divisions. The most accessible of Zetkin’s work is her 

Reminiscences of Lenin ‘in which she endorses the view that sexual preoccupations 

may detract from the more serious endeavour of class struggle’ (1981, p. 5). Social 

change occurs for Russian women as a result of the October revolution (1917) when 

they receive ‘full suffrage, equal pay, equal opportunity in jobs and education, free 

abortion and contraception, easy civil marriage and divorce…free maternity hospital 

care and paid maternity leave, nursing breaks, reduction of the working day, and 

protective legislation for women workers, with women inspectors to enforce it’ (Lee 

Ack 1991, p. 168).   

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

The revolution sees the overthrow of the last shreds of tsarism, and the old 

bureaucracy. As part of the continuing struggle for equality, Kollontai and other 

revolutionary women socialists contest the sexism of the Bolshevik party members 

that ‘a woman’s place was in the home’, and that women’s roles in society are 

ascribed to be wives and mothers (German 1984, p.2). From 1917 women become 

part of the mainstream political life: to have leading roles; and are not relegated to 

separate party organizations (Lee Ack 1991). This enlightened re-positioning of 

women within Russian society is achieved with male support, including support from 

Lenin. He argues against women being a ‘domestic slave’ as ‘petty housework 

crushes, strangles, stultifies and degrades her, chains her to the kitchen and the 

nursery, and she wastes her labour on barbarously unproductive, petty, nerve-racking, 

stultifying and crushing drudgery’ (Lenin 1951, p. 56). The newly established 

Worker’s Government issue decrees that change the old marriage and divorce laws. 

These decrees include only civil marriage is to be recognized by the state: children 

born out of wedlock are to be given the same rights as those born in marriage; divorce 

is possible if either party asks for it; adultery and homosexuality are removed from the 

criminal code (Cliff 1988).   

 

These revolutionary ideas for women are eventually overturned in Russian society 

with the rise of a new ruling class under Joseph Stalin (1879–1953) and the rise of a 

form of bureaucratic state capitalism (Lee Ack 1991). It is an example of ‘socialism 

from above’ that debilitates workers’ power and women’s liberation (Petty et al. 1987, 

p. 44). The Stalinist counter-revolution of the late 1920s sees the strengthening of the 
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family, forcing women back into their traditional roles, and the entrenched attitudes of 

centuries. By the 1930s abortion is again outlawed, divorce becomes more difficult to 

obtain and the ‘New Soviet Family’ is re-birthed from the former old ‘bourgeois 

family’ (Petty et al. 1987, p. 43). 

 

 

Postmodern/Post-structural feminism 

 

One of the least understood or known outside of academia is the strand of feminism 

identified as postmodern/post-structural. It draws from post-structuralism a late-

twentieth century movement that shares a critical relationship to established 

philosophical and political traditions (Scott 1988). In response to this relationship a 

strand of feminism theoretically develops away from both the socialist and radical 

streams of thought in the late 1980s (Gannon & Davis 2007). In this period of time 

women are largely excluded from the postmodern debate with male philosophers and 

cultural theorists focusing on the challenge to modernism and enlightenment 

philosophy (Habermas 1983; Jameson 1984: Lyotard 1984). This sees an intellectual 

divide between cultural and social feminist analysis due to feminisms theoretical turn 

to culture; a divide that engenders considerable debate in academic circles as the shift 

in interest is seen to move to deconstruction and psychoanalysis.  

 

Postmodern feminism is understood through feminist thinkers such as Helene Cixous 

(1981, 1986), Luce Irigaray (1981, 1985), Julia Kristeva (1981, 1982, 1984, 1991), 

Kaplan (1987), Haraway 1990, Probyn 1990 and Butler (1990). Within this body of 

work, writers such as Kristeva reject talking about women in the abstract, as there is 

no ‘we’. She claims to have transcended the category of woman as she ‘[has] never 

experienced that ‘slave’ mentality, that feeling of being excluded or repressed…the 

sulking slave-like position’ (cited in Brodribb 1992, p.96). She accuses those who are 

interested in women as a group (who collectively act in community and politics) of 

avoiding their own ‘neuroses’ (Brodribb 1992, p. 96). Kristeva expresses this belief 

through her comment ‘I am convinced that those who engage in issues concerning 

women not in order to examine their own singularity but in order to be reunited with 

“all women” do so primarily in order to avoid looking as their own particular 

situation…’ (cited in Brodribb 1992, p.9).   
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Alex Callinicos (1989) argues that one of post-structuralism’s attractions for some 

theorists is its perceived openness to the contingencies, the uncertainties, and the 

instabilities of history. It draws from the structuralism of Claude Levi-Strauss (1950), 

Jacques Lacan (1980), and Louis Althusser who share a ‘common anti-humanism, a 

common demotion of the subject to a secondary and subordinate status’ (Callinicos 

1989, p. 71). Levi-Straus argues that women are the ‘passive victims’ of men’s sexual 

aggression since the beginning of history and that human society is primarily a 

‘masculine’ society: an assumption from a Western anthropological perspective (cited 

in Smith 2001, p.3). After structuralism’s demise, post-structuralism still carries with 

it a stress on language but not structuralism’s assumptions and purposes. A new 

emphasis on language and its meanings is articulated through French theorists, such 

as Gilles Deleuze (1994), Jacques Derrida (1982), and Michel Foucault (1976, 1980). 

All three theorists stress:  

 
The fragmentary, heterogeneous and plural character of reality,  

denied human thought the ability to arrive at any objective account  

of that reality and reduced the bearer of this thought, the subject,  

to an incoherent welter of sub- and trans-individual drives and desires.  

(Callinicos 1989, p. 2)   

 

Academic social and political theorists appear to draw heavily on the work of 

Foucault who is seen to break with the traditional conceptions of representations and 

power. He is said to address the tensions they see of its gender based identity politics 

within feminism, and its appeals to essentialism and universalism. What is appealing 

to some feminists is the idea that there is no ‘essential’ female nature (Modleski 1991, 

p. 15).   

 

Judith Butler (1990) develops the idea of there being no ‘essential’ female nature 

further through her rejection of given gender identities. She states: 
 

If one ‘is’ a woman …that is surely not all one is; the term fails to be  

exhaustive, not because a pregendered ‘person’ transcends the  

specific paraphernalia of its gender, but because gender is not always  
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constituted coherently or consistently in different historical contexts,  

and because gender intersects with racial, class, ethnic, sexual and  

regional modalities of discursively constituted identities.  (cited in  

Modleski 1991, p. 18) 

 

Butler (1990) theorizes a different understanding of gender identity, an identity 

presumed to be natural, and fixed. She argues that sex is not a fact of anatomy but a 

creation of discourse: it is a cultural/discursive phenomenon. Gender is ‘a 

construction that conceals its genesis, the tacit collective agreement to perform, 

produce and sustain discrete and polar genders as cultural fictions is obscured by the 

credibility of those productions’ (Butler 1990, p. 140). She contends that an analytical 

separation between anatomical sex, gender identity, and gender performance is 

possible. 

 

In his writing, Foucault (1976, 1980) discusses the terms ‘power’ and ‘knowledge’; 

and explains that through the operations of power, knowledges are formed. Later, 

when these knowledges are drawn from, they carry with them the powers that initially 

inform them; therefore power is never ultimately won; there are possibilities for 

resistance. In contrast Sawicki (1994) argues that Foucault’s writing on resistance and 

political agency is arguably underdeveloped and rather vague. Nancy Hartsock, the 

feminist theorist, raises the issue of the apparent lack of social structures in Foucault’s 

analysis. She argues: 

 

His stress on heterogeneity and the specificity of each situation leads  

him to lose track of social structures and instead to focus on how  

individuals experience and exercise power.  Individuals, he argues,  

‘are always in the position of simultaneously undergoing and  

exercising this power…’ With this move Foucault has made it very  

difficult to locate domination, including domination in gender relations.  

(1990, p. 169)  
 

For Hartsock, Foucault’s analysis of power and knowledge is associated to his ‘social 

location as a privileged white male’ that produces ‘distortions and partial visions’ 

(Sawicki 1994, p.  297). 
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There are difficulties for feminist theory through Foucault’s writings on 

power/knowledge and its relevancy for political practice.  

 

Martin states: 

   
[Feminism is] based on the premise that we as feminists can  

speak authentically, can speak the truth of ourselves for all women  

by virtue of our supposed exclusion from male culture and as  

a result of our rejection of their meanings.  The tendency to place  

women outside culture, to define femininity in terms of an absolute  

exclusion and consequent innocence with respect to language  

and ideology… [assumes] that we can shed what is supposedly  

a false consciousness imposed and maintained from outside. (Martin 1988, p. 15)    

 

A reading of the postmodern/post-structural literature may disconnect women from 

participating in political activity if they accept the argument that there is no essential 

subject; therefore no useful generalizations can be made as offered by Foucault, the 

academic feminists, and other theorists (Murray 1997). Furthermore, Foucault’s idea 

that power is everywhere and nowhere negates the possibility of challenging the 

structures of the state if the structures do not exist (1980). Based on this premise, 

Murray argues that many post-feminists abandon the feminist project of promoting 

equality between women and men through: 

 

Developing ideas and employing vocabularies that are remote  

from the real-life problems and discourses of most women. Their  

analyses are based ultimately on a politics of retreat that reflects  

the conservative temper of the times and the conservatizing comforts  

of secure academic positions…Thus, if nothing else, postfeminism  

at least makes a strong inadvertent case for the need to return to  

the political and intellectual wellsprings of the women’s movement.  

(Murray 1997, pp. 44-45) 

 

This rhetorical abandonment, if accepted, deprives women of the conceptual weapons 

to understand and contest their social positioning through praxis (Balbus 1982).  
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In an earlier time the Marxist Leon Trotsky (1879–1940) offers his view on the 

abandonment of generalities. He argues:  

  
When the curve of historical development rises, public thinking becomes  

more penetrating, braver and more ingenious.  It grasps facts on the wind,  

and on the wind links them with the thread of generalisation…But  

when the political curve indicates a drop, public thinking succumbs to  

stupidity.  The priceless gift of political generalisation vanishes somewhere  

without a trace.  Stupidity grows in insolence, and baring its teeth, heaps  

insulting mockery on every attempt at a serious generalisation. (1970, p. 517)  

 

Gender politics requires a unified conception of women as social subjects (Soper 

1990). If feminist discourse is left without a subject (woman), Susan Bordo (1990) 

offers the argument that in the process of questioning the complexities of such a 

subject the commonalities that women do suffer are left politically unaddressed.   

 

Within the Australian experience there is a growing body of feminist analysis that 

challenges the speaking position of white feminists who see gender as being critically 

important (Langton 1996: McKay 1999; Moreton-Robinson 1998; Tannoch-Bland 

1998). The academic Jackie Huggins sees Aboriginal women experiencing oppression 

and discriminatory practices based on their race and so challenge the prioritising of 

gender (1994). She argues that in asking Indigenous women to stand apart from their 

men they (white women) appear impervious to the racism that permeates through 

Australian society. Racist structures create the social boundaries that surround white 

women but make Aboriginal women available to white men (Sykes 1975).  

 

A critique of these feminist theoretical perspectives is appropriate for the dissertation 

in the testing of its hypothesis, and compliments Marx’s standpoint ‘that thinking that 

is isolated from practice is a purely scholastic question’ and that theory is ‘only 

realised in a people so far as it fulfils the needs of the people’ (Marx, cited in Arthur 

1977, pp.121-123). Does this occur for Australian women after three decades of 

feminist thought? 
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Conclusion  

 

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the historical, theoretical and philosophical 

foundation that underpins and informs the testing of this dissertation’s hypotheses.  It 

provides the framework through which to read the student’s comments offered in the 

data-collection stage. The literature review presents the work of Karl Marx and 

Fredrick Engels in some detail as their analysis provides the dissertation’s rationale. 

The review offers a reading of Australian women’s political history from pertinent 

periods such as the Suffragist Era, the Women’s Liberation Movement, the 

‘femocrats’ and the inception of Women’s Studies to provide an understanding of 

why women turn to the state to challenge social and economic disadvantage. As the 

teaching of women’s history is largely read through the feminist theoretical 

perspective the dominant themes and associated political strategies are offered for the 

reader in this review. This chapter allows exploration of the idea that theory should be 

a guide for action; political theory requires practical outcomes, as advocated by a 

critical Marx (1845).  

 

The literature review allows inquiry in the following chapters of the underlying 

assumption of feminism that it will aid the liberation of all women. The review 

informs the testing of the dissertation’s hypothesis ‘If an academic programme of 

Women’s Studies is based on feminist theoretical principles, then it will empower 

their students to praxis’. 

.  

These textual resources allow an analysis of whether contemporary women enrolled 

in Women’s Studies programmes are empowered as a result of their participation in 

these programmes to engage in feminist-inspired praxis. Does the feminist theoretical 

perspective as arguably offered through the Women’s Studies curricula support 

practical political outcomes for women? Has the theory been a guide to political 

action for these students? 

 

The following chapter, Chapter Two, introduces the dissertation’s methodological 

approach to gather the original data to inform the testing of its hypothesis. The data 

collection strategy is introduced in some detail, and the academic research studies 

(local and overseas) that inform the design, content, and direction of its research 
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approach are presented. The data includes demographic information concerning the 

participating sample of Australian Women’s Studies students, as well as their attitudes 

towards the feminist theoretical perspective; their self-identification as feminist (or 

not); and their approach to participating in praxis. This original data is offered to 

inform the Women’s Studies body of knowledge: and the relationship between 

education and social change at this point in time. 
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 CHAPTER TWO 
 

Methodology and Research Approach 
 

 
Introduction 

 

The analysis for this dissertation is based on a triangulated methodology: using 

primary sources (original data gained through the application of three surveys — the 

baseline survey: Part A, the change survey: Part B, and the longitudinal survey: Part 

C that were disseminated to a sample population of Australian Women’s Studies 

students; the quantitative analysis commencing in 1999 (using SPSS and other data 

programmes); and secondary sources from contemporary and archival literary 

sources, from traditional sources (libraries) and electronic (Internet) sources. The 

strategy using secondary sources includes its historical, theoretical, and philosophical 

foundation through which the dissertation’s hypotheses are drawn. The literature 

review in the previous chapter provides the theoretical (Marxist and feminist) and 

historical framework (primarily the Australian Suffragist Era and the establishment of 

academic Women’s Studies programme) through which the dissertation’s hypothesis 

is drawn. The methodological approach to gather the original data is informed through 

a reading of the Australian, American, and British feminist research literature 

(Charney 1996; Freire 2000; Harding 1991; Kuechler 1998; Stanley & Wise 1983, 

1993, 2000). For comparative purposes, the dissertation draws on the responses of 

tertiary students who participate in other relevant local (Bulbeck 2001; Dever 2002, 

2003; Hughes 2005), and international academic research studies (Henderson-King & 

Stewart 1999; Morgan 1996) that explore the links between the feminist theoretical 

perspective and social change.   

 

The theoretical paradigm to be tested is the analysis of Karl Marx (1818–1883), and 

Frederick Engels (1820–1895). From within this body of work, Marx (1845) writes 

that the role for theory is to have practical political outcomes. Theory is to be a guide 

to thinking and a way to analyse social situations. He argues that ‘human thinking is 

not a question of theory but is a practical question’, and that thinking ‘which is 

isolated from practice is a purely scholastic question’ (Marx, cited in Arthur 1977, 
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pp.121-123). Their body of work reflects their thinking as a source of ideas with 

which to critique contemporary women’s role in society. While this analysis reflects 

the social activities and relations of their time it does not diminish the vitality of their 

critique of the human condition. The dissertation’s hypothesis ‘If the academic 

programme of Women’s Studies is based on feminist principles, then it will empower 

their students to praxis’ is drawn from this belief. The dissertation explores the idea of 

whether Women’s Studies faculties encourage their students to participate in praxis 

— the original mission of Women’s Studies at its inception (Rowland 1987). 

 

The dissertation also draws from other paradigms that offer the analysis of writers 

such as the French theorist and philosopher Julia Kristeva (1941 -) who rejects the 

idea of the essentialized or homogenized ‘woman’ (1981, 1982). Her work on 

subjectivity combines Marxist theory and Russian formalism (Honderich 1995). 

Kristeva rejects talking about women in the abstract, as there are no ‘we’. The idea is 

rejected of ‘an essential’ female nature (Modleski 1991, p.15). She argues against 

feminists as they are fantasizing that their sex, language and psyche have been 

betrayed by a knowledge that is neutral or masculine’ (cited in Brodribb 1992, p.96). 

Informed by the writing of Kristeva the dissertation engages the question she offers 

that women cannot be represented, and a ‘feminist practice can only be negative’ 

(1981, p.136).  

 

Of significance for this dissertation is that students, predominantly women, who 

complete an academic programme seen as having politically empowering 

characteristics such as Women’s Studies, will arguably increase their level of political 

commitment, political efficacy and participation in political activity (Angelique et al. 

2002). Political empowerment is understood as a commitment to act for social change, 

and includes personal empowerment and interpersonal empowerment (Gutierrez & 

Ortega 1991).  Of interest to the dissertation is the development of interpersonal 

empowerment, which has a component of skills development. This acquisition is seen 

as necessary for Women’s Studies students if they are tactically to influence, engage, 

or intervene as participants in the political process (Gutierrez & Ortega 1991). These 

skills are relevant for women seeking change in their social status, as Women’s 

Studies is seen as a transitional site between feminist theory and its practice (Magarey 

& Sheridan 2002).  
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In part, the research design is based upon the 1999 pilot study, which was an 

exploratory, but not hypothesis testing exercise. The primary data collected from 

February 2001 to February 2004 enables an analysis of the perceived effects of 

Women’s Studies classes on student’s feminist consciousness: a consciousness that is 

discussed in the literature as being necessary to challenge systematic social injustice 

(Foster et al. 1994; Percy & Kramer 1995; Stake et al. 1994; Tajfel 1982). A feminist 

consciousness is seen as ‘the’ basis of feminist methodology: a way of knowing that 

produces an analysis of their (women’s) world (MacKinnon 1982). This technique 

explores the ‘social world each woman inhabits through her speaking of it, through 

comparison with other women’s experiences, and through women’s experiences of 

each other in the group itself’ (MacKinnon 1989, p. 86). A proletarian consciousness 

at certain historical times could describe women’s consciousness today. Marx writes: 
 

But in the measure that history moves forward, and with it the struggle  

of the proletariat assumes clearer outlines, they no longer need to seek  

science in their minds; they have only to take note of what is happening  

before their eyes and to become its mouthpiece … From this moment,  

science is a product of this historical movement, has associated itself  

consciously with it, has ceased to become doctrinaire and has become  

revolutionary.  (1963, pp. 125-126) 

 

This is to be conscious of an imposed identity through being female in a male-

dominated society: an identity that systematically benefits another group. The 

variables that are seen to inform a feminist consciousness are displayed in Figure 2 

following.  

  

In support of the dialectical approach of the dissertation, the past of the students who 

participate in the data gathering stage of this dissertation are constructed through their 

relationship to and interpretation of this past. As research categories allow an 

understanding of this construction (personal background and life events) the 

demographic and background variables are:  

• Personal background (education, gender, age, and marital status) 
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• Social beliefs (normative/non-normative political activity — feminist 

identification — recognition of discrimination) 

• Political efficacy (informs political activity) 

 

The demographic profile of the student is provided through the first section of the 

baseline survey: Part A presented in the sub-section The Primary Data Source: The 

Questionnaires of this chapter. The profile informs inquiry that seeks to examine the 

relationship between an individual’s social beliefs, and their participation in political 

activity: of why some women choose to become involved in praxis, either 

individually or collectively, while others do not (Kelly & Breinlinger 1996). The 

original data collected through the research stage of this dissertation adds to this body 

of work, and informs the testing of its hypotheses on the role of Women’s Studies as a 

change agent and the role of feminist theory in this process. The data informs an 

assessment of whether feminist theory and practice intersect and exist beyond the 

Women’s Studies classroom.  

                 
 
 
 
 
i 
 
 
 
 

                     
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
             
                        
                                    Figure 2.   Predictors of Feminist Activism - adapted from  
                                                      Kelly & Breinlinger (1996, p.84)            
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Overview of the data-gathering strategy  

 
Informed through a reading of the research literature the attitudinal inventory survey 

approach is chosen as the research strategy for the data collection as it allows original 

data to be drawn from within the Australian academic context to test the dissertation’s 

hypotheses; to contribute to the Women’s Studies body of knowledge; and to inform 

the relationship between education and social change (Kuechler 1998; Morgan 1996; 

Renzetti 1987). This approach is seen to be the most appropriate to address the 

questions and statements that the dissertation seeks to test through its hypotheses.  

The three surveys (the baseline: Part A, the change: Part B and the longitudinal: Part 

C are presented in the Appendices of the dissertation. The design and content of these 

questionnaires compliments the long-term direction of the dissertation’s research: this 

direction is to empirically approach, and to document the impact of the Women’s 

Studies experience on the relevance of the label ‘feminist’ as a political strategy in an 

alleged ‘post-feminist’ politically conservative environment (Faludi 1992; Hesse-

Biber 2007; Stewart & Cole 2007).  Do the students understand theory as a guide to 

praxis as discussed in the literature review?  If so, what strand of feminist thought 

holds the greater resonance for them? 

 

Although the research design is influenced by overseas academic research studies, 

there is one design modification in the data gathering process for this dissertation in 

the testing of whether Women’s Studies is a change agent (Bargad & Hyde 1991; 

Kelly & Breinlinger 1996; Stake & Rose 1994). This modification allows a longer 

period of time (18 months) between the application of the change survey: Part B and 

the longitudinal: Part C to assess whether the Women’s Studies students maintain 

their level of commitment to engage in praxis (expressed on the change survey) for in 

the intervening period. The decision for a longer period of time is based on an 

understanding of the earlier American studies such as those conducted by Jayne Stake 

and Suzanna Rose (1994). In their research they report an increase in the level of self-

reported feminist activism by their students in the following nine months post-studies.  

Their student’s level of political activity is recorded at the end of their class as the 

baseline and it is acknowledged that this level may be influenced by a heightened 

awareness of feminist issues and orthodoxy at that time.  
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The research strategy chosen for this dissertation allows questioning from within the 

Australian tertiary context of whether Women’s Studies student’s feminist awareness 

is translated into an increase of interest in feminist causes, participation in praxis, or 

does the student’s feminist consciousness gained through their learning, wane with 

time? 

 

 

What is feminist research practice?  

 

As this dissertation engages with the feminist theoretical perspective (as the base of 

Women’s Studies) it draws from a body of literature to inform its research approach.  

This approach enables the questioning of the idea of Women’s Studies being an agent 

for social change, and the role for theory that requires a practical outcome as 

envisaged by Marx (1845). The dissertation is informed through the work of Sandra 

Harding (1987, 2007) who argues that a distinction needs to be made between 

method, methodology, and epistemology when engaging in feminist inquiry. Harding 

views method as the technique for data gathering, which she states falls into three 

categories: (1) listening to participants, (2) observing their behaviour, or (3) 

examining historical traces and records. The theory and analysis of how research 

should be constructed is methodology whilst epistemology is a theory of knowledge 

(1987, p. 2). Through her work Harding creates this set of distinctions within the field 

of feminist epistemology (1986, 1991, 1993, 2007). Harding argues in favour of 

standpoint epistemology developed through the 1970s and the 1980s that when there 

is conflict between knowledges, researchers should choose the view of the oppressed. 

This perspective resonates with the Marxist position articulated by Lukacs (1971) that 

the ‘transcendental subject who not only can see clearly the causes of oppression but 

also constitutes the source of liberation’ (cited in Walby 2001, p.485).  

 

The methodology chosen for the data-gathering stage of the dissertation                              

is informed through a reading of the feminist and the sociological research literature 

(Oakley 1998, 2000; Reinharz 1979, 1992; Smith 1987, 1999). One of the themes 

drawn from this body of work is that like the feminist theoretical perspective there are 

multiple positions and standpoints for researchers. This is demonstrated through the 

argument offered by Mies that ‘more women [should] move out of the sterility of the 
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academic ivory towers and join the young people in the university of the street’ (cited 

in Hesse-Biber 2007, p. 667) and by Murray (1997). Researchers in this body of work 

raise a number of questions in relation to cultural difference, colonization, social 

policy, and women’s experiences of oppression and discrimination (Acker et al. 1996; 

Hesse-Biber 2007). In one such debate Davidia Charney expresses concern for the 

role of qualitative analysis in feminist inquiry. She argues:  

 
It seems absurd to assume that anyone conducting a qualitative analysis  

or ethnography must be compassionate, self-reflecting, creative, and  

committed to social justice and liberation.  Or that anyone who conducts  

an experiment is rigid and unfeeling and automatically opposes liberatory,  

feminist or postmodernist values. (Charney 1996, p. 568) 

 

 

Before the 1960s there is little critical debate in the research literature about the 

acceptance and prominence of the quantitative technique in data capture. This 

approach is understood as allowing for the replication of information as numbers in an 

attempt to understand the social, political and economic context of the world (Hughes 

1995). Through numbering concepts and theories, the researcher arguably gives them 

power and authority, but in effect, is no more than reducing such data through coding 

to describe it as explicitly as possible (Oakley 2000). Traditionally, numbers are seen 

as the ultimate expression of objectivity: and is encouraged in social science 

methodology that is incorporated in experimental designs to reject the hypothesis of 

‘no difference between groups’ (Hill et al. 2000, p. 76). This allows difference to be 

created and made visible through the process of statistical analysis (Hughes 1995). 

Feminist researchers initially express concern that through the process of translating 

women’s experiences into pre-determined categories (such as in attitudinal inventory 

surveys) the approach fails to allow new themes, or concepts to emerge (Reinharz 

1979). 

 
Historically, statistical analysis develops within quantitative research as a means to 

measure and categorize ‘racial and ethnic differences’, and to support and justify the 

‘political dynamics of domination and exploitation’ (Hughes 1995, p. 396). The 

finding of ‘significant difference’ between populations creates ‘the other’, in 
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opposition to the norm (Hughes 1995, p. 400). Kapadia argues, ‘statistics are a part of 

the technology of power in a modern state’ (1983, p. 170). This view is supported by 

the experience of women as ‘subjects’ in the early research studies. In these studies 

they are objectively proven as ‘the other’ by predominantly male researchers who are 

exploring the ways to measure and allegedly improve the human race. The differences 

in skull sizes (Gould 1981), brain lateralization (Bleier 1987), and sex hormone levels 

(Oudshoorn & Wijngarrd 1991) between women and men are not just seen as 

differences but interpreted as a sign of inferiority (Hughes 1995). A misogynist 

picture of women ‘as not quite human’ appears through the research literature (Ruth 

1995, p. 85).   

 

A male researcher Francis Galton (1822-1911), a cousin of Charles Darwin (1809-

1882), contributes to this picture when he assesses female traits to be defects with no 

adequate adaptive purpose. The mathematization of the laws of heredity (the 

relationship between physical traits, and mental ability between parents and their 

children) is his primary research interest. Galton sees traits such as character, 

disposition, energy, intellect, and physical power as quantifiable and determined 

solely by heredity. This reification of abstract concepts into concrete entities allows 

for the construction of a dominant group among women and men, and ‘whites’ and 

‘other races’ (Hughes 1995). As a consequence of this interpretation and ranking of 

difference, Robyn Rowland argues: 

 

Men have created an identity for women, based in biology, which is  

intended to reinforce difference and to tie women to a ‘natural’ position  

in such a way as to make women the negative or ‘other’.  Through patriarchy  

men direct and try to impose this self on women for the purpose of controlling  

her and maintaining woman as a serving class for men. (1988, p. 2) 

 

 

Dissatisfaction with the quantitative research approach appears in the feminist 

literature from the late 1970s, and the early 1980s regarding the value of empirical 

research for improving women’s social status, in part, credited to the arrival of 

feminist scholarship into the ‘patriarchal academy’ (Oakley 2000, p. 32). Since this 

time feminist researchers move to (a) modify the existing research practices to 
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incorporate the main feminist aims of ‘sensitivity’ to the role of gender within society, 

and (b) a ‘critical approach to the tools of research on society’ (Millen 1997, p. 9). 

The practices comprise three goals: (a) to democratise relations between researchers 

and the researched; (b) to build knowledge for women, leading to an understanding of 

gendered experience which reduces self blame and feelings of inadequacy among 

women: and (c) to galvanize women toward political action in their own interests 

(Kirsch 1999).  

 

The methodological debate centres on the privileging of either the quantitative or 

qualitative approach by feminist researchers to allow for clear audit trails through data 

collection, analysis, and interpretation: a trail that needs to be clear, systematic and 

explicit to address the research questions being asked (Hesse-Biber 2007). Since the 

1980s there is a considerable body of literature on this debate — known as the 

‘paradigm wars’ that question whether a distinctly feminist research methodology 

exists. If this distinct approach exists, does it provide the theory of how ethical and 

socially responsible research should be designed and conducted within an alleged 

patriarchal social structure (Harding 1991, 2007; Oakley 1998, 2002; Reinharz 1992; 

Stanley & Wise 1983)? Liz Stanley and Sue Wise argue that in seeking “truth” the 

researchers have to recognize their own speaking position as: 
 

Truth is a social construct, in the same way that objectivity is; and both  

are constructed out of experiences, which are for all practical purposes,  

the same as ‘lies’ and ‘subjectivity’.  And so we see all research as ‘fiction’  

in the sense that it views and so constructs ‘reality’ through the eyes of  

one person. (Stanley & Wise 1983, p. 174) 

 

Feminist inquiry claims to pursue feminist goals or research that has feminist 

possibilities through identifying the multiple forms of oppression and discrimination 

that women experience (De Vault & Gross 2007; Kirsch 1999). Within this process 

feminist researchers are seen to modify the traditional research methods (De Vault 

1996). Internal to this context, women’s concrete lived experiences are legitimate 

sources of knowledge and justify ongoing inquiry.  

 



 80 

Not all feminist researchers agree with the arguments raised and discussed at length 

through this body of literature: they argue that the methodological debate itself is 

counter-productive and divisive for women. Writer and sociologist Ann Oakley 

argues that if women want to be seen as good feminists it means owning and using 

qualitative methods and apologising if ‘one’ lapses into the quantitative technique 

(2000, p. 33). This debate is seen to reinforce the perceived association between men 

(the traditional researchers) with quantitative methods, and only serves to support the 

pervasive stereotype about men’s alleged superior numerical abilities (Lee-Treweek 

& Linkogle 2000; Ramsay 1996). A substantial body of literature exists in support of 

the view that the qualitative approach is less problematic, and is the preferred choice 

of many feminist researchers (Reinharz 1992). However, the literature raises the idea 

that if the qualitative approach is practiced in non-feminist ways women can still be 

invisible (De Vault 1996). 

 

As part of the feminist research approach, women in the 1970s Women’s Liberation 

Movement participate in the consciousness raising groups. In a safe setting women 

are encouraged to share their experiences of ‘abuse from husbands, rape and verbal 

assaults, the meaning of femininity and sexuality, lack of work, lack of respect at 

work, being secretaries, mothers, and husband’s maids and cooks’ with feminist 

researchers (Foster 1999, pp. 167-168). Participation in these groups is said to provide 

awareness that there are greater differences between women and men than among 

women themselves. This is the argument offered by the Colonial Era suffragists for 

the vote: as women they have a distinctly female ‘way of knowing’ (Janack & 

LaRocque 2001, p.9). Women are “sisters” by virtue of their gender, and challenge 

men’s claims to know what constitutes women’s best interests (Daly 1978; Mill 1975; 

Spender 1983). In these groups any negative social experience is seen as emanating 

outside of the individual and therefore, is conducive to challenge (Stanley & Wise 

1983; Wilkinson & Schneider 1990). Arguably, this approach is positioned on the 

belief that women will share sensitive information in the face-to-face situation that 

they will not share in the use of the attitudinal inventory survey approach (De Vault 

1996). 

 

As discussed in the literature the group process is encouraging the ‘dynamic 

negotiation of meaning in context’ that may result in high quality data being obtained 
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(Wilkinson 1998, p. 112). An example of this is seen through Lynn Farley’s (1978) 

use of focus groups that results in the successful identification and naming of the 

experience of ‘sexual harassment’ (Wilkinson 1998, p.115). Data is collected in the 

same manner as the individual interview and analysed either through content analysis 

to rhetorical or discursive techniques; however, the data obtained is ill suited to 

quantification, or to use in making broad generalizations across a number of groups. 

The argument that this approach, both individual and group, has the potential to 

reinforce the sexist view about women being good listeners is also raised (Lee-

Treweek & Linkogle 2000; Ramsay 1996).  

 

Another approach within feminist research practice is the individual interview. This is 

assessed as being the primary research tool to explore issues as it allows the voices of 

the participants to be heard (De Vault & Gross 2007; Fontana & Frey 1994; 

Wilkinson 1998). The literature tends to support the view that the strategy of the one-

to-one interview to understand the person-in-context, and the group interview or focus 

group compliments feminist ethical concerns (Hare-Mustin & Marecek 1990; 

Morawski & Agronick 1991). Advocates for this technique view it as being an 

appropriate way to hear women’s voices. In practice, these discussions are usually 

recorded and then transcribed to constitute data. The process is said to allow women 

the opportunity to share their life experiences that is, in effect, a consciousness raising 

experience (Wilkinson 1998).   

 

Feminist scholarship also discusses the role of the researcher and/or the interviewer in 

the research process as they can ‘regulate the conversion, reveal(s) minimal personal 

information, and impose their own framework of meaning upon participants’ 

(Wilkinson 1998, p. 114). As all research evolves through the medium of the 

researcher, ethical concerns are raised as they (the researcher) may at times have to 

intervene in group discussions when participants are silenced by other members; 

power and group control is contested; and to challenge racism and heterosexist 

attitudes (Wilkinson 1998). Acker et al. argue, ‘Given that the power differences 

between researcher and researched cannot be completely eliminated attempts to create 

a more equal relationship can paradoxically become exploitation’ (1996, p. 26). There 

is the potential for misrepresentation: feminists write extensively on the dilemmas of a 

face-to-face approach.  Problems associated with this approach include: 
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• Whether or not the ‘self’ impinges on the interpretation of the data if 

the researcher infers ‘underlying attitudes, opinions, feelings, or 

motives from the participants’ responses’ (Wilkinson 1998, p. 123).  

Scheper-Hughes sees this as a difficulty because ‘we cannot rid 

ourselves of the cultural self we bring with us into the field any more 

than we can disown the eyes, ears and skin through which we take in 

our intuitive perceptions about the new and strange world we have 

entered’ (1992, p. 28). 

 

• Gelsthorpe (1992) and Huber (1973) both argue that the question of 

the ‘self’ can be addressed through the researcher’s reflexivity 

especially if their own reactions and feelings regarding their 

involvement in the research process are clearly written in their 

reporting. The argument is offered in the literature that engaging in 

student and teacher self and mutual reflexivity is central to feminist 

pedagogy in the pursuit of social justice (Crabtree & Sapp 2003; 

Pillow & Mayo 2007). 

 

• Cotterill (1992) expresses concern in relation to the potentially 

negative consequences of collaborative and reciprocal relations with 

the research participants. This may occur if the role between the 

participants and the researcher is blurred creating disingenuous 

friendships and a false intimacy.   

 
The central issues discussed through the ‘paradigm’ debate now appear to be less 

strident in the research literature as researchers may recognize that a variety of 

methodological techniques are perhaps necessary and it is at the level of 

methodological and epistemological assumptions that the distinctiveness of a feminist 

approach is to be found (Campbell & Wasco 2000; Dallimore 2000; Walby 2001).   

 

Based on this understanding, neither methodology (quantitative or qualitative) can 

guarantee a bias-free approach. This is viewed within the context that the feminist 

method and methodology are not static concepts with consensus amongst researchers 
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as the context and contours of both feminist discourse and the qualitative and 

quantitative approach change in different historical periods (Olesen 1994). Based on 

this understanding the research strategy of the attitudinal inventory survey approach 

(a mix of quantitative and qualitative responses) is seen by this dissertation to be 

genuinely democratic as everyone has the chance to be heard and everybody’s opinion 

counts equally (Kuechler 1998; Stewart & Cole 2007), and is chosen to provide the 

original data to inform the testing of the dissertation’s hypotheses on the relationship 

between Women’s Studies as an agent of social change and the role of feminist theory 

in this process.  

 

 

The applied Attitudinal Scales 

 

The attitudinal inventory scales selected to categorise primary data for this 

dissertation are chosen through an understanding of their historical development.  

Over time many of the scales document the attitudes some women (and men) hold 

towards women’s role in society. As these roles change, or are perceived to change, 

the scales may not be used, updated, or depending on particular research interests, 

new scales may be developed by researchers; however, the scales themselves are not 

able to predict behaviour (Branscombe & Deaux 1991). Many of the earlier scales are 

mislabelled ‘feminist’ when they are actually assessing respondents’ attitudes 

primarily towards gender roles (Basow & Campanile 1990). This occurs due to the 

researchers own interpretation that the statements are consistent with feminist 

ideology; understood as a set of ideas or social contradictions about women in 

different historical periods, and viewed from the Marxist perspective as a false 

consciousness (Dempewolff 1974; Larrain 1991; Smith et al. 1975).   

 

The primary inventory scale selected for application as part of the dissertation’s 

research strategy to assess contemporary Women’s Studies students’ attitudes to 

feminism and praxis is Betsy Levonian Morgan’s (1996) Liberal Feminist Attitude 

and Ideology Scale (LFAIS). Morgan generates this for a valid and encompassing 

measure of liberal feminist ideology (Fassinger 1994; Spence & Helmreich 1978). 

The scale is said to investigate the domains of gender role attitudes, goals of 

feminism, and feminist ideology.  Morgan (1996) generates themes for the liberal 
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feminist scale through her pilot study. The scale is tested for validity and reliability on 

two independent sample populations with narrow demographics but does not assess 

distinctions among differing ideologies or ‘types’ of feminism.   

 

One of the sample populations chosen to develop this scale chosen by Morgan (1996) 

comprises of undergraduate college students enrolled in introductory classes in the 

social sciences. The other group approached consists of attendees at a Women’s 

Studies conference who answer in the affirmative to the question ‘Do you consider 

yourself a feminist?’ The populations are chosen to reflect both mainstream and 

crystallized ideas about feminism (Morgan 1996). Morgan acknowledges that the 

scale is limited as a measure of feminist beliefs in the general public as the LFAIS 

(1996) is generated and tested with largely educated middle-class populations. This 

scale is chosen as the primary data-gathering instrument for application in this 

dissertation as it is the dominant feminist perspective. 

 

Morgan’s LFAIS (1996) reflects three key domain and several sub domains:  

 

1. Gender Roles 

2. Goals of Feminism 

• Global goals 

• Specific political agendas     

3. Feminist Ideology 

• Discrimination and Subordination (Historical and Current) 

• The Importance of Collective Action (Strategies for Change) 

• The Sisterhood 

 

The statements chosen by Morgan (1996) for the domain of ‘Gender Roles’ are drawn 

from pre-existing scales to reflect the balance of women’s choices for career and 

family, and men’s authority in the home. The subscale includes reverse order 

statements, such as ‘If the husband is the sole wage earner in the family, the financial 

decisions should be his’, and ‘It is insulting to the husband when the wife does not 

take his name’. [Refer to Appendix D for Gender roles, Goals of feminism - Global 

Goals, Specific Political Agendas and The Sisterhood statements. While these specific 
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sub-scales are not used in the data gathering process they are offered to represent how 

social attitudes to women change over time.] 

 

There are three sub-sections for ‘Feminist Ideology’ one of which ‘The Sisterhood’ is 

not applied in this dissertation. Morgan (1996) assesses this scale as requiring further 

development. The concept of a ‘sisterhood’ implies that there are binding ties between 

women — difficult to substantiate (Fraser & Nicholson 1990). 

 

The sub-sections include the following: 

 

• Discrimination and Subordination (Historical and Current) —

statements such as, ‘Even though some things have changed, women 

are still treated unfairly in today’s society’, and ‘People who 

complain that pornography treats women like objects are 

overreacting’ are offered. 

 

• Collective Action (Strategies for Change) — this section offers 

statements, such as ‘Most group protests fail to result in any real 

change’, and ‘The government should definitely play a part in helping 

to improve women’s status in society’. 

 

• The Sisterhood — examples of statements in this section include 

‘Things that are true of my life as a woman are true for most women’, 

and ‘Women really cannot trust most other women with their 

boyfriends or husbands’.  

 

 

Morgan (1996) argues the content validity of the scale to be established in the 

ideology section of the LFAIS (1996) by drawing on reviewers who illuminate 

common themes in feminist thought (Eisenstein 1983; Tong 1989).  Seminal feminist 

writing is drawn upon to inform these themes (de Beauvoir 1976; Friedan 1981, 1983; 

Millett 1970; Steinem 1983; Wollstonecraft 1972). Seen as reflecting liberal feminist 

thought, the ten statements listed in the sub-domain include: a) Discrimination and 
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Subordination (Historical and Current) and the ten statements in (b) The importance 

of Collective Action (Strategies for Change) are selected for inclusion on the baseline: 

Part A survey to gather original data to test the links between the students’ 

understanding of feminism, the acceptance of a feminist identity, and their attitudes 

towards praxis. 

 

A reading of the research literature supports the view that Morgan’s LFAIS (1996) has 

good convergent, divergent and known-groups validity, demonstrated reliability, and 

is not susceptible to social desirability bias (Burn et al. 2000; Morgan 1996; 

Myaskovsky & Wittig 1997; Rosell & Hartman 2001; Williams & Wittig 1997).   

Morgan (1996) further argues that the ideology section of her scale attempts to reflect 

the heart of feminist thought.  This is an acknowledgment of discrimination and the 

desire to confront it — praxis. The LFAIS (1996) scale presents as a covert example 

of liberal feminism in that females are viewed as devalued in society. The scale 

includes a number of reverse order questions to minimise any tendency by 

respondents to simply circle numbers. Based on a reading of the feminist research 

literature Morgan’s LFAIS (1996) scale is chosen as the primary data-gathering 

instrument for this dissertation.  

 

This choice of scale is within the understanding that while Morgan (1996) generates it 

using a similar sample population available to this thesis there are cultural, racial, and 

social differences. One difference such as ‘religiosity’ is discussed in Morgan’s 

research as having a relationship to lower LFAIS scores. Morgan (1996) reports 

higher scores (pro-feminist) by her respondents when they indicate no religious 

affiliation (Agnostic or Atheist). With awareness of the ethnic and religious 

differences between the sample populations of Australia and America, a factor 

analysis will be conducted. The measures that are to be used, as predictor variables, 

will be entered into a principle components factor analysis, and the reliability results 

reported in Chapters Three and Four.  

  

The second scale chosen for inclusion on the Part A baseline survey is drawn from a 

British research study by Caroline Kelly and Sara Breinlinger discussed in The Social 

Psychology of Collective Action: Identity, Injustice and Gender (1996). Their research 

focuses on women’s attitudes towards participating in direct political action, and to 
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what extent these beliefs are actualised in different groups and campaigns. To inform 

their research, two demographically similar populations are drawn upon in the 

comparison study of social beliefs and gender. The first sample consists of women 

who are members of a trade union employed in white-collar occupations with only 

13.1 per cent office-holders in the union (Kelly & Breinlinger 1996). The second 

sample population chosen by the researchers consists of women who are actively 

working for social change (for other women) from within one hundred and twenty 

different women’s groups and campaigns (Kelly & Breinlinger 1996).   

 

For comparative purposes, Kelly and Breinlinger (1996) select a less politically active 

group for inclusion in their study; these are primarily professional women enrolled in 

a variety of postgraduate courses who are seeking further qualifications (1996).  

Respondents are excluded from the total sample if they disagree with the statement 

‘There is still a lot of prejudice and discrimination; which prevents women achieving 

their full potential’ (1996, p.63). This is in line with the stated aim of the Kelly and 

Breinlinger (1996) study in that if the entire sample population agree with the 

statement, why then are some women prepared to become involved to change things 

in society and others are not.  

 

Of interest to this dissertation is their analysis that indicates identification as a woman 

and as a ‘feminist’ strongly predicts both prospective and actual political action. 

Based on their data, the researchers interpret that a sense of relative deprivation (i.e. 

the belief that overall women are disadvantaged in society compared to men) predicts 

feminist activism, especially among women seen to hold a strong feminist identity. A 

sense of personal efficacy is noted in participants in the formal organizations. The 

research results from the Kelly and Breinlinger (1996) study supports the research 

direction of this dissertation, and on this basis their political efficacy scale is chosen 

for inclusion on the baseline: Part A survey. 

 

 

The Primary Data Source: The Questionnaires 

 

As the dissertation engages with the feminist theoretical perspective, the design and 

direction of its research strategy (the application of three questionnaires to a sample 
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population of Women’s Studies students) is influenced through a reading of a body of 

academic work that explores the relationship between Women’s Studies, feminist 

discourse, and feminist-inspired praxis. This research literature — predominantly 

American — is known as ‘college impact’, and examines the relationship between a 

liberal arts education and increased humanitarianism, and sense of civic responsibility 

(Astin 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini 1996). Within this early body of work, 

researchers question whether liberal arts students develop more liberal socio-political 

attitudes across the duration of their undergraduate education than other students 

(Pascarella & Terenzini 1996). Longitudinal studies indicate that some of the 

students’ attitudes, values, and political views generally shift from conservatism and 

traditionalism, and toward liberalism, as a result of their tenure as undergraduates in 

American universities (Alwin et al. 1991; Newcomb et al. 1967).   

 

Within this body of work other critiques such as what happens outside the classroom, 

rather than what occurs inside it, explains any reported changes in students’ values 

and attitudes over the course of an academic semester (Holland & Eisenhart 1990; 

Kardia 1996). The researchers in these studies argue that any observable changes may 

be due to students participating in campus organizations that focus on specific issues 

of social diversity. Other factors may include the racial composition in the residence 

halls where they live and/or sorority and fraternity membership (Kardia 1996). The 

‘college-impact’ studies are conducted with the tertiary students over the course of 

their undergraduate education. 

 

Of particular interest are a number of these studies that question whether students in 

Women’s Studies programmes develop more liberal views about women than students 

in non-Women’s Studies classes over the semester (Henderson-King 1993; 

Henderson-King & Stewart 1999). The results from these studies indicate that the 

non-Women’s Studies students became more accepting of traditional gender roles and 

less sensitive to sexism over the semester (Henderson-King & Kaleta 2000). In an 

earlier study by Henderson-King (1993) she explores the tolerance level of female 

students to a number of social groups over a semester. The results from this study 

indicate that participation in Women’s Studies classes may have positive effects on 

students’ socio-political views, and their feelings about various social groups 

(Henderson-King 1993). 
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Through their research Henderson-King and Stewart (1999) draw attention to the 

power of the environment, such as the Women’s Studies classroom, to effect the 

development of (feminist) group consciousness. This development is due to a 

consensually shared ideology, and is discussed in the social psychological literature in 

relation to the formation of a social identity (Tajfel 1974, 1982). Tajfel’s (1974) social 

identity theory attempts to predict the conditions under which some people will feel 

motivated to act individually or collectively to maintain or change their social 

situation. This identity forms through the acquired knowledge of their membership of 

a social group, the value attributed to this group, and the emotional significance of 

being a member of the group (Myaskovsky &Wittig 1997). Of importance for this 

dissertation and the testing of its hypotheses is whether Women’s Studies are 

supportive of the development of a feminist consciousness in their students. This 

consciousness is seen as being necessary to bring a feminist analysis to a variety of 

contexts, self-identification as feminist, and a belief in participating in political 

activity in response (Henderson-King & Stewart 1999). 

   

Premised on an understanding of the history of Women’s Studies in Australia 

(Bulbeck 2001; Magarey et al. 1994; Rowland 1987) and overseas (Boxer 1998; 

Mandle 1999), the primary data to inform the testing of the dissertation’s hypotheses 

is drawn through the application of the three surveys (Parts A, B and C) to a sample 

population of Australian tertiary level Women’s Studies students. On the 

questionnaires, the participants may answer in whatever manner they wish. The 

dissertation acknowledges that social desirability bias is still possible in that 

participants may over report beliefs, and under-report behaviour that they interpret as 

not being in line with feminist ideology (Babbie 1990). As there are no “true” 

attitudes, all participants’ responses are valid. To minimise any tendency for 

participants to simply circle numbers there are a number of reverse order statements.  

If the students interpret the questions to be too narrow or too broad space is provided 

for their comments; whilst not a mandatory field their comments can only advance the 

dissertation’s testing of its hypotheses as it is premised on the dialectical approach: an 

approach that understands the interconnections in material existence; an approach that 

is seen as necessary for the possibility of praxis. 
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Confidentiality and ethical clearance 
 
 
Permission is sought and granted from Griffith University’s Human Research Ethics 

Committee for the dissertation’s data gathering strategy. The research protocols for 

Which wave breaks? Feminist strategies in the 90s include: 

 

A consent form is included on the baseline survey: Part A (at the start of the 

semester). The conditions covering the students’ participation are: 

 

1) Voluntary participation 

2) The surveys are not part of their course assessment criteria 

3) They are free to withdraw at any time 

4) Responses are confidential 

 

If the student wishes to participate in the longitudinal survey: (Part C) they are 

requested to tick the box provided. The conditions for their participation are restated 

on the change survey: Part B and the longitudinal follow up: Part C. 

 

The Women’s Studies centres were formally advised that access to their students did 

not involve comparing Universities or lecturers.   

 

Although the Liberal Feminist Attitude and Ideology Scale (LFAIS) developed by 

Betsy Levonian Morgan (1996) is in the public domain, permission for its use is 

initially sought, and is generously granted with accompanying good wishes for the 

dissertation (Morgan, BL 1999, pers. comm., 15 April).   

 
The American research by Betsy Levonian Morgan (1996) Putting the Feminism into 

Feminism Scales: Introduction of a Liberal Feminist Attitude and Ideology Scale and 

the British research by Caroline Kelly and Sara Breinlinger (1996) The Social 

Psychology of Collective Action: Identity, Injustice and Gender is acknowledged with 

appreciation as their insights influence the design and direction of the dissertation’s 

research approach. 
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The Baseline Questionnaire: (Part A) 

 

The purpose of the Part A survey presented in Appendix A, is to collect the students’ 

baseline information at the start of their Women’s Studies semester, and consists of 

three main sections. The first section seeks demographic and motivational information 

concerning the participating students in agreement with Gelsthorpe’s argument that 

‘women do have uniquely valid insights from their vantage point as women, but 

women are never just women — they are old or young, mothers or daughters, black or 

white, partnered or unpartnered, employed in public life or employed at home’ (1992, 

p.213). This information informs the relationship between a person’s social beliefs, 

and their political attitudes, and is relevant as it allows an exploration of the idea of 

Women’s Studies as a transitional space between feminist theory and praxis. 

 

All demographic information (gender, age, marital status, year of study) is to be self-

reported, including student’s self-ascribed class positioning, their political orientation, 

and individual levels of previous political activity. Motivational data (to enrol in 

Women’s Studies) is also sought. No conceptional definitions are provided on the 

questionnaires. 

 

 

Choosing Women’s Studies 

 

This category is informed through the experience of the sociologist Joan D. Mandle 

the author of Can We Wear Our Pearls and Still Be Feminists? Memoirs of a Campus 

Struggle (2000), who offers comments on her years at Colgate University in the 

United States of America (1991–1998). Mandle argues that students’ personal 

experiences can be linked to issues of social class, social justice, and political change 

discussed through the Women’s Studies curricula. This knowledge then extends to 

there being a requirement for a political response. From within this reading it is seen 

as appropriate to include motivation categories.   

 

The motivational data gained through the second section is to be read primarily 

through the Australian research literature that analyses the relationship between 

Women’s Studies and the marketability or commercialisation of this field of study: a 
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field that is under increased public scrutiny for its relevancy as a vocational pathway.  

For comparative purposes the dissertation is informed through the findings of the 

research project Negotiating Feminist Futures (2002) by Dr. Maryanne Dever from 

Monash University (Centre for Women’s Studies and Gender Research). The project 

focuses on how students relate their enrolment in Women’s Studies to their career 

direction (Dever 2003). The data from the Negotiating Feminist Futures (2002) study 

is said to inform the ‘long-term viability of Women’s Studies as a formal programme 

of study…to engage actively with the rapid transformations currently taking place 

both within and beyond our institutions of higher education’ (Dever 2003, pp. 34-35).    

 

Dever’s (2003) research is relevant in the testing of the dissertation’s hypotheses as 

the vocational direction for Women’s Studies is oppositional to the idea of Women’s 

Studies being seen as an agent for change in the social status of women. The initial 

mission for Women’s Studies was the empowerment of individual women, and to 

make them aware of their obligations and accountability to women as a social group 

(Rowland 1987). To explore their reasons the students are asked ‘Is your motivation 

to attend related to career options? This questioning is important due to the increasing 

vocational outlook of this programme. Has this changing direction impacted on the 

curriculum? However, based on a reading of the research literature there is the 

expectation that the student’s enrolment is based on their interest in the subject (Dever 

2002; Le Feuvre 2002). 

 

Other student motivation to attend is discussed in the literature as being premised on 

issues such as ‘personal development’ or ‘inner change’ as an outcome of attending 

Women’s Studies programmes (Elovson & Cockcroft 1976; Liss et al. 2001; 

Neuborne 2001). To provide the data, the students are asked to respond to statements, 

such as ‘to be more understanding and accepting of my own sexuality’, ‘to be more 

assertive’ and ‘to know how to confront sexism when I encounter it’. Also gained 

through these categories is data to assess whether or not self-selection into the 

Women’s Studies class is a factor in any perceived changes in their feminist 

consciousness throughout the semester and beyond. A part of this consciousness is 

arguably any perceived changes to gender role attitudes held by the students. This is 

important as there is a considerable body of research that supports the view that 

participants in Women’s Studies courses display less traditional gender role 
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orientations than prior to attending these classes (Harris et al. 1999; Stake et al. 1994; 

Stake & Rose 1994; Thomsen et al. 1995).   

 

For male participants, however, these studies suggest that they are unaffected by the 

course content. Other studies offer the argument that the males who elect to attend 

Women’s Studies have a non-traditional sex-role orientation and their attendance in 

this programme is a self-validating experience for them (Stake & Gerner 1987). The 

resultant data from the offering of this category will inform the Women’s Studies 

body of knowledge. 

 

 

Gender 

 

This is not a unified category, as women may perceive womanhood in different ways. 

Although the literature discusses the need for further research on feminist attitudes 

held by male students there is an expectation, based on a reading of the same research, 

that the majority of the participants in the current research will be female (Banaszak 

& Plutzer 1993; Bulbeck 2001; Carter & Wojtkiewicz 2000; Morgan 1996). This 

category allows an inquiry of whether Women’s Studies participants require 

experiential understanding of women’s experiences, as well as an academic 

understanding of the course material.  This approach allows exploration of the idea 

that being a feminist is perhaps a Women’s Studies course requirement with the 

courses being constructed from this perspective. 

 

 Age 

 

In combination with gender, age is an important variable for this dissertation as it may 

reflect a cohort trend for feminist beliefs, either positively or negatively in the sample 

population of participating students (Brewster & Padavic 2000).    

 

Marital status 

 

A “marital status” category is included as at times this status is seen to influence 

women’s feminist attitudes to traditional notions of women’s roles in the private 
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sphere of home and family. Marital happiness is discussed in the research literature as 

being connected to feminist opinions and gender role attitudes (Amato & Booth 1995; 

Kaufman 2000); divorce and remarriage (Finlay et al. 1985); the division of 

household labour (De Maris & Longmore 1996); economic outcomes (Bielby & 

Bielby 1992; Firestone et al. 1999); and voting behaviour (Manza & Brooks 1998).  

The research suggests that challenges to the traditional role of women occur with 

divorce and for some women their move into the employment role with the resultant 

awareness and acknowledgment of workplace discrimination and economic 

disadvantage (Bolzendahl & Myers 2004).   

 

 

Social Class 

 

From the Marxist theoretical framework, the central category of “class” offered on 

this survey is understood as any group that shares a common relation to the means of 

production. There are various models offered in the literature, such as the two-class 

model of the Manifesto of the Communist Party — [bourgeoisie and proletarians] 

(1848), the three-class model of the last chapter of Capital — [wage labourers, 

capitalists and land-owners], and the multi-class models of works, such as the 

Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (1852) that incorporates the petty 

bourgeoisie, the peasantry and others. Based on this reading the class category offered 

on the baseline: Part A questionnaire consists of the working class, middle class and 

the upper class.   

 

This category is important as an individual’s class identity often becomes salient in an 

academic setting: a setting that also informs subjectivity (Skeggs 1997; Wright 2000).  

Class positioning is also seen as influencing activist’s feminist identities (Reger 

2002). Of interest, as it is part of the liberal political strategy, there is a supporting 

body of research that explores the effect of class positioning on individual voting 

behaviour (Bean & Kelly 1988; Bean et al. 2002). Within this work, class identity is 

seen as exerting a powerful influence on elector choice (Hayes 1995; Kelly & 

McAllister 1985). The data gained through this category informs the testing of the 

dissertation’s hypotheses as it allows an investigation of how class positioning and 
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class identity determines or informs university students’ political attitudes and activity 

(Moore 2004; O’Keefe 2006).    

 

The data from this category also informs the on-going debate of whether Australia is 

understood as a class-based society (Chamberlain 1983; Emmison & Western 1990).  

The literature discusses how there is a reticence by media commentators, the political 

establishment and social researchers to use the Marxist terminology of “class”, 

preferring instead to substitute Weberian terms such as “status”, “prestige”,  “elite” 

and “socio-economic group” (Kuhn & O’Lincoln 1996). Notably, John Howard the 

Prime Minister of Australia from 1996 to 2007 has difficulty expressing the word 

“class”.  This is seen in his response to a question, ‘I get very concerned about social 

deprivation…the decay of law and order, spread of violence, decay of parental 

authority, it affects working cla…er, less well-off people more than anyone else’ 

(cited in McGregor 1997, p. 99). This category allows an exploration of the idea that 

being a member of the working-class, middle-class or upper class holds political 

significance for contemporary women. 

 

 

Political orientation 

 

A ‘political orientation’ category is, in part, offered in this section based on a reading 

of the American research literature that a causal connection between political 

identification and support for feminist issues is still a matter for debate. This inclusion 

allows exploration of the idea that support for feminist issues is being placed in the 

larger human rights based perspectives, and a changing alignment with political 

parties (Blau 2005; Bolzendahl & Brooks 2004; Schnittker et al. 2003). In the 

Australian experience, political parties historically provide access to power rather 

than as idealistic political movements. Based on this understanding the data informs 

the growing body of research that focuses on the political behaviour of Australian 

university students. The data from the class identity question is also relevant for the 

‘Political orientation’ category as the research literature argues that students’ political 

attitudes may differ on a class basis (O’Lincoln 1996).  
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The choice of this category is further informed through a significant body of overseas 

research literature (predominantly from the United States of America) that discusses 

the political behaviour of students from their early school years to the college 

(tertiary) level. Within this literature there are a number of studies that indicate that 

their students are enrolling with high levels of political experience gained through 

their high school years. These studies indicate that the reported levels of political 

activity in 1990 show increases from the late 1960s and early 1970s (Astin et al. 

1990).  Verba et al. (1995) find that there is a continuity of this behaviour between the 

high school years and future political participation (cited in Saha 2000). Literature 

offers arguments that in the formative years of schooling children acquire the 

foundation for political knowledge, and form politically meaningful concepts 

(Connell 1970; Stephens 1982). There is empirical evidence to support the belief that 

schools ‘are settings where children develop ideas about the rights and obligations of 

citizenship’ (Flanagan et al. 1998, p.462). 

 

The political orientation of the participants in the sample population of Women’s 

Studies students is sought through their selection from a number of fixed choices as 

adapted from Leach’s (1998) Political Spectrum Model. The choices range from Left 

(radical), through Centre (moderate) to Right (conservative). This category is relevant 

to the dissertation as findings from earlier research studies indicate that there is a link 

between values and identities, including attitudes toward achieving women’s rights 

through participating in political action (Heaven 1999). This category allows inquiry 

into whether tertiary students arrive at a feminist theoretical perspective through 

academia or politics.  

 

 

Past political activity 

 

This is an important category for the dissertation as research offers the belief that 

there is a need to consider past experience as a predictive element of a person’s 

political behaviour (Echebaria-Echabe et al. 1988; Montano & Taplin 1991).  If the 

students already have a history of political activity how does this affect Women’s 

Studies as a transitional space between the theory and the practice? To provide a 

baseline for such behaviour the sample population of Women’s Studies students are 
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asked to respond to an activity scale that is drawn through the British research of 

Caroline Kelly and Sara Breinlinger (1996). On the baseline survey: Part A, the 

eleven choices of possible political activity (for the five years prior to attending their 

Women’s Studies programme) is presented in a Yes or No format.  While there are 

‘unorganised, informal actions’ that can be understood as ‘praxis’ they are not the 

focus of this research. The choices from the institutionalised approach (state-centred) 

are in line with liberal political theory.  In this research the options are:  

 

• signing a petition 

• contacting the media, e.g. radio, TV, newspapers 

• contributing money to political campaigns 

• contacting an MP  

• contributing money on a weekly basis to a social justice group/s 

 

From the non-institutionalised approach are the following: 

 

• taking part in a rally or demonstration to support social justice issues 

• attending a sit-in 

• attending a strike 

• attending a picket line 

• participating in a creative political activity e.g. street theatre, poster art 

• participating in any other activity e.g. voluntary work*, collectives 

 

 

This *category is offered as (in some instances) it falls within the understanding that 

such activity might attempt to change a structure or system, or to raise consciousness 

about oppressive systematic conditions (Peet & Reed 1999). The role of voluntary 

activity can also be discussed within the scope of what happens outside the classroom 

and not necessarily inside, as being a possible source of change in students’ values 

and attitudes towards their political participation (Holland & Eisenhart 1990; 

Henderson-King & Kaleta 2000).  Does volunteering in specific areas of social 

adversary impact on the student’s feminist beliefs? 
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Data gained through the ‘Past political activity’ category is important for the testing 

of the dissertation’s hypotheses as the research literature provides a number of 

empirical studies that involve the measuring of students’ attitudes and political 

behaviours at the beginning and again at the end of their Women’s Studies classes 

(Stake & Rose 1994). Their results provide empirical support for the argument that 

these courses lead to increases in students’ political activity — praxis. This outcome 

is relevant for the testing of the dissertations hypothesises as it explores the 

connections between Women’s Studies, the feminist theoretical perspective, and 

student’s attitudes to praxis.  It also allows exploration of the role of theory that Marx 

(1845) argues requires a practical outcome. Does the feminist theory discussed in the 

literature review with their various political strategies act as a political guide for 

contemporary educated students? 

 

 

Feminist ideology, identity and orthodoxy   

 

The third section of the baseline: Part A survey contains two attitudinal sub domain 

scales from Morgan’s (1996) Liberal Feminist Attitude and Ideology Scale (LFAIS), 

and a political efficacy scale (Kelly & Breinlinger 1996). Research literature discusses 

the LFAIS (1996) sub domain scales as reflecting American university undergraduate 

students’ attitudes and trends in mainstream feminist thought. The decision to utilize 

Morgan’s (1996) LFAIS scale is made within the context that the scale is seen as the 

most complimentary for the research aims of this dissertation. The scale is considered 

an appropriate choice as it allows for a continuing analysis of Western liberal feminist 

thought in relation to women participating in praxis by a sample population with 

similar demographics.  

  

From within a feminist framework, data is sought regarding how contemporary 

Australian women (primarily) view their social positioning and their attitudes to 

participating in the political sphere. This understanding is gained through the offering 

of the ten statements from the sub-domain of Feminist Ideology (Discrimination and 

Subordination - Historical and Current) from Morgan’s (1996) Liberal Feminist 

Attitude and Ideology Scale.   
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The ten statements from Morgan (1996) are: 

 

• Even though some things have changed women are still treated unfairly in 

today’s society.  

• Women have been treated unfairly on the basis of their gender throughout 

most of human history. 

• The achievements of women in history have not been emphasized as much as 

those of men. 

• Men have too much influence in Australian politics compared to women. 

• All men receive economic, sexual and psychological benefits from male 

oppression of women. 

• People who complain that pornography treats women like objects are 

overreacting.  

• Men still don’t take women’s ideas seriously. 

• Women are already given equal opportunities with men in all-important 

sectors of their lives. 

• Women have fewer choices available to them as compared to men. 

• Women in Australia are treated as second-class citizens.   

 

The items are presented in a Likert-style format that allows for six possible responses 

ranging from Totally Agree to Totally Disagree. There is no neutral position to 

maintain the formats consistency. The students’ responses to these statements are 

important to inform the testing of the dissertation’s hypotheses as the research 

literature discusses how a feminist identity evolves from an awareness of social 

discrimination, and appears to promote a desire to change the status quo (Bartky 

1977; Eisele & Stake 2008).   

 

How the primarily female students see their economic positioning is gained through 

their responses to statements such as ‘Women are already given equal opportunities 

with men in all important sectors of their lives’, and ‘Women have fewer choices 

available to them as compared to men’. Their responses are important as one of the 

basic tenets of liberal feminism, discussed in the literature review, contests women’s 
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positioning in, and access to, the economic sphere. This perceived lack of opportunity 

for Australian women is discussed in the literature through media releases such as 

International Women’s Day: Women still not receiving pay equality (8th March 2007) 

released by the Association of Professional Engineers, Scientists and Managers 

(APESMA). They state that their female professionals are not bridging the gender pay 

gap. In 2005 the gap is at fifteen per cent with men earning more than women; this 

trend continues as a feature of contemporary Australia (Australian Bureau of Statistics 

(ABS) [2005] 6302 Average Weekly Earning).   

 

The APESMA results reinforce OECD reports, which rank Australia 45th out of one 

hundred and fifteen OECD nations in providing wage equality for the same work. 

Over forty-one per cent of their respondents state that they are not confident about 

negotiating good remuneration and working conditions with their employer. The 

APESMA report that over twenty-five per cent of the professional women believe that 

they do not receive equal pay for equal work. This figure rises to forty per cent among 

women with business qualifications, and in senior management positions. Similar 

findings are published in the Computerworld Australia magazine in 2006: according 

to their survey of 400 IT professionals in Australia, the average salary for a male IT 

professional is $98,684 compared to $81,906 for a female worker. This sector 

currently employs a mere twenty per cent of women (APESMA 2007).   

 

The students’ understanding of the social positioning of women in Australia is further 

explored through their responses to statements such as ‘All men receive economic, 

sexual, and psychological benefits from male oppression of women’ and ‘People who 

complain that pornography treats women like objects are overreacting’. Their 

responses are to be read through the body of research that discusses the level of 

violence specifically directed at women: a direction that impacts on the social 

positioning of women since the colonial experience (Bloodworth 2006; Dominelli 

2002; Jeffries 1997; MacKinnon 1989; Summers 2003). Studies in this body of work 

include the Australian component of the International Violence Against Women 

Survey (IVAWS) published as Women’s Experience of Male Violence (Mouzos & 

Makkai 2004), the Personal Safety Survey (1301.0 – ABS Yearbook Chapter (2008), 

Little Children are Sacred Report (Northern Territory Board of Inquiry into the 

Protection of Aboriginal Children from Sexual abuse 2007) and the results from the 
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Mullighan Inquiry (Akerman 2008, p.8). The students’ responses are also read 

through the body of work on sexual objectification, a common theme in radical 

feminist thought, and adds to the body of knowledge (Lumby 1997).  

 

The data collected through the baseline survey: Part A allows a discussion of how 

these contemporary students understand the feminist philosophy of the body, or 

embodiment, arguably discussed through the Women’s Studies curricula (Grosz 1989, 

1994), and how women are portrayed in popular culture (Brooks 2004; Davis 1995; 

Gimlin 2000; Heyes 2007).  This is drawn from the early feminist analyses of how 

women interpret their feeling of powerlessness in society based on how they look and 

refers to the ‘ideal’ woman as presented through the mass media (Helling 1981, p. 

21). 

 

The level of feminist identity held by the incoming students is also sought (Arnold 

2000; Burn et al. 2000; Phipps 2005). This inquiry is relevant for the thesis as a 

relationship between feminist self-identification and engaging in political activism 

(positive and negative) is discussed in the research literature (Crosby et al. 1996; 

Duncan 1999; Reid & Purcell 2004). In this body of work, the role of place (in this 

instance a Women’s Studies classroom) is explored within Bourdieu’s concept of 

habitus, and how this influences the acceptance of this identity (Bourdieu 1993; 

1998). The concept of habitus is understood as enabling ‘a sociological linkage 

between the attitudes and actions of individuals and groups and the structure of 

particular social fields’ (Phipps 2006, p. 127).   

 

To inform the alleged link between the acceptance of feminist ideology and self-

identification as a ‘feminist’, the students are asked to respond to the following 

questions ‘Do you hold feminist beliefs?’ and ‘If you identify as ‘feminist’ to what 

degree do you think you are a feminist? These are important questions for the 

dissertation as self-identification as a feminist is not always an outcome of an 

acceptance of feminist ideology (Cowan et al. 1992; Liss et al. 2001; Williams & 

Wittig 1997). This belief is initially demonstrated through Yankelovich Clancy 

Schulman’s national survey of one thousand women conducted through the 1990s that 

reports that relatively few (33 per cent) of their participants identify themselves as 

‘feminists’ despite acknowledging that the women’s movement improves life (77 per 
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cent). In a lead article in Time magazine Wallis critiques these results as complacency 

with the gains for women as well as generational differences with younger women 

who have little experience of overt sexism (cited in Cowan et al. 1992). In the 1994 

AGB McNair telephone poll fewer than seventy per cent of respondents report that 

they would not call themselves a ‘feminist’ (Trioli 1996, p. 49). Based on a reading of 

this literature there is the expectation that there will be low self-identification as 

‘feminist’ by this sample population of contemporary Women’s Studies students. 

 

Another criticism raised in the literature is Caplan’s suggestion that some women 

believe feminists to be ‘unfeminine’ and ‘anti-nurturant’ (Cowan et. al. 1992, p.322). 

This is discussed in Buschman’s (1996) study on feminist identification amongst 

university students. This study finds that more positive evaluations are given when 

researchers use the term ‘women’s movement’ than when the term ‘feminist’ is used. 

This result is interpreted as being due to the majority of the students having a sense of 

group identification but also having a strong belief in individualism; appearing to 

believe they can advance on their own merits. As individualism is a component of 

liberalism, in which feminism is arguably situated, this sense of self may negate a 

commitment to work politically with, and for, other women. A number of research 

studies report that the term ‘feminist’ is unacceptable for some women and feminism 

does not represent the opinions of those surveyed (Kaminer 1994; Katz 1996; Leveen 

1996). This brings into question Marx’s argument that theory requires practical 

outcomes. 

 

 

Thinking collectively 

 

The students’ attitudes to participating in political activity (prior to attending 

Women’s Studies) are gained in this section through the offering of the ten statements 

from the second sub domain of Feminist Ideology (Collective Action - Strategies for 

Change) of Morgan’s (1996) Liberal Feminist Attitude and Ideology Scale.   

 

The ten statements from Morgan (1996) are: 
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• Women need to unite and work together to achieve political and social rights 

in this country. 

• A ‘women’s movement’ is basically irrelevant to the most vital concerns of 

our society. 

• The government should definitely play a role in improving women’s status in 

society. 

• A revolutionary restructuring of society is needed to overcome status 

inequality between the sexes. 

• Women can best overcome discrimination by doing the best that they can at 

their jobs, not by wasting their time with political activity. 

• While women may be right to be unhappy about some aspect of their roles in 

society, they are wrong in the way they are protesting. 

• Most group protests only serve to make the public see the protestors as 

fanatics. 

• In order to change inequities between the sexes, we have to do more than just 

treat men and women fairly in our own lives. 

• Most group protests fail to result in any change. 

• If we leave well enough alone, eventually men and women will be treated 

fairly. 

 

The students’ attitudes towards the state are particularly important for this 

dissertation, as this is the strategic direction by women for reform since the Suffragist 

Era, and the 1970s Women’s Liberation Movement. These scale items are presented 

in a Likert-style format that allows for six possible responses ranging from Totally 

Agree to Totally Disagree. There is no neutral position to maintain consistency in 

format. 

 

In conjunction with the application of Morgan’s (1996) subscale, the third section 

offers a political efficacy scale as the research literature indicates ‘persons who feel 

efficacious politically are much more likely to become actively involved in politics’ 

(Milbrath 1965, p. 56). Political efficacy is understood as ‘the feeling that individual 

political action does have or can have an impact upon the political process’ (Campbell 

et al. 1954, p.187). To assess the student’s sense of efficacy they are asked to respond 
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to statements such as ‘Every individual can have an impact on the political process’ 

and ‘I don’t think politicians care very much what people like me think’. Political 

efficacy is linked to electoral involvement in the research literature (Rosenstone & 

Jansen 1993). However, unlike voting, efficacy is an unobservable personal feeling 

(Ainsworth & Nownes 2003). 

 

The resultant data from this scale is relevant for the dissertation as the sense of 

political efficacy is seen as not only influencing an individual’s political actions but to 

be influenced on occasion by the outcomes of these actions (Ainsworth 2000). But it 

may be seen as a poor measure of general support for political systems (Ainsworth & 

Nownes 2003). The research literature indicates that both age and the level of formal 

education of an individual are positively associated with efficacy (Beckwith 1986).  

Of interest to the dissertation are the research studies that report how high scores on 

the efficacy scales are noted when the participant is involved in non-institutionalised 

forms of political protest. This behaviour does not call on others to act on your behalf 

as in voting or lobbying — the institutionalised (state-centred) approach (Bandura 

1997; Ennis & Schreuer 1987; Finkel 1985; Klandermans 1984; Snow & Oliver 

1993). It is an outcome that brings into contention the idea that participation in the 

more extreme forms of political activity such as marches, strikes and sit-ins stem from 

an individual’s feeling of powerlessness (Barnes & Kaase 1979; Parry et al. 1992).   

 

Efficacy is discussed in the research literature as comprising of two separate 

components that distinguish between the internal and external feelings of efficacy 

(Balch 1974; Converse 1972; Craig 1979; Craig & Maggiotto 1982; Morrell 2003; 

Niemi et al. 1991). Internal efficacy refers to an individual’s belief about his or her 

own competence to understand and influence the political process. A sense of external 

efficacy refers to the belief that the decision makers should be responsive to citizens’ 

demands (Hamilton et al. 1987; Locatelli & Holt 1986; Tyler & McGraw 1983). 

 

Carole Pateman (1971) the political theorist writes that political efficacy has both a 

normative and cognitive dimension and that the lack of external efficacy is based on 

experiences and perceptions of how a person perceives the political system to work. 

Although inconsistencies may be noted (in the research literature) with concern to the 

role of efficacy, it is included to extend the body of knowledge, and to inform the 
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testing of the dissertation’s hypotheses (Achen 1992; Blasius & Thiessen 2000; 

McDermott 2002). Furthermore, the students’ responses to the scale items are viewed 

as potential indicators of their orientation towards participating in political activity 

(Sax et al. 1999). As such, the resultant data will inform the body of inquiry on the 

durability of women (predominantly) acting for social change as an outcome of higher 

education and the role of theory in this process. 

 

 

The Change Questionnaire : (Part B) 

 

The change: Part B survey is offered at the end of the Women’s Studies semester to 

provide the students in the sample population with an opportunity to reflect on the 

time spent in the Women’s Studies classroom, their aspirations, thoughts, and their 

understanding of the various feminist theoretical perspectives (Elovson & Cockcroft 

1976). The change survey: Part B is presented in Appendix B. This survey provides 

an opportunity to assess the relationship between feminist attitudes, feminist identity, 

attitudes to participating in praxis, and the role of feminist theory in this process. In 

line with the agreed protocols for the students’ participation in the data-gathering 

stage of the dissertation, the conditions for their participation are restated at the start 

of this questionnaire.  

 

Based on a reading of the literature that discusses the idea of Women’s Studies as a 

change agent, the students in the sample population are asked to respond to the 

following questions and statements (Freire 2000; Harris et al. 1999; Lovejoy 1998): 

 

• Has the class influenced you in wanting to become involved in political 

activity relating to women? 

 

• Did you learn anything new in your class that you hadn’t known previously? 

 

• I intend to continue to be kept informed on women’s rights issues. 
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These questions and statements are presented to the students in a Yes/No/Unsure 

response format with the space to define their own frame of reference. 

 

The students are also asked to respond to the questions ‘Do you think this class had 

any effect on whether or not you considered yourself a feminist?’ and ‘If you do not 

identify as a feminist, why not?’ The purpose being that the literature discusses a 

linkage between holding a feminist identity and participating in political activity 

(Crosby et al. 1996; Duncan 1999; Reid & Purcell 2004).  These questions are offered 

to identify why any of the students would choose not to identify as ‘feminist’.  Their 

responses will further inform the testing of the dissertation’s hypotheses on the role of 

Women’s Studies as a change agent and the role of theory in this process. 

 

 

The Longitudinal Questionnaire : (Part C) 

 

A year and a half after the implementation of the change survey: Part B (at the end of 

the Women’s Studies semester) the students are sent the third survey: (Part C) for 

completion and return. The follow-up longitudinal survey: Part C is displayed in 

Appendix C. In keeping with the agreed research protocols the conditions for the 

students’ participation are again restated.  

 

Based on a reading of literature that discusses the role of feminist pedagogy within 

Women’s Studies programmes, the students are asked to respond to a number of 

questions. This is to gain an understanding of why some students choose to participate 

in feminist inspired praxis as an outcome of their Women’s Studies programme while 

others do not.  

 

The students are asked to respond to the following questions:   

 

• Have you had further changes in your attitudes to the value of participating in 

political activity as a result of your Women’s Studies experience? 
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• What factors promote or hinder the application of Women’s Studies in your 

life? 

 

Their responses will further inform the question of whether participating in Women’s 

Studies encourages praxis by students who do or do not identify as ‘feminist’ at the 

start of the semester. 

 

The student’s level of political activity post-Women’s Studies is also sought through a 

re-offering of the activity scale initially presented on the baseline survey: Part A.  

Any other political activity, such as volunteer work that they may have participated in 

since the completion of their Women’s Studies class, is also sought. These responses 

inform and provide the data to test the dissertation’s hypotheses; are an original 

contribution to informing the relationship between education and social change; and 

allows analyses of the efficacy and durability of student’s actions for such change.  

 

 

Locating and contacting prospective participants 

  
Similar to the overseas research studies and to provide consistency in the 

interpretation of resultant data both female and male tertiary students are invited to 

participate in the data-gathering stage of this dissertation. Due to the local focus 

(specifically within Australian universities), the sample population is drawn from 

predominantly undergraduate university students enrolled in feminist theory classes 

within established Women’s Studies programmes — at the time of the initial 

approach.  The Women’s Studies centres were formally advised that access to their 

students did not involve comparing Universities or lecturers.  Informed by the reading 

of the research literature, there is the expectation that the majority of the students will 

be female. All demographic information is to be self-reported. No conceptual 

definitions are provided. The dissertation contends that this population sample of 

Women’s Studies students is not necessarily representative of the Australian 

undergraduate population. 
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An initial group of one hundred and four students (83 females and 21 males) enrolled 

in undergraduate courses from both Queensland’s Griffith University, and the 

University of Adelaide in South Australia participate in the questionnaire 

development stage (pilot study) of this research. Data collection occurs between 

February 1999 and November 2000. 

 

In the main data gathering stage of this research, the collection occurs between 

February 2001 and February 2004. Initially two hundred and twenty (predominately 

female 198) from the twelve participating Women’s Studies centres provide usable 

Part A baseline questionnaires. For the second change survey: Part B, one hundred 

and forty-four students (131 females and 13 males) provide usable questionnaires. 

Based on a reading of the research literature (Visser et al. 1996) there was the 

expectation of a low response rate for the follow-up longitudinal: Part C survey. 

Twenty-one usable Part C questionnaires are received from eighteen female and three 

male students; despite the decline in participants their accuracy is still expected 

(Visser et al. 1996).   

 

In the reporting phase of this research — presented in Chapters Three and Four — the 

students are referred to as either students or participants sympathetic to feminist 

principles to avoid positioning them as passive objects to be observed (Oakley 2000).  

Ethnicity is not evaluated in the reporting phase. The sample population of 

participants/students are drawn from the selected universities listed in Table 1 in this 

chapter. 

 

The universities are all public institutions with urban campuses, and include a range 

of traditional sandstone universities such as the University of Queensland and the 

University of Melbourne, as well as smaller institutions such as the James Cook 

University in Queensland.  

 

The majority of these institutions have formally established Women’s Studies 

programmes at the time of initial contact. While the Women’s Studies classes may 

differ in specific course content; and the year/semester of study in which the courses 

are offered is not uniform; the perceived intention of the content is to introduce the 

student to the feminist philosophical, theoretical, and historical perspective.  
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A number of these institutions were specifically approached, as they are understood as 

having a long relationship with Women’s Studies — in particular the Australian 

National University (1976) and Monash University (1987). Generally, there is very 

little mention of ‘activism’ on the participating universities’ Internet Home Pages — 

one exception being the Australian National University (2003). The majority of the 

participating Women’s Studies centres, approached to participate in the data gathering 

stage of this dissertation, advocate the following work directions on their Internet 

Home Pages — in government (the state), administration, law, small business, and 

human resource management for their prospective students. 

 

 

Table 1:  Participating Australian Universities and student sample 
 
University Frequency Female Male Transgender 
Australian National University 23 22 1  
Edith Cowan University 13 13   
Flinders University 10 10   
Griffith University 36 29 7  
James Cook University   5   5    
Monash University 22 22   
University of Ballarat 18 13 4  
University of Melbourne 52 46 6  
University of Newcastle   8   8   
University of Queensland  12   9 3  
University of Tasmania  11 11   
*  10 10   
Total 220 198 21    **   1  
 
Note:   * One university requested not to be named. 
          ** For privacy, the female transgender student’s home institution is not named. 

 

 

Distribution of materials  

 

The procedure for the distribution of the baseline survey: Part A in the data-gathering 

stage of this research initially involves contacting course convenors in tertiary 

Women’s Studies centres throughout Australia either by surface mail, email or 

telephone to gauge interest for their participation in this research. This is to allow 

access to a sample population of Women’s Studies students to provide the original 
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data when it is logistically difficult for the researcher to attend in person. If access is 

granted, and ethical guidelines followed, the students are addressed by their own 

lecturers in class time. This generally occurs within the first two weeks of the 

academic semester.   

 

Prior to the survey distribution, the lecturer or course convenor discusses the research 

aims (from the outline supplied) with their students, and the conditions for their 

participation, if they so choose. The scope and focus of the research was clearly 

stated. The distribution, the overseeing, and the return of the majority of the 

questionnaires could not be carried out without the generosity of spirit of the 

individual course convenors and class lecturers. 

 

The Women’s Studies students are advised that their participation in this research is 

voluntary, and is not a part of their course assessment criteria. They are assured that 

all individual responses will remain anonymous, and that there are no right or wrong 

answers to the questions or statements offered on the questionnaires. The research 

aims, conditions, and researcher contact details are restated in the covering letter. The 

first questionnaire, the baseline: Part A (with a return envelope for privacy) takes the 

students approximately twenty to twenty-five minutes to complete.  

 

Towards the end of the academic semester the change survey: Part B is forwarded to 

the participating universities for distribution to the students who have completed the 

first baseline: Part A questionnaire. The lecturers oversee the completion of the 

change survey that takes the student approximately fifteen to twenty minutes to 

complete. 

 

For the final stage, the completion of the longitudinal: Part C survey, the participating 

students are contacted either directly by telephone, email or surface mail (with 

enclosed pre-paid envelope) approximately eighteen months after their completion of 

the change survey: the Part B. Within the governing research protocols the aims and 

conditions for their voluntary participation are again restated.    

 

Procedurally, the distribution and return of the completed baseline: Part A and the 

change: Part B questionnaires are the same. The longitudinal: Part C questionnaire is 
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distributed and completed by the participating students external to the Women’s 

Studies classroom.    

 

Due to the logistics of this research being conducted on a number of university 

campuses in different states of Australia, and in different semesters, the overseeing, 

and return of the completed questionnaires (Part A and B) is to be supervised by the 

course convenors and class lecturers.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to present the dissertation’s methodological approach 

including ethical guidelines and research protocols to gather the original data to 

inform the testing of the dissertation’s hypotheses and to inform the body of 

knowledge. The chapter covers the methodology in some detail from the choice of the 

attitudinal inventory survey approach, to a presentation, in some detail, of the baseline 

survey: Part A, the change survey: Part B and the longitudinal survey: Part C as the 

data source strategy. The resultant data is to inform the testing of the dissertation’s 

hypothesis ‘If the academic programme of Women’s Studies is based on feminist 

principals then it will empower their students to praxis’. The data allows questioning 

of the role for theory, in this instance feminist theory, that Marx (1845) argues should 

have practical outcomes (for women).    

 

The procedure for the implementation of the three questionnaires with a sample 

population of Australian Women’s Studies students including the participating 

universities whose staff and students gave generously of their time is presented in 

some detail in this chapter. The analysis and interpretation of the original data gained 

through this research strategy is offered in two parts in the following chapters. The 

quantitative and qualitative results gained from the three surveys are discussed in 

conjunction with comparative research studies both local and overseas. The first part 

of the data reveals the students’ motivation to enrol in Women’s Studies as well as 

other demographic information, their attitudes to feminism and feminist self-

identification, and is presented and analysed in the following chapter, Chapter Three. 
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The second part of the data is presented and analysed in Chapter Four, and discusses 

the students’ attitudes to, and participation in praxis; their thoughts on their Women’s 

Studies experience and informs the testing of the idea of Women’s Studies as a agent 

for social change, the role of theory in this process and as such contributes to the field 

of Women’s Studies and the relationship between education and social change. 
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 CHAPTER THREE 
 

 
Questioning Women’s Studies’ self-narration as an Agent of Change  

 
. 
 
Introduction 

 

The focus of this chapter is on critiquing the feminist theoretical and philosophical 

base of Women’s Studies: and its impact on students’ attitudes to praxis.  Do the 

students in the sample population accept a feminist identity discussed in the literature 

as being necessary to confront women’s social, political, psychological, and 

economic disadvantage (Bulbeck 2001; Burn et al. 2000; Liss et al 2001; Phipps 

2005; Reid & Purcell 2004)? The following comments, given post-Women’s Studies, 

challenge the understanding of this programme as a transitional site between feminist 

theory and its practice.  The students write: 

 

   I’m not a feminist because I still enjoy typical love stories (10). 
 
   I don’t feel as passionate, committed or radical as many feminists  
   are…I just don’t think I’d label myself a feminist (94). 
 

I’m still not 100 per cent clear on exactly what the term 
[feminism]  implies (95).    

 
Their low level of empowerment suggests an assessment that the students do not 

necessarily see the feminist theoretical perspective as a guide to praxis, and supports 

the idea found in Marx (1845) that ‘thinking that is isolated from practice is a purely 

scholastic question’ (cited in Arthur 1977, p.121). This chapter establishes the 

dissertation’s hypothesis ‘If the academic programme of Women’s Studies is based on 

feminist theoretical principles, then it will empower their students to praxis’.  

 

The original data to test this hypothesis is collected from a sample population of 

Australian Women’s Studies students: it provides their baseline attitudes towards the 

feminist theoretical perspective, and to self-identifying as a ‘feminist’, prior to and 

after, their participation in a Women’s Studies programme. To question the veracity 

of the feminist theoretical perspective to inform political participation, the dissertation  
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draws from a significant body of academic research literature that discusses women’s 

level of agreement with the equal opportunities framework of liberal feminism, but 

also discusses how many distance themselves from the feminist subjectivity (Budgeon 

2001; Bulbeck 2001; Hughes 2005; Rich 2005; Williams & Wittig 1997).  

Contradictions are discussed in the literature when students adopt the positioning of a 

neo-liberal subject that is free from ‘traditional ties of location, class and gender and 

to be completely self-produced’; and reduce feminist demands to individualistic 

demands within the workplace (Walkerdine 2003, p.240).   

 

The analysis in this chapter focuses on the idea of individualism/liberalism, and its 

relationship to feminist-inspired praxis. The primary data for this analysis is drawn 

through the implementation of Morgan’s (1996) LFAIS subscale Discrimination and 

Subordination – Historical and Current on the baseline survey: Part A. The 

compilation of Morgan’s (1996) LFAIS is understood as being an overt socio-political 

measure of liberal feminist ideology. Its choice proves to be an appropriate data-

gathering instrument for this dissertation as it is generated with a sample population 

with similar demographics (educated and largely middle-class) to the participants in 

this dissertation. The application of Morgan’s (1996) sub-scale presents the students’ 

understanding of whether they perceive women as being devalued in society through 

gender discrimination. This understanding is important for the dissertation’s testing of 

its hypotheses as a disadvantaged group identity is discussed in the research literature 

as encouraging some individuals to participate in political action to address their 

perceived disadvantage (Foster et al. 1994; Percy & Kramer 1995).  

 

As it is seen as an indicator of feminist support for engaging in praxis, the level of 

feminist identification held by the sample population of (predominantly) female 

students, prior to and after, attending their Women’s Studies programme is 

significant. This understanding is gained in response to questions such as ‘Do you 

hold feminist beliefs?’ and ‘If you identify as “feminist” to what degree do you think 

you are a feminist? on the baseline survey: Part A. On the change survey: Part B, 

administered at the end of the semester, the participants are asked to respond to the 

questions ‘Do you think this class had any effect on whether or not you considered 

yourself a feminist?’ and ‘If you do not identify as feminist, why not?’ This data is 
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relevant as holding a feminist consciousness is understood as necessary for 

individuals to form a commitment to participate in political action (Angelique et al. 

2002; Myaskovsky & Wittig 1997). This consciousness is desirable because without a 

unified subject ‘atomised discontent, opposition-in-itself has little political impact’ 

(Burgmann 1993, p. 19).     

 

To inform the body of knowledge the data is read through — and in conjunction with 

— some of the primary themes in feminism, such as how women are imagined (or 

constructed) in terms of their appearance through the mainstream media (Chernin 

1983; Greer 1999; Wolf 1992, 1993). This analysis is offered in the Women and the 

body: beauty as a commodity. The reading provides an understanding of public 

reaction when women attempt to move into the political sphere (Baird 2004). The data 

is also read through a significant body of research — both qualitative and quantitative 

that discusses the normalization of misogynistic material (pornography), and practices 

(prostitution) in society (Bloodworth 2006; MacKinnon 1989; McKee 2005) and 

violence towards women (Bisset 2006; Dixson 1994; Lake 1999; Radford & 

Tsutsume 2004). This research is presented in Money drives the market: sex as a 

commodity and Women’s fear of violence. Such a reading allows questioning of 

whether women’s social status has changed since the colonial era and after thirty 

years of feminism, especially liberal and radical feminist thought.  

 

This body of work provides a context through the students’ voices that questions the 

former Prime Minister John Howard’s (2002) assertion ‘I think we have broken 

through some of the old stereotypes.  I find that for the under thirties women…the 

feminist battle has been won. That is not an issue…Of course, they are entitled to the 

same promotion and they can do it as well’ (cited in Summers 2003, p. 21). The view 

that the equity battle is won for women is challenged in this chapter through the 

students’ comments, and the presentation of the local and overseas research literature 

in Economic parity: the mores and constraints.  

 

The sample population of tertiary students 

 
The two hundred and twenty tertiary level Women’s Studies students (females 94 per 

cent and males 6 per cent, and one self-identified trans-sexual student) from the 
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twelve participating Australian universities provide usable questionnaires. They are 

predominantly in the younger age group between seventeen and nineteen years of age 

(78 per cent). Of this sample, the majority are in the seventeen to twenty-one year 

group (63 per cent), and are grouped together with the twenty-two to twenty-nine year 

age group (11 per cent), as there are no significant differences that could be expected 

due to different life experiences.   

 

The participating universities are listed in the subsection Locating and contacting 

prospective participants of Chapter Two. One trans-sexual student (single and 

working-class) places herself within a third (gender) category on the survey through 

stating:  

 

    The gender claim at front, a protest in itself after experiencing  

    extreme sexual harassment and…in the workplace – I appeared  

    to society as a man and took testosterone [an easier place to  

    survive].  Through uni experience I am endeavouring to ‘rehab’  

    myself in order to ‘function’ in ‘mainstream’ society for the  

    benefit of my babies (165).  

 

The students in the sample population predominantly identify as female. This gender 

disparity is expected and is similar to the sample populations in other local (Bulbeck 

2001; Dever 2002; Hughes 2005) and overseas (Kelly & Breinlinger 1996; Morgan 

1996) research studies. Only one of the Women’s Studies classes in Queensland 

initially has a higher number of male participants than expected; this reduces 

significantly after the first two weeks of the semester. This lack of retention is perhaps 

related to the subject title HUM 2023 Sex and Power in Australia.   

 

The majority of the students are single (63 per cent); those in a partnership (19 per 

cent), or those married (12 per cent) are a minority. The remainder of the participants 

are divorced, widowed or separated (5 per cent). The data from the  ‘marital status’ 

category is relevant as the literature suggests that this status influences gender role 

attitudes, and feminist opinions in individuals (Bolzendahl & Myers 2004).   
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Seventy-seven per cent of these participants indicate that they have not previously 

completed a Women’s Studies programme. Thirty-one per cent are first year students, 

thirty-two per cent are second year students, twenty-three per cent are third year 

students, and eight per cent are in their fourth year of tertiary study. The thirteen male 

students are predominately young, single, middle-class with the majority not having 

previously attended Women’s Studies programmes.  

 

At the start of the data gathering stage of the dissertation seventy-two per cent of the 

Women’s Studies students approached indicate their willingness to be involved in the 

full three stages of the data collection process. Their participation involves the 

completion of the three questionnaires (the baseline survey: Part A, the change 

survey: Part B, and the longitudinal survey: Part C). For the first survey: Part A — 

the students provide two hundred and twenty usable questionnaires. For the second 

survey: Part B, one hundred and forty-four students — predominantly female — 

provide usable questionnaires. There was a low response rate of just twenty-one 

usable surveys for the follow-up questionnaire Part C due to the lack of current 

university student email addresses. Overall, the sample population is not large enough 

to be representative but broad enough to be indicative: therefore, the accuracy of the 

surveys is expected (Visser et al. 1996). The socio-demographic characteristics of the 

sample population are similar to other local and overseas academic research studies, 

allowing for consistency in interpretation, and for comparative purposes to inform the 

testing of the dissertation’s hypotheses (Bulbeck 2001; Dever 2002; Hughes 2005; 

Kelly & Breinlinger 1996; Morgan 1996).   

 

 

Class matters 
 
 
Class is an important variable for this dissertation as it is discussed in the Marxist 

literature as shaping an individual’s position in, and relation to, the rest of society 

(McGregor & Rintoul 1997). From this standpoint, class is understood as the ‘chief 

organizing principle of modern capitalist societies, the mechanism by which power, 

privilege and inequality are distributed and institutionalised’ (McGregor 1997, p.18). 

An individual’s positioning within the class structure is an indicator of their access to 

specific types of employment, and access to quality higher education (Kuhn & 
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O’Lincoln 1996). The data from this category is important for the dissertation’s 

testing of its hypotheses as the students’ positioning in the class structure is 

understood as informing the relationship between an individual’s political activity, 

their class awareness and identification (Skeggs 1997; Wright 2000), and influencing 

political activist’s feminist identities (Reger 2002). 
 

The resultant data from this category indicates that the majority of the sample do see 

themselves in class terms with just seven per cent of the students not placing 

themselves within the Marxist three-class hierarchy on the baseline survey: Part A.  

No definition was provided for this category. Their placement is as follows:  

 

 Thirty-seven per cent identified as working-class  

 Fifty-four per cent identified as middle-class 

 Two per cent identified as upper class  

 

The social class background of the majority of the students is arguably middle-class. 

This assessment is supported by their responses to the questions seeking their parents’ 

occupations (seventy per cent identify as being from the professional categories).   

 

For one of the older male students, ‘class’ is understood through his statement: 
 

  I believe that women but also children and men are oppressed in many  

  ways by the existing government, corporate, political and social  

  structures in place, which allows class-based power and control to be  

  exerted by the few over the many.  I see women’s struggles within this  

  context (155). 

 

Another twenty-one year old female student writes of her awareness of ‘the way 

society is structured to advantage some and disadvantage others’ (115). These 

responses are relevant, as social class informs the relationship between social beliefs 

and political participation and inform the testing of the hypothesis (Kelly & 

Breinlinger 1996). 
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Choosing Women’s Studies 

 

The motivation for students choosing to attend Women’s Studies classes is important 

for this dissertation as this is discussed in the feminist research literature as being a 

part of the interrelationship between issues of social justice and political change 

(Mandle 1999). This is one of the foundation tenets of Australian Women’s Studies 

previously raised in the literature review. A number of the researchers in this field 

identify the students’ motivation as a possible factor in any perceived changes in their 

feminist consciousness, and their attitudes towards participating in praxis (Stake & 

Gerner 1987).  

 

The theoretical explanations underpinning students’ attitudes towards feminist issues 

may be found in either the ‘interest-based’ or ‘exposure-based’ approaches 

(Bolzendahl & Myers 2004). On the baseline survey: Part A the ‘interest-based’ 

approach to enrolment is shown in a minority of the students’ responses. Their 

decision to enrol is based on ‘curiosity and interest’ (41), or ‘predominantly out of 

interest’ (14). For others their choice is ‘only to finish my course with a subject of 

interest to me’ (38), ‘to make up an extra 20 CP’ (12), and ‘because I thought it 

sounded interesting and I liked the assessment’ (59). Overall, the students’ responses 

collected in the data-gathering stage of this dissertation differ to the finding from the 

Australian research conducted by Dr. Maryanne Dever  (2003) where her participants 

list ‘interest’ as the primary reason to attend their Women’s Studies programme (with 

results between seventy and ninety per cent).   

 

 

The Dever (2002) Study: a vocational comparative  

 

For comparative purposes, the dissertation draws on the research by Dr. Maryanne 

Dever, from Melbourne’s Monash University, who explores the relationship between 

Women’s Studies programmes and its vocational marketing for prospective students. 

As the Chief Investigator, she uses a multifaceted approach. The first phase 

commences in 1998 and involves a pilot survey of newly enrolled Women’s Studies 
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students and completing students at Australia’s Monash University and Deakin 

University, and Otago University in New Zealand (Dever 2002; Dever et al. 2002). 

Data from that study is processed and informs a wider international survey. The next 

phase of Dever’s research involves surveying eight hundred students worldwide 

during 2000 and 2001. These students are asked about their reasons for enrolling in 

Women’s Studies, and their level of satisfaction with the programme, career plans, 

and the relationship between these plans and their enrolment (Dever 2002). Parallel 

surveys are also distributed to control groups of entry-level and advanced level 

undergraduates across a range of arts and social science disciplines at Monash 

University.   

 

The universities involved in the Dever (2002) research include the following: 

 

• Monash University, Flinders University, Victoria University and the 

University of Sydney (Australia). 

• University of Surrey, Roehampton, Lancaster University and the University of 

Hull (United Kingdom). 

• UC Irvine, Duke University, University of Southern Maine, Ohio State 

University and Washington State University (USA). 

 

This stage of the Dever project also involves qualitative interviews with employer 

groups, career counsellors and human resource managers, and graduate recruiters to 

ascertain their understanding of what the programme of Women’s Studies involves, 

and how they view Women’s Studies graduates. These respondents indicate a low 

level of awareness of Women’s Studies as a vocational choice (Dever 2002; Griffin 

2005). 

 

The age range in the American sample for the advanced-level students is twenty-one 

years of age or under (approximately 45.9 per cent), and a further 52.7 per cent are 

twenty-two to twenty-nine year olds, with only 1.4 per cent aged thirty years or over. 

The Australian and the United Kingdom groups have a larger proportion of mature-

age students than the American study (Dever 2002). 
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In the Dever (2002) research the primary reason attributed to enrolment in Women’s 

Studies is ‘interest in the subject’.  This trend is largely replicated amongst the control 

groups. No more than five per cent of Women’s Studies students indicate that their 

choice of Women’s Studies is related to ‘career prospects’ (Dever 2002).  Family and 

friends are seen to influence the choice of this programme as it seen by some as not a 

“proper” subject, and is compared to “basket-weaving”. The response is ‘hostile’ or 

‘ridiculing’ with male peers having a tendency to ‘roll their eyes’ and ask ‘Are you a 

lesbian?’ reminiscent of the stereotype of a radical feminist (Dever 2002, p.260).   

 

There is a higher level of anxiety expressed by the Women’s Studies students (14-16 

per cent) than the control groups suggesting that they are ‘somewhat anxious’ or 

‘highly anxious’ about their prospects of ‘securing satisfactory employment and 

establishing a career’ due to their initial choice in this subject area (Dever 2002, 

p.258). One student queries why Women’s Studies do not appear regularly as a 

subject area requirement in job advertisements (Dever 2003). This questioning can be 

read within the historical context that the tertiary level Women’s Studies programmes 

are initially established as a result of political and intellectual arguments by activist 

women and their supporters, and not by pressure from employer lobby groups (Dever 

2004; Eggins 1992; Lewington 1998). 

 

However, the issue of Women’s Studies as a career choice for Dever’s students 

emerges as a factor in the choice of their major. On the American campuses, seven to 

thirteen per cent respond ‘yes’ to majoring in Women’s Studies, with a further twenty 

to twenty-two per cent undecided. In Australia and the United Kingdom, twenty-nine 

per cent of students at the same level planned majors with twenty-five to forty-one per 

cent undecided. A number of these students write of their ‘passion’ and ‘fascination’ 

for the course material (Dever 2003, p.35). A significant minority clarify their 

responses in terms of not recognising any career prospects as a result of the major.   

 

In the Dever (2002) study the identified positive outcomes of attending Women’s 

Studies are: general knowledge and specific knowledge of feminism and women’s 

issues; applied and process skills such as critical analysis, research, and writing; and 

increased levels of ‘confidence’, ‘assertiveness’ or ‘self-worth’ (Dever 2003, p.39).  

The students also discuss their gains from Women’s Studies in terms of transferable 
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personal and profession skills such as ‘confidence, communication skills, team work 

creativity, and verbal reasoning’  (Dever 2003, p.39). Dever argues that the students 

appear to equally value the transferable personal and professional skills to their newly 

acquired knowledge of the political and structural constraints that impinge on the lives 

of women.  

 

Other similar research includes that of Nicky Le Feuvre (2002) in her large-scale 

European Union funded study that examines the relationship between women’s 

employment, Women’s Studies, and equal opportunities. Based on her research, Le 

Feuvre’s conclusions are in agreement with Dever (2002, 2004) in that Women’s 

Studies needs to promote the professional outcomes for their graduate students. This 

direction is analysed as being necessary if Women’s Studies are to advertise their 

links to the labour market, and reinforce the institutional status of these programmes 

in other countries (Le Feuvre 2002).   

 

Despite the concerns expressed for the long-term viability of Women’s Studies as an 

enrolment choice, fifty-five per cent of the students in this dissertation’s sample 

population state that their selection of Women’s Studies is primarily made in relation 

to their career options. Examples of this motivation are offered by a nineteen year old 

female student who would like ‘to branch into family psychology so I would like to 

know the rights of women today as I’m a young student – not exposed to gender 

inequality as much as people who are older than me’ (93), and by another twenty year 

old female student as, ‘wishing to work in a women centred section’ (300).  This result 

contrasts with the Dever (2002) study where only five per cent of her respondents 

choose the option of ‘career prospects’ as a selection factor. 
 

One of the mature age students in this research writes that her enrolment in the 

programme is to ‘provide a recognised theoretical qualification to underpin 

experience’ (81); while another younger student writes that her choice of Women’s 

Studies is ‘to help others understand themselves in terms of their gender and sexuality 

(e.g. in counselling)’ (288). Another response to this question is offered by one of the 

older students who states: 

         
I would also like to give back to society for being on this earth, and 
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       to give back to my country where I hope to one day be able to work 

  and give the women more understanding about themselves…and not  

              to be so down trodden (255). 

 

Exceptions to the previous responses are offered by a number of the students who 

appear less certain with one twenty year old student rationalizing her choice with the 

sentiment, ‘Letting my interest in such subjects lead me, possibly into the direction of 

a career – who knows?’ (155). Another student expresses her hope that this decision 

will be beneficial for her in the long term with the view ‘maybe it will help me 

understand women when I work with them professionally in psychology’ (99).   

 

From the small male sample available, one twenty-two year old student writes that he 

chose to join the class due to a ‘genuine personal/intellectual interest in the way we 

live as man, woman, family and society’ (50). For another older male student the 

choice of Women’s Studies is not specifically related to career options but for ‘self-

improvement’ (63). This is one of the themes that emanates from the consciousness 

raising groups in the early years of Women’s Studies discussed in the feminist 

literature (Helling 1981). This expressed desire for self-improvement or inner-change 

is given as a strong motivator underpinning students’ decision — both female and 

male — to enrol in this programme. One forty-six year old student expresses her hope 

to ‘gain more knowledge, understanding and confidence for [herself]’ (172).  A 

minority of the students record on the baseline survey: Part A that they seek 

improvement of their level of self-confidence, to enhance their feelings of self-worth, 

and to be more assertive. These students further state that they want to know how to 

confront sexism when they encounter it. For one of the older students, the choice of 

Women’s Studies is part of her ‘rehabilitation for depression’ (204).  

 

Motivation to attend Women’s Studies courses was being influenced by female role 

models was stated by thirty-seven per cent of the sample; however, only two of the 

younger students list their mother as their inspiration. Other responses to this question 

include, ‘previous lecturers, other feminists’ and statements such as ‘[I was] more 

influenced by seeing women treated/acting negatively’. One forty-six year old female 

student lists her inspiration as, ‘It was time to wake up and realise my potential and 

self-worth’ (255).  From the liberal perspective another twenty-four year old student 
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chooses the ‘Unsure’ category on the survey as ‘I think women are capable of creating 

their own positive experiences. Self-esteem and choice come from recognising 

oppression and dealing with it as an issue rather than as an obstacle’ (259).  Another 

‘Unsure’ response offered by one of the younger students is ‘not directly – but others 

talking about feminism and generating my interest’ (207). Of the male sample, one 

lists his experience of a positive female role model as an outcome of having ‘a good 

Greer (ish) teach me sociology from age sixteen’ (50).   

 

On the change survey: Part B a number of the students comment that they have 

gained a sense of voice and empowerment as a result of their contact with feminist 

scholarship through Women’s Studies. For some of the students, their own words 

illustrate this perception that is similar to results from the comparative studies 

(Bulbeck 2001; Hughes 2005). For example, one twenty year old female student 

writes ‘[Women’s Studies] has influenced my decision to speak out about positivistic 

masculinist unrepresentation of reality’ (131). Another student writes of being ‘more 

confident in voicing my opinion on sexism’ (100). However, this newfound voice or a 

sense of empowerment does not appear to go uncontested outside the Women ’s 

Studies classroom: or is it always successful. This belief is expressed by one of the 

younger female students who writes, ‘I think that feminism is definitely still a dirty 

word outside of university’ (109).   

 

 

Feminist Ideological Perspectives and Orientation: results unpacked 
 
 
How Australian women generally perceive gender discrimination through feminism’s 

lenses is outside the scope and intent of this dissertation. This research centres on the 

feminist attitudes held by this sample population of tertiary Women’s Studies 

students. One of these students (young, female and middle-class) offers her view on 

the opportunities and obstacles for women in Australian society. She writes: 

 
      Yes, I’d like to think I am a feminist but now think I’m a little  

       non-committed, too privileged to really have an idea of 

                   oppression (99).      
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This understanding is gained through the application on the baseline survey: Part A of 

Morgan’s (1996) LFAIS subscale Discrimination and Subordination (Historical and 

Current) at the start of their Women’s Studies class. Such responses are important for 

this dissertation in the testing of its hypothesis as the recognition of discrimination is 

said to influence an individual’s attitudes to praxis (Crosby et al. 1996; Stryker et al. 

2000). 

 

The resultant data is presented in Table 2 following and indicates that a significant 

number of the students arrive at their Women’s Studies course with preconceived 

opinions on the high level of gender discrimination that women experience in society.  

 
Table 2.    Percentage of students endorsing each statement of Morgan’s LFAIS (1996)     
                 Discrimination and Subordination (Historical and Current) subscale  
  

Statement % 

Even though some things have changed women are still treated 
unfairly in today’s society. 

92.2 

Women have been treated unfairly on the basis of their gender  
throughout most of human history. 

85.8 

The achievements of women in history have not been emphasized 
as much as those of men. 

98.6 

Men have too much influence in Australian politics compared to 
women. 

94.9 

All men receive economic, sexual and psychological benefits 
from male oppression of women. 

62.0 

People who complain that pornography treats women like objects 
are overreacting. 

30.0 

Men still don’t take women’s ideas seriously. 62.0 

Women are already given equal opportunities with men in all 
important sectors of their lives. 

17.8 

Women have fewer choices available to them as compared to  
men. 

72.0 

Women in Australia are treated as second-class citizens. 47.0 

 
Note: Cronbach’s Alpha for the scale = .80 
          (n = 220) 
 
 
Table 2 indicates sound student support for their perception of discrimination and 

subordination in Australian society.   This awareness is indicated not only through the 

quantitative data but also through comments such as ‘being a women and from an 

ethnic group I do know that there is inequality. I have worked for twenty years and 

had to survive alone with two kids in a man’s world’ (40). Using a wider framework 



 126 

one of the younger students writes of her difficulty in answering questions about 

women on the survey due to the many ‘ways women are oppressed and treated all 

over the world and according to other factors in Australia i.e., religion, 

ethnicity/race/sexuality etc.’ (142).  Another writes: 

 
                  Australia has issues with inequality of the sexes but developing 

       countries have greater problems.  Since WW2 women’s equality 

       has come a long way, and the generation of today are less sexist, 

       and understand that women’s place is not just the kitchen.  However, 

       there is still room for improvement (194). 

   

This awareness is assessed through the high level of agreement with such statements 

as ‘Even though some things have changed women are still treated unfairly in today’s 

society’ (92.2 per cent), ‘Women have fewer choices available to them as compared 

to men’ (72 per cent), and ‘Women have been treated unfairly on the basis of their 

gender throughout most of human history’ (85 per cent) on the baseline: Part A 

survey. In response to the statement ‘Women in Australia are treated as second-class 

citizens’, one thirty year old student offers her comment ‘there are people (such as 

Indigenous Australians) that are treated worse than women but they still cop a raw 

deal’ (25). 

 

Within the Women’s studies classroom the textbooks (magazines, journals and books) 

as part of feminist scholarship allow the students to gain definition of feminism’s 

specific forms and political practices. A number of the students express their 

appreciation for these texts by offering comments on how these ‘facts and figures’ 

introduced them to theories that they had not previously encountered. For others, the 

texts offer a general understanding of the history of feminism. For one student it is the 

‘surprising statistics and the contradictory and conflicting feminist movements’ that 

she gains from the programme’s curriculum (43). This construction of shared 

knowledge is arguably in line with the educational practices advocated by Freire 

(2000) that allow the filtering of student’s experiences through the structures and 

institutions of society. This type of pedagogical space, in this instance the Women’s 

Studies classroom, is seen as encouraging a critical consciousness that allows the 

individual to question their social situation. 
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The sample population of Women’s Studies students offer their comments within the 

context that there is another body of work that is critical of feminism and feminists 

(Cannold 2004; Haussegger 2005). From this perspective, the “blaming feminism” 

narrative holds feminism responsible for a host of social and political ills including 

the more recent issue discussed at length through the media of the so-called declining 

fertility rate in Australia. Some social commentators believe that liberal feminist 

women pursue a career, thus delay having children (Albrechtsen 2008; Campo 2005). 

In effect, identifies feminist discourse for some individuals as being anti-motherhood 

(Buttrose & Adams 2005). A number of the Women’s Studies students in this 

research appear to accept this assumption. One twenty-one year old writes: 

 
   Yah for feminism!  One thing that drives me crazy is when I tell  

    people I don’t want to have kids and they say that eventually my  

    hormones will kick in and I will want them, as it is biologically  

    determined and what I want  intellectually is irrelevant. Pet  

    peeve (19). 

 

In a similar vein of thought, another student writes ‘I am trying to change my ways a 

bit. Having been married twice – divorced twice – and two children later – I gave up 

my life to be a mother and a housewife’ (255). 

 

 

From Bulbeck (2001) and Hughes (2005) on Women’s Studies 

 

For comparative purposes the dissertation draws from the analysis of Chilla Bulbeck 

(2001), and Kate Hughes (2005) as their local research focuses on the questions, 

issues, concerns, and outcomes concerning feminist discourse in Women’s Studies 

programmes raised by the overseas research literature: these issues are relevant to the 

testing of this dissertation’s hypotheses on the role of theory and its relationship to 

political practice — praxis. In the first study conducted by Bulbeck (2001), (an ex 

Professor of Women’s Studies at the University of Adelaide), reported in How 

Women’s Studies students express their relationships with feminism she investigates 

why some Women’s Studies students reject the feminist label, and on the whole, 

‘reject notions of structural disadvantage in their understanding of feminism and the 
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position of women in society’ (Bulbeck 2001, p.141). Complimentary to previous 

research methodology, the participants in the Bulbeck (2001) study are university 

students enrolled in the subject Introduction to Gender Studies (in the Women’s 

Studies discipline) in 1998 and 1999. 

 

Data collection for the Bulbeck (2001) study involves the participants enrolled in 

Introduction to Gender Studies completing a survey in the first week of semester, and 

again about two-thirds of the way through their semester in 1998.   

 

The students are asked to respond to the following questions: 

 

1. Why are you interested in doing Introduction to Gender Studies? 

2. What does ‘feminism’ mean to you?  What do you think it is? 

3. Do you think the women’s movement is still relevant in Australian society 

today? Why and/or why not? 

4. Do you think women and men are equal in Australian society today? Why 

and/or why not? 

5. What do you think are the major social divisions in Australian society? 

 

In 1999, the second data set is achieved through students’ essay responses to the topic 

Why I am/am not a feminist. An overview of the qualitative responses and numerical 

measures from Bulbeck’s research indicate that a number of the students ‘regretted 

the loss of “liberatory” momentum in Women’s Studies and what they see as its 

increasingly abstract, irrelevant, and theoretical language’ (2001, p.143). They appear 

to be referring to Postmodern/Post-structural feminism discussed in the literature 

review as the rhetorical abandonment of the conceptual means to understand and 

contest women’s social positioning — praxis (Balbus 1982). Another of Bulbeck’s 

students comments ‘feminism needs continuous work from the women’s movement 

from one generation to next, not from old books, which are irrelevant’ (Bulbeck 2001, 

p.143). Yet another student comments that feminism today ‘is just going over old 

ground, a lot of picking at irrelevant little things’ (Bulbeck 2001, p.143). 

 

A number of the students in the Bulbeck (2001) study frame their responses to 

feminism in relation to equity issues, as well as an ‘equal human values’ framework.  
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In relation to the ‘equal’ but ‘different’ argument, Bulbeck’s students question why 

‘Do women want to be equal to men? and ‘Why are men used as the point of 

reference?’ One mature age student interprets liberal feminism as a failure as it 

distorts women’s reality because it only focuses on public achievements and not on 

the messy private lives of women. This theoretical perspective focuses on the ‘public’ 

especially in the area of equality with men in the workplace and is arguably located 

within liberalism. Others reject radical feminism as it is seen as “man-hating” or 

embracing “victim-hood” (Bulbeck 2001). This perspective centres on the belief that 

the state is male in the feminist sense as it treats women in the way men see and treat 

women — a movement of all women against all men as discussed in the literature —

not a viable praxis. 
   

A number of the students’ in the Bulbeck study interpret feminism as unhelpful for 

women as it promotes contradictory messages.  One student writes: 

 

   You must be strong, resilient and independent, as well as the social    

   conditioning ‘to be more vulnerable and emotional than men’…to be  

   ‘ladylike’; and feminine in the private space but competitive and  

    assertive in public (Bulbeck 2001, p.147). 

 

Of interest to this dissertation is Bulbeck’s view, informed through her students’ 

responses is that they (the students) rarely use the term class, and leave the structural 

disadvantages for women unaddressed. They use terms such as ‘the poor get poorer 

and the rich get richer’, and ‘underclass or working poor’ instead (Bulbeck 2001, 

p.146). When asked about social divisions her students talk in terms of ‘lack of 

tolerance’, ‘racial prejudice’, ‘sexual prejudice’, ‘religion’ and ‘gender bias’ (Bulbeck 

2001, p.146). Unlike the participants who are predominantly middle-class in the 

sample population in this dissertation, the students in Bulbeck’s research do not in the 

main offer their self-identified class positioning. Of those that did, one student 

describes herself as upper middle-class, eight identify as middle-class, and one as 

working-class.  In the conclusion of her research report Bulbeck writes ‘I do not want 

my students to embrace victim hood, but neither do I want them to blame themselves 

when structures defeat or modify their dreams’ (Bulbeck 2001, p.153). 
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The dissertation also draws from the results of another local study I’ve been 

pondering whether you can be a part feminist: Young Australian Women’s Studies 

students discuss gender conducted by Kate Hughes (2005). She employs a post-

structuralist methodology that is premised on Weedom’s belief that ‘at any particular 

historical moment…there is a finite number of discourses in circulation… discourses 

which creates the possibility of new ways of thinking and new forms of subjectivity’ 

(Weedom 1987, p. 13). The specific purpose of the study is to assess how first-time 

Women’s Studies students explore the ‘discourses in circulation about gender, power 

and feminism, the gaps…and their situational meanings’ (Hughes 2005, p.38). This is 

a perspective not particularly encouraging of praxis as previously discussed. 

 

The twenty participants in the Hughes’ study (2005) are first year undergraduate 

students enrolled in a Women’s Studies programme, aged between seventeen and 

twenty years of age, and all attend a large metropolitan university. The ethnicity of the 

participants is evaluated in this study as the Victorian University has representatives 

from over eighty different ethnic groups in its student population. Class identification 

is predominantly middle-class although the researcher notes that this perhaps is a 

statement of aspiration due to their very low incomes (Hughes 2005). Data gathering 

for the Hughes (2005) study involves unstructured interviews conducted at the 

beginning of the students’ first semester and again at the end of the second semester. 

This approach allows the voices of the students to be heard and is understood as being 

the primary research tool. Examples of stem questions in the first interviews are ‘Do 

you think that your sex and your ethnicity determine how much power in society you 

will have? and ‘Can you tell me a bit about why you chose to do Women’s Studies? 

(Hughes 2005, pp.38-39). For the second interview the students are asked whether the 

class has made a difference to them. This line of questioning approaches how they 

perceive their broad social contexts.  

 

One of the issues explored through the Hughes’ study (2005) that is relevant to the 

research interests of this dissertation is in the area of her students’ feminist self-

identification. Do the students self-identify as feminist or not, and if not, why not?  

Like the results from a number of overseas research studies there appears to be a 

resistance by some students to accept this identity despite accepting and endorsing the 

ideological arguments that support the term (Denfield 1995; Roiphe 1994; Walter 
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1998; Wolf 1993). If they identify as feminist it comes with the caveat of not being a 

radical feminist. This perspective is seen as being separatist in approach to escape 

masculine oppression and celebrates ‘femaleness’. Based on her research findings, 

Hughes discusses how the students tend to waver and appear to have difficulty in 

articulating their arguments in support of their changing positions. There also appears 

to be some confusion by at least one of the students of what it means to be a feminist.  

For example: 
 

    (To Louisa – Are you a feminist?) 

    No, I don’t think so 

    (Why is that?) 

    I don’t know, I agree with some points, like males and females and  

    women can’t do some things but then I agree with other points that women  

    are equal with males in one extent but not to the full extent…Well, like  

    physical, like in their strength. I mean males are bigger in their actual  

    structure of their body; they tend to be a lot stronger than females. So I  

    suppose in that way we really can’t be equal to men. But when it comes  

    to mentally, I think we are as equal as them, as we can do the same as them. 

 (Hughes 2005, p.45) 

 

Likewise, another student has difficulties articulating her understanding of what 

constitutes a ‘feminist’ but she is not ‘the traditional boring type of female that does 

house chores or whatever’ (Hughes 2005, p.46).   

                 

As argued by Hughes (2005) the anticipated learning outcomes for this exploration of 

the ‘nexus’ of power arrangements within the classroom and in the wider society are 

to encourage the students to develop the ability to be self-directed learners. As such, 

the students can then engage critically in their communities and society. Through the 

focus and content in the Women’s Studies curricula, the students are made aware of 

how gender interacts with other social formations such as ethnicity, class, sexuality, 

and race (Hughes 2005). The stated purpose of her class is to generate a sense that 

change is possible through/within their relationships, their careers, and motherhood.  

Hughes (2005) interprets the outcome of the students’ participation in the two 

semesters of Women’s Studies as resulting in them being empowered through class-

room discussions, and a sense of personal change. In line with the original mission of 
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Women’s Studies, Hughes argues that the programme is a social emancipatory 

endeavour rather than an exclusively academic one (Aaron & Walby 1991; Bowles & 

Duelli-Klein 1983; Hughes 1996; Maynard & Purvis 1996). 

 

 

Self-identification as feminist 

 

In comparison to the students in the Bulbeck (2001) and Hughes (2005) studies the 

sample population of students who participate in the data gathering stage of this 

dissertation indicate a higher degree of willingness to self-identify as ‘feminist’. But 

not all as the following comment indicates: 

 
        I would have always considered myself as some form of feminist.   

                    But basically I think in terms of me…instead of as ‘a woman’ (28). 

 

The high level of identification evolves in response to the baseline survey: Part A that 

asks questions such as ‘Do you hold feminist beliefs?’ and ‘If you identify as feminist 

to what degree do you think you are a feminist?’ This is important, as one of the 

indicators that inform political activity/praxis is the acceptance of a feminist identity. 

A reading of the resultant data indicates that the students as a group arrive at their 

programme already strongly identifying as ‘feminist’. Of the sample population, 

forty-four per cent of the students identify Strongly, and fifty-two per cent identify 

Moderately as ‘feminist’.  However, this result is not representative of the ongoing 

trend discussed in the overseas research literature that suggests women do not identify 

as feminist (Arnold 2000; Burn et al. 2000; Liss et al. 2001; Williams & Wittig 1997). 

This response appears to indicate that the majority of these students are attending their 

programme for vocational reasons. Despite the strength of feminist identification 

within this sample there are a number of comments offered in disagreement.   

 

 

For example: 

 
    I never considered myself a feminist…one can be involved 

                   in an issue and still not be part of its core…Feminism means  
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                   different things to different people and different people  

                   have different responses to the ideals of feminism (29). 

 

                   It is so problematic to identify as feminist (238). 

 

and, 
 

                   Feminism implies a doctrine, which is matriarchal — not 

                   about equality but empowering women at the expense 

                   of men (24). 

 

A range of other comments includes: ‘feminist is a strong word, as the meaning is 

ambiguous – I hold certain beliefs about women’s rights. I do and do not class myself 

as feminist’ (6); ‘[I am] not qualified enough, [or] know enough about women’s 

studies, to call myself a feminist’ (298), and ‘It is unpopular and unnecessary to be 

‘labelled’ as a feminist’ (21). 

 

Feminism continues to mean different things to different people, as well as being seen 

by others as a restrictive definition.  For example: 

 
   I think, to ask if you are a ‘feminist’ is a broad question — there seems  

   to be a lot of branches [to] ‘feminist’ and it is hard to confidently associate  

   with them all, and still have your own individual beliefs of what ‘feminist’  

   means to yourself  (150). 

 

   Sometimes I feel like there’s no point with certain people to try and explain  

   certain issues but I always FEEL feminist and cannot wait to live in a  

   Post-Patriarchy  (184). 

 

and, 
 

   The word feminist is a restrictive definition [that] fails to adequately  

   represent the many facets and styles of feminism (14). 

 

For one twenty-one year old student, the meaning of the term ‘feminist’ is quite broad 

and requires further clarification as it can lead to ‘misunderstanding and 
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misinterpretation’ (274). Another twenty-one year old student writes that while she 

does not hold ‘feminist beliefs’ she does agree from the liberal standpoint that 

‘inequality’ is a problem that [is] up to us to do something different to change it’ (253). 

 

The high level of feminist identification noted in these findings from the baseline 

questionnaire is perhaps linked with the students’ awareness of discriminatory gender 

practices noted in their responses to Morgan’s (1996) LFAIS statements displayed in 

Table 2. To the question ‘Do you hold feminist beliefs?’ eighty-five per cent 

responded in the positive; sixty-two per cent of the sample respond ‘yes’ to being 

‘feminists’. There is also a level of support for feminism from the small male sample 

population with only one student declaring that he holds ‘no’ feminist beliefs. 

 

 

Do students leave Women’s Studies as feminists?   

 

After participating in a semester of a Women’s Studies programme the students are 

asked on the change survey: Part B ‘Do you think this class had any effect on whether 

or not you considered yourself a feminist?’ and ‘If you do not identify as a feminist, 

why not?’ In response to the first question forty-four per cent of the students answered 

that attending Women’s Studies classes affected their feminist identity. This outcome 

is supported by one student through her comment ‘I have always considered myself a 

feminist but through the course I have been forced to reconsider what that means to 

me – certainly something beyond a concept of ‘equality’ (in the workplace or 

whatever)’ (109). A significant forty-two per cent of the participants replied negatively; 

however, this response is viewed within the context that for many of the students their 

attendance in the class either consolidates or reaffirms their previously held feminist 

beliefs and identification. In support of this view a number of the students offer 

comments such as ‘My personal views and opinions have not altered since beginning 

this class’ (47); ‘I still consider myself a feminist as I did before the class commenced’ 

(83), and ‘It does make it easier/more legitimate to claim the term; to be in a 

supportive and informed environment’ (93). Another student writes that Women’s 

Studies allow her to broaden her views on feminism: and reinforces her feminist 

status (61).   
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A number of the students state that they are now more comfortable in seeing 

themselves as ‘feminists’ as an outcome of attending Women’s Studies. This belief is 

supported by one of the students who write that she now ‘feel[s] very strongly about 

identifying and calling [herself] feminist’ (88). Time and place appears to influence 

whether students self-identify: this confidence to self identification through the group 

is found in Bourdieu’s concept of habitus and how this influences the acceptance of 

this identity (Bourdieu 1993).  Furthermore, this idea is demonstrated through 

comments, such as ‘would only identify as a feminist in certain areas of inequality’ 

(34) and identifying is easier if she (the student) was identifying as a ‘born again 

Christian’ (70). Another participant states that she does not identify because of the ‘we 

hate men crap’ and she cannot be bothered contesting the ‘stereotypical image’ (64). 

 

The reticence to self-identify by a number of the students may be indicative of their 

understanding of the term’s social acceptability (Williams & Wittig 1997). One 

student comments that ‘Women are loath to define themselves as feminists because of 

the negative stereotype’ (143). Another student expresses a similar sentiment. She 

writes: 
  I don’t like the negative attitude that many people seem to hold when  

  you say you’re a feminist.  I think it comes from ignorance of the  

  many ways a ‘feminist’ can live, their physical appearance etc.  Men  

  think you are  going to bite their heads off or you must be a lesbian, especially  

  having hairy armpits which I do, cos (sic) that’s their definition of a  

  feminist (288). 

 

Other comments offered by the students are similar in approach to the “equal” but 

“different” argument to be found in the comparative studies discussed in this chapter 

(Bulbeck 2001; Hughes 2005). Comments such as ‘by a feminist I just mean that I do 

not rely on men in my life except for my car because I hate cars and believe we are 

not equal but have the same rights. Women and men should be equal’ (60).  One 

twenty year old student writes ‘Although feminist, I like to think (of) everyone (as) 

equal rather than women eventually controlling men, which I think will probably 

happen if women get too ‘opinionated’ and ‘carried away’ (168), while other students 

qualify their responses.  For example:   
 



 136 

   I have always considered myself a feminist – it really disgusts me  

   when women my age [or of any age] say they are not feminists.   

   They say that women already have equal rights and feminists are  

   just whinging.  I think this is a dangerous attitude and it may  

   contribute to a downgrading of women’s rights in the future (63). 

 

   I identify strongly as a feminist with strong feminist beliefs.  Many  

   people would look at me and disagree and even argue “that couldn’t  

   possibly be”…this is the problem inherent to such terms and commonly  

   held concepts of ‘a feminist’.  Such concepts are the reason I choose to  

   study Women’s Studies (217). 

 

and, 

  I believe that I’m a feminist but I feel that men are as much victims of  

  sexism as are women. Feminism to me means freedom for both women and  

  men…I try not to take the view that men are responsible… which is  

  sometimes difficult (53). 

 

Individuals may also hold more than one set of beliefs (Spence 1998). This 

understanding is raised through the following comments: 
 

   I still identify as a feminist.  I’m just not sure which type — although  

   that probably doesn’t matter to me as it is important to me to be familiar  

   with as many feminist viewpoints as possible and take what I can learn  

   from each to form my own perspective (126). 

 

   I’m somewhere in the middle — I still hold traditional views on single  

   women, IVF etc., but still have very valid concerns on women in the  

   home and abuse particularly.  I’m very feminist about equality (69). 

and, 
 

  I’m not sure which category of feminism I’d fit into but I certainly agree  

  with many [not all] of the things I’ve learnt, so perhaps that makes me a  

  feminist (122). 
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For one student her participation in Women’s Studies encourages her to identify as 

‘feminist’ as she states she was previously unaware that her beliefs feed into a rather 

‘liberal feminist perspective’ (79). She explains that prior to her Women’s Studies 

class she had not seen herself as a feminist at all but now she does. For another 

twenty-two year old student, her participation in Women’s Studies challenges her 

previously held self-identification as a ‘liberal feminist’ due to the ‘problems 

associated with liberal feminism’ discussed in the course (125).  

 

When questioned, not all of the students proved fully supportive of the idea of 

feminism, and are willing to self-identify; one seventeen year old student states ‘Other 

than what I have seen around this university…I basically didn’t think feminism was a 

big issue — more of a lost cause’ (111). Another student writes ‘I don’t believe the 

issues raised are exclusive to feminism…’ (98). In contrast another writes that she is 

not ‘over the top as some feminists are’ but does strongly agree with most of the 

ideals (54). For another student, this identification is fraught as she considers that 

feminist identification ‘sounds negative and is politically implicated’ (75). Yet another 

student articulates that as an outcome of her participation in Women’s Studies she is 

now aware of how her own background ‘race, class etc.’ influences her feminism, and 

how this may be ‘problematic’ for her (95).  Importantly for our Marxist hypothesis on 

the relationship between theory and social change one of the students questions this 

relationship through her comment ‘the course [is] a bit abstract for my liking – I don’t 

understand how theory can at times become so removed from practice’ (120).  This 

student previously comments that she has been unaware of the ‘theoretical stuff, post-

structuralism stuff’ (120). These comments are similar to those made by several of 

Bulbeck’s students in the comparative study who identify the ‘increasingly abstract, 

irrelevant, and theoretical language’ within Women’s Studies (Bulbeck, p. 143). 

 

 

Can a man be a feminist? 

 

As there is only a small male sample available to this dissertation, the intention is to 

avoid generalizations about the way they may experience Women’s Studies or how 

they understand the feminist theoretical perspective.  Despite this, a discussion is 

possible through a reading of research literature that suggests men appear unaffected 
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by the course content of Women’s Studies, and that they maintain traditional and 

masculine traits over the semester (Bennett & Grosser 1981; Pillow 2002; Thomsen et 

al. 1995; Vedovato & Vaughter 1980). Their response can be viewed from within the 

context of whether it is possible for either women or men to think in terms ‘other than 

that of their own sex as a starting point’ (Spender 1985, p.109).  

 

These students offer a range of viewpoints that include ‘I’m not a feminist but I 

respect the idea’ (17). As an outcome of attending the class one student challenges his 

original perception that all feminists are radical feminists. It is perhaps his intention 

to stray from the idea that a ‘feminist’ is homophobic slang for ‘lesbian’ by being 

more aware of the substance of feminist ideas. The student writes ‘I formerly 

considered feminists as bra-burning lesbian (only) orientated groups. I can now see 

that my views were feminist in many regards. One can be a male feminist’ (72).  

Another of the students sees his participation in the class as an opportunity to ‘discuss 

issues with fellow feminists and be told that “deconstructive feminism”, and the 

destabilising of identity positions that follow may make sense for a white, middle 

class male but doesn’t function for individuals wishing to identify with a unified 

identity — such as lesbian or gay’ (138).    

 

One of the male students’ expectations of attending a Women’s Studies programme is 

unclear. His tone is quite defensive when he argues that males are also oppressed in 

society stating:   

 
   I am against all forms of oppression in society.  I believe men are  

   oppressed along with women and children and animals by the system  

   of patriarchy. I heard very little about male oppression in this  

   unit although I have experienced it myself. If feminism talked about it  

   then it would fit better with my experience (aggressive males oppress  

   passive non-aggressive males) (67). 

 

His statement may be read from within the context that men as well as women are 

oppressed by the constraints of a capitalist society; alternatively, it can also be 

interpreted as a way to silence women, and to reassert attention to the ‘male’ 

perspective as was the case in some 1980s/1990s men’s groups that were largely 
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reactive to feminism. While men may be oppressed they are not oppressed because of 

their gender.  Another student appears to seek affirmation at the end of the class when 

he writes, ‘I agree with many ideas in feminist thought but as a male we did not cover 

the notion of being male and feminist’ (100). Arguably, these responses support the 

research literature that discusses males who harbor a strong gender social identity as 

being resistant to an identity that supports both overt and covert feminism (Burn et al. 

2000).   

 

 

Economic parity: the mores and constraints 

 
The students’ responses to the attitudinal items from Morgan’s (1996) LFAIS 

presented in Table 2 are important for this dissertation in the testing of its hypotheses 

as there is a significant body of analysis that is critical of men’s claims to power 

within the economic sphere — a central area of concern advanced in liberal feminist 

theory (Bagwell 1996; Maxwell 2001; Murray 2007; Still 1997; Summers 2003). This 

standpoint is said to challenge the legal, social, educational and economic 

discriminatory practices that women encounter in a capitalist society. But does it? In 

keeping with liberalism, there are a number of students in this sample population who 

argue that individual success is still owed to personal effort and individual talent. This 

individuality is perceived as rising from the idea of rationality functioning in liberal 

thought: to reject familial or social constraints (Groenhout 2002). In support of the 

neoliberal subject positioning one eighteen-year-old student adopts this stance.  She 

writes:  

  

  I think if you want something and work at it, you’ll get it no matter  

  what is in (the) way, — cause you’re not going to give up on it if it’s  

  something you really want. You’re going to keep working on it  

  until you get it  (187).   

 

Other students express similar positions through their comments:  

 
                 It is vitally important for each individual woman to show society  

                  that she can achieve independence and success on her own (203).  
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                 People (need) to see how well women can do the work people think 

                 is only for males (157).   

 

As a group the students express their awareness of the social and economic disparities 

for women based on their gender. This understanding is read through their comments.   

For example:    

 

   I hadn’t realised the unacknowledged aspects of women’s  

   “inability” to move up career wise is not just the glass ceiling  

   but the skilling up of women without the opening of real  

   positions. The misogyny is institutional (139) 

 

Another student expresses her realisation of ‘just how entrenched misogyny still is in 

some areas’ that she has gained from her class (30).  These views are in line with 

Dixson (1994), discussed in the literature review, who argues that there is a layer of 

misogyny that stems from the colonial era. 

 

For another student it is how the issue of equal pay is not always how it seems as ‘the 

world is extremely biased in many respects’ (76). The students’ awareness of their 

economic positioning can be read through literature that draws attention — informed 

through liberal political theory — that women are entitled to the same economic and 

legal rights that men may enjoy (Masterman-Smith & Pocock 2009; Maxwell 2001; 

Murray 2007). This sample group express little support for the statement ‘Women are 

already given equal opportunities with men in all important sectors of their lives’ (18 

per cent) from Morgan’s (1996) LFAIS on the baseline: Part A survey.  
 

Despite their acknowledgment of the discriminatory practices many women still 

experience, as reflected in Table 2, the students appear hesitant to relate this to their 

citizenship rights. This is indicated in their response to the statement ‘Women in 

Australia are treated as second-class citizens’ on the baseline: Part A questionnaire. 

Perhaps due to the construction of citizenship being increasingly viewed within a 

‘gender neutral’ framework there is a divide in the attitudes of the students to this 

statement with forty-seven per cent agreeing and fifty-three per cent in disagreement.  

This perception of entitlement, however, is positioned between the private motivation 
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for profit by the few (employers); the economic liberal policy of the dominant class 

(support through government policies/flexible labour); and human need (Bloodworth 

2006; Murray 2005). For Marx ‘citizenship’ fails to overcome the alienation of 

individuals under capitalist economic conditions; and is not indicative of ‘political 

liberation’ (Turner 1994, p. 169). Awareness of their placement within this structure 

is expressed by one student who writes ‘Politically, government promotes family in 

order to save money on welfare, keeping women male dependent, that females still 

earn less for similar work and, have a harder time gaining executive positions relative 

to male counterparts’ (72).  This positioning is reflected in the research literature. 
 

Despite decades of feminist rhetoric there still appears to be the entrenched belief that 

women are responsible for child rearing and domestic duties.  Women continue to 

argue for men to be more involved as part of the feminist project of incorporating 

both women and men into both paid and unpaid work.  This has faced little overt 

success (Roesch 2004).  There appears little practical evidence that this is a shared 

role (between mothers and fathers).  This is still an issue for some of the female 

students in this dissertation — illustrated by these comments:  

 

  The sexual division of labour in the home is still a struggle but improving.   

  This is because of the demands not so much the willingness of my  

  husband’s job.  The need to bring men into a place where they can arrest  

  the merry-go-round of work life is an important issue for the sexual division  

  of labour in the home (81). 

and, 

 
  If women allow men to take a more active role in the ‘care giving’ areas,  

  which [are]  usually associated [with] women — men will gratefully take up  

  parenting roles leaving women to take a role in the workforce (97). 

 

In relation to this area one of the older students offers her observation that at times she 

sees a ‘lack of understanding between women who do not have children and have 

more opportunity to move freely, albeit in a male designed world’ (143).  

 

One of the older male students also queries gender roles with his comment 

‘responsibility of parenting and socialisation – whose role?’ (234). This role from the 
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Marxist perspective is still historically assigned to women through their entrenched 

positioning within the family (Lee Ack 1991).  The nuclear family form is conducive 

to the evolution of private property (Engels 1975, pp.120-121) and still restricts many 

women to the private sphere where they are the reproducers of the next generation of 

workers (Smith 2001) or a source of low-paid casualized labour or both.  
 

The students’ responses can be further explored through studies, such as the early 

research by Bittman (1991), who argues that women spend more time than men on 

unpaid domestic work regardless of their financial contribution to the household 

income or whether they are in part-time or full-time work.  Men are seen as 

possessing power, the ‘male as norm’, so women tend to oblige due to their perceived 

lack of power (Figes, cited in Spender 1985, p. 97).   In a later research study by 

Bittman and Pixley (1997) that involves the surveying of couples, many of the 

respondents recognised the unequal distribution of labour. Conflict between the 

couple is avoided however, with the apparent acceptance of the argument that men 

and women have different standards: if left unchallenged the “different standards” 

stereotype perpetuates. Women and men can share the same standards about how 

often jobs should be done, and its relative importance to the effectiveness of the 

household.  Women, if they choose to, are able to take action through an 

understanding of how they are acted upon. Eva Figes’s statement offered in 

Patriarchal Attitudes that ‘women have been largely man-made’ is still applicable in 

twenty-first century Australia despite decades of feminist thought (1971, p.12).  

 

The argument can be supported that all mothers across all classes need affordable, 

quality childcare to be able to attend work if they so chose or are required to. This 

lack of choice for women is highlighted in a 2005 nationwide study of 578 childcare 

centres released by the Australia Institute. Their researchers draw attention to the 

finding that cost-cutting across the board is much more characteristic of corporate 

chains than of independent private centres (Rush 2006).    This is attributed to the 

‘best interests’ of the company and its shareholders, and not the outcomes for children 

(Rush 2006).  The corporate sector, which owns around a quarter of the centres in 

Australia, offers the lowest quality of care on all indicators surveyed.  It is this sector, 

and its shareholders, that the state supports. This is seen, in one instance, with the 

taxpayer funded $22 million to financially support the bankrupted ABC Learning and 
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their $3.5 billion investors (Bita & Fraser 2008).  Childcare is a commodity that is 

generally seen as ‘a good product’   (Anthony, cited in Harris 2007, p. 45).  The state 

however appears unresponsive to enacting polices that are supportive of working 

women but still encourages women to have more children (Dever 2005).  

 

 

Women and the body: beauty as a commodity 

 

Arguably, as part of the Women’s Studies curricula and one of the primary themes in 

feminist scholarship, the students are able to question the images of women presented 

in film, literature and the media in a more critical and significant way. One of the 

students affirms this understanding through her comment  ‘Pervasiveness of gender as 

ordering social life…how it is used in power e.g. beauty industry, cosmetic surgery 

(37). This section is offered in relation to this reading. The inquiry is relevant as the 

body, and how it is represented is an important theme in feminist scholarship, which 

situates the beauty industry within a framework of patriarchal norms of a youthful 

heterosexuality (Heyes 2007). Do the students see any significant changes to the 

social construction or objectification of women after three decades of feminist 

thought? Do they question this lack of change? The student’s awareness of such 

construction is offered in their comments. They write at the end of their semester that 

they ‘learned to look at and think about things like childbirth, reproduction 

technology, cosmetic surgery, representation of women in the media etc. in a more 

critical and in depth way rather than taking it for granted’ (44), and ‘critically evaluate 

the use of women etc. in everything from T.V. to people’s views’ (77).  

 

Areas such as ‘cosmetic surgery’ are discussed in a considerable body of feminist 

literature including many of the texts in popular culture and academic scholarship 

(Brooks 2004; Davis 1995; Gimlin 2000; Heyes 2007). Texts such as those written by 

the American liberal feminist Naomi Wolf (1992, 1993) are still relevant as they 

allow a new generation of Western women to draw from her analysis that they are 

bodies first and people second (Bloom & Munro 1995). Wolf’s critique of 

contemporary women in The Beauty Myth: how images of Beauty are used against 

Women (1992) offers a discussion of how women are victimised due to their 

aspirations to replicate the images of female perfection promoted through the multi-
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billion dollar beauty industry: an industry that not only services a demand but 

constructs it. Through her critique she discusses the ascendance of eating disorders, 

and the ‘myths’ associated with the diet and cosmetic industries (Moore 2004). 

However, in a later paperback edition she amends the Introduction to state that the 

book is not anti-beauty and encourages woman to embrace their ‘real beauty and 

sexuality’, and to feel free to ‘wear cowboy boots to their own revolution’.  

 

This thesis argues that what is lacking from her critique is how women might perceive 

beauty across their class and race positioning as Wolf’s own experience as young, 

white and privileged is taken as the ‘norm’; and further supports the belief that 

feminism is primarily for and about white middle-class women (Thrupkaew 2003). 

This awareness is indicated by one student from the sample population in this 

dissertation who writes of how ‘the theory of white race privilege…can be extended 

to override male privilege (62). Another student queries the ‘lack of feminist theory to 

cater for class and race differences’ (104). This student appears unaware of the 

Marxist/Socialist strands of feminist thought that sees the intersection of class and 

gender as the primary starting point for analysis. This theoretical perspective is said to 

encourage revolutionary consciousness in workingwomen, which is seen as necessary 

to challenge capitalism and the state (Taylor 2008). Women need to group politically 

(Petty et al. 1987). 

 

The feminist author Germaine Greer offers her perspective of the ‘beauty myth’ in the 

Manmade women chapter of The Whole Woman (1999). In this work she argues that 

women live in a ‘culture [that] reserves the right to humiliate women who are 

considered plain’ but they are complicit through ‘dressing and painting, be-wigging 

and padding’ themselves (1999, pp. 27-28). Greer takes issue with some women’s 

obsession for changing their natural bodies with plastic surgery, and she cites a Swiss 

plastic surgeon Dr Maja Ruetschi who is quoted in Cosmopolitan in August 1996 as 

stating, ‘We can make better breasts than God’ (Greer 1999, p.28). Greer argues that 

girls grow up with a Barbie doll (long legs, tiny waist and huge breasts), and attempt 

to replicate this image.  

 

As a result, the medical establishment, the media, and the lawyers who make 

considerable profit when their client’s expectation for bodily perfection is not 
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realised, cater to this self-obsession in a capitalist society. Cosmetic procedures such 

as breast implants are known to have serious implications for women’s health. An 

example of this is the experience of the Dow Corning Company who, in 1998, faced 

200,000 claims worldwide when ruptured implants leak silicone leading to fatigue, 

headaches, memory loss and nausea in their consumers (Greer 1999). Greer 

concludes, ‘If the woman-made woman is never good enough, the man-made woman 

is no better than a toy, built to be played with, knocked about and ultimately thrown 

away’ (1999, p. 34).  

 

Within the Women’s Studies curricula, femininity is generally understood as a 

cultural imposition, as ‘artifice or masquerade’ (Schwichtenberg 1993, p.133).  

Feminist critiques of cosmetic surgery discuss it in terms of its ‘naturalness’ that is 

situated at the very centre of dichotomies that work to delineate male and female 

(Fraser 2001, p. 115). The idea challenges the view that a woman’s body is acceptable 

in its natural state (Morgan 1991; Negrin 2002).  Within this context, female body 

hair is arguably seen as unfeminine, unclean, and a cause for disgust, much like other 

body products such as blood, faeces, sweat or odours (Hope 1982). This perception is 

supported by a comment from one nineteen-year-old student in the sample population 

who did so (shave), not to please her, but for her partner.  She writes:  

 
  I have a high respect for men and am not bitter or politically minded as  

  many feminists.  I like being girly — shaving my armpits, smelling  

  nice and being attractive for my husband (113).  

 

 

This particular aspect of being feminine is discussed in the literature through the 

Australian research of Marika Tiggemann and Sarah Kenyon (1998) who report that 

in their sample population of university students 91.5 per cent of the female students 

remove their leg hair and 93 per cent remove their underarm hair. The literature 

affirms that the haired female body is perceived to be more aggressive. The 

hairlessness norm is understood to rest on heterosexual values that women should 

make themselves appealing to men (Basow 1991). As one student from the sample 

writes, you ‘must be a lesbian’ if haired under the arms (288). This is a pervasive 

stereotype. Hairlessness is presented insidiously through the advertising media with 
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the depilated feminine body featuring in the contemporary construction of what it is to 

be a heterosexual woman.  

 

 

Money drives the market: sex as a commodity 
 
 
The argument that the way production (pornography and prostitution) is organised 

within a capitalist society is fundamental for the accumulation of profit can be 

supported from the Marxist position through the following body of predominantly 

Australian research studies. The student’s comments can be read through this body of 

work and are relevant to the thesis as there is a fluidity of thought on pornography and 

prostitution within feminist discourse. From the liberal and radical feminist 

perspective as discussed in the literature review theorists tend to see pornography and 

prostitution from different perspectives.  For liberals prostitution can be an area of 

work where the sex workers need support (Elster 1985; Sullivan 1995). The liberal 

defence of pornography is seen from the radical feminist perspective as freeing ‘male 

sexual aggression in the feminist sense’ (MacKinnon 1989, p. 198). The anti-

pornography feminist Andrea Dworkin argues that sexual objectification results in ‘a 

human being…made less than human, turned into a thing or commodity, bought or 

sold.  When objectification occurs, a person is depersonalised…those who can be 

used as if they are not fully human are no longer fully human in social terms; their 

humanity is hurt by being diminished’ (Dworkin 2000, pp.30-31). Power inequality is 

seen as being closely tied to objectification (Nussbaum 1995). Erotica (e.g. Chaucer, 

The Canterbury Tales Diderot the Nun) in contrast does not have this structural 

gendered power imbalance). 

 

The students’ level of agreement with the statement from Morgan’s (1996) LFAIS 

‘People who complain that pornography treats women like objects are overreacting’ 

informs the feminist practice of encouraging individual empowerment. The resultant 

data indicates that sixty-nine per cent of the sample population disagree with this 

statement whilst thirty per cent are in agreement. A number of the students indicate on 

their survey paper that they would have liked clarification as to what type of 

pornography the statement referred to. Their queries include ‘depends on type’, ‘what 

type?’ ‘soft or hard’, ‘to different degrees’, ‘the body is an object – how you use it is 
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ones own decision’ and ‘depends on pornography – most does’ and ‘hard core porn, 

bestiality’.  If a definition had been offered for this statement would their responses be 

different —a possible area for future inquiry. 

 
The students’ responses to this statement are significant as they support the argument 

that there is a growing acceptance of the normalization of misogynistic material from 

within the wider Australian community: a community that allows the objectification 

of women and increasingly children to be on the walls of a gallery — this material is 

viewed as mainstream entertainment (Rush 2006). This is contrary to early feminist 

thought that loudly decried such objectification.  In contrast the feminist author 

Catherine Lumby argues that the very inevitability of the use of the female image to 

advertise and sell in society makes objecting to it pointless (1997). This acceptance is 

premised on her view that human relations are not possible without objectifying other 

people (Lumby 1997).   

 

The argument is supported through the research literature that pornographic imagery 

cannot be separated from the society that creates and consumes it through advertising, 

popular films, and literature. This apparent acceptance results in an estimated $280 

million a year Australian industry through the production, distribution, and 

consumption of pornographic materials (x-rated videos and DVDs) (Livingstone 

2003). Another estimated $33 million is spent on pornographic magazines, $8 million 

on subscriptions to adult cable television channels, and $7.5 million on watching 

pornographic movies in hotel rooms (Livingstone 2003). Forbes magazine reports 

that the online pornography industry is estimated to receive approximately one billion 

dollars a year, and that there are at least 260 million adult sex pages on the Internet 

(Overington 2006). It is an industry that is deeply ingrained within capitalism and 

arguably is supported by the state to the detriment of many women.  

 

This body of research also discusses how the mail order sale of X-rated pornographic 

DVDs is a profitable industry as sales are legal in the Australian Capital Territory 

(ACT) due to liberal censorship laws, similar to those of the Northern Territory. The 

state supports the sex-industry and the Commonwealth administers the classification 

regime; therefore, it maintains the power to ban the sale of this product should it 

choose to. Sizable orders are sent to the Northern Territory (144), New South Wales 
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(4,686), Queensland (4057), South Australia (2,336) Victoria (3,292), Tasmania 

(949), and (5,950) for Western Australia as part of the demand (Marris & Maley 

2007). In Australia, X-rated material (i.e., sexually explicit material without 

‘offensive fetishes’) is only available in this format (Pitman 2000, p. 18). Although 

this material is banned from sale, hire and public exhibition in the other states it is not 

illegal to buy or possess it. Seemingly, on behalf of capitalism, the ACT Government 

supports this industry (Marris & Maley 2007).  

 

Studies including the: 

 

• 1994 AGB McNair survey indicates that approximately three in every 

ten young Australians view some form of pornographic material in 

the year prior to their survey (Wilson 1995). 

 

• Sociologist Hugh Potter finds that most mainstream consumers spent 

$280 annually on this product (Wilson 1995). 

 

and the 

 

• 1999 Roy Morgan survey reports that thirty-three per cent of 

Australians consume at least some adult material in the twelve 

months prior to their poll (Clark 2005). The majority of this material 

does not come from the Internet but is sourced through the Australian 

Capital Territory (ACT). 

 

While a number of these studies indicate that women also read, watch, and purchase 

pornographic materials, the product is arguably not directed at this market; which is 

orientated to a dominant male sexuality (Lumby 1997; MacKinnon 1989). In their 

defence of pornography the Eros Foundation lobby group argue that women would 

not buy this product in ‘such large numbers if they thought they were being exploited’ 

(Swan, cited in Langford 2002, p. 36).  This argument requires further research to be 

sustained. The viability of this market is explored through the Australian Research 

Council’s Discovery Understanding Pornography in Australia grant funded project at 
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a cost of $172,500. Academics   Alan McKee, Catharine Lumby and Kath Albury 

conduct the three-year study and the results are published in The Porn Report (2008). 

The stated research objective of this project is to gain an understanding of 

pornography’s place in Australian society through a critique of fifty of the most 

popular adult videos drawn from the merged bestseller lists of the two largest adult 

mail-order companies, Gallery Entertainment and Axis Entertainment; and a national 

survey of over one thousand customers who support the market (Clarke 2005).  

McKee argues that this sample is representative of mainstream tastes.  

 

In their report the researchers argue that Australians are being deprived of a lucrative 

industry and employment opportunities resulting from the government’s prohibition 

of the making of X–rated films. The product is predominantly sourced from the 

United States of America. McKee states that the ‘government’s moral conservatism 

contradicts its policies of strong economic development’ (Livingstone 2003, p. 15). 

The researchers anticipate the compilation of ‘industry best practice guidelines’ as an 

outcome of their study (Bolt 2004, p. 89). One of the claims of the Australian 

Research Council’s (ARC) funded study group is to investigate how, and if women 

are ‘objectified’ in the sex industry.  

 

In his research McKee questions whether pornography exploits women stating ‘of 

course porn is bad for you – but what if it isn’t? Of course it objectifies women – but 

what if it doesn’t? And of course pornography makes people treat other beings with 

less respect – but what if that wasn’t true?’ He offers his opinion that pornography is 

the ‘most open-minded form(s) of culture’, where women are ‘not objects’ and porn 

watchers are ‘overwhelmingly profeminist’ (cited in Bolt 2004, p. 289).  Kate Albury, 

a member of the research project also questions women’s relationship with 

pornography stating in The Australian newspaper (June 24-25) in her defence of 

pornography that ‘just because you see something on the Internet doesn’t mean you 

go out and do it’. In support of this position Boyanowsky (cited in Overington 2006, 

p. 19) states that in a ‘classic, liberal democratic society, well, it is our peril that we 

create social policy and law based on what offends us rather than what is bad’.  

 

While literature offers the argument that pornography is harmless; is empowering for 

women even beneficial, this is not reflected in a significant body of local and overseas 
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research studies (Cameron & Frazer 2000; King 1993; Strossen 2000). The central 

finding is that the monetary orientation of pornography creates levels of violence and 

abuse that are less visible to the community. The research also indicates that 

Australian teenagers are being exposed to violent pornographic images through the 

Internet. The Sydney Morning Herald newspaper reports how any sexual practice 

imaginable is freely and easily accessible to children (Horin 2003). Internet sites 

visually offer practices that are extremely violent and sadistic; that involve rape, 

incest, and bestiality (Hamilton 2004). In their defence, McKee argues that in the 

main these sites are accessible to the consumer only through payment (Livingstone 

2003). However, in a survey commissioned by the Australia Institute in Canberra 

(Youth and Pornography in Australia: Evidence of the extent of exposure and likely 

effects – Discussion Paper Number 52) the results indicate that eighty-four percent of 

boys and sixty per cent of girls aged sixteen to seventeen years of age access these 

sites. The Institute’s following Discussion Paper Number 53 presents similar findings, 

and calls for additional measures to protect children from exposure.  

 

The Institute’s researchers find that ‘nearly 90 per cent of the boys responded that 

watching pornography is widespread among male peers, and girls have a similar 

perception of the boys’ interest. But less than ten per cent of the girls believe that it 

was common among girls their age. Boys have an inflated view of the girls level of 

interest’ (Horin 2003). The main author of the study Michael Flood, a lecturer in 

Gender Studies at the Australian National University, argues that international 

research indicates that exposure to ‘extreme’ or ‘violent’ pornography is associated 

with sexual aggression including sexual assault towards women (Horin 2003; Krome 

2003).  Sexual abuse within the community is difficult to measure with most official 

figures arguably underestimating accurate figures (Boyd & Bromfield 2006). The 

Internet allows wider access to pornographic images by very young children, due to 

the medium being unregulated with a lack of compulsory software filtering, and the 

absence of parental monitoring.   

 

As a result of the physical act of sex being constructed as a ‘commodity’ to be bought 

and sold, like any other there are calls by groups such as social scientists, law 

enforcers, and sexual assault crises workers to replace Australia’s system of voluntary 

filters on the adult sites. The consequences for some children of witnessing sexual 
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behaviour out of context are to act out the explicit images that they see on the screen 

(English 2004). This is also the finding from extensive overseas research by the 

author Dr Judith Reisman who documents the abuse perpetuated by male children on 

their female siblings, cousins or neighbours as an outcome of watching soft-core 

pornographic material (1991). A number of research findings indicate that children 

less than ten years of age are initiating sexual intercourse and oral sex with their peers 

(Colman 2003).   

 

On behalf of the state, as Prime Minister, John Howard expresses his belief that there 

is no ‘overwhelming evidence’ linking pornography to anti-social behaviour (Marris 

& Maley 2007, p.2).  However, in the 2007 election campaign he states that he will 

spend $189 million on ‘cleaning up the Internet’ for Australian families by blocking 

pornography and upgrading the search for chat-room sex predators (Shanahan & 

Rowbotham 2007, p.1). In 2010 there is still community pressure on the state to 

introduce an Internet filter. However, this lack of action will only be addressed by the 

state if it is politically expedient to do so and informs an understanding of women’s 

positioning within society and the state even after thirty years of feminist discourse.  

The student’s comments are important for this thesis as they indicate a change of 

attitudes to the early feminist position on this issue and add to the body of knowledge 

at this point in time. 

 

 
 
Women’s fear of violence 
 
 
A reading of the research literature offered in this section is essential as it provides the 

framework within which to view the students’ responses to the statement ‘All men 

receive economic, sexual, and psychological benefits from the male oppression of 

women’ on the baseline survey: Part A. The participants agree in part with this 

statement (62 per cent). In support of this response there is a considerable body of 

research literature that includes government statistics on the level of recorded 

violence by men in relation to Australian women (Lievore 2003; Neame & Heenan 

2003). This is a research area that attracts considerable ongoing attention (Bisset 

2006; Blythe et al. 2006). Within this context the dissertation acknowledges the work 
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of theorists such as Frans de Waal (1996) who argues that aggression is a necessary 

component of human life for both males and females, and that aggression is not 

entirely a masculine trait. This is a view expanded on by other researchers in the field 

(MacDonald 1992). 

 

The students’ responses on this issue are relevant for the dissertation as they provide 

an understanding of the social environment in which many Australian women fear the 

threat of unprovoked male violence: a fear held since the Suffragist Era (Dixson 

1994).  It is a fear that can range from being uncomfortable about being out after dark, 

to a fear of violent physical and sexual assaults by either partners or strangers. A fear 

discussed in the colonial literature that emerges into the present time. A fear of 

violence that is a part of women’s lives and is acknowledged by D’Aprano in her text 

Zelda (1995):     

 
  Men may scoff at my fears, but all women are aware of male  

  footsteps behind them when walking through the streets at night.   

  Women are not paranoid when being afraid to enter a train carriage  

  at night when no other women are present.  We are not afraid  

  of women but we are afraid of men…for it is men who are  

  violent. (1995, p. 294) 

 

 

In response to the violence perpetrated against women, the state provides shelter for 

women and children to escape from the threat of physical and sexual abuse (Dixson 

1994). One of the earliest illustrations of this need is the 1890 experience of a Sydney 

women’s refuge that admits 1169 women, and 691 children in one-month alone (Lake 

1999). In a later period the political activists in the 1970s Women’s Liberation 

Movement continue the task of establishing refuges with the assistance of the 

‘femocrats’ who find the necessary funding. The need for such safe havens continues 

into the twenty-first century. Women’s experience of violence is reinforced through 

the domestic violence statistics (physical and sexual), the mainstream media, and the 

police data files that inform the state’s ad hoc domestic violence prevention 

programmes (Radford & Tsutsumi 2004; Siegel & Williams 2003).  Strategically, the 
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early feminist response to domestic violence was to encourage women to leave their 

homes, and to seek shelter in refuges and/or elsewhere.   

 

This framework of societal violence against women is not unique to Australia but its 

level is unacceptable in any civilized society (Laing & Bobic 2002).  After a century 

of women’s appeals, and their advocates’ to the state for protection, the question can 

be asked as to how seriously does the Australian state view the issue of domestic 

violence? Does the state resist challenges to the bedrock of male privilege through its 

policies, or lack of policies (Allen 1996)? This mind-set is perhaps identifiable in the 

comments by the former Liberal Party leader Alexander Downer in a speech on 

abusive husbands to the National Press Club (5th September 1994). His purpose is to 

promote the Liberal Party slogan ‘The Things That Matter’ but chortles that the 

Party’s domestic violence policy should be renamed as the ‘things that batter’. Instead 

of addressing the causal factors of domestic violence, inherent in a class-based 

capitalist society, he transforms the rhetoric into a moment of comic relief. The state’s 

response is further depicted by the actions of John Howard — his successor and future 

Prime Minister (1996–2007). He initially declares his ‘very strong, personal’ 

commitment to the prevention of domestic violence; furthermore, he intends to devote 

‘additional finance’ to the cause but fails to do so (Summers 2003, p. 91).   

 

The state’s response to the idea of women’s experience of violence being not only 

personal but also structural is best seen through the Partnerships Against Domestic 

Violence (PADV) Howard Government initiative (Gold & Villari 2000; Heath 2005; 

Lievore 2003, 2004; Phillips 2006). Arguably, the PADV policy demonstrates the 

politicians’ conservative political values towards women (Morley & Macfarlane 

2008) as indicated in their underspending of government monies in 2001 at $4.3 

million (Summers 2003). This reflects the mainstreaming of gender issues across all 

levels of government that results in the defunding of women’s civil society 

organizations, and women being systematically excluded from the policy process 

(Phillips 2006; Sawer 2003). The second phase of the PADV funding ($5.5 million) is 

spent primarily on consultants who favour a ‘perpetrator approach’ at the expense of 

programmes for women and child survivors (Summers, cited in Phillips 2006, p.297). 

The state obscures violence to a relationship issue through helping men (Phillips 

2006). 
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The mainstreaming approach is seen in the Federal Government’s media that included 

commercial television and radio advertisements campaign Violence Against Women: 

Australia says no through discussing violence in gender-neutral terms (families and 

relationships) instead of the gendered nature of violence (Phillips 2006). Part of this 

approach includes the establishment of a National 24-hour helpline that effectively 

replicates the work of existing under-funded bodies, such as the Domestic Violence 

Outreach Services and Centres Against Sexual Assault.  Instead of increasing funding 

by approximately nine hundred dollars to divert calls to these organizations to address 

the increased demand, the government pays the successful tenderer Lifeline 

approximately eight hundred and eighty thousand dollars (Phillips 2006). Their 

motivation is unclear and can only be surmised. For women the relative worth of this 

programme is seen through the experience of one caller being advised to ‘wear thicker 

clothes’ to reduce the impact of her husband’s punches (Sydney Morning Herald 

2005, p.2). The state’s concern for women is highlighted when the Howard 

Government diverts funding from the women’s programmes to the National Security 

Public Information Campaign to fund the ‘superfluous anti-terrorism kit’, which 

includes the fridge magnet mailed to Australian households in February 2003 

(Summers 2003, p. 93). Furthermore, funding of over two and a half million dollars is 

reallocated from the National Initiative to Combat Sexual Assault – another 

programme in the Prime Minister’s department — to the National Security Public 

Information Campaign (Summers 2003).  

 

The state’s level of concern for women’s safety is further exemplified through a 

growing body of research that reports the incidences of violence towards women and 

children in the Indigenous society, especially in traditional communities during 2006 

and 2007. This situation is not unique to the Indigenous community as it is endemic in 

the broader non-Indigenous population. The Indigenous women appear to be 

enmeshed in the double bind of being positioned between their community and 

family. But what is at issue for Indigenous women in escaping male violence is the 

state’s response through drawing on Aboriginal customary law for sentencing 

purposes by the judicial system (Carney 2006). This situation is not in harmony with 

the view of the former Prime Minister John Howard when he states ‘Women and 

children — whether they are Indigenous or Non-Indigenous — are entitled to 
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protection’ (Karvelas & Wilson 2006, p. 2). Furthermore, in an address to the 

National Press Club on 11 June 2003 Professor Mick Dodson from the ANU Institute 

for Indigenous Australia argues in response, ‘We have no cultural traditions based on 

humiliation, degradation, and violation’.   

 

Gracelyn Smallwood, a senior indigenous nurse argues that ‘culture’ is not a reason 

for ‘flogging women or raping children’ (cited in Koch 2006, p. 29).  She states that 

Indigenous women in these communities are too frightened to talk about the abuse.  

Smallwood further states that she has been ‘working in this area for almost 40 years, 

and little seems to be improving’ (cited in Koch 2006, p.29). Offenders released back 

into their communities are seen to be un-answerable to civil authority for their 

criminal behaviour.  There are laws to protect women and children so why are they 

not being applied?  Smallwood argues: 

 

   If an under-age girl gets pregnant or suffers an STD, somebody should  

   be charged.  If we are going to have strong and healthy communities,  

   we have to tackle these problems openly.  I have been nursing in  

   communities since 1967 and I am frustrated that nothing is being done  

   to get the people responsible for the criminal activity to answer for their  

   deeds. They get away with it the first time, so they repeat their conduct.   

   And the young victims look helplessly around for somebody who cares  

   and who will do something, but there is nobody. (Smallwood, cited in Koch        

   2006, p. 15) 

 

One of the younger students in the sample for this dissertation offers her awareness of 

the positioning of Indigenous women: a position that is discussed in depth within the 

research literature (Ackerman 2008; Carney 2006; Koch 2006). 

    

She writes: 
 

                   The way Aboriginal people have suffered so much more [is] because 

                   of Anglo-Australians in general.  I think the discrimination against 

                   them is much more serious than a lot of what feminists complain 

                   about (141).    
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Indigenous women continue to appeal to a judicial system that in 2005 allows the 

Crown Prosecutor to describe nine males who allegedly gang rape a ten-year-old 

indigenous intellectually impaired girl as ‘naughty’ and not deserving of a jail 

sentence (Koch 2007). Furthermore, the Prosecutor goes on to describe their 

behaviour as a form of ‘childish experimentation’, despite one of the accused being a 

twenty-six year old man (Koch 2007, p. 1). A female North Queensland District Court 

Judge then fails impose jail terms for the rape to further compound this sentiment. At 

the time she issues three of the accused — over the age of sixteen years to a sentence 

of six months imprisonment with the sentence suspended for twelve months; meaning 

they will only be punished if they re-offend. In 2008, the Queensland Court of Appeal 

reverses this decision and sentences five of the nine males to jail terms of up to six 

years.  Despite the Court’s view that errors in enforcing the law that are ‘so serious as 

to produce a clear miscarriage of justice’ no further action is being taken (Chief 

Justice Paul de Jersey, cited in Koch 2008, p. 1). 

 

Within this body of research that details the level of violence within the community is 

the finding from the Mullighan Inquiry in South Australia. This inquiry reports on the 

alleged sexual abuse of children in the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara lands 

(Akerman 2008).   

 

The findings are: 

 

• 114 children — almost fifteen per cent of the youth population — 

have been sexually abused. 

• The vast majority are girls with 113 cases. 

• There are 269 allegations of sexual abuse of children – 248 of those 

involve 119 children who have suffered multiple incidents of abuse. 

• The abuse of children has increased over the past thirty years, with 

the majority occurring since 2000. 

 

and, 

• Some abuse involves very young children well under the age of ten 

years. 
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Recommendations of the report seek to restrict children’s access to pornographic 

material. The inquiry is given instances of age-inappropriate sexual behaviour by 

children that are reported at school — allegedly as a result of viewing pornography 

(Akerman 2008). 

 

Of relevance to the social positioning of women in this dissertation are the substantive 

numbers of research studies that argue there is no ‘diminution’ of the levels of 

violence committed by men against women, and children since the Colonial Era 

(McCarry 2007, p. 404). This is despite the recognition of the problem of male 

violence that has been problematized, analysed and theorized predominantly by 

masculinity theorists over the past three decades (De Keseredy & Swartz 2005; Flood 

2005; Hague & Malos 2005). McCarry (2007) among others, contests the efficacy of 

this body of work (Canaan & Griffin 1990; Hanmer 1990; McMahon 1993; 

Ramazanoglu 1992; Seidler 1990).  

 

The three difficulties identified with this approach are: 

1) It does not adequately or systematically deal with men’s violence. 

2) It is unclear whether it has established itself as a complement to, or in 

opposition of feminists’ research in this area. 

and, 

3) Much of the literature that evolves from the masculinity field serves 

to legitimate rather than critique men’s violence. 

 

Furthermore, this approach attempts to construct men as the “real victims” through 

disembodying men from ‘masculinity’ and reifying ‘masculinity’ (McCarry 2007). 

The idea of ‘masculinity’ is relevant to this dissertation as it is raised by a number of 

its participants in their responses. Gaining this knowledge is seen as worthwhile ‘as 

most feminist studies don’t cover this’ for one of the participants (112). Another 

student expresses her appreciation as she has two teenage sons and her Women’s 

Studies class covers the ‘whole spectrum of femininity and especially masculinity’ 
(11).  
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From the feminist perspective, McCarry offers her view that the focus should not be 

on external structures, such as ‘unemployment or stress or low education attainment’ 

but should be on the gender dynamics of perpetrator and victim (2007, p.412).  She 

argues that male interpersonal violence has two interrelated functions; the first is that 

on an individual level, men exert power and control over individual women (and 

children); on a structural level (the state), perpetuates a system of male domination 

especially through war (DeKeseredy & Swartz 2005; Hague & Malos 2005). The 

argument can be supported in the literature that gender and gender roles are socially 

constructed so that choices can be made about the behaviour individuals choose 

(McCarry 2007). Furthermore, a sizable body of research literature presented in this 

section suggests that many men choose to use violence. The state in response appears 

politically impotent to intervene on behalf of women as it recasts sexual assault as a 

private, individual problem (Morley & Macfarlane 2008).  

 
 
 
 
Post-Women’s Studies feminist consciousness and identity 
 
 

For a number of the students their time in their Women’s Studies is seen as 

worthwhile.  One student writes: 

 
   I did not consider myself a feminist until I commenced this course.  

   I personally feel this course should be a core subject for every one,  

   no matter what degree…education of the whole population to recognize  

                  completely [the other]  half [of the] population (188). 

 

But not all as a number of the students express reservations about feminist discourse 

having diverse meanings and connotations, and for some there is a lack of clarity 

similar to that expressed by participants in the local comparison studies (Bulbeck 

2001; Hughes 2005). This disparity is depicted through statements such as ‘from my 

readings associated with my feminist study I do not feel that they take into account 

my particular circumstances so [I] cannot relate wholly as a feminist’ expressed by 

one forty year old student (7). On this occasion awareness of feminist discourse does 

not appear to support a feminist consciousness to move from critique of unjust social 
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systems to praxis. Few students question the role of feminism after thirty years to still 

support social change in the lives of women. However, one student writes at the end 

of her course ‘that some areas still need to be worked on…feminism’s aim remains 

uncompleted as opposed to what I thought previously’ (18).   

 

The students offer views such as they were previously unaware of the extent of how 

‘patriarchy affects women’s lives today…even though I’d mainly thought I wasn’t 

really effected’ (121), and the ‘patriarchal nature of our western society...much more 

aware’ (122). Others discuss that as an outcome of attending Women’s Studies they are 

now ‘critically [able to] evaluate the use of women…in everything from TV to other 

people’s views’ (78), and being more ‘aware of the pervasiveness of patriarchal 

knowledge and how this is often taken for granted as being truth’ (126).  For some 

students it involves ‘a time of awakening for [them], and it has ignited a fire within’ 

(65) and ‘opened [their] eyes to the blatant glare of patriarchy’ (64).  

 

Within this context a number of the students query whether being a feminist is a 

prerequisite to attending Women’s Studies programmes. While a number of the 

students express satisfaction with their class, they question whether they would need 

to be a ‘feminist’ or at least to have a broad understanding of the feminist theoretical 

and philosophical perspective to attend. This raises the question of whether Women’s 

Studies programmes are structured from this standpoint. In support of this view one 

twenty-one year old student writes: 

 
      I don’t think a non-feminist could have undertaken this course — it  

      proceeds from a basis [that] assumed the worth of feminism, and just  

      interrogated the benefits of different types of feminist interventions (84). 

 

As there is a high feminist identification by the students (predominantly in the 

younger age groups) in this sample population when they enter their class, with the 

majority not having previously attended Women’s Studies is there the perception that 

they should identify as feminist. Perhaps this is an area for further inquiry. 

    

The students reflect on the longitudinal survey: Part C what they perceive as the 

educational benefits of attending Women’s Studies programmes and offer a number 
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of comments such as ‘Educating the next generation is important to stop sexist beliefs 

(157)’.  Other students write: 

 
   I think feminist studies should be taught in primary and secondary school,  

   as it never reaches many people who don’t go to uni or choose not to go  

   to university.  A grassroots level strategy needs to be employed (112). 

 

   A study like this should be made compulsory at high school level (135). 

 

Students in the comparative Bulbeck (2001) study also make similar comments. 

 

But not all of the students acknowledge the perceived benefits of attending such a 

class. Particularly relevant to the testing of this dissertation’s hypothesis is the 

comment from one twenty-one year old student who admits: 

 
   I just found some of the things I’m concerned about politically weren’t  

   addressed in the course.  It seemed we didn’t cover the fundamentals,  

   so we didn’t get too involved in the debate. [We did] not progress as far  

   because it seemed to me, like some people had thought and discussed  

   the ideas before e.g. liberal vs. more radical feminism, and others hadn’t;  

    plus, there just wasn’t time to go into stuff because the subjects are now  

   only two hours per week (118). 

 

Another student implies that she is uncomfortable with the content of the Women’s 

Studies class as she disagrees ‘with a lot of feminist theory…it doesn’t sit well with 

my own values. I don’t like the separation between men and women because we are 

all human and Women’s Studies only increases the divisions that exist between men 

and women’ (220). This is in line with the arguments offered in the early years of 

resistance to Women’s Studies that ‘women only’ education is regressive and shows 

an inability to deal with men (Boxer 1998). Other concerns are expressed in response 

to a newly acquired understanding of feminism and its limitations such as ‘who 

speaks for whom’ (96).  For a number of these students the political usefulness of the 

feminist theoretical perspective is questionable and compliments Marx’s standpoint 

‘that thinking that is isolated from practice is a purely scholastic question’ and that 
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theory is ‘only realised in a people so far as it fulfils the needs of the people’ (Marx, 

cited in Arthur 1977, pp.121-123). 

 
 
Conclusion 
 
The purpose of this chapter was to present and analyse the primary data (Women’s 

Studies students’ attitudes to the feminist theoretical perspective and self-

identification as feminist) derived from the implementation of the baseline survey: 

Part A, the change survey: Part B, and the longitudinal survey: Part C. The resultant 

data informs a discussion through a comparative reading with other local and overseas 

academic research. This scholarship explores the major themes within feminist 

discourse such as women’s relationship to the workplace and their attitudes to 

pornography, prostitution and violence (against women) in the community. The 

chapter allows an investigation of how this sample of students perceive or interprets 

the feminist theoretical perspective prior to and following their participation in this 

programme. The data allows questioning of the role of feminist theory as a political 

strategy for social change in support of Marx’s (1845) argument that political theory 

requires practical outcomes.  

 

In essence, the overall responses of the predominately female sample of Women’s 

Studies students appear to be posited on the belief of ‘male power’ or ‘patriarchy’.  

The majority of the students prior to their participation in the programme perceive 

women as still experiencing disadvantage and discrimination in society from within a 

patriarchal framework; their awareness conflicts with women being in a ‘postfeminist’ 

era —– an idea perpetuated through the mainstream media to silence women who 

seek either reformist or structural change (Bellafante 1998; Roesch 2004; Whittier 

1995). Advocates of this so-called ‘postfeminist’ era tend to argue that women who 

cannot maintain a marriage, run a home, raise their children, and work external to the 

home is owed to personal failure because of the opportunities attributed to the success 

of decades of feminism.  For the students their awareness of discrimination is read in 

conjunction with the local and overseas research literature presented in this chapter 

(Bloodworth 2006; Groenhout 2002; van Acker 2005).   
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Contrary to the literature that argues there is an ongoing trend for women not to 

identify as feminist while expressing a feminist viewpoint (Arnold 2000; Liss et al. 

2001; William & Wittig 1997); the majority of the students in this dissertation enrol in 

their Women’s Studies course already strongly identifying as ‘feminist’. Such 

identification is discussed in the literature as being necessary to challenge the status 

quo (Bartky 1977; Eisele & Stake 2008). Their level of self-identification appears to 

be maintained through the semester of Women’s Studies. In some instances their 

participation reinforces their attitudes towards feminism, and at other times allows 

students to question the viability of feminism as a philosophical framework, and 

political strategy. Data indicates that there appears to be no uniformity on what the 

term feminism means for all of the students. Based on a reading of the data 

knowledge of feminism does not always imply a feminist consciousness which is seen 

as necessary for individuals to form a commitment to participate in praxis (Angelique 

et al. 2002; Myaskovsky & Wittig 1997). This is discussed further in the following 

chapter.  

 

In Chapter Four, the second part of the data gained through the implementation of 

Morgan’s LFAIS (1996) subscale Collective Action – Strategies for Change is 

presented and analysed in relation to students’ attitudes to participating in political 

activity prior to, and after attending their Women’s Studies programme. The data 

allows questioning of the relationship between feminist attitudes and feminist identity 

on a sense of self-efficacy. Data is read through a body of research literature that 

discusses the viability of feminism as a political strategy and informs the testing of the 

dissertation’s hypothesis of whether the feminist base of Women’s Studies is 

supportive of praxis. Students’ thoughts on their participation in Women’s Studies 

programmes are also presented and discussed in relation to the research literature, and 

inform the Women’s Studies body of knowledge, and the relationship between 

education and social change.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Feminism as a social and public act: the Findings 
 

 

 

Introduction    
 

Chapter Four addresses how tertiary students in the sample population identify the 

links, if any, between the feminist theoretical perspective; their critique of women’s 

social positioning as informed through the Women’s Studies curricula; and the 

necessity to effect systematic social change in response as an outcome of participating 

in their Women’s Studies programme — praxis (Bystydzienski et al. 2004; Musil 

1992; Naples & Desai 2003; Rowland 1987). We are edging ever closer in this 

chapter to answering our Marxist provoked hypothesis as whether feminism taught in 

Women’s Studies courses promotes praxis amongst its students. In this chapter the 

students’ comments inform the questioning as to whether feminist theory and practice 

taught in Women’s Studies courses are beyond the classroom. What does our survey 

show? 

 

The findings that we explore in this chapter show weak links between theory and 

action — the connection does not appear to be very strong for many of the students; 

furthermore, empathy for women’s struggle appears to be weak.  The student’s 

comments reflect a lack of commitment for their involvement in future political 

activity: One student writes: 

 

      (The) lack of time, a need to juggle work, home and motherhood  

      (and) a degree of apathy to problems other than my own (119). 

 

Another student admits: 
 

      I still believe that political activity is necessary…but maybe my  

      actions don’t defend my thoughts (100).   
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The authors of the preceding quotes convey doubt about their participation in future 

political action. Their comments are contrary to the ethos of Women’s Studies, which 

historically is seen to encourage its students to confront women’s social, political, 

psychological, and economic disadvantage through its curriculum and pedagogical 

approach (Leathwood 2004; Rowland 1987).   

 

Why does this happen? 

 

Despite acknowledging women’s discriminatory social positioning, one of the 

students claims she is more ‘relaxed compared to feminists and [she’s] accepted the 

unfairness’ (49). For another student (52) it is the ‘realisation of just how 

disempowered women (in particular married women) are’ that is gained from 

participating in her Women’s Studies class.  
 

The original data to explore this dilemma is presented in this chapter through the 

application of the three-attitudinal surveys (presented in Chapter Two). This primary 

data informs the testing of the dissertation’s hypothesis ‘If the academic programme 

of Women’s Studies is based on feminist theoretical principles, then it will empower 

their students to praxis’. The students’ attitudes towards participating in political 

activity, either the state-centred institutionalised or the non-institutionalised approach 

prior to attending Women’s Studies, are gained through the implementation of ten 

statements from Morgan’s (1996) LFAIS subscale Collective Action - Strategies for 

Change. Informed through these baseline attitudes, this chapter provides the means to 

assess whether feminist theory informs political practice in any meaningful way as 

understood by Marx (1845). The data further informs the idea of Women’s Studies 

being a transitional space between the theory and practice of feminism.   

 

An attitudinal baseline is gained through the background information (the students’ 

political orientation, their prior level of political activity, and their feelings of political 

efficacy) on the baseline: Part A questionnaire. This understanding is necessary as it 

is seen to inform the relationship between a person’s social beliefs and their attitudes 

to social justice; in addition, they are indicative of their future political action 

(Bolzendahl & Brooks 2004; Leathwood 2004; Schnittker et al. 2003). To assess any 

subsequent changes in these attitudes the students at the end of their Women’s Studies 
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programme are asked on the change: Part B questionnaire to respond to the question 

‘Has the class influenced you in wanting to become involved in political activity 

relation to women?’ As part of this assessment the students are asked on the 

longitudinal survey: Part C (a year and a half later) if there are any changes — either 

positively or negatively — in their attitudes to the value of participating in a feminist 

political struggle. As an indication of the practical outcomes for Women’s Studies it is 

requested that the students list any subsequent political activities they have engaged in 

for comparison with their pre-Women’s Studies levels provided on the baseline 

survey: Part A.  

 

This assessment also informs an understanding of whether the participating Women’s 

Studies students recognize their own placement within larger social patterns. Their 

class awareness and identity (discussed in the previous chapter) is important for this 

research as this structural positioning informs the student’s political attitudes, efficacy 

and activity (Kelly & Breinlinger 1996; Wright 2000), and is seen to inform activists’ 

identities (Reger 2002). The baseline data indicates that the sample group of students 

do identify themselves in class terms — working-class (37 per cent), middle-class (54 

per cent), and upper class (2 per cent). Relevant to this placement is research by 

Bulbeck (2001) that queries the role of structural placement. She writes ‘I do not want 

my students to embrace victim hood, but neither do I want them to blame themselves 

when structures defeat or modify their dreams’ (Bulbeck 2001, p.153).  

 

In the Bulbeck (2001) study a number of her students reject the feminist label and 

predominantly reject the idea of structural disadvantage.  A comparative reading of 

the primary data gained through this dissertation — with the local (Bulbeck 2001; 

Hughes 2005) studies and overseas research (Angelique et al. 2002; Drenovsky 1999; 

Hoffman & Stake 1998) — informs the questioning of whether the Women’s Studies 

students feel empowered to support the idea of feminist inspired praxis. The data 

informs the testing of the dissertation’s hypotheses and extends the scholarship with 

regards to the idea of individualism/liberalism, and its relationship to feminist-

inspired praxis. 
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Feminism as strategy:  Internal or external to the mainstream? 

 
A number of the students’ responses reflect awareness that women’s issues are 

increasingly integrated within ‘human rights’ issues since the decline of an overt 

women’s movement such as the 1970s Liberation Movement. One example of this 

belief is expressed by a twenty year old student who writes that to hold ‘feminist 

beliefs’ is ‘the idea that females are human yes, and deserve to be treated like all other 

human beings’ (275).   

 

Another student offers a similar comment: 

 
I am still to a degree unsure of exactly what makes a ‘feminist’ because  

the issues are essentially human rights.  To be concerned about them is not  

exclusive to feminism; therefore, I am concerned with these issues but do  

not need to categorise my standpoint …I don’t believe the issues raised  

(in Women’s Studies) are exclusive to feminism (98). 

 

These responses are perhaps a reflection that some individuals may see the progress 

that women have arguably made during the past decades as an indication that all 

gender-based problems are rectified while others in authority may not acknowledge 

the importance of a gender-balanced curriculum (Blackwell et al. 2000).  

 

Human Rights are conundrum in Marxist theory. There is a lot of energy in a new 

Human Rights movement that seeks to address the condition of women in an ambit in 

which the condition of women and the fight for their human rights needs to be 

analysed within ‘entrenched …everyday practices in – work, family, community and 

society’ (Blau & Moncada 2005, p.19).  Is this Human Rights strategy for social 

justice one that these students sought? Or was theirs a more orthodox Marxist 

perspective where ‘human rights’ are understood within a negative analysis of 

bourgeois society. In essence, Marx’s theory of human rights argues that within 

political society people are seen as co-operative, but in their economic roles they are 

‘competitive, individualistic and egoistic’ (Turner 1994, p.168). Human rights 

become a facade to hid or mask the fundamental economic and social inequalities 
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seen to benefit the ruling class. These ideas are developed concerning Europe around 

1843–1844 and expressed in On the Jewish Question (1843) but still have relevance 

for the working-class. Marx rejects this notion of ‘rights’ as overcoming the alienation 

of capitalist economic conditions (Turner 1994). Or do they turn to neither? 

 

Within this context there is seen to be a need to be politically aware to strive for 

‘rights’ through political action. An expression of this is the students’ political 

orientation. The baseline survey: Part A reveals that in this sample of students it is 

moderate (66 per cent) with 29 per cent Left (radical), 66 per cent Centre (moderate), 

and 6 per cent Right (conservative). The ‘political orientation’ of the students is 

important for the research direction of the dissertation, as there is an interrelationship 

between values and identities, and achieving women’s rights through political 

participation (Heaven 1999).   

 

An understanding of the student’s sense of ‘political efficacy’ is also required for this 

analysis. The variable is important, as a sense of efficacy is seen as mandatory if they 

(the students) are to engage in praxis (Bandura 1997; Kelly & Breinlinger 1996; 

Krinks 1999; Snow & Oliver 1993). Their participation in such activity requires a 

sense of conviction that their contribution will make a positive difference: without this 

conviction these actions are seen as irrational (Bandura 1997; Krinks 1999). The 

resultant data from this inquiry indicates that the sample population of students enter 

their Women’s Studies programme with a strong sense of ‘political efficacy’.  The 

high level of support is expressed for the following statements: 

 

• Every individual can have an impact on the political process (90 per cent).  

• People working together can change government policy (98 per cent). 

 

This strong sense of political efficacy is also illustrated by their lack of agreement 

with the statements:  

 

• I don’t think politicians care very much what people like me think  (69 per 

cent).  
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• There’s not much point in participating in political campaigns: one person’s 

participation won’t make any difference (92 per cent). 

 

 

As a group the students’ level of agreement — both positive and negative — with the 

political efficacy statements can be recognised through a body of predominantly 

Australian research that focuses on an individual’s understanding of the democratic 

political system; their level of political efficacy; and their belief in the individualist or 

group approach to address social inequities (McAfee & Snyder 2007). Political apathy 

is apparent if the individual is not actively involved in, and knowledgeable about 

politics (Pateman 1989). This understanding is informed through the earlier work of 

G. Almond, and S. Verba (1963) that is discussed in the literature as being drawn 

from democratic theory.  Many of its basic assumptions are still widely accepted with 

democracy primarily being defined in liberal terms and are of relevance for this 

dissertation (Pateman 1989). From this perspective, political culture is often seen as a 

given, and fails to challenge the social inequalities within the liberal democracies: and 

dismissive of this relationship for citizenship. The significance of the relationship 

between class, sex and ‘participatory’ political orientations, and political activity is 

often neglected in this analysis; despite the understanding that civic culture is 

systematically divided along lines of ‘class’ and ‘sex’ (Patemen 1989, p. 143). As 

discussed in Chapter One The suffrage campaigns: the divisions and the outcomes, 

the political activists in the Suffragist Era encounter divisions of class and sex in their 

struggle for enfranchisement. 

 

Since this time, how politically informed generally is the Australian citizenry, 

particularly the youth? This is relevant as the majority of the sample population in this 

dissertation is in the age group seventeen to twenty-nine years. The dissertation draws 

on research conducted since the 1980s; of interest is a study conducted with 

individuals aged between fifteen and thirty-five years of age (Krinks 1999). Based on 

their results, the researchers express concern for the well being of Australia’s 

democratic political system, as its citizens need to be more politically aware for 

informed participation in the political sphere. Within this body of work there are a 

number of research studies conducted with primary and high school students, as these 

sites are understood as the training ground for future politically active individuals at 
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the tertiary level. The findings from these studies indicate that there is a lack of 

political knowledge held by many of its participants. This ignorance is further 

indicated in the April 1987 Newspoll Australian Constitution Study that reports that 

only thirty per cent of eighteen to twenty-four year olds polled knew of the 

Constitution’s existence.  

 

In the same year, a research study of Year Eleven students is conducted for a 

government submission.  Findings on civic knowledge show that:  

 

• Only 34 per cent can name the Federal electorate in which they live. 

• Only 50 per cent can name the House of Parliament where the Prime 

Minister sits. 

• Only 21 per cent can explain what the Constitution is. 

 

This set of findings is reported in the Senate Standing Committee on Employment, 

Education and Training paper Education for Active Citizenship.   

 

The dissertation is further informed by another study conducted with Australian 

secondary school students that explores the influence of civics education on political 

knowledge and political activity (Saha 2000). The data is drawn from 1,311 students 

surveyed by the second (1992) Schools, Work and Politics project conducted in 

Canberra, the Australian Capital Territory (ACT); and Adelaide and Whyalla, South 

Australia in 1991 and 1992. The study includes students from Years Ten, Eleven and 

Twelve across thirty-five schools. Of the students surveyed seventy-three per cent 

attend government schools, and twenty-seven per cent are enrolled in private schools. 

Their study explores the relationship between citizenship, participating in political 

activism and education in an area of research where there is relatively little interest: 

the primary focus being the political behaviour of university students (Bundy 1989; 

Burchell 1995). These findings are relevant due to the sample population in this thesis 

being in the younger age group. 

 

Saha (2000) argues that young people do not develop to be ‘good’ citizens by means 

of their ‘innate intelligence’; they require social as well as cognitive learning to 
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behave like citizens (Conrad & Hedin 1977; Janowitz 1988). His data indicates that 

there is a considerable differentiation in types of political activity, both in terms of 

past activist experience and the students’ predisposition to political activism (Saha 

2000). In the 1992 survey, students indicate more experience in letter writing to 

politicians or the media than the students surveyed in an earlier study conducted in 

1987 that was limited to the Australian Capital Territory. This is the state-centred 

institutionalised approach. Both groups illustrate little support for engaging in the 

direct forms of political struggle, such as occupying a building, protesting with 

damage, or protesting with violence — the non-institutionalised approach (Saha 

2000). What appears to be excluded from this body of work is that ‘violence’ by the 

state is seen as legitimate and therefore, remains unchallenged (Martin 1994; Herman 

& Chomsky 1988). 

 

The institutionalised approach such as voting, letter writing, lobbying, signing 

petitions and less frequently, participating in peaceful protest do not challenge the 

rules of society (Bedau 1969); arguably liberal democracies are maintained by the 

acquiescence of a majority of its citizens through such strategies (Gramsci 1971). 

Confronting the social rules is understood as non-institutionalised behaviour and 

includes activity seen as bordering on civil disobedience, and is confrontationalist 

(Piven & Cloward 1995; Singer 1973). Within this framework there are differences 

between the state-centred and the non-institutionalised oriented students in the Saha 

(2000) study: 

  

• The state-centred oriented are likely to have an interest in politics; are 

supportive of some social movements; and they espouse critical 

democratic values. To a lesser extent they are female, and from more 

highly educated parents.  

 

• The non-institutionalised oriented students are more likely to be male; 

are disaffected or alienated from school and government; are 

movement prone; but are more exclusionary with respect to sharing 

human rights with others.  
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Despite being useful, these results cannot imply that these distinctions apply in every 

instance of political activity. Whilst these may be the preferred options, circumstances 

do vary. The state-centred forms of political activity are seen as more representative 

of active citizenship in a democratic society (Saha 2000).  

 

The dissertation is further informed through the research of Ariadne Vromen, who in 

1993 conducts a similar study to that of the 1987 Newspoll. In this work the emphasis 

is on the understanding of the formal strands of government by final year students 

(seventeen to eighteen year olds) (Krinks 1999).   

 

Results from her students show that: 

 

• 46 per cent cannot name the Treasurer 

• 44 per cent do not know what level of government is responsible for 

providing unemployment benefits, and 

• 62 per cent could not attribute responsibility for postal services to the 

Commonwealth Government despite the service being called Australia 

Post  

 

The government-appointed Civic Experts Group formed in 1994 reports similar 

findings to those of the Vromen (1993) study. This later study is conducted with 

students aged between fifteen and nineteen years. The results indicate that our youth 

lack knowledge of the structure and functions of the Australian political system 

(Krinks 1999) as indicated by the results that: 

 

•    10  per cent feel they knew what the Constitution covers 

• 13  per cent know what the Governor-General does 

• 17  per cent know what the Cabinet is, and 

• 23  per cent know the voting procedures for the House of Representatives 

 

Of interest for comparative purposes is a survey commissioned by the Edith Cowan 

University in 1997 of eighteen to twenty-four year olds that finds the students have 
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low levels of participation in the political sphere (Krinks 1999). Their lack of interest 

in politics is indicated by: 

 

• 19  per cent taking an interest in politics only during elections 

• 17  per cent having joined a protest movement 

• 11  per cent having joined a community march 

• 5  per cent having joined a strike, and 

• 2  per cent having joined a political party 

 

The apparent apathy towards politics in general is expressed through their finding that 

sixty-five per cent of those polled engage in no political activity at all. 

 

It is also of interest that the authors of the Edith Cowan University Report assess that 

their participants express low levels of ‘political efficacy’. The research literature 

argues that for individuals to engage in political activity, a sense of political efficacy 

is deemed to be a prerequisite to acting collectively (Bandura 1997; Ennis & Schreuer 

1987; Finkel 1985; Klandermans 1984; Snow & Oliver 1993). The researchers state 

that the respondents exhibit a ‘strong sense of powerlessness’, and hold strong 

convictions that they lacked the skills to comprehend the political system (Krinks 

1999, p.5). Their research findings suggest that those who have little or no interest in 

Australian politics have significantly less political knowledge than those who say that 

they have ‘some’ or a ‘great deal’ of interest (Krinks 1999, p.5).   

 

This sizeable body of research informs the dissertations questioning of the role of 

theory and praxis. Their results indicate that from the years of secondary schooling, 

Australian students have some experiences — either practical, or theoretical — of 

how the political system works, and their role in it — either positive or negative. It 

also demonstrates a high level of apathy to engage in political participation by many 

of their respondents. This body of research is important due to the predominantly 

younger age of Women’s Studies students who participate in the data-collection stage 

of this dissertation.  In contrast to the findings in the other studies, these students 

express a strong sense of ‘political efficacy’ on the baseline survey. They respond 

with a ninety per cent agreement to the statement ‘Every individual can have an 
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impact on the political processes. There is also a high level of support for the 

statement ‘People working together can change government policy’ (98 per cent). 

These attitudes can be viewed within a comparative context with the participants in 

the Edith Cowan University whose researchers find that their respondents express a 

sense of powerlessness, and lack of belief that they can influence the political system 

through their actions (Krinks 1999). 

 

 

Praxis, or not? 

 
Some of the Australian Women’s Studies students have an experiential understanding 

of the importance of feminist inspired praxis.  One nineteen-year-old student offers 

her perspective. She writes: 

 
     I have found that most of my political consciousness was developed  

     through participating in collectives, demonstrations etc. and through  

     meeting and talking with other feminists.  I have also found that  

     even if you study feminism as a ‘theory’ in class this does not necessarily  

     mean you will actually become involved in any sort of collective  

     (or perhaps even individual) action which will contribute to changing  

     the hetero-patriarchy (which is a shame) (187). 

 

The majority of the students express strong ideological support for women being 

politically active, and working together. This is seen through their responses to 

Morgan’s (1996) LFAIS subscale Collective Action - Strategies for Change. This 

questioning explores whether contemporary women recognise the links between the 

feminist theoretical perspective, and the need for women to work together politically 

and extrapolate beyond individual issues. 

 

Important for the hypotheses of this thesis involvement in political activity requires 

not only the assumption that one’s own contribution matters (self-efficacy) but also 

assumes that there are other like-minded individuals who are willing to assist. The 

results presented in Table 3 following indicate a high level of support for the feminist 

idea of women working together in political action — a “sisterhood”. 
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Their support is indicated through agreement with statements such as, ‘Women need 

to unite and work together to achieve political and social rights in this country’ (90.9 

per cent), and their disagreement with the statement ‘A women’s movement is 

basically irrelevant to the most vital concerns of our society’ (16 per cent). This 

support is further depicted in their disagreement to statements such as ‘Women can 

best overcome discrimination by doing the best that they can at their jobs, not by 

wasting their time with political activity’ (16 per cent), and ‘While women may be 

right to be unhappy about some aspect of their roles in society, they are wrong in the 

way they are protesting’ (17 per cent). One fifty-five year old student in the sample 

populates advocates the group approach expressing that she feels obliged to act, and 

offers her view that ‘women ought to stand together and support each other more, and 

provide males with positive reasons why women should be recognized’ (164).  To 

address the “inequalities” another student writes ‘we should all (women) band 

together to fight them’ (135). 

 

 

Table 3.   Percentage of students endorsing each statement of Morgan’s LFAIS (1996) 
                Collective Action - Strategies for Change subscale 
 
 
Statement  % 
Women need to unite and work together to achieve political and social rights 
 in this country.                                                                                                            

90.9 

A ‘women’s movement’ is basically irrelevant to the most vital concerns of our 
society. 

16.0 

The government should definitely play a role in improving women’s status in society. 96.0 
A revolutionary restructuring of society is needed to overcome status inequality 
between the sexes.  

72.0 

Women can best overcome discrimination by doing the best that they can at their 
jobs, not by wasting their time with political activity 

16.0 

While women may be right to be unhappy about some aspect of their roles in society,  
they are wrong in the way they are protesting. 

16.8 

Most group protests only serve to make the public see the protestors as fanatics. 30.0 
In order to change inequities between the sexes, we have to do more than just treat men 
and women fairly in our own lives. 

86.0 

Most group protests fail to result in any change.    32.0 
If we leave well enough alone, eventually men and women will be treated fairly.         6.9 
                
Note:  Cronbach’s Alpha for the scale was .75 
           (n=220) 
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Although a level of disagreement is expressed towards the statements ‘Most group 

protests fail to result in any change’ (32 per cent), and ‘Most group protests only serve 

to make the public see the protestors as fanatics’ (30 per cent); involvement in 

political activity is often discussed as a ‘minority pursuit’ in the public sphere (Kelly 

& Breinlinger 1996, p. 136). In the Australian experience participating in street based 

political activities such as marches, protests, and picket lines are constructed by the 

mainstream media as “un-democratic”, “un-Australian” or cited as examples of 

political extremism, and increasingly “terrorism” (Peet & Reed 1999; Sparks 1997) 

although in reality this is the nature of our history (Evans & Ferrier 2004; Sparrow & 

Sparrow 2001). There appears to be a level of acceptance of this view as one of the 

Women’s Studies students argues for ‘unity among moderates [to] achieve outcomes 

rather than allowing the vocal activity of minorities [to] overwhelm the majority of 

conservative Australians’ (210); however, for another participant the problem is 

‘biased media coverage rather than group protests’ (148). 

 
To address the questions that the dissertation seeks to answer it is informed through a 

reading of Holloway Spark’s expanded conceptualisation of citizenship that 

recognizes public dissent as an ethic of political courage for women (Sparks 1997).  

Dissent is perceived as a response to the ballot box (voting, lobbying, and petitioning) 

as being inadequate or an unavailable means to publicly contest the prevailing 

arrangements of power, and leads to some women responding in alternative public 

spaces with actions of overt political dissent — the non-institutionalised approach 

(Sparks 1997). Although many of these actions are constructed and reported through 

the mainstream press as ‘violent’ they carry, (especially for women) an ethic of 

courage in the face of verbal abuse or threats of incarceration. Dissent has its dangers 

as the state can exercise a combination of legal and physical force when it is 

threatened (McAdam & Tarrow 2000). Such actions can erupt at the margins of the 

political sphere as a result of dissatisfaction with the rigidity, and the constraints of 

the political system. This is a challenge to the traditional liberal democratic vision of 

citizenship that sees conflict as being tolerated or at least managed (Walker 1970).   

 

This is a response that can be read in conjunction with Elite Theory because it is 

understood as a theory of the state. This theory is drawn through the analysis of the 

political sociologist Seymour Martin Lipset, and the clear assumption of the average 
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citizen’s inadequacies is at its heart (Walker 1970).  Lipset argues that the political 

system has two groups: the elite, or the political entrepreneurs who have the 

ideological commitment and the manipulative skills and citizens, the inert followers 

with little knowledge in and even less interest in public affairs (Walker 1970). Some 

Marxist literature interprets Elite theory as a flawed theory of power that is Weberain 

rather than Marxist as it is based on the distribution rather than production of power 

(Baradat 1988; Murray 2007). From this perspective, democracy is conceived as 

having (for citizens) a measure of political power through the vote but arguably only 

through exerting influence on policy making (after the fact) in national elections. 

Democracy is a system that depends on widespread apathy, and general political 

incompetence (Milbrath 1965).  Arguably, being restricted to the electoral system 

challenges the concept of participatory democracy (Pateman 1979). 

 

In the Australian experience, on occasion, there are a minority of individuals who are 

prepared to speak out with their concerns, ahead of the mainstream media. An 

example of this occurring, over the past decades, is the support shown for initially 

unpopular street-based protests, such as the anti-war and anti-racism campaigns; but, 

being on the margins of society they do not have the same access to the normal 

channels of political power (Pilger 1996, 1999, 2006). Often the activists may find 

these channels too slow, and choose instead to participate in ‘peaceful protest’ 

external to the state-centred structures of lobbying, petitioning, and voting. This 

results in street-based protests as an instrument of political expression, and at times 

these are ‘more effective than any other legitimate political act by an equal number of 

citizens’ (Matthews 1976, p. 239). These highly visible acts inform the general public 

through the mass media, on occasion, may influence other groups and individuals who 

do have power. However, the activists run the risk of losing public sympathy if they 

react with counter-violence (Matthews 1976; McAdam & Tarrow 2000). 

Establishment’s reporting of such events is arguably from the journalists’ and the 

editors’ ideological value systems (at the behest of capitalist interests) as they have 

the power to be selective in ‘their choice of photographic stills and encoding of 

reality’ (Martin 1997, p.91). In effect this public criticism demoralises citizens and 

dissuades them from being overly critical of the state (Sheridan 2000).  
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To oppose the state, in Australia and elsewhere, often results in a level of negative 

response directed at individuals or groups, which are disproportionate to that afforded 

the government departments who fail to provide information by mandatory deadlines, 

or corporations that flout environmental regulations (Martin 1994). One example of 

this denigration of public dissenters is the mainstream media’s disproportionate 

response to the actions of women (and men) who participate in the planned peaceful 

rallies against the formation of the One Nation Party (PHONP) an ultra right 

nationalist party organised and led by then woman parliamentarian Pauline Hanson 

(Martin 1997). In response, the media publishes representations that encourage the 

perception of political protestors as ‘violent’, and a threat to the social order. At that 

time, the Prime Minister John Howard states that it is up to ‘mainstream Australians’ 

to argue against Hanson: his response challenges and discourages the idea of protest 

in a liberal democracy. His response raises the question as to who is ‘mainstream’; 

especially after his deputy Tim Fischer excludes ‘the gay movement, feminists, 

environmentalists, the trade union movement, and others’ (Henderson 1995, p. 67).  It 

is informative on the social positioning of Australian women that ‘feminists’ are not 

considered part of the mainstream.  Does this positioning feed into the negative 

stereotyping of feminists? 

 

Mainstream is arguably the sanitised slogan, which covers ‘those like us’, and 

encodes class and ethnic preferences within Australian society since the Colonial Era 

(McQueen 1997). Perhaps ‘mainstream’ is to be found with the descriptions of 

protestors gleaned from the One Nation’s Global Web Builders (1997) Internet Home 

Page of ‘chanting ferals, druggies, aging hippies, and the dreadlocked with their 

pieced eyebrows, noses, tongues … and lips, political terrorists, Beazley’s Bovver 

Boys…and night creatures’ (cited in Martin 1997, p. 74). The media is also dismissive 

of environmental protestors as young ‘forest ferals’ — no matter what their age or 

occupation. The activist’s responses are often the result of being ‘so frustrated that 

after following all of the rules, the proper process, we got blatantly ignored’ 

(Denholm 2009, p.19). The mainstream media dismisses the animal welfare groups 

concerns over the housing conditions and treatment of animals in profit raising 

enterprises such as commercial piggeries, and battery hen farming and focuses on the 

actions of the protestors (Denholm 2009). 
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Within this context it is not surprising that the students’ ideological commitment for 

women to work together for social change (as indicated in Table 3) is not supported 

through their own stated level, and type of political activity in the five years prior to 

attending their Women’s Studies class; nor does it correlate with their high level of 

‘feminist identification’: an identification that is said to inform and support the 

relationship to positive political action discussed previously (Arnold 2000; Burn et al. 

2000; Phipps 2005). Overall, the sample population’s level of political activity is very 

low. The activities offered range from a number of individual choices such as signing 

a petition, and contacting an MP to group activities such as attending a strike, a picket 

line or a rally. Their responses are important for this research, as past experience is 

understood as an important predictive element of an individual’s future political 

behaviour (Montano & Taplin 1991).  The baseline survey requests that the students 

list any volunteer activities they perform as these may be seen in political terms  (Peet 

& Reed 1999).   

 

The resultant data indicates for the majority of the students (89 per cent) prior to 

Women’s Studies; the individual act of signing petitions is the most common form of 

political participation. The least popular is the non-institutionalised approach with (80 

per cent) not attending a sit-in, a strike (80 per cent) or a picket line (79 per cent). 

There is also little support indicated for financially supporting political campaigns (78 

per cent) or contributing to social justice groups (80 per cent). These results reflect 

commonality with the state-centred orientation of the students in the comparative 

studies discussed by Saha (2000) who were more likely to hold critical democratic 

values and have highly educated parents.   

 

 

Volunteerism 
 

A number of the sample participants identify their political activity in terms of the 

work that they do in a volunteer capacity. The majority of these activities fall loosely 

within the understanding of political action that informs the testing of the 

dissertation’s hypotheses. Volunteer work that attempts to change the structure or 

system, or raise consciousness about the negative systematic conditions falls within 

this analysis (Peet & Reed 1999). For volunteers there is often a component of 
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training that aims at alleviating the direct effects of oppression or discrimination in 

society (Peet & Reed 1999). The students report having worked in a broad range of 

activities, such as volunteering in cancer wards, disability groups, soup kitchens, and 

support groups for the survivors of domestic violence, environmental groups, tutoring 

English to refugees, and church and student Christian movements and subsequently 

they show ample commitment to humanitarian causes. 

 

On the longitudinal survey: Part C, the students express a similar level of support for 

volunteer work in the community after a semester of Women’s Studies as they did at 

the start; although one of the younger female students appears to be influenced by 

what she learnt in the Women’s Studies classroom but does not appear convinced to 

engage in overt political action. She feels that she can contribute more by 

volunteering ‘because I feel that most of the political activity that I find out about has 

too many agendas and little unity’ (128). Another student writes that she does 

‘volunteer work at the Women’s Legal Service as it  ‘reminds [her] of the continued 

oppression of women, and surrounds [her] with good, strong female role models’ (84).  

This could be built on to develop work placements in NGO (not for profit 

organisations) in existing Women’s Studies courses. 
 

 

Women and politics: little sisterhood here 

 

The student’s level of agreement for women to be politically engaged (displayed in 

Table 3) is read primarily through liberal feminism that offers a framework of equity 

(with men) as a set of ideas that are seen as politicising women’s issues.  Their 

responses indicate that the state is still recognized as the strategic direction for 

political action: a direction since the Suffragist Era. Since this Era most Australian 

women have attempted to be full political participants in the electoral system either as 

voters (with a federally compulsory form of franchise), or as candidates, or politicians 

(MPs). It is this liberal ideal of ‘equality’ that the students are asked to respond to 

through Morgan’s (1996) LFAIS. To gain an understanding of how the students see 

their positioning within society they are asked to respond to the statement (on the 

baseline: Part A survey) ‘Men have too much influence in Australian politics 

compared to women’. To this statement the students express a high level of agreement 
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(94 per cent), as a group they also express agreement with the statements ‘Women 

have been treated unfairly on the basis of their gender throughout most of human 

history’ (85 per cent), and ‘Women have fewer choices available to them as compared 

to men’ (72 per cent).  

 

This questioning is within the contemporary context that while women are not 

excluded — in relation to access to state power as they were prior to the Suffragist 

Era — they do feel politically marginalized. This perception is evident in their 

responses. Despite this sense of exclusion, one of the Women’s Studies students 

expresses her support for participating in the electoral system. She writes for women 

‘to use their vote to further causes of concern [for] nothing else will have an impact 

on mainstream political change’ (119). Another twenty-seven year old student writes 

that as an outcome of attending Women’s Studies she will ‘scrutinize the different 

political parties in order to vote more consciously’ (142). For an older student, her time 

in Women’s Studies has been informative, as she has gained an historical 

understanding of ‘how women got the vote’ (6). 

 

Their responses can be determined through the tendency for women in Australia 

(Leithner 1997; Renfrow 1994) as well as in Europe and the United Sates of America 

(Chaney et al. 1998; Shapiro & Mahajan 1986) to vote conservatively. According to 

the evidence provided by Leigh (2005, 2006) Australian women voters tend to 

support the (right-wing) Liberal Party of Australia, while men display a long-term 

preference for the (left-wing) Australian Labour Party (ALP); however, this gap is 

now seen to be closing (Leigh 2005, 2006).  A number of reasons for the gender gap 

are offered in the literature: the first being that at the beginning of the 20th century 

women’s concerns for ‘maternal’ citizenship and temperance correlates with a 

conservative ideology (Australian Parliamentary Library – Research Paper 3 1997-

98); the second view offered is that women are ‘risk-averse’ to change, and wish to 

preserve what they have. This is the experience of the suffragist Vida Goldstein 

(1869–1949) when she attempts to form the AWP with an anticipated membership of 

both liberal and labour women. Goldstein argues their reticence reflects their 

protectiveness of their own position in society, and concerns about change (Sawer & 

Simms 1993). The third view raised is that although significant numbers of women 

have entered the labour force since the 1960s this has not been replicated in the trade 
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union hierarchies that were previously exclusive of women (Australian Parliamentary 

Library – Research Paper 3 1997-98).  Furthermore, research indicates that attitudes 

towards women are seen to have an effect on the numbers who are elected to political 

positions (Kenworthy & Malami 1999; Kittilson 2006). 

 

How accessible has the electoral system been for women? Has it been a viable avenue 

for social reform? The question is often raised as to why women have not made more 

of this opportunity in the forty years post suffrage. Australian women were granted 

the right to vote through the Commonwealth Franchise Act 1902 and the right to stand 

for the national parliament. Women in South Australia and Western Australia 

achieved the vote earlier — in 1901 (Sawer 2001). A typical argument is that if 

women desire to change things in society they can stand for parliament: however, in a 

bourgeois democracy this is an extremely complex issue but is in part answerable 

when read through the context of a political system that is historically structured to 

the needs, and the availability, of men (Haines 1992). This frustration is voiced by the 

spokesperson of the Women’s Electoral Lobby (WEL) in 1972 who questions why 

women have little to show for the previous seventy years (Summers 1975). The 

collective power of the vote as envisaged by the suffragists over one hundred years 

ago is perhaps not the numbers of women in politics but the ability to cast a vote for 

another who will act on their behalf (Lake 1996). 

 

As a consequence of Australian women being granted enfranchisement earlier than in 

other overseas campaigns, (with the exception of New Zealand the first country to 

give women the vote in 1893) an argument known as ‘gift theory’ is raised in the 

literature. This argument offers the view that the vote is ‘gracefully laid at the feet’ of 

Australian women without much effort on their part (Oldfield 1992, p. 14). However, 

the argument that the vote is a gift from benevolent male politicians is not supported 

through a reading of the suffrage literature (Haines 1992; Oldfied 1992; Sawer & 

Simms 1993; Simms 2002). The ‘gift theory’ emerges in the absence of collated 

historical evidence to the contrary as many of the reformers involved in the Suffrage 

Movement thought that their experiences are not important enough to record and so 

are lost to future generations (Oldfield 1992). In South Australia it is not until 1959 

that a woman is finally elected to the State parliament although this is technically 

possible from 1894. In Victoria the first woman in the Upper House of the Legislature 
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is elected in 1979. At the local government level, the first woman official is elected in 

1919 but by 1960 only one per cent of the elected officials are women and by 1980 it 

is only six per cent.     

 

Do women support other women politically? Prior to 1970, only three women are 

elected to federal parliament so there is little precedence in the records for women to 

vote as a bloc (Australian Parliamentary Library – Research Paper 3 1997-98). After 

the 2004 election women represent an insignificant twenty-five per cent of the 

members in the House of Representatives (King & Leigh 2007). This number 

increases to twenty-eight per cent if Senators are included (King & Leigh 2007). The 

possibility of such a bloc is therefore questionable based on numbers (Women in 

parliament twenty-five per cent, women in ministerial positions twenty per cent, while 

men represent seventy-five per cent in parliament and eighty per cent of ministerial 

positions) supplied by the Gender Gap Index 2007. These numbers are partially 

understood through there being no evidence of any consistent benefit to being a 

female electoral candidate. Research by King and Leigh (2007) indicates that female 

candidates are not more likely to be supported by female voters, even if there are 

more female voters in the electorate. They even appear to be harmed if the ballot 

paper lists more women.   

 

In the early years when women make the tactical decision to work within the 

mainstream political process, they are caught in a vicious political struggle through 

the pre-selection process of the party system (Bean & McAllister 1990; Mackerras 

1977). As a consequence they are rarely selected for winnable seats, therefore, it is 

seen as justifiable not to nominate them for future candidature. Despite this lack of 

support at the time some women still run as independents and under non-party 

minority labels, such as ‘Social Credit, Monetary Reform or Christian Socialist’ 

without success (Encel et al. 1974, p. 251). Between the 1903 election and 1940, 

thirty-one women unsuccessfully run for the Federal Parliament. For women to be 

political representatives they have to confront a history of ‘masculinist authority’ in 

the public sphere where this aspect of citizenship is often an empty abstraction (Jones 

1993).  The argument can be supported that in a liberal democracy it is not possible to 

actively participate as an elected member of parliament without substantive economic 

means to run a political campaign (Meiksins Wood 1995, 1998). While the candidates 



 183 

are now reimbursed a percentage of their electoral costs, they still require the initial 

financial outlay. In a participatory democracy such as Australia the Women Studies 

programmes are needed to alert women to this reality – not that women intrinsically 

deserve women’s support (the ultra-right wing politician Pauline Hanson later gaoled 

showed the fallacy of this thinking) but what these studies indicate that women and 

men need to be educated so that they take women and women take themselves 

seriously, and are in turn taken seriously, as political candidates. The Hanson 

experience is arguably not an outcome for women as envisaged by this sample of 

Women’s Studies students.  

 

To address the gender imbalance there is a need for a pre-selection quota. A quota 

would address the experience of the Liberal Party women (56 per cent) who in the 

1990 Federal election are nominated for safe Labor seats. The pre-selection quota for 

Labor women is addressed by the Australian Labor Party’s Affirmative Action target 

in 1994. Members of Emily’s List Australia assist in initiating Labor’s Affirmative 

Action (quota) to thirty-five per cent of winnable seats by 2002 and increasing the 

2002 target to forty per cent by 2012. The structure is based on EMILY’s List USA. 

Julia Gillard (1966–), the now Deputy Prime Minister in the Rudd Labor Government, 

(2007–) is responsible for drafting its constitution. The acronym EMILY represents 

the concept of Early Money Is Like Yeast – it makes the dough rise. They mentor 

Australian Labor Party (ALP) women through their financial, political and personal 

support networks. In one instance they assist Carol Martin to become the first 

Aboriginal woman to be elected to any Australian Parliament (February 2005) and 

continue to financially contribute to Labor women’s campaigns. There is no 

indication that the substantial increase in the preselection of female candidates affects 

the performance of female Labor candidates (King & Leigh 2007).  This is hinted at 

by a former Premier of West Australia Dr Carmel Lawrence in a speech to Emily’s 

List in Canberra in 2002, when she states ‘the mere presence of women will not be 

sufficient’ to change anything (cited in Summers 2003, p.221). 

 

The role of imposing quotas for female candidates is a contested one; Irene Tinker 

argues that the role depends on the justification offered for the quotas. She contends 

that if it is a matter of equality then numbers not outcome, registers success (Tinker 

2004). Similarly one of the younger students in this dissertation argues ‘males and 
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females have been [organised] into gender stereotypes over the ages but I believe it is 

due to natural differences between the sexes; however, that does not mean there are 

no exceptions to the rule or that people should be offered opportunities only based on                           

gender’ (165). The argument is also raised that if it is a matter of equality then 

members of other under-represented groups not just women, should be allocated a 

quota of places. Areas left out of the debate include the role of the electoral system, 

the process of candidate selection and the local political culture (Tinker 2004). Tinker 

further argues that if it is based on the concept those women have distinctly different 

priorities in life, and in governance then outcomes should be different. The idea of 

women co-operating working together is supported by (90.9 per cent) of the students 

in this dissertation. This ideal is still to be achieved. 

  

Historically, this strategic approach to the state involves many women participating in 

groups in the latter part of the 20th century such as the Women’s Electoral Lobby 

(WEL) that forms in Melbourne in February 1972. They pursue an agenda for social 

reform in areas such as women’s employment, education, sexuality, and childcare 

(Summers 1979). Their membership — of primarily university graduates 

(underemployed or unemployed) — is seen in contrast to the ‘women’s libbers’ 

because they are ‘women who wore nice frocks, brushed [their] hair, were mostly 

married with children, and aimed to reform, not overthrow institutions’, and are more 

likely to be liberal feminists (Baird 2004, p. 101). The establishment therefore sees 

them as the acceptable face of feminism (Connors 1972). The basis for funding 

women’s health centres and childcare as an outcome of their social democratic agenda 

is established between 1973 and 1975 but then declines (Cox 1993).  

 

Strategically, the WEL leadership initially sees the need for well-researched 

submissions, lobbying, and media skills to pursue their liberal equity demands for 

women through the state. The first major strategy to achieve this is to canvas the 

attitudes of political candidates on their views concerning policy reforms for women. 

Through their canvassing of parliamentary candidates on women’s issues, the 

candidates’ comments are informative as they provide a glimpse of the political and 

social climate of the 1970s. In practical terms this process enlists large numbers of 

women to conduct the interviews that result in their gaining practical political 

experience. The findings from these surveys make visible the politicians’ (female and 
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male) attitudes to women, and to female workers. Those polled are arguably 

representative of a privileged class with little personal experience of injustice or 

disadvantage. The resultant data indicates a lack of support for women, and  not a 

high regard.  In essence the view is offered that women should stay at home, have 

babies, and not go out to work.  In essence these views still resound through 21st 

century Australian society due to the ‘white picket fence’ scenario that is understood 

as confining women to domesticity and motherhood in the private sphere (Summers 

2003, p.8). 

 

The Women’s Electoral Lobby strategically publishes their results in a special lift-out 

section of the Age newspaper (Lake 1999) and includes the politicians’ comments on 

their attitudes towards women. When asked his views on sex education one Liberal 

politician declares ‘a woman should be taught that virginity is the most valuable thing 

she possesses’ (Encel et al. 1974, p. 62). Another argues that he does not support the 

legalization of abortion in cases of pregnancy resulting from rape, as rape is difficult 

to prove. There is also little support for exempting the contraception pill from tax as it 

‘would remove the stigma from promiscuity and thus encourage it’ (Encel et al.1974, 

p.  63). In another instance a Labor Catholic father of six, states that the question of 

contraception ‘did not merit a great deal of consideration’ (Encel et al. 1974, p. 63).  

These comments are informative as they offer an understanding of the social 

positioning of women in the seventies, and the resistance to reform. This is the era 

when women experience resistance to their inclusion in the academic sphere. 

 

In this period, alliances between liberal feminists, women’s liberation activists, union 

feminists, and working-class women are fraught with tension (Luxton 2001; Stone 

1998). Their experience brings into sharp relief the question of whether working 

together is a viable strategic option for women as in part the divisions arise through 

the strongly contested idea that WEL is the ‘political arm of Women’s Liberation’ 

(Reade 1994). Socialist feminists are within this movement and argue for the 

overthrow of the capitalist system while recognizing and critiquing the family as a site 

of women’s oppression: a concern of the radical feminists. The liberal feminists 

operate from the ideological position of seeking full equality with men through the 

abolition of the sexual divisions of labour (Reade 1994). But some of the liberal 

feminists are seen as playing a role in restricting wage claims due to their ‘class based 
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concern for the ability of employers to pay outweighed their support for equal rights’ 

for women (Stone 1998, p.81).   

 

Although this era is remembered as ‘the golden age of activism’ (Stacey 1997) some 

women chose not only to lobby the state for social and economic reforms but also to 

join the state. The literature discusses how the ‘femocrats’ as they become known are 

senior public servants who are seen to owe their positions to the pressure created from 

the women’s movement. In the main they are Anglo-Celtic women with few women 

from immigrant or Indigenous backgrounds; they come into prominence with Gough 

Whitlam’s Labor government’s election in December 1972 when women from the 

Women’s Liberation Movement assume the opportunities offered them in both federal 

and state bureaucracies. This occurs with the help and support of sympathetic men, 

grassroots organizations, trade unions, and political parties. In Bureaucratic 

Feminism: Bossism and Beige Suits (1984) Lesley Lynch contests this positioning by 

activist women within the state. She writes: 

 

  One of the big questions is, of course, whether or not this strategy  

  constitutes a healthy phase in an ongoing radical movement.   

  Is it a strategic transference of the struggle to the infiltration of a key  

  arena of influence or an undermining of the Women’s Movement, or  

  at least a significant section of it, as a radical force in the Australian  

  social and political scene?   (1984, p.38) 

 

Furthermore, Eisenstein (1996) develops this argument by stating that the femocrats 

become agents of the state and patriarchal interests.   

 

By 1973 there is little evidence of solidarity amongst the women when the Whitlam 

Labor Government advertises for a prime ministerial adviser on women’s affairs: a 

step that is sensationalised by the press, and ‘controversial’ within the women’s 

movement (Sawer 1990, p. 9). A lack of solidarity or sisterhood is shown through the 

Editorial Collective of Mejane who criticizes the original appointment of a women’s 

advisor to the Prime Minister (26 March 1973).  The Collective state in a letter to the 

selection committee: 
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  No woman chosen by men to advise upon us will be acceptable to us.  

  We believe that it is not your right to choose for us our spokeswoman,  

  any more than it is any woman’s right to act as the single spokeswoman  

  for the rest of us. (Summers 1979, p.191) 

 

The Editorial Collective argues that the short-listed applicants (eighteen from almost 

four hundred applicants) are white, highly educated, socially adept, heterosexual, and 

therefore not representative (Summers 1979). A spokesperson from the selection 

committee responds that they are not choosing a ‘spokes-woman’ but an advisor on 

women’s status due to the disadvantages that women suffer relative to men. This 

appointment leads to a particularly acrid period of declining ‘sisterhood’ and 

consensus between the various women’s groups and individuals (Sawer 1990).  

 

How then do women fare within the structures of the state? The experience of the first 

women’s adviser Elizabeth Reid (active both in WEL and the 1970s Women’s 

Liberation Movement) is informative. Despite having prime ministerial endorsement, 

she is not given staff for the stated intention of examining all Cabinet submissions for 

their impact on women.  It appears she is involved in the decision making process if 

the Members are already sympathetic to feminist ideas (Summers 1979). It is of 

interest to note that although the 1970s is seen as a period of social change only one 

woman (Joan Child) is elected to parliament in this time. Eisenstein argues that 

‘feminist solidarity’ is not strong enough to overcome the ‘ideological and personal 

rivalries’ amongst the women (1996, p. 208). This is reminiscent of the experiences of 

the suffragist women not being able to bond together for the wider interests of women 

decades earlier (Oldfied 1992).  In a later survey conducted in 1983 of state and 

federal female MPs it finds that twenty-eight per cent have been or are WEL members 

(Sawer 1990). 

 

In practice, the role of women ‘femocrats’ being internal to the structure of the state in 

formulating, and administering women’s programmes is limited due to the structural 

constraints placed upon them. Eisenstein (1996) argues that being an “insider” is 

contained within being a government employee accountable to the various heads of 

department and the politicians. For outside support the femocrats are dependent on the 

women’s movement for a free flow of information (Magarey & Sheridan 2002). By 
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the mid-1980s, entrenched in their positions, they become less accessible to the 

activists outside the state with accusations that they have sold out their sisters 

(Eisenstein 1996; Lake 1999; Sawer 1990). Eisenstein (1996) further argues that the 

visible decline of the women’s movement from street demonstrations and mass rallies 

to a series of lobby groups is detrimental to the femocrats’ relevancy. In this period 

there is a less visible presence of the femocrats as they work within the bureaucracy. 

Women’s move into the bureaucracy and the government sees the socialist and 

anarchist dimensions of feminist politics lose their political presence (Magarey 2004).  

 

As a political strategy, feminism may be contested by women who choose to 

dissociate themselves from the term ‘feminist’ as they believe that this placement 

stereotypes them and restricts them to women’s issues (Baird 2004). The label 

‘feminist’ implies that they as women are unattractive leading to the potential for 

further marginalisation in parliament: a male bastion. This perception of feminism is 

also shown through student comments noted on the surveys such as the ‘media’s 

definition of feminist was that the majority of them were man haters’ (4) and ‘bra-

burning lesbians’ (72). Feminism is seen as divisive by one twenty year old student as 

it encourages other women to be too ‘opinionated’, and ‘carried away’ (76). These 

comments further inform the testing of Marx’s argument that political theory that is 

isolated from practice is a purely scholastic question.  
 

Margaret Forster offers her view that the ‘plain truth is that not only do large numbers 

of women feel apathetic, but many more actively hate feminism’ (1986, p. 1).  She 

sees feminism as being misunderstood, and misrepresented in different historical 

periods in its attempts to advance women’s social, political, and economic rights.  

Resistance to changing women’s roles appears premised on the belief that ‘women 

were designed (whether by “God” or “nature”) to be first and foremost wives and 

mothers, and that their social and political subordination is the proper corollary of that 

position’ (Sanders 1996, p. 5). Forster argues that this issue is further confused by 

women’s loyalty to men.  She states, ‘what made so many women think they were not 

feminists was their hostility to the idea of being against men.  If feminism meant 

being anti-male then they had no time for it’ (1986, p. 4).   
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This resistance to ‘feminism’ is expressed by a number of the tertiary students in this 

dissertation. One of the students rejects feminism as she regards it as ‘disturbing the 

relationship and unity between men and women’ (113). Another nineteen-year-old 

student offers her view: 

 
    Men and women were created very differently and to function in 

    different ways.  They were also created to compliment one another 

               “giving preference to one another” rather than to compete with  

   each other or to prove one’s sex/gender better/ more worthy than the  

   opposite one…this is the way my husband and I function  (256). 

 

A different perspective is offered by yet another student who writes ‘I believe a lot of 

‘anti-feminist’ ideas come more from women than men…it is the women with narrow 

viewpoints that we should be fighting, not the man of the 90s and 2000’ (120).  

Another reaction to feminism involves the idea of ‘how little actually has been 

achieved by women’ (64). 

 

In some cases feminism can have a political advantage. For Susan Ryan from the 

Australia Labor Party (ALP) being seen as a self-proclaimed ‘feminist’ is associated 

with her being ‘petite, attractive, dresses well and always aims at looking good’ 

makes her more acceptable to the members of the mainstream media (Baird 2004, p. 

102). After Labor’s victory in 1983 Ryan becomes the first woman in a Federal Labor 

cabinet when she attains the position of Minister for Education and Youth Affairs, and 

Minister assisting the Prime Minister on the Status of Women (Baird 2004). Other 

politicians such as Janine Haines (1945–2004) a member of the Australian 

Democrats, and the first woman in Australia to lead a political party, are ambivalent 

about the term ‘feminist’.  She queries the use of the term as a woman who supports 

women’s issues.  Haines argues, ‘calling me a feminist because I oppose injustice to 

women is like calling me an Aborigine because I oppose injustices to Aborigines’ 

(cited in Baird 2004, p. 105). Haines further states that she recognizes the liability of 

being identified as an ‘archfeminist’ as it is a term perceivably assigned to outspoken 

women (cited in Baird 2004, p. 107).  In an interview reported in the Age newspaper 

(20 August 1986) Haines states: 
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   I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t.  If I raise questions of  

   pornography, child abuse, incest, domestic violence, they say I’m  

   obsessed with sex.  If I raise equality of opportunity, difficulties  

   women face, they say I’m a man-hating feminist.  If I’m flippant  

   about myself it’s a lack of confidence: if I’m flippant about them,  

   I’m a sarcastic bitch.  If I make strong statements I’m aggressive; if not,  

   I’m weak.  If I’m angry, I’m emotional. (Haines, cited in Hutton 1981) 

 

Although her electoral vote was high, Haines was defeated and she resigned from the 

Senate in 1989 to contest the seat of Kingston in the House of Representatives: a 

move designed to give the Australian Democrats a higher profile in the following 

election. In Australia, minor political parties such as the Australian Democrats and 

the Greens are more likely to nominate women than the major parties (Bean & 

McAllister 1990). 

 

The experience of the former leader of the Australian Democrats (1993–1997) and 

fifth woman Senator for Queensland since Federation, Cheryl Kernot’s move to the 

Australian Labor Party (ALP) in 1997 supports the Suffragist Era argument discussed 

previously that women remove themselves from the mainstream party system as she 

did when she left her leadership role with the small but Senate significant Democrats 

to join the mass, male led and dominated and female swamping ALP. Her move is met 

with the media headline ‘Cheryl goes into Labor’ in the Daily Telegraph newspaper 

(15 October 1997). The negative media comments range from ‘Cheryl Kernot is 

probably best known for silly dancing on a midday television programme, not for her 

contribution to the political debate’ to she should be applauded ‘for having the 

courage to seek executive power. She has chosen to become a serious politician 

instead of wasting her career as a senate spoiler. That decision is a bonus overall for 

Australian politics’ (Baird 2004, p.169). Based on her experience, Kernot writes that 

women politicians with legitimate complaints such as the lack of privacy in their lives 

are turned into ‘whingers’ through the media (Kernot 2002, p. 60).  This is not an 

assessment generally directed at male politicians, and is a disincentive for women to 

participate in the political sphere. 
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Do women politicians support other women when they are in a position of influence 

whether they are self-ascribed ‘feminists’ or not?  Not, if the experience of Pauline 

Hanson (1954 –) — a disendorsed Liberal candidate for the electorate of Oxley in the 

1996 Federal election — is an indication. Although she presents as a successful 

businesswoman and is pro-choice in the abortion debate she refutes feminism. What 

the terms ‘feminist’ and ‘femininity’ imply are very different between women as both 

are textually mediated (Skeggs 1997, p.140). This lack of ‘authentic feminism’ is 

indicated by Hanson’s response to the journalist Margo Kingston’s (1999) question if 

she (Hanson) is a feminist (Brunsdon 1997). Hanson states that she is not because 

‘when married she had cooked a hot meal every night and had it on the table for her 

husband, regardless of what else she was doing.  That was a woman’s duty’ 

(Brunsdon 1997, p.101).  In an earlier newspaper article Hanson states that she does 

not identity as a feminist because:  

 

  I still love having car doors opened and being treated like a woman.   

  I still believe in Mum, Dad and the kids and you have your family values.   

  The feminist movement has gone too far the other way.  The poor male  

  out there doesn’t know how to treat a woman anymore. (Courier Mail  

  8th May 1997) 

 

The Pauline Hanson One Nation Party (PHONP) offers a political agenda that is an 

expression of specifically male gender interests and is diametrically opposed to the 

interests of women and children (Leach 1997, p. 65).  It may be suggested that their 

policy is anti-sisterhood. Another female (PHONP) party member, Heather Hill 

supports this anti-woman stance in her speech entitled Family Law Court – Child 

Support Scheme on the 18th of September 1998.  In this document of political intent 

the One Nation Party challenges, from their perspective, the ‘outdated cultural values 

which offer the perception that the female is the ‘best’ primary carer and decision 

maker’. This policy appears to be on behalf of men who are non-custodial parents.  

The document includes (if elected) the following proposals: 

 

• The abolition of the Family Law Court – to be replaced by a Family 

Tribunal that consists of people from ‘mainstream’ Australia.  Interest 

groups will be invited to participate. 
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• The overhaul of the maintenance system, which includes the recognition 

that a child’s standard of living following divorce, cannot be maintained at 

the pre-divorce level. 

• The introduction of Family Centres to be developed from the anticipated 

$100M saved from Legal Aid fees.  They will manage counselling, life 

style management, parenting plans, preparation for self-representation, and 

advocacy support. 

• Perjury charges to be enforced in court that arises through violence or 

abuse cases, and 

• Joint custody (of children) is the option of choice. 

 

The argument that women (politically) do not always support other women is 

demonstrated through this document of stated political intent. In practice the Family 

Law Act (1975) gives women equal economic rights with men in cases of divorce.  

The proposed repeal of this Act is of benefit to men economically at the expense of 

their divorced wives, and (non-custodial) children. A feature of the proposed Family 

Tribunal (advocated by PHONP) is that legal representation for women is not 

allowed, only a non-legal representative for advocacy purposes. 

 

Margo Kingston, the author of Off the Rails: the Pauline Hanson Trip (1999), 

questions which ‘mainstream Australians’ will comprise these Family Tribunals and 

the ‘Family Centres’ attached to the Tribunals that will decide their own guidelines, 

and pronounce judgments on property, custody, and maintenance disputes (Kingston 

1999). In response to her questioning, a PHONP representative replies that it might be 

‘Mum’, or it might be a ‘Church representative’ (Kingston 1999, p. 114).  Kingston 

writes that such a family policy (by PHONP) allows the neighbours to tell women 

how to live, and end their relationship. Kingston further writes that ‘the image of 

Madam Defarge dropping a stitch as the People’s Court cut off another marital 

head…’ crosses her mind (Kingston 1999, p. 112). She raises the issue of how 

agreements may be reached for women through such a structure, and is enforceable 

when the rule of law is abolished.   
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Hanson offers the argument that the male is suffering due to the challenges to the 

traditional role of women in society (Courier Mail 12 June 1997). This is a period of 

time that sees the diminishing of spaces that feminism previously occupied, and 

exposes the fault line of patriarchal power (Epstein & Steinberg 2000). This sentiment 

is also expressed by one of the older students in this dissertation who writes, ‘We 

must be dignified and patient and men must not be discriminated against as is 

sometimes now happening’ (55). This concern on behalf of men is reminiscent of the 

public backlash expressed against the glacial social, political and economic 

achievements for women generally in Australian society.  Hanson further comments:  
 

   I think the most downtrodden person in this country is the white  

   Anglo-Saxon male, I think they’ve hit the bottom of the barrel.   

   It’s got to the stage where I think the balance has gone too far  

   [in favour of women] and men don’t know what to do. (Hansen cited in  

   Fagan 1996, p. 23) 

 

Hanson’s viewpoint is similar to that expressed by the feminist writer Susan Faludi in 

Stiffed – The Betrayal of the Modern Man that men are suffering due to the over-

achievement of women that results in men being unsure of their roles in society (1999, 

p.7).  This is a period of time “the backlash” that sees the diminishing of spaces that 

feminism previously occupies and exposes the fault lines of patriarchal power (Epstein & 

Steinberg 2000). Through an examination of the Hanson experience the argument that 

women (as politicians) do not support other women if it is not in their own interest to do 

so, is sustained.  No sisterhood here. 

Hanson’s views on other women were somewhat similar to those of the former Prime 

Minister John Howard who sees the prevalence of single mothers and female teachers as 

resulting in ‘far too many boys…growing up without a proper male role model’ (cited in 

Summers 2003, p.6).  This is part of the narrative that attributes most of the blame for 

social ills on the breakdown of the nuclear family.  

The current Prime Minister Kevin Rudd is seen, in contrast as  ‘emerging dripping wet 

out of Lake Burley Griffin, channelling Colin Firth’s sexy portrayal of Mr Darcey’ Rudd, 

Mr Darcy in disguise?’ (Lisa Martin The Age 12:04AM 2009) not only by his wife 
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Therese Rein but after he rallies to defend his colleague, Jodie Campbell who has spent 

the night in a Women’s refuge after being violated by her husband.  Rudd states domestic 

violence was a ''cowardly act'' that had no place in modern Australia (Stephanie Peatling 

and Mark Baker Brisbane Times http://www.brisbanetimes.com.au/national/pm-

condemns-violence-at-home-20090825-ey31.html August 26 2009). Not that many 

of his other interventions on women are not socially conservative.   

 
Women in the spotlight still appear to have excessive attention paid to them, not for 

their political ability but for showing their bodies (Acker & Hollander 2003). This is 

previously discussed in Women and the body: beauty as a commodity in Chapter 

Three. There is little change in the media and society’s response to women in the 

public sphere who seek a political career since the Suffragist Era (raised in Chapter 

One). For many women if they do not conform to the “white picket fence mentality” 

they are subject to public scrutiny, and the negative comments of male politicians.  

This is to be found in regards to women’s life choices, such as if or when they decide 

to have children. An example of this is Senator Bill Heffernan’s comment that the 

then Deputy Opposition Leader Julia Gillard (ALP) is not qualified to lead the 

country because she is ‘deliberately barren’ (Tucker 2007, p.11).  As a result of her 

childlessness, he questions whether she is able to lead the community because ‘one of 

the great understandings in a community is family, and the relationship between mum, 

dad and a bucket of nappies’ (Tucker 2007, p.11).   

 

Other Liberal politicians give their tacit support for Heffernan’s comments through 

their silence. Another example includes the experience of the Liberal politician Julie 

Bishop who attracts criticism from her own colleagues due to her choice of wardrobe. 

Bishop’s wearing of ‘giant pearls’ is perceived as being more appropriate to the 

boardrooms of Perth’s St Georges Terrance (Kerr 2009, p.9). She receives further 

criticism for wearing into Parliament what her colleagues refer to as an ‘Austin 

Power’s outfit’ into parliament: a trouser suit accompanied by a shirt with a ruffled 

front (Kerr 2009, p. 9). Appearance still appears to impact on the perception of a 

woman’s political ability in the twenty-first century as it did for the suffragists. 

 

As the previous experience of a very small number of Australian female politicians 

demonstrates, their presence in the political sphere on a number of levels is still 

http://www.brisbanetimes.com.au/national/pm-condemns-violence-at-home-20090825-ey31.html�
http://www.brisbanetimes.com.au/national/pm-condemns-violence-at-home-20090825-ey31.html�
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resisted into the late 20th and into the early 21st century (Tremblay 2003). In one 

instance this is reflected after the resignation of the then Governor-General, the 

Reverend Peter Hollingworth when the former Prime Minister John Howard remarks 

that he would have liked a woman for the role but is unable to find anyone suitable 

(Summers 2003).  In June 2003 he appoints another man, Major General Michael 

Jeffery who is quoted as saying that there is a ‘direct statistical link between single 

parenthood and virtually every type of major crime, including mugging, violence 

against strangers, car theft and burglary’ (Summers 2003, p. 70).  This is part of the 

narrative that attributes most of the blame for social ills on the breakdown of the 

nuclear family; and poverty being blamed on single mothers. His belief in ‘working-

class criminality’ is arguably based on economic and socio-cultural alienation, and the 

need for labelling that reflects capitalist class interests (van der Velden & White 

1996). After the defeat of the Howard Coalition Government the incoming Rudd 

Labor Government appoints the first woman, Ms Quenton Bryce, as the 25th 

Governor-General in September 2008. While this appointment is admirable it does 

take one hundred and seven years to appoint a woman to this important position that 

will most likely be eliminated if Australia moves to be a Republic. 

 

Professor Rosemary Hunter (2004) disagrees with the claim that feminism put women 

into public office. Hunter argues that it is ‘axiomatic within feminism that we want 

women (and particularly feminists) to get in positions of power’ but women need to 

make a difference and still maintain their jobs (2004, p. 154). The earlier experience 

of the ‘femocrats’ as part of government bureaucracy is an example of the difficulties 

of supporting policies beneficial to women. Not only are women marginalized in 

politics but their presence is also resisted through the judicial system with only five 

women appointed to the High Court between the first appointee in 1962 and the third 

appointee in 2007. Hunter queries whether the judicial community embraces 

feminism or powerful women (2004). She offers the experiences of the former Chief 

Justice Di Fingleton as an example because she is seen as a ‘double queue-jumper’ as 

she is initially appointed to the magistracy from the legal profession instead of the 

public service, and only serves there for four years before being promoted to the 

position of Chief Magistrate (Dibben 2003, p. 25). Fingleton urges women to be 

aware of the difficulties of being a women in the judicial sphere in a presentation to 

the members of the Zonta Club on International Women’s Day (9 March 2006) when 
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she states ‘the glass ceiling is definitely still there…don’t be complacent…women 

are…largely still judged on how they look rather than their skills’: a viewpoint that is 

reminiscent of the Suffragist Era. 

 

Even if women achieve a place within the legal system as barristers, they rarely 

appear in the High Court despite the Law Council of Australia’s equal opportunity 

briefing policy for female barristers that have been in place for four years (Merritt 

2008). Women’s presence in the judicial sphere is resisted. This is illustrated by the 

New South Wales government figures that just twenty-six per cent of the state 

government’s briefs and seventeen per cent of fees generated in October to December 

in 2008 being allocated to women (Berkovic 2009). Female under representation at 

the Bar may be viewed from within the context that women represent the majority of 

law graduates (Merritt 2008). The Law Council of Australia’s policy is not to impose 

quotas but the firms and agencies that undertake government work are required to 

‘initiate steps to redress inequity where it is identified’ (Merritt, 2008 p.34). For 

women, there appears to be justification for a quota for them to be able to participate 

fully in this sphere. 

 

 
Post -Women’s Studies: praxis and reflection  

 
As an outcome of participating in their Women’s Studies programmes, the students 

express their attitudes towards the idea of participating in praxis on the change 

survey: Part B. As a component they are asked to respond to the question ‘Has 

participation in this class influenced you in wanting to become involved in political 

activity relating to women?’   

 

One student comments: 
 

     I am tempted to say that I am too busy to participate actively in  

     political demonstrations and contact my MP or a newspaper etc.   

     I have essays to write, a casual job to do and if I was free of these  

     things I feel as though I would dedicate more time to such things (100). 

 

Another writes: 
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     Would like to become involved with something — [I] don’t know  

     what (109). 

  

The students also offer examples of state-centred political activities that they might 

participate in, such as ‘…becoming more vocal through some aspects of campaigning 

or through the media — newspapers, letters ‘(86), and drawing attention to ‘how 

power is controlled by men’ (83). One less empowered 18 year old student writes that 

participating in political action, which is ‘a very big part of being feminist’ is not for 

her as ‘(she) doesn’t feel (she) will make a difference’ (76). 

 

On a practical level, their attitudes to actually participating in political activity post-

Women’s Studies indicate considerable resistance. If at all, such activity indicates the 

individual approach. Self-interest is indicated as leading to differing levels of praxis. 

Awareness of this is expressed by one of the students who writes of ‘how [in] many 

ways patriarchy effects women’s lives today — it has greatly drawn attention to how 

these issues personally affect me, even though I’d mainly thought I wasn’t really 

affected. I’ve learnt a lot about ideas of gender and sexuality’ (121).   This response is 

reflected in the Women’s Studies literature that discusses the difficulties of 

encouraging its students to remove themselves from the learning environment into a 

society that is at best ‘ambivalent about feminism’ (Drenovsky 1999, p. 12).  For 

these students feminist theory does not appear to be very empowering. 

 

The students’ low level and direction of political activity is similar to their pre-

Women’s Studies level. This ‘individual not group’ approach is advocated by feminist 

writers, such as Naomi Wolf who argues for women to ‘claim (their) individual voice 

rather than merging her voice in a collective identity, for only strong individuals can 

create a just community; and not to be complicit in their own oppression’ (1993, p. 

149). Wolf exalts women through a liberal reform not revolution approach to use their 

political clout and not to be passive objects acted upon. However, Wolf offers no 

critique of the structural disadvantages for women in a capitalist society that arguably 

inhibits the ‘power feminism’ approach. One of the few strategies she does offer 

women as an alternative to revolution is to financially support other women as 
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candidates in government elections through political action groups such as Emily’s 

List.  

 

Wolf argues:  

 
     When women have money, the opposition has no choice but to listen.  

     When they have equity, they have influence — as sponsors, shareholders  

     and alumna. The status quo is not subtle. The only language it  

     understands is that of money, votes, and public embarrassment.  

     (1993, pp. 318-319) 

 

But this ‘liberal’ approach is not favoured by many in this sample population of 

Australian tertiary students who, prior to attending Women’s Studies (78 per cent), or 

post-Women’s Studies (90 per cent) do not financially contribute to political bodies.  

 

Post-Women’s Studies, the students still appear to prefer the state-centred approach of 

political action such as signing petitions (75 per cent). They express a similar 

reticence for participating in non-institutionalised activities as they did prior to their 

participation in their Women’s Studies programme (noted on the baseline survey: 

Part A). This lack of political intent is indicated by one of the students who writes 

‘no…there are things that I could participate in. Not because I don’t care but because I 

think it sometimes does more damage than good e.g. violence’ (220). The students 

offer a range of comments.  For one of the students taking Women’s Studies has: 

 
     Heightened my awareness of the injustice and oppression that still  

     permeates our world, and my belief in the need to take action  

     to change this…political activity is not necessarily futile,  

     and viable ‘political’ activity can take many shapes and forms (84). 

      

For another: 

 

     It hasn’t really invoked me to become politically active — more in the 

      sense it has encouraged me to think about feminist issues and discuss 

      them with family and friends (85). 
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In a similar line of thought one student remarks ‘I am not sure whether I would 

actively participate in rallies, marches etc. but I am more confident in voicing my 

opinion etc.’ (100). Yet another student remarks that while she has an interest in being 

politically active ‘[It is] only a possibility however’ and she is unsure about the 

practical aspect of activism (117). 

 

While a number of the students appear to find the Women’s Studies programme 

worthwhile and informative a number comment on the strong emphasis being placed 

on the negative aspects of women’s experience.  Concern in relation to this issue is 

expressed through the following comment: 
 

     I decided not to major in Women’s Studies as I feel that sometimes  

     the course I was doing…treated women as victims…I think  

     Women’s Studies tends to imply that (this is) the greatest form of  

     oppression — and I don’t think that this is so. While I still don’t put  

     up with people who are sexist I don’t feel that I am very oppressed as a  

     single white female (10). 

 

This student’s resistance to being seen as a victim is discussed in the literature 

through the work of authors such as Wolf who argues against casting women as 

victims who see themselves as ‘beleaguered, fragile, intuitive angels’ (1993, p. 147).  

Through her analysis Wolf argues against ‘victim feminism’ as women can take 

responsibility for the power that they do possess. Wolf argues that ‘powerlessness’ 

evolves through the 1970s ‘cultural feminism’, and draws from the work of influential 

feminist writers such as Adrienne Rich (1979), Carol Gilligan (1982), Andrea 

Dworkin (1983, 1987), and Catherine MacKinnon (1993, 1997); however, Wolf does 

not offer a critique or a viable alternative as to how economically disadvantaged 

women can contest the structural disadvantages that they encounter in a capitalist 

society.  Her views appear premised on the assumption that all women have 

significant disposable income, time, social status and privilege to achieve power 

parity.  Through her analysis she constantly infers that ‘feminists require women to be 

dour drab victims’ (cited in Cole 1999, p. 111). 
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On the third and final survey: Part C the students are asked the question ‘Have you 

had any further changes in your attitudes to the value of participating in political 

activity as a result of your Women’s Studies experience?’ The majority of the 

students responded in the negative to this question. Of the students that did respond 

positively one notes that while her participation in Women’s Studies was effective in 

sustaining a supportive attitude to political activity there were other influences.  She 

writes: 

 
     I would say Women’s Studies helped me to articulate my feminist  

     arguments in a more coherent, connected way – but I would value  

     equally the time spent arguing, discussing and participating in the  

     (women’s) department of the MSA and cross campus (women’s)  

     politics (118). 

 
On the final survey, the students are also asked to respond to the following question 

‘What factors promote or hinder the application of Women’s Studies to your life?’  

This question analyses how the students gather an understanding of their experience 

of the programme. A number of their responses to this question indicate support for 

the idea of solidarity or a ‘sisterhood’ with other women but also contain reasons why 

solidarity is perhaps difficult to achieve, as exemplified by the following comments:   
       

     One of my friends from university times is also a strong feminist,  

                   so we continue to talk about the ideas and how they relate  

                   to daily life (and continue) to read feminist literature.   

                   (But)  it is…difficult to maintain a strong feminist stance when  

                   you are outside a university (and particularly a Women’s Studies  

                   context)…It is more difficult to be alert and vigilant to them  

                   (Illusory rules – deeply and ubiquitously normalized) when you  

                   do not have the support or reinforcement…It’s often hard even  

                   trying to discuss these issues with people who haven’t studied  

                   Women’s Studies at university, because the languages and concepts  

                   are so alien to them.  And when I am unable to discuss these issues  

                   in a way that is persuasive, or even clear, to them, it makes me  

                   feel like my own grip on these ideas is slipping, and that I am losing  

                   opportunity to share my knowledge with others (84). 

 



 201 

A number of the students discuss in their comments the difficulty of talking about 

feminism outside of the university due to a lack (by others) of an understanding of the 

different theoretical strands. A student offers the following viewpoint: 

  
      I think the greatest hindrance is trying to make other women my  

                   age realise the importance of Women’s Studies and the  

                   meaning of feminism…[they] believe that feminism only comes 

                   in the form of militant, man hating beliefs, and many don’t realise 

                   that there is still a lot that women should be fighting for (48). 

 

The students appear to tire of challenging the negative image of feminism that they 

encounter in the community. A student comments of how this is a constant struggle 

for her. She writes: 

 

       Support from others who share similar beliefs, knowledge and  

                    studying feminist issues and theories, double-standards, anger  

                    at discrimination that still exists within the media, the injustice  

                    in the law and government policies, the fact that I think feminism  

                    still needs ‘more’ to succeed…constant opposition and  

                    misunderstanding of feminism within the general public can be  

                    overwhelming, and sometimes tiring (128). 

 

In a similar vein of thought, another student writes ‘Attitudes of family, friends and 

work colleagues don’t exactly hinder [my appreciation of feminism] but I am 

continually finding myself explaining where I am coming from’ (201); yet another 

student comments ‘I have to be careful about terminology I use when in 

argument/debate/discussion, in order not to alienate my audience whilst still 

conveying the message I want’ (122). 

 

With time to review her thoughts on her Women’s Studies experience one student 

writes of her surprise and disappointment in not being able to enact her feminist 

principles outside the university environment. She states:  

 

      Outside university I feel that feminist thought and actions are largely  

                   dismissed by my immediate circle of friends and family, which often  



 202 

                   means I keep my views/perspectives to myself in certain environments… 

                   I found myself responding to sexual harassment in the work place in  

                   a very passive manner. It would appear that applying pro-active and  

                   positive responses to these situations is not as simple as it may seem  

                   in a classroom. Perhaps this is not quite the response that was required.   

                   It did, however, cause me a great deal of surprise as I felt that my awareness  

                   of issues such as this, and my identification as a feminist meant that I could  

                   respond to a situation like this adequately, i.e. reporting the matter, or  

                   confronting the perpetrator. In fact, this episode and my response to it,  

                   [or lack of a response] made me question myself as a ‘real’ feminist (55).  

 

While the literature shows the huge need for Women’s Studies in a material sense — 

academic research identifying the inequity of female participation and rewards in the 

worlds of work, politics and economics — that is connecting and documenting the 

real world not just the abstract one. The women’s movement had the energy and 

dynamism to do this but participation in Women’s Studies is said to provide the skills 

as an outcome of feminist pedagogy for their students to challenge systematic 

discrimination it does, in this instance, appear to silence dissent (Freire 2000; Sapp 

2000); and does not fulfil the role of a political theory envisaged by a critical Marx 

(1845) for practical outcomes.  Why did this happen?  

 

 

Conclusion 

 
The purpose of this chapter is to present the primary data collected by the application 

of the three questionnaires to a sample population of Women’s Studies students in 

relation to their attitudes to participating in feminist-inspired praxis: before and after 

their time in a Women’s Studies programme. They offer their views on how they 

identify the links between their feminist theoretical perspective, their understanding of 

women’s structural positioning, and the necessity to engage in praxis in response. For 

many of the students, the links do not appear to be very strong; therefore, this data 

informs the question of whether theory and practice intersect and exist beyond the 

classroom. This lack of praxis is discussed within the context of a comparative 

reading of other local and overseas academic research studies, and an overview of the 

feminist research literature. The participants’ thoughts on their Women’s Studies 
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experience are also offered to contribute to the body of knowledge on the durability, 

and efficacy of social change as a result of education. 

 

The resultant data indicates that as a group, the incoming Women’s Studies students 

express high ideological support for women to act politically together, and to support 

the idea of a ‘sisterhood’.  The strategic direction for reform is the state. The data 

indicates that the sample group maintain strong feelings of political efficacy; but as a 

group this rhetorical support for women working together politically is unmatched by 

their own level of praxis before and after Women’s Studies.  By the end of their 

Women’s Studies class, a number of the students appear unconvinced or apathetic to 

being politically active and appear ambivalent towards feminism. While accepting the 

intellectual arguments for the need for women’s empowerment for others they do not 

appear to be able to maintain this level of support once outside the site of the 

Women’s Studies classroom.   

 

The next chapter, Chapter Five presents the findings and conclusions from the data 

analysis reported in the previous chapters.  This analysis informs the testing of the 

dissertation's hypothesis, and the role for theory that Marx (1845) argues requires 

practical political outcomes.  The purpose of the following chapter is to assess 

whether feminist theory and practice intersect and exist outside the Women's Studies 

classroom.  The chapter concludes with suggestions for future research based on this 

analysis, and as such contributes to the field of Women's Studies and informs the 

relationship between education and social change.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

 
Thirty years of feminist struggle, its relation to the classroom,  

 
and where to from here? 

 
 

 
Introduction 

  

The purpose of this fifth and final chapter is to re-evaluate the thesis’ central question, 

and to test its validity in the context of the theoretical ideas that I am analysing it 

against. This thesis emerges from Marx’s (1845) study that suggests that political 

theory requires practical outcomes, and when it is ‘isolated from practice is a purely 

scholastic question’ (cited in Arthur 1977, pp. 121-123). Within this framework we 

explore the paramount question as to whether, or indeed should, Women’s Studies 

faculties interpret their role as just descriptive (i.e. we exist in a world in which 

women suffer social injustice) or analytical (i.e. this abstraction X will provide 

subjective insight into why women are in the material position that they are in a 

patriarchal society) or should they be encouraging students to be both descriptive and 

analytical whilst also participating in (or initiating) praxis, the original mission of 

Women’s Studies (Rowland 1987). The thesis has tested the hypothesis ‘If the 

academic programme of Women’s Studies is based on feminist theoretical principles, 

then it will empower their students to praxis’. The resultant data analysed in the 

previous chapters indicates that Women’s Studies appears to be moving away from its 

activist roots and is not supportive of this empowerment — an empowerment that is 

seen as necessary for students to be politically engaged. This finding is important as it 

informs the field of Women’s Studies, and the body of knowledge that focuses on the 

relationship between education and social change.  

 
As a counter-discourse to the Marxist theoretical paradigm, the major streams of 

feminist thought, such as the liberal and the radical perspectives are presented in the 

literature review as they primarily locate women’s experiences at the forefront of their 

analysis by highlighting existing gender inequalities and offer their strategic 

approaches for reform. Of particular importance to this dissertation was the role of the 
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liberal feminist theoretical perspective that critiques these gender inequalities, and 

labels them as aberrations of capitalism, and therefore correctable through state 

intervention. Based on the resultant data this standpoint holds more resonance for this 

sample population than either the radical or Marxist/socialist feminist approach. This 

is also the experience of the students in the comparative studies discussed previously. 

For decades the mainstream feminist theoretical frameworks have encouraged women 

to be critical of masculine privilege and behaviour, and to lobby from within this 

framework for equity. Many of these arguments for reform are premised on the liberal 

belief that as women have the same reasoning capacity as men therefore, they should 

then have the same social, economic, and political rights.  But the gender similarity 

approach focuses on the individual rather than on social and political forces. There is 

a basic unfairness in the capitalist system that cannot be addressed by continually 

challenging (for the past one hundred years) the notion of women being inferior to 

men. The original data that informs this test is gained through the application of 

Morgan’s (1996) Liberal Feminist Attitude and Ideology Scale sub-scales — an 

appropriate measure to assess contemporary tertiary students’ attitudes towards the 

feminist theoretical perspective and their attitudes to praxis. The resultant data is 

presented and analysed in the preceding chapters in conjunction with a significant 

body of predominantly Australian research studies. 

 
As a stream of political thought liberal feminism is reformist in strategic approach, as 

it does not seek political disengagement from the state — rather aiming to use the 

state to address women’s social and economic disadvantage. For this thesis, an 

understanding of the Suffragist Era was presented in the literature review as the Era 

established the political direction for many women, but not all, over the ensuing one 

hundred years. At that time a small number of predominantly white middle-class 

women and their supporters agitated, and participated in activities, such as 

distributing leaflets and canvassing politicians for their support. As previously argued 

it appears to have been a liberal inspired movement that rarely crossed class, race or 

political lines. In part, the suffragists appear to frame their calls for the vote from 

within their understanding of citizenship as an indicator of political liberation (around 

a model such as found in TH Marshall (1965). They also frame their move for 

enfranchisement based on their gender as women and associated roles as wives and 

mothers — the protectors of life and the embodiment of a nation’s respectability; 
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however, but they did not in the long-term politically group together as ‘women’, a 

critical mass, and failed to establish ongoing institutions (MacDonald 1992; Mosse 

1985).  

 
The movement arguably had one single political direction for redress — the state. The 

problem is that our Australian state is a capitalist state (Braverman 1974; O’Connor 

1968) and it has its own agenda that does not prioritise women or social justice. It 

prioritises profit. This is where the liberal feminist faith breaks down and has to 

separate itself from action upon the state and hopes for state action.  Liberal feminism, 

and in turn Women’s Studies marginality means that they will not disturb this nexus. 

Based on the students’ responses — collected through its research stage the 

dissertation finds that the state remains — unchallenged, as the arbitrator of choice. 

 
Although Women’s Studies is commonly understood as a site to politically empower 

women it may be argued that a liberal arts education is also a support for the 

development of liberal socio-political attitudes in tertiary students across the duration 

of their undergraduate programmes (Astin 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini 1996). The 

resultant data presented and analysed in Chapter Four tends to depict rhetorical not 

practical support for the students’ involvement in praxis, either institutionalised (state-

centred) or non-institutionalised. This is within the context that generally students’ 

intellectual development and critical awareness are integral to higher education.   

Through its methodological approach this dissertation explores the idea of whether 

university courses such as the tertiary level programme of Women’s Studies, 

specifically promotes political empowerment in their female students, by offering a 

gendered curriculum.  A question to be addressed at a later time is whether the 

increasing vocational marketing of Australian Women’s Studies influences its 

curriculum and philosophical approach in politically empowering women.  

 

To inform the testing of the dissertation’s hypotheses original data was collected from 

a sample of Women’s Studies students primarily enrolled in undergraduate degree 

programmes at twelve Australian universities between 1999 and 2004. In conjunction 

with this data the findings from other relevant local (Bulbeck 2001; Dever 2002; 

Hughes 2005) and overseas (Kelly & Breinlinger 1996; Morgan 1996) research 

studies are drawn upon to also inform the testing of the dissertation’s hypotheses. The 
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crux of the questions that the material highlights is whether this political 

empowerment is rooted in a commitment to women’s social justice achieved through 

a shared belief system, such as the feminist theoretical and philosophical perspective. 

The data indicates that this commitment, except rhetorically, does not occur for the 

majority of this sample population of tertiary students. 

 

 

Feminism loses its grassroots challenge to and of the state 

 
A commitment for social justice for women is initially integral to the feminist 

academic programme of Australian Women’s Studies as it emerges from the 1970s 

Women’s Liberation Movement. These women who fought to establish Women’s 

Studies were fighting at the core of molten earth in the depths of patriarchal prejudice. 

At the time the programmes were seen as a liberal feminist challenge to traditional 

curricula — both in Australia and overseas tertiary institutions (Magarey & Sheridan 

2002, Mandle 1999; Wiegman 2002). This dissertation argues that while feminism as 

a grassroots movement challenges the state for social and economic reforms it 

gradually loses influence from within the academic sphere as those internal to the 

movement are institutionalised by the conformist and ideologically individualist 

demands of academia.  At the time this prospect is expressed by a number of the 

political activists from the Women’s Liberation Movement who argue that feminism’s 

inclusion within the academy will experience the loss of its revolutionary potential 

(Magarey et al. 1994).  

 

Their standpoint can be understood as not being representative of all women as they 

seek social transformation from within the framework of an existing class-based 

society and did not aim to challenge the structure of society. Arguably they made 

reformist demands for women from the basis of their own structural positioning, but 

did not challenge the state through actions such as lobbying or by becoming part of 

the state as ‘femocrats’ away from a street-based movements — the non-

institutionalised approach (Magarey & Sheridan 2002). These demands for reform 

initially raise the expectations of many women — a number of which have not been 

met as yet. This awareness informs the development of the dissertation’s hypothesis 
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on the veracity of Women’s Studies as an agent for social change, and the feminist 

theoretical perspective in this process.  

 
To assist the empowerment of its students Women’s Studies incorporates a 

pedagogical approach that encourages questioning of the principle that knowledge is 

not free from subjectivity and personal values; that it derives from all races, genders 

and classes; and also questions the role of personal experience as a fundamental part 

of learning (Crabtree & Sapp 2003; Freire 2000; Harris et al. 1999). This approach — 

at least in the early years of Women’s Studies — is seen as necessary to encourage the 

students’ development of a politically oriented feminist consciousness. As a result, the 

classroom becomes a safe space for women and their acculturated teachers then began 

a progression away from the idea of participating in political action, to an emphasis 

on critiquing essentialism within feminism, postmodernism and post-structuralism. As 

a teaching strategy, at least in the early years of Women’s Studies, this approach 

provides an understanding of how women are historically acted upon.  This practice is 

in line with Freire (2000) who argues that the pedagogical space allows the students to 

question their social world (Taylor 1993). The practice also seeks to encourage in the 

students an awareness of their obligations and accountability to ‘women’ as a social 

group (Rowland 1987).  

 

In this dissertation the students’ responses make this outcome questionable as a 

number offer their comments that they perceive a lack of critique of the feminist 

theoretical perspective in the programme that they were involved in. Their comments 

on this issue are presented in Chapter Three. The students appear surprised that in the 

classroom the facilitators do not seriously challenge the role of feminist theory. They 

perceive a general acceptance with only the various streams of thought, such as the 

‘radical’ or ‘post-structural’ perspective being open for interrogation. The dissertation 

argues that this lack of critique within the classroom raises the idea that the students 

need to be ‘feminist’ to enrol in Women’s Studies. As the majority of the students in 

this dissertation self-identity as ‘feminist’ when they begin their class what may be 

gained from their experience — except the acquisition of formal qualifications?  This 

leads to questioning whether the classes are structured from this standpoint and 

appears to confirm that yes, the ‘energies and the vitality of the women’s movement’ 
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have disappeared into ‘the black hole of the academy’ as initially feared by some of 

the 1970s political activists (Evans 1997, p. 116). 

 

An example of this outcome is offered by one of the participating students in this 

dissertation who writes:  

 

It is more difficult to maintain a strong feminist stance when you  

are outside a university (and particularly a Women’s Studies) context.   

Feminism teaches us how patriarchy normalises and naturalises  

things that are merely a by-product of historical accidents  

and systems of oppression…but because these things are so deeply  

and ubiquitously normalised, it is more difficult to be alert and  

vigilant to them when you do not have the support or reinforcement  

of the university context...it’s often hard to discuss these issues with  

people who haven’t studied Women’s Studies at university because  

the languages and concepts are alien to them…it makes me feel like  

my own grip on these ideas is slipping, and that I am losing opportunities  

to share my knowledge with them.  This makes me sad (84). 

 

This statement can be viewed from within the context that while the Women’s Studies 

experience is arguably supportive of her positive ‘feminist consciousness’, it does not 

appear to encompass a strong sense of empowerment that provokes her to confront the 

social and economic challenges outside the classroom. This dissertation argues that 

the political usefulness of the feminist theoretical perspective then becomes 

questionable if women (and men) are unable to challenge, or even discuss the many 

discriminatory practices (legal, social, educational and economic) that arguably 

women still experience in the 21st century. 

 

In this study a number of the students offer a range of comments that indicate their 

level of empowerment is not strong enough to engage in feminist inspired praxis, 

connecting theory to practice as advocated by a critical Marx (1845). His words 

encapsulate the central tension of this thesis in questioning Women’s Studies role as a 

change agent and the role of theory in this process.  Marx writes ‘the philosophers 

have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point, however, is to change it’ 

and ‘social life is essentially practical.’ (cited in Arthur 1977, pp.121-123). He is 
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arguing in Thesis on Feuerbach (1845) that ‘the question whether objective truth can 

be attributed to human thinking is not a question of theory but is a practical question’ 

(cited in Arthur 1977, pp.121-123). This dissertation argues that Marxist analysis of 

the status of women is still germane in the 21st century. The theoretical and 

philosophical framework of this dissertation is supportive of this view as it allows an 

assessment of whether feminist knowledge informs political activity in a thoughtful 

way in the increasingly vocational outlook of Women’s Studies (Dever 2002). 

Hearing the students’ voices through their comments in this thesis resonates with the 

Marxist position that if an individual clearly sees the causes of their oppression they 

may be the source of contesting the oppression (Walby 2001).  

 

In the previous two chapters, the students’ responses concerning their attitudes to 

feminist ideology and praxis are read through the analyses of both Marx and Engels 

who offer an historical perspective of women’s social and economic positioning. 

Their concerns for women (sexual harassment in the workplace, lack of childcare, low 

wages, and their exclusion from the trade-unions) are detailed in their body of work, 

with many of these areas of discrimination still being contested by women and their 

supporters in the 21st century. Their analysis is foundational to this dissertation as they 

argue that women’s negative social experiences are embedded within capitalism itself. 

It has nothing to do with the ability of individuals to compete in the free market; 

capitalism does not allow large groups to benefit economically. The Marxist 

framework offers an understanding of how change (for women) occurs, and their 

interconnections (dialectics) in this process.   

 

From the Marxist position the individual’s class positioning is relevant as this 

structural placement informs their subjectivity in academic settings such as Women’s 

Studies classrooms, and is seen to influence women’s feminist identities and attitudes 

towards their participation in praxis (Reger 2002). This analysis is important as an 

individual’s access to specific types of employment and to quality tertiary education is 

often a reflection of their structural placement. Marxist class analysis exemplifies the 

inequalities that exist for women in contemporary society, and of how the women in 

the different classes have irreconcilable counter posed interests. The dissertation 

argues that the analysis of Marx and Engels does not subordinate women to the class 

struggle as argued from the feminist critique of Marx (MacKinnon 1982). Based on a 
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reading of the data this theoretical approach appears to hold little resonance for this 

contemporary tertiary population. 

 

 

Who were the participants?  

   

Overall, the socio-demographic characteristics of this sample of predominantly female 

Women’s Studies students are similar to the populations in the research studies 

presented for comparative purposes in this dissertation (Bulbeck 2001; Dever 2002; 

Hughes 2005; Kelly & Breinlinger 1996; Morgan 1996). The gender disparity with 

males is also similar to the sample populations in other local and overseas research. 

As a group, they gave generously of their time by providing original data in response 

to the application of the three attitudinal surveys presented in Chapter Two. The 

sample of students is drawn from the twelve Australian universities listed in Table 1 

also presented in Chapter Two. All are public institutions with urban campuses; 

furthermore, a number of the universities were involved with the genesis of Women’s 

Studies programmes in Australia. The majority of the participating institutions had 

formally established Women’s Studies programmes at the time of initial contact.  

While the classes may differ in specific curriculum, and the year of study or semester 

varies, the intention of the programmes appears to be uniform. The direction is to 

introduce its students to the feminist philosophical, theoretical, and historical 

perspectives. The resultant data is relevant in the testing of the hypothesis for this 

dissertation as it emerges from within the Australian academic context, and the 

ensuing analysis contributes to the Women’s Studies body of knowledge.  

 

In contrast to findings from other studies discussed in the research literature, the 

students in this dissertation express a high level of awareness of their structural 

positioning in society (pre-Women’s Studies), and their understanding of what this 

placement means for women in general (Moore 2004; Reger 2002). The students’ 

placement is predominantly self-ascribed as ‘middle-class’ and is significant as it is 

supportive of the on-going trend over the past decade of lower working-class student 

representation on Australian university campuses discussed in the research literature 

(Healy 2008; Moore 2004). Their comments further inform the ongoing debate about 

whether its citizens in general recognize Australia as a class-based society 



 213 

(Chamberlain 1983; Emmison & Western 1990). In addition, the students appear to 

accept how this structural positioning advantages and disadvantages women. This 

finding is relevant for this dissertation as an understanding of disadvantage is one of 

the predictors that inform the relationship between social beliefs and political 

participation.   

 

This finding markedly contrasts the views of the respondents in the comparative 

research who are said to rarely use the term ‘class’ in their comments, and resist 

identifying their class background. In the Bulbeck (2001) study, this inquiry is 

constricted within the context of how the students understand the social structures of 

inequality (gender, class and ethnicity) and is relevant for the dissertation, as the 

students in the Bulbeck (2001) study appear to have difficulty articulating the 

structural constraints that impinge on their life choices as women. These students 

refrain from accepting the role that ‘class’ plays in their lives despite having spent 

time within the Women’s Studies classroom. For the students in the other comparative 

study by Hughes (2005) the immigrant students are seen to use their point of 

economic positioning in their country of origin and not Australia. This is perhaps an 

area for further inquiry. This dissertation argues that class positioning is still an 

important predictive variable in society for women, as well as men. 

 

 

Why do students enrol in Women’s Studies?   

 

The students offer a rather narrow range of motivations for their enrolment in their 

Women’s Studies programme. An understanding of what motivates students to do so 

is important as personal experiences can be linked to issues of social justice and 

political change, thus informing the field of Women’s Studies. Based on their 

responses, the students enter their Women’s Studies programme predominantly from 

a ‘vocational’, and not ‘interest based approach’; this contrasts the approach as 

offered by the students in the comparative studies conducted by Dever (2002) and Le 

Feuvre (2002) (presented in Chapter Two and Three). In this dissertation the student’s 

decision to enrol in Women’s Studies primarily relates to their ‘career prospects’ 

although a few students do offer comments expressing their interest in the subject 

matter. Within this sample, a number of the students are seeking recognized 
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theoretical qualifications to underpin their work experience. This vocational direction 

is perhaps an indication that contemporary students are aware of the shifting focus 

away from its feminist activist roots by Women’s Studies Centres (Stake & Gerner 

1987). The motivation to enrol for the very small number of male students is less clear 

although the literature discusses how their participation may be a self-validating 

experience (Stake & Gerner 1987).  This is an area for further inquiry. 

 
In this dissertation, the students’ responses compliment one of the current streams of 

academic research, which contests the relevance of Women’s Studies as a vocational 

pathway for tertiary students in a period of increasing commercialisation within the 

higher education sector. Academic facilitators indicate that support for this pathway is 

necessary for the long-term viability of this programme (Dever 2002).  One such 

study conducted by Dr. Maryanne Dever (2002) argues that the primary motivation 

for enrolment given by her sample population of students is due to their ‘interest’ in 

the subject, and does not reflect a ‘vocational choice’. It is only when they are further 

submerged in the programme and they are deciding a major for employment 

opportunities that their decision of course is seen as limiting career opportunities 

(Dever 2002). A similar large-scale European Union funded study conducted by 

Nicky Le Feuvre also argues for the need to project the professional outcomes for 

Women’s Studies graduate students to sustain this programme as a viable enrolment 

choice (2002). Arguably, the vocational direction favoured by this sample of students 

is not consistent with the original mission of Women’s Studies: that being the political 

empowerment of individual women to politically act on behalf of other women 

(Magarey & Sheridan 2002; Ryan 1991). 

 
For potential students the interdisciplinary nature of Women’s Studies may encourage 

interest in this programme as literature maintains that its study allows a 

comprehension of the dilemmas and contradictions in gender relations, and sexualities 

in the social construction of womanhood, and is understood as drawing from 

disciplines such as biology, psychology, history, literature, economics, politics, 

sociology and theology (Magarey & Sheridan 2002). The approach is also seen as 

encouraging personal and intellectual development in its students through its 

curriculum and pedagogical practices, and is reflected through the students’ 

comments in this research. However, Women’s Studies as an academic choice for 
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students is not without its critics who argue that women’s only education is regressive 

and reinscribes gender divisions (Hoff Sommers 1994; Lehrman 1993; Hoffman & 

Stake 1998; Thompson 1997). Also for academics teaching in Women’s Studies it is a 

major commitment because it may marginalise them as academics wanted to flow and 

publicise outside of the university.  The hierarchy of disciplines flows from those 

dominated by male intakes (e.g. medicine, engineering, dentistry, etc.) to those 

dominated by women (e.g. Humanities...) and Women’s Studies would be around the 

bottom of a long list of disciplines (source Murray pers com.2009).   

 

Early American feminist literature raises misgivings that Women’s Studies ‘becomes 

an ideological/political project rather than a properly value-neutral academic 

discipline’ (Lovejoy 1998, pp.119-138). Such misgivings are perhaps realised by a 

minority of the students questioned in this dissertation who express the desire for self-

improvement or inner change in areas, such as self-confidence, sense of self-worth, 

and to be more assertive as an outcome of their enrolment in Women’s Studies. This 

desire for self-improvement or inner change as an outcome has been mentioned by 

students since the inception of Women’s Studies and was initially, in some instances, 

part of the curriculum (Helling 1981).  

 

For the purposes of this dissertation, it is an outcome difficult to assess as this desired 

sense of ‘inner change’ is an immeasurable concept despite a number of students 

offering comments that this has been achieved, as they feel more confident to vocalise 

their opinions; but for some of the students, this newfound sense of voice is not 

always successful outside the Women’s Studies classroom.  In part, this is recognized 

(by the students themselves) as a result of their using feminist ‘terminology’ to 

express themselves to an unfamiliar audience. There is also an awareness of how at 

times ‘feminism’ is negatively perceived outside the university context. As a 

consequence the object of a sense of inner-change is still being developed by a 

number of the students in this dissertation. In effect it does not support the idea of 

Women’s Studies being a transitional site between feminist theory and its practice in 

line with the thoughts of a critical Marx. 
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Do contemporary students identify as oppressed?  

 

In this instance the students appear to identify as oppressed. This means more than 

building on existing adolescent angst. Their awareness of a lack of opportunity can be 

read through the Marxist theoretical perspective that while it does not rank 

“oppressions” or “experiences of discrimination” it does allow the economic roots of 

inequality in areas, such as wage parity, the commodification of sex, domestic abuse, 

and women’s access to political experience to be understood and analysed through the 

significant body of research studies presented in the previous chapters. This 

dissertation acknowledges and applauds feminist women who have fought for 

economic parity with men but there appears to be no ongoing strategy for complete 

social and economic equality in current Women’s Studies programmes for example. 

Women have engaged in political activity since the Suffragist Era, the feminist 

inspired 1970s Women’s Liberation Movement, and via the ‘femocrats’ who lobbied 

through the state and federal bureaucracies for social change. This dissertation argues 

that restating the social and economic difficulties for women through the liberal 

feminist theoretical perspective is not a resolution in the long term and challenges the 

over-inflated social power that feminism claim that the model yields. To grow to meet 

this challenge the theory must be continually self-critiquing; however, this does not 

appear to be happening through Women’s Studies as reflected by the students’ 

responses. 

 

The data collected through this research indicates that as a group the students appear 

to hold no allusions about women’s structural disadvantage in society as supported by 

their comments on the unfairness of gender discrimination; their experience of 

exploitation, and the economic disparities that they as contemporary women 

experience. The argument for redress is one of the central tenets of liberal feminist 

theory for over the past thirty years (Murray 2007; Still 1997; Summers 2003). 

Through their responses to Morgan’s (1996) subscale ‘Discrimination and 

Subordination (Historical and Current)’ listed in Table 2 presented in Chapter Three 

the students tend to reason that this is due to the embeddedness of masculinist 

attitudes and behaviours from the feminist theoretical perspective, and not to the 

degree capitalism requires a compliant labour source. The dissertation argues that in 

accepting the ideas of patriarchy, it raises the question of whether social change is 
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possible for women from within the feminist theoretical and philosophical 

perspective, as social change requires a political theory that encourages the critical 

mass of society to adopt new behaviours.   

 
This dissertation finds that there is no acknowledgment or questioning by this sample 

of students that after thirty years of feminism this approach has not changed even the 

way the economic system is structured for women. This is demonstrated through the 

awareness that the majority of workingwomen have not achieved wage parity. The 

lack of equity brings into contention feminism’s usefulness as a political theory with 

practical outcomes, as argued by Marx (1845). Furthermore, the students express their 

belief that the economic positioning of women as relative to men continues to 

combine raising the children, performing the majority of the housework, maintaining 

a marriage, and the necessity to work outside the home — not necessarily a career.   

Being the primary carer generally involves the receipt of unequal wages, and a lack of 

career prospects and opportunities in the workforce as compared to men (Campo 

2005). Through their comments in this dissertation, the students acknowledge that this 

combined role is still attributed to them as women in line with the analyses of Marx 

and Engels. The finding supports the acceptance of the idea that women spend more 

time than men on unpaid domestic work regardless of their financial contribution to 

the family income, or whether they are in part-time or full-time work as discussed in 

the research literature (Bittman & Pixley 1997). External to the formal workforce 

unskilled domestic work is seen as having little value. The argument developed in the 

post-Suffrage Era that the sexual division of labour erodes equality between the sexes 

can be advanced today (Campo 2005).   

 

This argument is confirmed through the students offering their comments on the 

unequal relationships and constraints experienced in their private lives. It is of interest 

to the dissertation that the students appear hesitant to relate this lack of equity to their 

‘citizenship rights’ — understood as having access to the same economic and legal 

rights as men (Maxwell 2001; Murray 2007); in addition, the right to share in the full 

benefits of society (Mann 1987). This is the desired outcome for women as envisaged 

by the liberal feminist theoretical perspective and arguably advanced through the 

Women’s Studies’ curriculum. While the students as a group identify the state as 

being the political direction in which to seek reform for women, there is little 
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questioning of why the state does not readily support working mothers in areas, such 

as access to affordable childcare policies or family assistance programmes (van Acker 

2005; Wannon 2005).   

 

Arguably, gender inequality remains the fulcrum of the power relationship between 

women and men is another ongoing feature of Western democratic societies, not 

necessarily exclusive to Australia but generalised through capitalist societies. The 

dissertation argues that how some aspects of this inequality are perceived is in a 

period of transition if the comments offered in Chapter Three by this sample of 

students are indicative. The data appears to present a change in attitudes, and 

acceptance of misogynistic material — long decried in feminist theory (Lumby 1997; 

Rush 2006). This transformation is reflected in the students’ responses that inform an 

understanding of the politics of pornography and prostitution from the feminist 

perspective — a position of increasing fluidity. This is relevant for understanding the 

student’s relationship to feminism, as sexual objectification is a common theme in this 

body of work. An example of this fluidity is that in a number of their qualitative 

responses they (the students) infer that there is a distinction between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 

pornography, or between pornography and eroticism, despite almost across the board 

conservative to radical feminist vote that pornography objectifies women.   

 

From within the Marxist framework of this dissertation, pornography is understood as 

lowering the sexuality of a person to the status of an object, a commodity. This 

standpoint is sustained through the argument that sexual interest in another is not 

interest in the other as a person (Herman 1993); inequality in this power relationship 

is connected to this objectification. Radical feminists Catharine MacKinnon (1989) 

and Andrea Dworkin (2000) both argue that this ‘gender inequality’ is created and 

maintained by the demand for pornography predominantly by men. Connections are 

made in the research literature from the consumption of pornography to prostitution.  

From this perspective women are seen as consenting to being used sexually by men 

due to the lack of options available to them (MacKinnon 1993). MacKinnon argues 

‘the sex is not chosen for the sex. Money is the medium of force and provides the 

cover for consent’ (MacKinnon 1993, p.28).  This provides a transition from the 

traditional liberal theoretical standpoint of individuality and free choice, to the radical 

feminist analysis of coercion and violence. The argument is supported through a 
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considerable body of research Money drives the market: sex as a commodity and 

Women’s fear of violence presented in Chapter Three that argues against the idea of 

pornography being harmless for women (Cameron & Frazer 2000; King 1993; 

Strossen 2000). As a commodity pornography could not exist to the extent that it does 

as a lucrative market without the covert support of the state (Marris & Maley 2007; 

Tom 2006). This apparent acceptability of pornography, particularly by younger 

educated women, is an area for future inquiry. 

 

Despite the supporting body of research presented the students’ responses depict their 

reticence to acknowledge the argument — that men benefit from the economic, sexual 

and psychological oppression of women — raised through Morgan’s (1996) LFAIS. 

The research argues that there appears to be no ‘diminution’ of the levels of violence 

committed by men against women since the Suffragist Era (McCarry 2007). Within 

this literature there is a growing stream of thought attempting to construct men as the 

‘real victims’ through disembodying men from ‘masculinity’ away from the gender 

dynamics of perpetrator and victim (McCarry 2007). The argument that violence is a 

chosen behaviour is discussed within the framework that gender and gender roles are 

socially constructed (McCarry 2007). This understanding is relevant for this 

dissertation because the state does not appear to be offering protection to women (and 

children) via its policies that increasingly recast sexual assault as a private, individual 

problem. The question can be asked why this is still a matter for debate in the 21st 

century. The state appears resistant to consistently fund violence prevention 

programmes for women unless it is politically expedient (Allen 1996; Morley & 

Macfarlane 2008; Summers 2003). 

 

The dissertation argues that the ‘gender equality’ debate may be manipulated by the 

state for its own political purposes whilst encouraging social and cultural fault lines.  

This is demonstrated through the ongoing debate within the Australian community 

about Muslim women’s bodies and how they are clothed, and becomes a part of a 

broader ‘cultural battle’. This debate challenges their agency by allowing them to be 

symbolically constructed as the ‘other’ as Indigenous women were in colonial times. 

In relation to the idea of equality for women the former Prime Minister John Howard 

(1996–2007) offers his view that Australia is ‘contemporary and progressive’ when it 

concerns the ‘equality of men and women’ (Aly 2007, p.27). This dissertation 
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suggests based on media reports that women are divided along cultural, religious, 

political lines, and class positioning on the veiling issue. This is apparent in 2005 

when the Australian Federal MP and former Coalition Minister Bronwyn Bishop — 

who is in a position of power where she has the means to support other women — 

advocates a banning of the headscarf in Australian schools.  Bishop argues: 

 

In an ideal society you don’t ban anything but this has really been  

forced on us because what we’re really seeing in our country is  

a clash of cultures, and, indeed, the headscarf is being used as a sort  

of iconic item of defiance (by) the sort of people who want to  

overturn our values. (Aly 2007, p.27) 

 

The use of the ‘us’, ‘our’, ‘the sort of people’ and ‘our values’ by conservative 

women, is why in the final analysis issues are more important than gender. The 

language used by former politicians such as Pauline Hanson who offers an anti-female 

political agenda that negatively impacts on poorer women. Bishop further argues that 

women who wear the hijab are ‘in a position of being a slave’, and ‘can’t deal with 

the choices that freedom offers’ (Aly 2007, p.27). In effect she is denying other 

women agency by presuming to know the reasons why they chose to wear what they 

do. This dissertation argues that this is yet another example of the ‘objectification’ of 

women by white middle-class women.  Racism continues to divide women and 

prevents them from grouping politically. 

 

There is no all; no ‘sisterhood’, and is reminiscent of the Suffragist Era when the 

Indigenous women were denied their humanity through state policy and practice 

(Burgman 1992). The white colonial women in this period did not rally on behalf of 

their ‘sisters’ but largely out of concern for their own social and economic security; 

despite the rhetoric offered by suffragists and their supporters. But the Indigenous 

women were also wives and mothers like themselves (Oldfield 1992). In addition, 

they (the suffragists) do not appear to actively contest, and perhaps could not contest 

the Indigenous women’s sexual and physical exploitation by predominantly white 

men (Evans et al. 1975; Jolly 1993).  
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Women’s access to the political sphere is a further area of ‘inequality’ raised by this 

dissertation’s inquiry into students’ attitudes to praxis. As a group, the students appear 

to hold the attitude that men exert undue influence, leaving women politically 

marginalised. In this dissertation the students’ quantitative responses express strong 

support for women to be politically active and work together — this is within a period 

of time when there is a rise in the number of female politicians in Federal Parliament. 

Despite this increase, there is still an under representation of women in Australian 

politics. In the research literature there is little to uphold the idea that women support 

laws and policies that enhance other women’s rights (King & Leigh 2007; Leigh 

2005; Tinker 2004); therefore, an increase in the numbers of women elected would 

not be a guarantee for social change that benefits women. Women do not vote as a 

bloc. There is little historical or contemporary evidence for the argument that women 

group as women in politics in the long term, and there appears to be a lack of formal 

structure except in elite groups such as the Women’s Electoral Lobby (Baird 2004).   

 

The body of literature Women and politics: little sisterhood here presented in the 

previous chapter supports the argument that intense media scrutiny has existed for 

women since the Suffragist Era when they aspire to political office. This scrutiny 

particularly addresses areas such as how they dress and how they live their private 

lives (Baird 2004); and is generally not afforded to male politicians. Women appear to 

experience aggressive resistance from their political opponents because they are seen 

as potential vote-pullers despite little evidence supporting this assertion; except for 

the initial ‘novelty value’ they are attributed with (Baird 2004). The literature 

supports the argument that the Australian political culture does not appear 

encouraging of women who fit the traditional image associated with men, nor is it 

accepting of women who challenge this image by exploiting the traditional 

stereotypes of women (Baird 2004). What’s more, a high public profile does not 

necessarily equate with real political power for women, and in the main the power is 

transitionary. Disproportionate media attention in some instances contributes to 

women’s political downfall (Baird 2004).  Why would women willingly subject 

themselves to this negative treatment as a viable political strategy for reform? But this 

direction is advocated by the sample of Women’s Studies students. 
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The literature also supports the argument that for over the past one hundred years 

women repeatedly turn to the state, either as voters or participants, in the hope of 

political redress. This direction is supported in this dissertation due to the students’ 

overwhelming agreement with this idea through the state centred approach. Perhaps 

this is an example of where historical knowledge or understanding has overtaken 

collective memory (Campo 2005). This dissertation argues that it may yet prove to be 

an aberration in Australian politics that a female politician achieves the position of 

Deputy Prime Minister.  Julia Gillard achieves this role in November 2007 with the 

incoming Rudd Labor Government that also sees an increase, at least at that time, in 

the number of female Federal MPs across all parties (Ryan 2007). Although the 

Australian Labor Party (ALP) women faired well in terms of percentages, the men 

were still in a privileged position. In contrast to the experiences of earlier female 

politicians who are generally given arguably ‘female’ related portfolios, Gillard a 

solicitor, oversees Industrial Relations in the new government (Baird 2004). While 

this outcome is worthwhile, it has taken over one hundred years from enfranchisement 

for women to be accepted as formidable participants in the political sphere. This is 

still the ideal for many women, at least philosophically. 

 

 

Is feminism still relevant to these students?  

 

This dissertation’s research approach challenges the relevance of the feminist 

theoretical perspective for the sample population of students as their understanding 

and acceptance of this framework, and their self-identification as ‘feminist’ should 

inform their attitudes to participating in praxis (Bulbeck 2001; Burn et al. 2000; Liss 

et al. 2001; Phipps 2005; Reid & Purcell 2004).  Maintaining a feminist consciousness 

is deemed in the literature as necessary for students to be politically engaged, and is 

understood as an outcome of sharing an ideology such as the feminist theoretical 

perspective. Feminist discourse is said to provide a way of knowing a woman’s world, 

and being conscious of being female in a male dominated society. But does this 

acceptance of the feminist theoretical perspective inform their political practice in any 

meaningful way as understood by a critical Marx (1845)?  The data, collected before 

and after their participation in Women’s Studies programmes, indicates that it does 

not. 
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Not unexpectedly, the majority of the students who participate during the data-

gathering stage of this research enter into their Women’s Studies programme already 

very supportive of feminism, and appear to hold a base understanding of feminist 

thought. The weight of the data from the two hundred and twenty students (presented 

in Chapter Three) is supportive of this statement; but how the students primarily in the 

younger age group gain this knowledge and acceptance is not discernable.  Perhaps 

this is an area of further inquiry. For a number of the students, their participation in 

the Women’s Studies class appears to clarify what ‘stream’ of feminism they perceive 

as applying to them.  As a high level of support is expressed for feminism, it is not 

unexpected that their experience in Women’s Studies does not challenge the relevance 

of the feminist theoretical perspective, although a number of the students state that 

they would have preferred to be offered a critique as part of their class. This high 

level of feminist support is maintained by the students despite awareness that the 

many issues of concern for women since the Colonial Era — such as the lack of wage 

parity, access to the political, economic and judicial systems, appeals to the state to 

address the issue of physical and sexual violence against women and children — is 

largely unresolved.  This dissertation notes that there is little challenge to the feminist 

orthodoxy offered in Women’s Studies as expressed through the students’ qualitative 

comments.  

 
In contrast, the pre-Women’s Studies students’ high level of feminist identification 

was unexpected. This affirmation of feminist belief contrasts with the ongoing trend 

in the overseas research literature that suggests women did not identify as ‘feminist’ 

while accepting its many tenets (Arnold 2000; Burn et al. 2000; Liss et al. 2001: 

Williams & Wittig 1997). This finding is relevant for the dissertation as feminist 

identification is one of the predictors of praxis. Arguably, in this instance the strength 

of identification is linked to the predominantly younger age group of the sample 

population, and may reflect a cohort trend (Brewster & Padavic 2000).  The post-

Women’s Studies data indicates that the students maintain their high level of feminist 

identification throughout and beyond their Women’s Studies semester. Attendance in 

the programme appears to consolidate the students’ prior understanding of feminist 

discourse with only a few students expressing reservations about some aspects of 

liberal feminism. They also question the terms (feminism) social acceptability, and 
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the lack of understanding of feminist terminology based on their experiences outside 

the university.   

 

The dissertation finds that after the conclusion of the semester, a number of students’ 

express their surprise that they are unable to enact feminist principles in their 

everyday lives external to the Women’s Studies classroom. This dissertation 

acknowledges that while the weight of the data is diminished due to the numbers of 

students unavailable to participate in the change (144) and longitudinal (21) surveys, 

it is still indicative of this view. They appear to encounter levels of ambivalence 

towards feminism, or at least their understanding of it, that they were previously 

unaware of within the community. This is also the experience of a number of students 

who participate in the comparative Bulbeck (2001) study, drawn on in Chapters Three 

and Four. Their responses also imply a resistance to being perceived as a ‘victim’, 

which is how a number of the students in this thesis interpret the structuring of 

women by Women’s Studies programmes. This interrelates with authors such as 

Naomi Wolf’s (1993) analyses that argue against ‘victim feminism’, and advocate a 

‘power feminism’ approach. The dissertation contends that this is one of the outcomes 

of the growing class divide between the small layers of privileged women whose life 

choices contrast with those available to “working class” women. An example of this 

divide is offered in this dissertation by one of the students who does not ‘feel …very 

oppressed as a single white female’ (10), and argues against what she defines as an 

over-emphasis on the negative aspects of women’s experience raised in her class.   

 
Overall, there is considerable support expressed particularly towards the liberal 

feminist theoretical perspective by this sample of students despite many of the key 

political objectives for women still being unachieved especially in the economic arena 

after decades of liberal feminist thought.  Their strong support for this perspective is 

significant as it challenges the Prime Minister John Howard’s (1996–2007) assertion 

that this is ‘the post-feminist stage of the debate’ (cited in Hewett 2002), and one in 

which ‘Australian women have “moved on” from feminism and were having more 

babies’ (cited in Wright & Giles 2006).  Arguably the idea of feminism with its 

associated stereotypes draws media attention away from the struggle for Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous women’s rights in areas such as access to affordable and quality 

childcare, wage parity, and access to adequate health care.  It allows the state to 
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reframe the ongoing lack of equality for women as one of personal lack of 

achievement, and not the necessity for institutional change.  In this dissertation the 

students’ support for the feminist theoretical perspective is indicative that, at least for 

them, the conservative undermining of this point of view has not been wholly 

successful.  

 

 
What do the results mean?  

    

In this dissertation, the sample of students appears to hold significant ideological and 

philosophical support for the feminist idea of a ‘sisterhood’, and for women to unite 

politically.  This level of support is initially reflected in their quantitative responses to 

the statements offered on Morgan’s (1996) Liberal Feminist Attitude and Ideology 

Scale — an appropriate measure of liberal feminist ideology as it identifies the 

students’ understanding of feminist discourse, and the potential for praxis. Strong 

qualitative support for the idea of participating in group political activity is also 

expressed by the students despite such activity being increasingly identified in the 

literature as a minority pursuit within Australian society.  While the students express 

some reservations for this approach there is awareness that part of the problem is a 

biased media coverage that discourages citizens from being overly critical of the state.   

 

This dissertation suggests that this sample’s support for women to act is merely 

rhetoric, and is not reflected by their own level of political engagement before or after 

their participation in Women’s Studies. Their lack of engagement restricts their 

actions to the state centred institutionalised approach such as signing petitions; with 

minimal support expressed for financially contributing to political campaigns (the 

power feminism approach); and less support through the non-institutionalised 

approach of attending marches, sit-ins, strikes and picket lines. These findings 

correlate with the results from a sizeable body of comparative research offered in 

Chapter Four that explores how Australian students generally understand and engage 

in the political process. This body of work indicates that their respondents (primary 

and high-school) depict a high level of apathy towards participating in, and a lack of 

understanding of how the political system works.  
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The students in this dissertation appear to reflect a resistance or apathy towards 

applying what they have learnt in the Women’s Studies classroom in relation to the 

historical positioning of women. Their level of political behaviour is relevant for this 

research as their past levels of activity are seen as predictive of future political 

behaviour. This raises the question of how effective is it then for students to be taught 

a gendered past if there is no political response? Like previous studies, what little 

engagement the students do have in the political process revolves around supporting 

the institutionalised approach of enlisting others to act on their behalf. This is 

reminiscent of the strategic approach of the suffragists in the Colonial Era in their 

efforts for the vote, and for other social and economic reforms.  

 

Based on the students’ responses this dissertation argues that their past levels of 

participation in praxis and their expressed attitudes to working together on reform 

issues for women do not run in tandem. Their qualitative comments reflect that they 

do not offer a sense of urgency towards being involved in the political sphere; instead 

they express a degree of apathy and lack of engagement; the activities that they do 

perform, such as signing petitions are more representative of active citizenship, than 

being engaged in praxis. Arguably, this is reflective of the decline in grassroots 

mobilization since the Women’s Liberation Movement of the 1970s, and the genesis 

of Women’s Studies; a time that saw activist women and their supporters participate 

in street marches and rallies to maintain the state’s attention towards the necessity for 

reform in areas such as education, health, law and the workplace.  It is also the time 

that experienced the rise of ‘femocrats’ as part of state and academic feminism.  This 

incorporation of activist women into the state structure arguably oversaw the decline 

of the street-based political movement. 

 

This dissertation argues that Women’s Studies appears to be failing to encourage its 

students to engage in praxis, arguably due to its emergence from its original mission 

of political engagement to one of a vocational nature within the ambit of the capitalist 

states agenda. This is in contrast to the experience of the American facilitators of such 

programmes who are depicted as encouraging the enactment of feminist principles by 

their students through offering a practicum component to the course. In effect this 

encourages students to connect feminist theory to its practice. This is the role of a 

political theory as envisaged by Marx (1845). The facilitators advocate these projects 
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to educate and empower their students.  From this perspective, projects, such as 

involvement with community groups as women’s advocates or visits to women’s 

shelters are seen to foster the self-confidence to encourage the translation of feminist 

principles into political action for social justice (Hoffman & Stake 1998). This 

involvement assists students distinguishing between what is discussed in the 

classroom, and what the women most affected by the social inequities understand.  

Literature offers the argument that this is transference away from merely charting the 

forms of women’s oppression and feminism’s concentration on personal identity with 

its focus on inner change (Gutierrez & Ortega 1991). Perhaps this is an area for 

consideration as part of the Australian experience of Women’s Studies as the 

dissertation’s results are not indicative of practical political outcomes for women by 

women. 
 

For a number of the students in this dissertation their political response to social 

change is enacted in the volunteer work that they perform in the community.  These 

students appear to maintain their level of preference for volunteer work during and 

after their time in Women’s Studies. Data indicates that students are unconvinced 

about participating in praxis preferring to volunteer instead. Based on the student’s 

responses a further area of inquiry could perhaps focus on gauging how working in 

specific areas of social adversity impacts or informs their attitudes to social reforms 

for women. Volunteerism however reinforces the secondary value of women’s work 

although it makes a huge contribution to both the economic, social and psychological 

well being of the community. 

 

 

Where should future research turn? 

 

Informed by the students’ responses the dissertation argues that Women’s Studies has 

depreciated in its role as a site for women to share their experiences with other 

women; a course that develops a critique of the feminist theoretical and philosophical 

perspectives; and a site that encourages political empowerment that results in praxis.  

Outside of the Women’s Studies classroom while appearing to accept the intellectual 

arguments for women’s empowerment the students acknowledge that there are 

difficulties in maintaining this approach. The theory does not result in practical 
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political outcomes as advocated by a critical Marx. Areas raised for future inquiry 

include: 

 
• The students query the lack of critical evaluation of the feminist theoretical 

perspective within the Women’s Studies classrooms; they perceive the theory 

as being accepted and offered as an exclusive philosophical framework for 

women (that does not invite discussion). This raises the issue of whether an 

experiential understanding of women’s experience is embedded in this 

programme; and whether the courses are structured from this standpoint.  

 

• Although the majority of the Women’s Studies students in this dissertation 

appear to see themselves in ‘class’ terms, further inquiry is necessary to 

ascertain how the term ‘class’ is understood as no definitions are offered on 

the three questionnaires, and meanings change across theoretical approaches. 

Their class positioning was also an issue for the students in the comparative 

studies who appear hesitant to self identify (Bulbeck (2002) while there 

appears to be confusion to their actual class positioning in the Hughes (2005) 

study. Further inquiry will add to the body of knowledge on whether Australia 

is understood as a class-based society, and the political significance of class 

structuring for women. 

 

• The sample population of students participating in this dissertation and in the 

comparative studies (Australian and American) were similar; however, 

arguably there are cultural, racial, and social differences — one important 

difference being the religiosity of the participants as a predictive variable. 

American research literature illustrates that religiosity is discussed as having a 

relationship to how ‘feminism’ is perceived and understood by respondents in 

relation to the feminist theoretical perspective. This is relevant for future 

inquiry, as while information on the sample population’s religion was not 

sought by this dissertation, religious bodies were offered as sites for voluntary 

work by a number of the students.   

 
• What influence has the vocational marketing of Women’s Studies had on its 

curriculum?  What are the differences between Centres, if any? Are there 
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different philosophical approaches due to any curriculum changes? This is an 

area for further inquiry, as it was not part of the research focus of this 

dissertation.  

 
Based on the resultant data another area for future inquiry stems from the student’s 

resistance to connecting their social and economic disadvantage to their ‘citizenship 

rights’ How contemporary feminist women (and men) understand these rights is of 

interest due to the gender-neutral language associated with the concept of 

‘citizenship’ as an indicator of political liberation. Resistance was also expressed to 

the idea that women’s issues (within feminism) are being placed outside the sphere of 

human rights issues.  How the idea of ‘human rights’ is generally understood is an 

area for further inquiry by researchers interested in exploring this concept. However, 

from the Marxist perspective ‘human rights’ are a facade to mask the fundamental and 

social inequalities that benefit the ruling class. 

 
As there was only a small male sample of Women’s Studies students initially 

available for this research any further inquiry requires a larger sample size to provide 

more significant findings in order to detect attitudinal changes over time. Their 

responses in this dissertation pose the question of what they (the male students) hope 

to gain from their attendance. While some of these students appear to maintain 

traditional and masculine traits over a semester, there are others who attempt to draw 

attention to the male view with indications that some male students consider the 

feminist theoretical perspective particularly threatening. Why then, do male students 

choose to enrol in Women’s Studies? What is their motivation? These are areas for 

possible future inquiry to add to the Women’s Studies body of knowledge. 

 

This dissertation acknowledges its limitations in respect to the mechanical difficulties 

experienced in the longitudinal process, and poses this issue as an area for redress by 

future researchers who wish to explore the relationship between higher education and 

programmes of social justice and social change for women.  Based on this experience 

future researchers may possibly explore the idea of extending the longitudinal process 

to include the duration of the Women’s Studies programme and not just the focus on 

one class at each university.  
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Conclusion 

 

The analysis presented in this dissertation is informed through its original data and 

offers the view that there needs to be a mass movement of women, not just rhetorical 

support that invites, describes, analyses and politically activates women.  Women’s 

movements and hence Women’s Studies Schools do not currently have a critical 

mass. Informed by the students’ responses and the responses of the students in the 

comparative studies, the dissertation’s findings offer a significant contribution to the 

field of Women’s Studies. This research informs and challenges the relationship 

between Women’s Studies, and the viability of feminist theory as a political strategy 

for contemporary women (and men), and the durability of such a relationship. This 

sample of students come into their Women’s Studies programme strongly identifying 

as feminist and low levels of state-centred political activity.  They leave Women’s 

Studies as feminist with low levels of state-centred political activity. Their responses 

contest the idea that, for them, participating in a programme such as Women’s Studies 

is empowering for praxis. The data gained through this research is not supportive of 

the dissertation’s hypothesis that ‘If the academic programme of Women’s Studies is 

based on feminist theoretical principles, then it will empower their students to praxis’. 

 

The dissertation argues that despite the huge energy, enthusiasm and even evangelism 

the feminist theoretical perspective as a political strategy is largely unsuccessful; in 

addition, this theoretical framework does not appear to encourage a broad-based 

resistance by women for women. This is within the context that after decades of 

feminist-inspired discourse and political action, many of its initial concerns have not 

been realised. Feminism as a political strategy — both theoretical and practical — has 

not encouraged a critical mass of society to willingly adopt new behaviours needed as 

‘atomised discontent, opposition-in-itself has little political impact’ (Burgmann 1993, 

p. 19). Furthermore, I offer the argument that it is strategically counter productive for 

women’s reform issues to be isolated from the rest of society as it denies men as 

potential allies for social reform. Therefore, the feminist theoretical perspective as 

offered through the Women’s Studies curriculum does not fulfil the role for theory 

having practical outcomes that a critical Marx (1845) envisages.   
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APPENDIX A:  The baseline: Part A  Questionnaire 
 

 
Semester …….……… 
 
Chief Investigator:  Dr Georgina Murray 
School of Humanities 
Nathan Campus 
Griffith University 
Brisbane 
Contact telephone: (07) 3875 7371 
 
Assoc. Investigator:  Ms Julie Copley-Bishop 
Email: Julie.Martin@mailbox.gu.edu.au 
               
 
Dear Student 
 
This is to introduce Julie Copley-Bishop’s Which wave breaks? Feminist strategies in 
the 90s” project. This research is being conducted in partial fulfilment of requirements 
for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy at Griffith University under my supervision. 
 
If you have any concerns regarding this project please contact me on the number 
listed above. 
 

 
PART A questionnaire 

 
The study "Which Wave Breaks? Feminist strategies in the 90s" is primarily 
interested in the formation of individual political consciousness through participation 
in Women's Studies classes. As the focus of the study is on the experiences and 
perceptions of undergraduate students I appreciate your assistance in completing the 
attached questionnaire. 
 
At the end of this semester there is also a shorter questionnaire (Part B) to be 
completed.  There is further opportunity, if you are willing, to be involved in a follow-
up study.   
 
It is important that you are aware that your participation in this research is voluntary 
and that you are free to withdraw at any time. This study is not part of the course 
assessment criteria.  All responses made on questionnaires are confidential.   
 
Please retain this page for your records. 
 
 
 
Thank you, 
 
………………………             …………… 
Assoc. Investigator                  Date 
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CONSENT FORM 
 

 
 

Chief Investigator:  Dr.Georgina.Murray 
Contact telephone: (07) 3875 7371                                     
 
Assoc. Investigator:    
Julie Copley-Bishop  
School of Humanities                       
Nathan Campus                                
Griffith University  
Brisbane 
 
Email:     Julie.Martin@mailbox.gu.edu.au 
               copleybishop@yahoo.com 
 
This study is primarily interested in the formation of individual political consciousness through 
participation in Women's Studies classes.  It involves completion of two questionnaires over one 
semester.  It is important that you are aware that your participation in this research is voluntary and 
that you are free to withdraw at any time.  This study is not part of the course assessment criteria.  
All responses made on questionnaires are confidential.  At no time will your name be associated with 
responses. This research is being conducted in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the Degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy at Griffith University under the supervision of Dr. Georgina Murray and  
Dr. Sarah Rickson. 
 
Griffith University's Research Ethics Officer:  (07) 3875 6618  
 
I am willing to be involved in a follow-up study involving an interview (please 
tick the box) 
 
 
I agree to participate in the "Which Wave Breaks? Feminist strategies in the 90s" project and give 
my consent freely.  I understand that the study will be carried out as described in the information 
statement, a copy of which I have retained.  I realise that whether or not I decide to participate is my 
decision and will not affect my studies.  I also realise that I can withdraw from the study at any time 
and that I do not have to have any reasons for withdrawing.  I have had all questions answered to my 
satisfaction. 
 
 
Signature:            ……………………………………….                     ………………. 
                              Participant                                                                Date 
 
Contact @……………………………….. 

 
 
 
 
 

mailto:copleybishop@yahoo.com�
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SECTION 1:  ABOUT YOU                                                                      
                                                                                                                                                                 
                                                                                                                                                                 
   

              Please tick relevant boxes                                                                                                         
 
Q 1     Gender    
                                                                             
            1.1          Female           1.2           Male                                                                                       
 
        
Q 2      Age     ……..yrs  
 
 
Q 3      Marital Status 
 
           3.1            Single            3.3              Partnership        3.5           Widowed                   
 
           3.2             Married        3.4              Divorced 
                                                                             
Q 4     Have you previously completed a Women’s Studies course?     
         Please circle.              Yes / No 
 
 Q 5    Year of Study  (circle one)        First     Second    Third           Other..................... 
 
  
                                                             
 
Q 6     Please tick the relevant box if you identify as being part of either the 
  
            6.1            Working Class   6.2         Middle Class     6.3          Upper Class 
 
 
 
 
Q 7       Please tick relevant box for Mother's occupation. 
 
              7.1              Mother                                                                                                                        
 
              In combination with 
 

                                        7.2             Professional/Administrative 
            

              7.3              Directors/Owners                7.6            Landlords/Farmers 
               of large companies 
 
7.4             Small business persons          7.7              Tradesperson/Labourers 
 
7.5             Unemployed                              7.8               Other................................                                       
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Q 8       Please tick the relevant box for Father's occupation. 
 
 

8.1       Father                                                                                                                                       
 
              In combination with 
 

8.2       Professional/Administration 
 

8.3       Directors/Owners                  8.6              Landlords/Farmers 
      of large companies 
 

           8.4            Small business people           8.7              Tradespeople/Labourers 
 
           8.5            Unemployed                          8.8               Other...........................                                          
 

                 
 
 
 
Q 9      Please circle the appropriate number for your political preference. 
 
 
 
 1                                                           4                                                        7 
Left                                               Centre                                                 Right 
(radical)     2                 3             (moderate)            5                  6      (conservative) 
 
|_________|_________|___________|____________|_________|_________|                                        
 
 
 [Adapted from Leach, 1988] 
 
   
 
 
 
Q 10   Do you identify as being part of an ethnic group? 
          If you do, please nominate.       
                                                                                              
 
........................................................................................... 
 
...........................................................................................                                                                
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INSTRUCTIONS 
 
 
This inventory lists different attitudes and/or beliefs that people sometimes hold.  
Please read each statement and decide how much you agree or disagree with the 
statement. 
 
For each of the attitudes please show your answer by circling the number on each line 
that BEST DESCRIBES HOW YOU THINK most of the time. Remember, 
because people are different there are no right or wrong answers. 
 
 
SECTION 2: Your Motivation to attend this Course 
   
                                                                                                                                
Q 11   Do you agree or disagree with the following statements? 
            Please circle the relevant number on each line below.                                    
                                                                                                                                                                           
                                                                                                                                                                            

1. Totally agree           
2. Agree very much 
3. Agree slightly 
4. Disagree slightly 
5. Disagree very much            
6.    Totally disagree 

 
 
                                                                       
                                                                                                            Totally       Totally                                    
                                                                                                            Agree         Disagree 
11.01 To help define my identity more clearly. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
11.02 To be more understanding and accepting of my  

 Sexuality. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

11.03 To be more assertive.                                                                           1 2 3 4 5 6 
11.04 To know how to confront sexism when I encounter it.                     1 2 3 4 5 6 
11.05 To enhance feelings of self-worth.  1 2 3 4 5 6 
11.06 To gain the skills to be more self-confident.                                                  1 2 3 4 5 6 
 

 
 
Q 12    Is your motivation to attend related to career options? 
 
                               Yes  /  No /  Other 
 
 
 
Q 13     Was your decision to take this class influenced by a positive female role model? 
 
                            Yes / No / Other  
 
 
 
 
 
 



 241 

SECTION 3:  Feminist Ideology   
 
                                                                                                                                                          
Do you agree or disagree with the following statements? 
Please circle the relevant number on each line below. 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                          
                                                                                                                                         Totally            Totally       
                                                                                                                                         Agree              Disagree    
 
 
Q 14 Even though some things have changed, women are still                                     

 treated unfairly in today's society. 
 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Q 15 Women have been treated unfairly on the basis of their 
 gender throughout most of human history. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Q 16 The achievements of women in history have not been  
 emphasized as much as those of men.     
          

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Q 17   Men have too much influence in Australian politics 
  compared to women. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Q 18 All men receive economic, sexual and psychological 
 benefits from male oppression of women. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Q 19 People who complain that pornography treats women 
 like objects are overreacting.                                 
                                    

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Q 20 Men still don’t take women’s ideas seriously. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Q 21 Women are already given equal opportunities with 
men in all important sectors of their lives.                  
                                                                                                                                                                             

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Q 22 Women have fewer choices available to them as  
 compared to men. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Q 23 Women in Australia are treated as second-class citizens. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 
 
  [Adapted from Morgan's  (1996) LFAIS] 
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Q 24   In the past five years, have you participated in any of the following                     
          activities?  Please circle. 
 
 
 
24.01 Taken part in a rally or demonstration to support social justice 

issues.    
                                                                                                 

Yes No 

24.02 Signed a petition.  
                                                                                 

Yes No 

24.03 Contacted the media, E.g. radio, TV, newspapers.     
                           

Yes No 

24.04 Contributed money to political campaigns.   
                                         

Yes No 

24.05 Contacted an MP.                   
                                                            

Yes No 

24.06 Contributed money (on a weekly basis to a social justice  
 group/s).     
                                                                                           

Yes No 

 
  

 
Attended 
 
 
24.07 - A sit-in  

                                                                                         
Yes No 

24.08 - A strike 
                                                                                        

Yes No 

24.09 - A picket line 
                                                                                

Yes No 

24.10 Participated in creative political activity (E.g. street theatre,  
poster art). 
 

Yes No 

24.11 Any other political activity (E.g. voluntary work, collectives).   
 
………………………………………………………….                        

Yes No 

 
 
 
 
 
[Adapted from Kelly & Breinlinger (1996)] 
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Do you agree or disagree with the following statements?                                        . 
Please circle relevant number on each line below. 
   
  
                                                                                                                                          Totally              Totally         
                                                                                                                                           Agree               Disagree 
 
Q 25 Women need to unite and work together to achieve  

 political and social rights in this country. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

Q 26 A “women’s movement” is basically irrelevant to   
 the most vital concerns of our society.      

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Q 27 The government should definitely play a role in  
 improving women’s status in society.                              

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Q 28 A revolutionary  restructuring of society is needed to  
overcome status inequality between the sexes. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Q 29 Women can best overcome discrimination by doing 
 the best that they can at their jobs; not by  
 wasting their time with political activity.                        

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Q 30 While women may be right to be unhappy about  
 some aspect of their roles in society, they are wrong 
 in the way they are protesting.                                       

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Q 31 Most group protests only serve to make the public see the  
protestors as fanatics. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Q 32 In order to change inequities between the sexes,  
 we have to do more than just treat men and women 
 fairly in our own lives. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Q 33 Most group protests fail to result in any real change. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Q 34 If we leave well enough alone, eventually men and 

 women will be treated fairly.                                                
1 2 3 4 5 6 

 
 
 
[Adapted from Morgan (1996) LFAIS]  
                                                                                                                                                                          
 
Q35 Every individual can have an impact on the political 

process. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

Q36 People working together can change government policy. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Q37 There is not much point in participating in political  

campaigns: one person’s participation won’t make any 
difference. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Q38 I don’t think politicians care very much what people like 
me think. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 
 
                                                                                                  
                                                                                                                                     
[Adapted from Kelly & Breinlinger (1996)] 
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Q 39       Do you hold feminist beliefs?        Yes                                               
 
              
                                                                     No 
 
 
 
 
Q 40       If Yes, would you say then that you definitely hold these beliefs  
 
 
              Strongly 
                                                                                                                                           
              Moderately 
 
 
                                               
                                                                                                                                                                                       
                                                                                                                                                                               
 
 
Q 41         If you identify as “feminist” to what degree do you think  you are a feminist? 
              
              Please tick relevant box.  
                    
              Would you say that you identify strongly as “feminist”              
                                                                               
                                                                          or  moderately?                 
 
 [Adapted from Cowan & Masek (1992)] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Any further comments on these issues would be appreciated.  
                                                                                                                                                                      
 
 
 
 
 
                                                     
 
 
 

Your ASSISTANCE and TIME is greatly appreciated. 
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APPENDIX B: The Change: Part B  Questionnaire 
 

 
 

Semester …….…2000    
 

Chief Investigator:   
Dr. Georgina  Murray 
School of Humanities  
Nathan Campus  
Griffith University 
Brisbane  
             
Contact telephone: (07) 3875 7371 
Assoc. Investigator:  Ms Julie Martin 
Email: 
Julie.Martin@mailbox.gu.edu.au 
copleybishop@yahoo.com 
 
                             

Dear Student 
Part B Questionnaire 

 
I would like to thank the lecturers, school administration staff 

 and especially the students who were involved in the “Which Wave Breaks? 
Feminist strategies in the 90s” study. 

 
This study is primarily interested in the formation of individual political 
consciousness through participation in Women's Studies Classes.  As the focus of the 
study is on the experiences and perceptions of undergraduate students, I appreciate 
your assistance in completing the questionnaire. 
 
I would like to remind you that it is important you are aware that your participation in 
this research is voluntary, and you are free to withdraw at any time.  This study is not 
part of the course assessment criteria.  All responses made on the questionnaire are 
confidential. 
 
This research is being conducted in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the 
Degree of Doctor of Philosophy at Griffith University under the supervision of Dr. 
Georgina Murray and Dr. Sarah Rickson. 
 
Griffith University Research Ethics Officer:  (07) 3875 6618. 
 
 Thank you again for your support for this project. 
 
 
…………………………..       …………………… 
 
Assoc. Investigator                        Date 

mailto:Julie.Martin@mailbox.gu.edu.au�
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About You: 
 
Gender (circle one)    F    /     M 
 
Age...............(yrs) 
 
If you completed the Part A questionnaire 
at the start of semester please tick   
 
 
 
Please circle your response to the following questions 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   
 
Q 1.   Has the class influenced you in wanting to become  
          involved in political activity* relating to women?  
 

                                                                Yes  / No / Unsure        
 
         If so, how?...................................................................... 
 
         ........................................................................................ 
 
         ........................................................................................ 
 
         ........................................................................................                            
 

*   E.g. signing petitions, involvement in campaigns, 
             to attending rallies and marches. 
 
 
  
 

Q 2.    Did you learn anything new in your class that  
           you hadn't known previously?         
                                                                 Yes  / No  / Unsure         
 
          If so, what ……............................................................ 
 
          ....................................................................................... 
 
          ....................................................................................... 
 
          ....................................................................................... 
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Q 3      I intend to continue to be kept informed on 
            women's rights* issues.   
                                                                  Yes / No / Unsure             
             
           .................................................................………….... 
 
           .................................................................................... 
 
           ……………………………………………………… 
 

Using this term does not imply that these issues should 
 be exclusively women's concerns 

 
  
 Q 4     Do you think this class had any affect on whether or not  
            you considered yourself a feminist?    
                         
                                                                    Yes / No                                    
                 
If so, in what way?………………………………… 
 
………………………………………………………………..  
                                                                                                                      
……………………………………………………………….. 
 
Q 5       If you do not identify as a “feminist”, why not? 
 
………………………………………………………………. 
 
……………………………………………………………….                    
 
………………………………………………………………. 
 
Any further comments on your experience are appreciated. 
 
………………………………………………………………... 
 
………………………………………………………………...                  
 
[Adapted from Elovson & Cockroft (1976) 
 Shueman & Sedlacek (1977), and 
 Bargad & Hyde (1991)]  
 
 
 

 
Thank you for your participation in this study. 
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APPENDIX C: The Longitudinal: Part C  Questionnaire 
 
 
 
 
Julie Copley-Bishop 
Mail Box 88 
Room 2.54B 
School of Humanities 
Nathan Campus 
Griffith University 
Brisbane 
 
Dear Student 
 
I am contacting you with regards to your previous participation in my post-graduate 
research “Which wave breaks? Feminist strategies in the 90s”.  As previously 
explained, the study is being conducted in partial fulfilment of requirements for the 
Degree of Doctor of Philosophy at Griffith University. 
 
It is primarily interested in the formation of individual political consciousness through 
participation in Women’s Studies classes.  As the focus of the study is on the 
experiences and perceptions of undergraduate students, I appreciate your assistance in 
completing the short questionnaire attached - the final stage of this project. 
 
The same conditions apply as per the first two stages of this research in that 
participation is voluntary, and you are free to withdraw at any time.  This study is not 
part of any course assessment criteria.  All responses made on questionnaires are 
confidential. 
 
If this is an email request please complete the short survey form by going into “reply 
mode”.  This allows you to type your responses in and then please press, “send”.  If 
this request is by surface mail, please find return pre-paid envelope. 
 
Again, I thank you for your time and your support. I wish you well for the future. 
 
 
 
 
 
…………………………………………………. 
 
Julie Copley-Bishop 
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Please complete 
 
 
Gender 
 
Age 
 
Marital Status 
 
 
 
Please indicate with a Yes or No response if you have participated in any of the 
following activities since the completion of your course? 
 
 
 
Q 1. Taken part in a rally or demonstration to support social justice 

issues.    
                                                                                                 

Yes No 

Q 2. Signed a petition.  
                                                                                 

Yes No 

Q 3. Contacted the media, E.g. radio, TV, newspapers.     
                           

Yes No 

Q 4. Contributed money to political campaigns.   
                                         

Yes No 

Q 5. Contacted your MP.                   
                                                            

Yes No 

Q 6. Contributed money (on a weekly basis to a social justice  
 group/s).     
                                                                                           

Yes No 

 
  

 
Attended 
 
 
Q 7. - A sit-in  

                                                                                         
Yes No 

Q 8. - A strike 
                                                                                        

Yes No 

Q 9. - A picket line 
                                                                                

Yes No 

Q 10. Participated in creative political activity (E.g. street theatre,  
poster art). 
 

Yes No 

Q 11. Any other political activity (E.g. voluntary work, collectives).   
 
………………………………………………………….                        

Yes No 
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Q 12.  Have you had further changes in your attitudes to the value of  
           participating in political activity as a result of your Women’s 
           Studies experience? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Q 13. What factors promote or hinder the application of Women’s Studies 
          in your life? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Your ASSISTANCE  and TIME are  greatly appreciated. 
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APPENDIX D: Morgan’s Liberal Feminist Attitude and Ideology Scale (1996):                    
                           Domains and items 
 
 
Gender Roles 
 

1.  It is insulting to the husband when his wife does not take his last name. 
 

2. If the husband is the sole wage earner in the family the financial decisions 
should be his. 

 
3. When they go out, a man and a woman should share dating expenses if they 

both have the same income. 
 

4. As head of the household, the father should have final authority over his 
children. 

 
5. Both husband and wife should be equally responsible for the care of young 

children. 
 

6. The first duty of a woman with young children is to home and family. 
 

7. A man who has chosen to stay at home and be a househusband is not less 
masculine than a man who is employed full time. 

 
8. An employed woman can establish a warm and secure relationship with her 

children as a mother who is not employed. 
 

9. A woman should not let bearing and rearing children stand in the way of a 
career if she wants it. 

 
10. Women should be more concerned with clothing and appearance than men 
 
 
 

Goals of Feminism – Global Goals 
 

 
11. Women should be considered as seriously as men are candidates for the 

Presidency of the United States. 
 
12. Access to education is a crucial part of gaining equal rights for women. 

 
13. Although women can be good leaders, men make better leaders. 

 
14. A woman should have the same job opportunities as a man. 

 
15. Boys and girls should be able to be whatever they want to be, provided that 

they have the skills and training the job demands. 
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16. Equality between the sexes is a worthwhile goal. 
 

17. Men should respect women more than they currently do. 
 

18. Stereotypes of men and women hurt everyone. 
 

19. Men and women should be able to make choices freely about their lives 
without being restricted by their gender. 

 
20. Childrearing, whether done by women or men, needs to be valued more by 

society. 
 

 
 
Specific Political Agendas 
 

 
21.There are circumstances in which women should be paid less than men for    
      equal work. 
 
22. Many women in the workforce are taking jobs away from men who need the 

jobs more. 
 
23. Homemakers deserve to earn social security benefits for their work at home. 

 
24. The government has not given enough attention to providing quality low-cost 

daycare to parents. 
 

25. It is our society’s responsibility to provide good day care for children. 
 

26. Abortion is an issue of women’s rights. 
 

27. A woman should not have to get permission from important people in her life 
to get an abortion. 

 
28. Doctors need to take women’s health concerns more seriously. 

 
29. If men were the sex who became pregnant, more reliable and convenient birth 

control would be available. 
 

30. Legislation is needed to ensure that a woman can keep her job after she has a 
baby. 

 
31. America should pass the Equal Rights Amendment. 

 
32. There are too few admirable roles for women on T.V. 

 
33. It is reasonable to boycott a company’s product if you think that their 

commercial is sexist. 
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34. Violence against women is not taken seriously enough. 
 

35. There is no such thing as rape between a man and his wife. 
 

36. Sexual harassment is a serious problem in America’s workplaces. 
 

37. The prior sexual conduct of a rape victim should be admissible as evidence in 
court. 

 
38. Gay and lesbian couples should be able to publicly show their affection for 

one another; for instance, by holding hands while walking. 
 

39. Gay and lesbian couples should be provided with ‘spousal privileges’ such as 
the extension of medical insurance to one’s partner. 

 
40. A woman who has many sexual partners is not necessarily a slut. 

 
 

The Sisterhood (The first five items worded for female, not male,  respondents) 
 
 
41. What generally happens to women in this country will have something to do 

with what happens in my life. 
 
42.  Things that are true of my life as a woman are true for most women. 
 
43. When I hear about a woman who was raped, I think ‘that could have been me’. 
 
44. When I talk to other women I frequently feel as if we have a lot in common   

 just by being female. 
 

45. As women, we particularly need to support legislation that helps other women. 
 
46. Women really cannot trust other women with their boyfriends or husbands.  
 
47. One should never trust a woman’s account of another woman.  
 
48. It is a shame when a woman neglects her female friends for her male friends. 
 
49. Women have a bond with one another that is stronger than women’s bond with   
       men. 
 
50. The only thing that women have in common is the fact that they can give birth     
      to children. 
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