
This chapter presents a hybrid methodology that
facilitates the turn to action in the light of the
linguistic turn. Drawing on an investigation into the
microphysics of power and gender in one organ-
ization, this methodological development employs
both collaborative action research and feminist
discourse analysis. This account therefore has three
principal components: the collaborative inquiry, the
shift to feminist discourse analysis, and the sug-
gestive possibility of an integrated methodology.
First, I discuss the workplace collaborative inquiry
that I initiated, as a professional development prac-
titioner, with a group of university women. Second,
I discuss why I found it beneficial, in my doctoral
study of the collaborative inquiry stories, to employ
a feminist Foucauldian poststructural discourse
analysis. Third, as a result of engaging with the
emerging methodological issues of both the collab-
orative inquiry and its discourse analysis, I outline 
a potential new approach to collaborative action
research that may realize some of the possibilities
opened up by attention to the linguistic turn.

This action research moved beyond producing
more research that sought to identify the ‘real
reasons’1 or ‘better explanations’ for why the marginal
position of women in higher education (Castleman
et al., 1995) persists. Instead, never losing sight of the
question how, co-researchers in the collaborative
inquiry and, later I as a solo researcher, investigated
how the microphysics of power and gender operated
in everyday organizational life. In understanding how
these processes maintain and reproduce their
gendered situations lies the possibility of interrupting
them in practice. An investigation that therefore pays
attention to the language people use and the way it
shapes their actions powerfully integrates both the
turn to action and the linguistic turn.

Given the methodological focus of this chapter, 
I cannot give a very detailed description of the
collaborative inquiry, though an earlier account was
prepared with participants (Treleaven, 1995) as well
as the account in my doctoral thesis (Treleaven,
1998). Nor do I present a substantive positioning,

critique or in-depth discussion of feminist post-
structuralist theory from which I draw some useful
analytical concepts. Rather, my emphasis is on taking
up a reflexive stance amidst the methodological
tensions, to conclude by elaborating seven moves that
can be taken towards an integrated methodology that
collaboratively employs discourse analysis within an
action research framework.

The Collaborative Inquiry: 
the Turn to Action

In this section, I discuss how a group of women
colleagues began to ‘make a space where something
can happen’. First, I situate the collaborative inquiry
in its historical, cultural and institutional contexts and
as an innovative reframing of affirmative action
interventions. Second, I briefly consider gendered
differences in our collaborative practice. Third, 
I profile the co-researchers and our shaping of 
the collaborative inquiry framework. Finally, I out-
line how storytelling of critical incidents enabled
articulation of desires, and conflicts in realising them,
within the gendered culture of the institution.

Situating the inquiry

The collaborative inquiry was situated at a ‘new’
Australian university, the University of Western
Sydney Hawkesbury, during its transition from 
a multi-purpose college of advanced education.
Gender, class, race, colonialism and heterosexism 
all powerfully shaped the site. Historically, a ‘sons
of the soil’ discourse was generated by a landed class
of Anglo-Australian men in a conservative rural
environment, in an era that Luke characterized as
‘parochial, patriarchal, and pastoral’ (1997: 442).
Women were employed only as matron, office or
domestic staff until 1968 (Parker, 1991), further
emphasizing, on the basis of class and education,
distinctions between men and women at Hawkesbury.
By the time the first two female students were
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enrolled, as recently as 1969, the entire student body,
accommodated in residential colleges on campus, had
been male for 75 years. 

The institution’s history and practices (Braithwaite,
1991), together with the gendered segregation of
academic labour and the masculinist discourses of the
academy, science and bureaucracy, meant that a
hypermasculinist regime was well established by
1991, when the collaborative inquiry was initiated.
However, by this time, the number of female students
at Hawkesbury exceeded that of male students, 
while 48 per cent of the staff were women. Yet, with 
the exception of one academic position, all senior
management appointments in the university were still
held by men. Women held 33 per cent of positions
on the academic staff, most (87 per cent) clustered
at lower levels of appointment. Only seven women
held positions as senior lecturers or above (13 per
cent of female appointments) in contrast to 37
positions (24 per cent of male appointments) held by
men. Senior academic women were dispersed across
the five faculties and not highly visible (4 per cent of
all academic appointments). On the general staff
across a diverse range of classifications, women
clustered at the lower end of the salary range and held
two of the 20 most senior positions.

Reframing an affirmative action 
intervention

Under Australian legislation, universities are required
to submit equal employment opportunity and affir-
mative action plans for monitoring by the federal
government. UWS Hawkesbury’s affirmative action
plan required the provision of Women in Management
training. As a staff development manager respon-
sible for implementing this affirmative action, I was
concerned that a Women in Management pro-
fessional development course focusing on ‘fixing’
women’s assumed deficits would not improve their
access, participation or representation in the
university, especially given its hypermasculinity.
However, there were so few women in positions of
senior management at Hawkesbury that they did not,
in fact, constitute a quorum for such a programme.
Instead, I decided to offer a collaborative inquiry
approach to a wider range of women as a radical form
of professional development and organizational
cultural change. 

Collaborative inquiry, as a form of collaborative
action research, derives from the concerns of par-
ticipants. Thus, in establishing the programme, I
conducted a workshop with general staff and inter-
views with academic women across the university.
The foregrounding of different issues by these two
groups led to requests for two separate programme
provisions, of which the programme with academic
women is the focus of this study. Two themes that
emerged from the interviews, as I discerned them,

were first, a desire to find ways of thriving profes-
sionally and personally in an organization where the
challenges of surviving in a hypermasculinist regime
were foregrounded; and second, for some, a desire
to exercise leadership in diversifying the dominant
norms within the institution. Such desires challenged
the provision of Women in Management training
premised on assumptions of women’s deficits and
situated within the organization’s current discourses.
An alternative approach assumed that women’s 
full participation would challenge in radical ways 
the culture, values and practices of the institution. It
was therefore important that the inquiry examine
dynamics of power and gender, and investigate ways
of unsettling the related processes of exclusion and
marginalization so that, in time, women could take
up positions of leadership in the institution. Framing
this intervention as collaborative inquiry, my inten-
tion was to disrupt dominant discourses of manage-
ment training for women and to situate women’s
professional development within the wider contexts
of leadership, gender and organizational change.

Such a collaborative inquiry approach was reflec-
tive of my professional background as a practitioner
in adult education rather than human resource
management where many Women in Management
programmes were located. It was also consistent with
my commitment to lifelong learning that I decided
to undertake the collaborative inquiry as a supervized
postgraduate student, with the opportunity to improve
both the project and my own professional practice.

While our collaborative inquiry demonstrates
many features of emancipatory collaborative action
research (see Cancian and Armstead, 1993;
McTaggart, 1991; Reason, 1988), it differed in
emphasis in some crucial respects. In particular, the
collaborative inquiry methodology not only produced
different kinds of knowledge, given its inclusions,
but challenged the gendered emphasis placed on
rationality in more traditional forms of action
research. As participants with emotions and bodies
which are themselves often ignored sources of our
knowing (Crawford et al., 1992), we made space in
this workplace inquiry to attend to both. For these
aspects of experience are neglected in the supposed
‘gender neutrality’ of organizations (Acker, 1992)
that consider their workers to be ‘people’ without
gender, as Maguire highlights in Chapter 5 of this
handbook. Emotions that accompanied our stories –
anger, despair and grief as well as joy with its laughter
and well-being – were catalysts to new understanding
and acting. More generally, our narratives were
embodied and thus imbued with meanings that this
text cannot recreate but can, perhaps fleetingly,
suggest. Nevertheless, the stories and their discourse
analysis represent effects of gender at work in ways
that statistical measures of women’s participation
cannot, and do not attempt to, do.

Furthermore, ‘action’ was understood in a more
diffuse sense than as discrete planned and reportable
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activities. Given the political aspect of our inquiry
and its location within a gender regime with consider-
able economic power in the lives of its participants,
it was not feasible until later in international
publications to undertake the level of public reporting
that might be expected of an action research project.
Thus what constitutes ‘action’ as such, and the nature
of the diffuse outcomes that can be reported, also
differs in the context of the gendered cultures in
which the specific site exists. Accordingly, I prefer
to adopt the general term ‘collaborative inquiry’ to
distinguish this methodology. 

Co-participants

The 11 co-participants in this collaborative inquiry
came from four of the five faculties (agriculture,
horticulture, social ecology, nursing and food
technology). However, given the 1991 staff profile
included no women of colour on academic staff, only
gender, as one of the relations in women’s historical
oppression, could be investigated. In consequence,
all were white women with English-speaking back-
grounds who self-nominated for the programme.
With a heightened awareness of the difference 
gender made in the university, they were also actively
concerned with issues affecting disadvantaged
groups and cultural diversity, especially among
students. 

The women brought to the inquiry skills in pro-
ducing knowledge for action that were commensurate
with my intention, as a professional development
practitioner, to engage the group in praxis by:

Action researching as a way of being – in our lives, at
work, at home, such that the inquiry is a form of
consciousness that we bring to our daily interactions,
rather than a research ‘topic’ we undertake. I imagine
most of the action researching taking place outside the
group itself, as praxis. (Treleaven, 1995)

This approach of everyday inquiry echoes the first-
person research that Torbert outlines in Chapter 23.
Bringing our experiences to the group, our
engagements took place with explicit agreements,
typical of much feminist practice, that enabled each
woman to have space in which to be heard without
interruption (though in practice, we had enthusiastic
interruptions from time to time), to speak only for
herself and to respect the confidentiality of each
participant’s contributions to the inquiry. We dis-
cussed and agreed to engage as co-participants, at the
same time recognizing that I was multiply positioned
as initiator, facilitator, convenor, researcher, house-
keeper and participant (Adler and Adler, 1987).
However, as the group reshaped itself during the
course of the inquiry, I was differently positioned.
For example, as a staff development professional
with group skills, I initially positioned myself as

facilitator of the transition process into a collaborative
inquiry. The women unfamiliar with collaborative
action research, and those anticipating a more
instructive mode, also positioned me as facilitator,
first of their learning, and then of the group process.
Additionally, my interest in both our methodology
and the issues emerging from the collaborative
inquiry led to my request to tape all our
conversations, a request readily agreed to by the
participants.

Shaping the collaborative framework

Since staff development in Australian higher
education was increasingly structured by content, it
was necessary to develop a ‘becoming space’ (Lather,
1991a: 101, drawing on Derrida, 1981: 27) that
supported open, unstructured exploration. Para-
doxically, in making space for the spontaneity and
creativity of inquiry, implicit structuring processes
emerged. They were not the explicit structures that a
facilitator may lay down in order to direct, focus or
control the direction of the inquiry (though at times
we did indeed negotiate such facilitation). Rather,
they were ordering processes that developed in
response to felt need, enabled expression and led to
subsequent action. 

The unstructured approach was important not 
only as an alternative to structured training but 
also for logistical reasons. It enabled a group of co-
researchers with diverse and competing respon-
sibilities to meet on a regular and sustained basis. The
group decided to meet monthly at first, and later
fortnightly, for a period of up to two hours across
lunchtimes. We agreed that, as there was no common
lunchtime across the campus at this time, participants
would come when we could, stay for as long as we
could, as often as we were able. In addition to the
basic meeting pattern, the group took up the oppor-
tunity for several off-campus residential workshops
which provided space for informal discussions, cross-
faculty networking, and uninterrupted participation
in a relaxed environment.

The value of the inquiry process was unrelated 
to the size of the group at each meeting. What was
significant was keeping the space of inquiry open and
active, using the opportunity of differently-con-
stituted groups to make more spaces for different
aspects of the inquiry, with ‘each day having its own
ecology’, as one of the women put it. One time our
inquiry spontaneously focused on adult daughters 
and their workplace expectations, assumptions and
anticipated choices in the interaction between work
and family; but we did that only when we were a
group of mothers with daughters. It allowed us to
reflect on our own patterns and to reconstruct some
of the meanings that we attributed to our own lives,
placing them in an historical context (Cass et al.,
1983). 

The turn to action and the linguistic turn 263

HB24  21/9/00 2:25 pm  Page 263



Storytelling of critical incidents

Three modes of storytelling were employed in the
collaborative inquiry for critically examining our
working lives. First, in spontaneous, unstructured
ways, we told stories of critical incidents in every-
day situations to hand (Fonow and Cook, 1991).
Secondly, in a residential, we used a highly structured
process (Southgate, 1985), which I modified and
described elsewhere as Listening Circles (Treleaven,
1991), as a way of bringing some of our everyday 
life stories into the group, as a basis for reflection,
understanding and action. Thirdly, in later phases, we
reconstructed old stories in new forms as we engaged
in action research cycles that connected women 
in the group with others beyond the inquiry and, in
action research terminology, are described as
spiralling outward.

The first stories allowed a slow sorting through
that enabled the storyteller to reflect, co-researchers
to provide richly contextualized ‘data’ for collab-
orative inquiry, and participants to increase our
knowledge of the university and its regimes of power.
The space was characterized by spontaneity of
content in the form of story, dialogue and diffuse
conversation. Such a beginning affirmed the unstruc-
tured process of making space for a way of inquiring
that was not the function of planning or controlling
content. One story evoked another, creatively
releasing the memory of others. Understanding these
stories was not hurried by applying analytic processes
in the early stage. We initially told our stories as a
way of building relationships. These dynamics were
in stark contrast to the more jocular, ‘upping the ante’
of masculinist storytelling observed in collegiate
forums and commented upon, at the time, by a
number of the women. 

What distinguished the early stories was the high
emotional energy, almost as though a lid had been
taken off the stories that we had been living over the
top of. These cathartic qualities of private storytelling
and their transformative function in the formation 
of public collective participation and political
narratives are also identified by Plummer (1995). The
experiences of pain, vulnerability and fear in the
women’s stories provided powerful insights into
processes of alienation produced by humiliation,
abuse, marginalization, exclusion, silence, absence
and ignorance operating in the context of gendered
power relations. In their isolation, however, few of
the women had wanted to rock the boat.

Yet the stories were also full of refusals and
resistances, some vigorous, that amplified vulner-
ability and articulated the conflict that was generated
when they drew on values and ways of working that
differed from those underpinning the dominant
discursive practices. Most of the women voiced
strong desires for their workplace to change and
wanted to be a part of making that happen. 

Emerging desires and conflicts

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

However, a source of conflict experienced by most
of the women was the requirement, incumbent on
them as employees of the university, to situate
themselves within dominant institutional discourses.
The complexity of the women’s engagements, in
large part, because of gender, derived from a range
of contradictions and tensions between how the
women wanted to be and how they felt they were
expected to be in their workplace. Attention to these
dynamics required us to challenge/unsettle both our
own assumptions and masculinist discourses in the
organization in order to open up new possibilities
for our futures.

A Shift to Feminist Discourse Analysis:
Attending to the Linguistic Turn 

In this section, I briefly refer to shifts that took 
place during the collaborative inquiry. I then discuss
how, in my doctoral study of the collaborative 
inquiry stories, I employed feminist reworkings of
Foucauldian poststructural theory to undertake a
discourse analysis of symptomatic stories. 

During the life of the collaborative inquiry, 
there was considerable diversity and shifts in the
theoretical frameworks that co-participants drew 
on implicitly, and to some extent, explicitly, for
understanding their worlds. Discourses of liberal 
and radical humanism, feminisms, critical theory 
and poststructural theory were therefore variously
mobilized.

In summary, the collaborative inquiry commenced
with assumptions of gendered difference in the ways
women worked, cycled back to examine an oppo-
sitional discourse that positioned women and their
assumed ‘deficits’ as ‘the problem’, and came later
to develop a politics of identity that led to action
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researching women’s working lives more widely
thoroughout the organization. As the women inquired
into ‘women-centred ways of working’, they recog-
nized differences among women. Thus, from initial
positioning within popular humanistic studies 
of women’s assumed gender differences (Belenky
et al., 1986; Gilligan, 1982), the women found their
reflection required them to move beyond these
essentialist discourses. Instead, a politics of shared
action at ‘points of affinity’ (Haraway, 1990; Luke,
1992) enabled the women to hold multiple positions
in competing and contradictory discourses. 

Examining the tapes of storytelling, dialoguing,
gossiping and theorizing in the collaborative inquiry
group, I was struck by one persistent feature: the
women’s relation to others – to colleagues, students,
bosses, friends, family and staff, and to each other.
To work with this phenomenon in my developing
analysis, I drew on the poststructural concepts of
discourse, subject position, subjectivity and agency. 

At this point, it is important to understand in terms
of the development of the hybrid methodology that
this collaborative inquiry and its subsequent analysis
occurred concurrently with an increasing number of
empirical poststructural studies being developed 
by feminists (Adkins, 1995; Davies, 1989, 1993;
Hollway, 1984, 1989; Lather, 1991a; Lee, 1996;  Lee
and Wickert, 1994; McRobbie, 1994; Morgan, 1997;
Pringle, 1988; Walkerdine, 1990; Watson, 1997).
Historically, poststructural theory has resided
problematically with the empirical (Game, 1991;
McRobbie, 1994) and, like management theory, has
been predominantly gender-blind (see for example,
Usher and Edwards, 1994). Nevertheless, these
feminist empirical studies, together with analyses of
gender and power being developed by a number of
feminist theorists (for example, Butler, 1987, 1990;
Cooper, 1994; de Lauretis, 1987; Flax, 1993; Luke
and Gore, 1992; McNay, 1992), drawing on the work
of Foucault (1980, 1983, 1988), opened up possi-
bilities for applying poststructural theory. 

By the early 1990s, when the collaborative inquiry
project commenced, developments in the academy
arising from the exploration of feminist poststructural
theory had, in practice, reached few workplaces
where people were working in professional practice
in equal employment opportunity and affirmative
action, staff development, organizational change and
human resource development. As investigative tools,
poststructuralist concepts provided some new ways
forward in the light of the linguistic turn.

As Foucault (1983) understands it, power
pervasively infiltrates into everyday life through
language and practices. Accordingly, the everyday
language the women used to tell their stories in the
collaborative inquiry shaped their particular under-
standings of their worlds and the subject positions
they took up within different discourses. While the
discourse analysis developed principally beyond the
life of the collaborative inquiry, the reader will see,

nonetheless in what follows, how the method lends
itself readily to collaborative use.

The purpose, therefore, in making a post-
structuralist reading of selected texts is to go ‘beyond
the text’, to foreground the conditions shaping the
production of our accounts over the ‘actual’ or ‘realist
tales’ (Lather, 1991a; Van Maanen, 1988) which are
then placed in the background. Discourse analysis is
thereby a means of foregrounding for examination of
the taken-for-granted factors (historical, political,
social, cultural, educational) that shape the language
people use. Making ‘readings’ of the inquiry tapes
enabled me to foreground dominant and alternative
discourses, identify a range of available and desired
subject positions, investigate varying relations of
power as indicated in language and practices, and
challenge the binary oppositions deeply embedded in
language. 

Two methods were especially productive. First, I
found the notion of binaries (Cixous, 1981; discussed
also by Maguire in Chapter 5) and challenging binary
thinking useful. Since the logic of binary relations
embedded in the structures of thinking and behaviour
is emphasized in deep narrative structures within
stories (Cortazzi, 1993), stories function as a rich
accessible source for analysis. Furthermore, using
deconstructive strategies (Derrida, 1981), the
attention focused on binary oppositions destabilizes
their taken-for-granted ‘natural’ status and opens up
spaces for new possibilities to emerge (Lather, 1991a;
Pringle, 1995). In the tape transcripts, I found
attempts to transform or disrupt binaries in both the
stories and the group’s critical reflection on them.
Although our intuitive challenging of binary thinking
was not named as such, my analysis showed that as
a result of this approach, some of the women took
up new subjectivities while others diffused the power
of binary oppositions by adopting multiple subjec-
tivities. This method could productively be made
more explicit in a group’s collaborative reflections.

Second, as I made a discourse analysis of stories
that were symptomatic of women’s subject positions
in the University, I highlighted points of tension
where competing and contradictory discourses
intersected and overlapped. The resolution of these
contradictions represents possibilities for the
formation of new subjectivities. By exercising power
collectively and individually at intersecting points
of contradiction between discourses as subjects 
move through various discursive fields, this subject
(act)ivity, as Angelides (1994) calls the subject’s
agency, reconstructs and produces new subjectivities.
Since power operating in this way can be viewed as
productive, rather than only oppressive in unequal
relations, the politics of social change can usefully
engage poststructuralist theory.

Bringing wider theoretical understandings to the
project enabled me to locate the collaborative inquiry
within an ongoing historical struggle where people
are intimately caught up in discourses and gendered
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relations of power. Such a shift in framework also
significantly reshaped my expectations regarding
possible strategic actions and desirable interventions.
In consequence, my approach to working with the
stories was to highlight unsettling actions and points
of contradiction as strategic opportunities for change
in the workplace.

Illustrating one discourse analysis 
of the inquiry

The women’s locations within multiple discourses
produced considerable tensions. In particular, they
experienced contradictions in taking up positions
within discourses of care-nurturance where women
have traditionally been trained to be concerned with
the well-being of others (in this case students,
colleagues, staff and family) and in taking up
positions within instrumental discourses produced by
sets of organizational practices and bureaucratic
procedures. 

A powerful way of reading such tensions was to
trace through the everyday stories an instrumental/
interpersonal binary employed by participants at the
beginning of the collaborative inquiry. ‘The
instrumental’ was used pejoratively to imply a lack
of care for the person, a relentless focus on systems,
structures and strategies at the expense of a concern
for people and the social relationships between 
them. ‘The interpersonal’ was used to recognize the
importance of human processes in the conduct of
organizational life, thereby framing institutional
interactions in terms of interpersonal relations. 

By drawing attention to this gendered binary that
comes out of the collaborative inquiry itself, my
purpose was not to reinforce the binary. Instead, I
used the binary explicitly, to illustrate the women’s
struggles to name multiple and conflicting tensions
at work as some of them attempted to bring into their
everyday working lives thoughtful responses to the
broad discursive shifts taking place in the forms of
work organizations driven by corporate manager-
ialism, entrepreneurialism and multi-skilling. By
identifying a problematic gendered binary and tracing
its destabilization, the discursive reproduction of
gender, as it operates within a range of hyper-
masculinist organizations, may be interrupted.

While some of the academic women located
themselves in a discourse of care-nurturance and took
hierarchical power relations for granted, others
positioned themselves within humanist discourses
that relied on notions of being ‘adults’. Taking up
positions within what I term a discourse of ‘inter-
personal adultism’,2 some of the women sought, in 
the context of their institutional subjectivities, to
ignore hierarchical relations of instrumental power
in favour of interpersonal relations based on equality
and reciprocity. Such attempts aimed to transform
institutional relations by supposedly being ‘beyond’

power. However, the outcome of these attempts did
not acknowledge the asymmetrical relations of
power. Instead, they resulted in engagements that,
in some respects, were liable to be understood by
those continuing to hold hierarchical positions of
power, not as moving with new developments to-
wards flatter structures, teamwork and co-operation,
but rather as disruptive interventions from the
margins, and thus anti-institutional. 

An Integrated Methodology: Collaborative
Action Research and Discourse Analysis

Some new ways forward in employing collaborative
action research and feminist Foucauldian post-
structural concepts towards organizational and 
social change are indicated in this feminist study of
women and power. In continuing the wider project
of unsettling relations of power and gender within
higher education, an approach which attends to both
the turn to action and the linguistic turn arguably
opens up possibilities for change. Though some
writers have located the epistemology of a post-
structural perspective as ‘impossible from the start’
in terms of engaging in the tenets of co-operative
inquiry (Reason, 1994a), I would suggest that in 
this prospective and retrospective study, a strong
argument for the value of integrating feminist
poststructural work with collaborative inquiry can,
in fact, be made. 

Conducting a subsequent collaborative inquiry
within which practices of feminist discourse analysis
are explicitly integrated, I would anticipate adopting
seven moves. These moves address contextualizing
the theoretical and practical frameworks, situating
the inquiry, using storytelling, identifying sympto-
matic stories, ‘reading’ these stories collaboratively
using discourse analysis, making connections and
building strategic alliances, and reframing organ-
izational policy and practices. Many of these moves
would, of course, occur simultaneously, in that
messy, unpredictable and complex way that life and
change occurs. In what follows, I will draw on this
study to highlight suggestive possibilities and/or
illustrate how these have already been usefully
engaged.

Contextualizing theoretical and practical
frameworks 

The design of future interventions for organizational
change in gendered power relations need to be shaped
by theoretical and practical frameworks that first,
challenge existing relations of power and gender and
second, open up new possibilities for women within
their places of work. The hybrid methodology as
discussed in this chapter is one that is productive of
such knowledge in and for action.
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In the space of the collaborative inquiry group,
women sought, within institutional constraints,
opportunities in the contradictions and instabilities
of the organization actively to unsettle dominant
discourses, thereby allowing for the production of
new subjectivities for women. For as Willis observes:

Power is not a monolithic system but a system of
overlapping contradictions. Women have always
struggled against their situation both individually and
collectively. They have seized on contradictions in the
system – demanding, for example, that the concept of
human rights be applied to women – thereby using the
discontinuities in the system to mobilize for their own
power. (Willis, 1988: 118)

Such discontinuities as Willis identifies here 
were crucial in establishing and conducting the
collaborative inquiry as an action research project
(Lather, 1991a, 1991b). Indeed, for its location within 
such discontinuities, the project has been referred to,
in response to an earlier publication reporting
methodological issues of the collaborative inquiry
(Treleaven, 1994), as ‘a kind of organisational jujitsu
. . . [with the inquiry] both within and outside the
organisation’ (Reason, 1994b: 203).

Situating a collaborative inquiry

When establishing another collaborative inquiry, 
I would consider selecting from a broad range of
organizational sites and variously constituted groups
of women and/or men. Such a move acknowledges
that future programmes of affirmative action, in this
instance, need to be better informed by theory that
takes account of the social relations of power and
gender at work in organizations. For the theories
implicitly shaping equal employment opportunities
(EEO) and affirmative action in the context of staff
development interventions have not been adequate,
as yet, to transform the situations of women, and
other marginalized groups, in the academy. 

Staff development provisions, situated only within
the institution’s dominant discourses, with women
learning the rules of the game and developing their
capacity for ‘passing’ (Marshall, 1985) so as to
succeed on those terms, are unlikely to facilitate the
radical change required in entrenched hyper-
masculinist sites. Their effects instead are to enhance
the success of some particular women while not
substantially changing the situation of women more
widely. Rather, women are further disciplined by
masculinist discourses. What is at issue here is no
task for the heroic ‘individual’ but interventions that
require careful attention to critical mass, networks
within and beyond specific institutions and the
contingency of situations in which participants work.
Otherwise, programmes duplicate earlier efforts
focused on career success of the ‘individual’ woman

and, as the vast research on women in universities
and the limited extent and slow rates of change have
demonstrated, are misdirected. 

Since many men are positioned more powerfully
within organizations and many women have his-
torically been subject to trainings which locate them
less powerfully, the range of subject positions
available to women needs to broaden if more women
are to become full members of the academy. For this
to happen, the gendered subjectivities of both men
and women, therefore, need to change. 

It may be useful, therefore, not only to identify
recalcitrant or exaggerated sites for investigation, as
this study did, but also sites of potential change in
gender relations as well as those that appear to be
changing positively. In the latter case, it may prove
fruitful to design a collaborative inquiry into whether,
and if so how, some men are reconstructing relations
of power and gender in particular sites – in specific
disciplines, schools or even courses. What can be
learnt from these sites? Such a study might build, for
example, on analyses of the differences in attitudes
to EEO policies and affirmative action across several
disciplines (Mayer and Bacchi, 1996a, 1996b). 

Storytelling of critical incidents

Of particular importance to an action research project
concerned with radical change in everyday life,
stories facilitate connections between a storyteller’s
past and imagined futures, creating potential for new
ways of being and acting in the world. Investigating
the work undertaken by stories, ‘the ways they are
produced, the ways they are read, the work they
perform in the wider social order, how they change,
and their role in the political process’ is to locate them
beyond being ‘just a story’ (Plummer, 1995: 19). 

Focus on the stories of critical incidents in the
collaborative inquiry was productive of the reflective
and attentive practices required to generate effective
participation and inquiry. As Cortazzi points out:

[O]nce a narrative is under way it effectively stakes out
space to give the teller an abnormally long turn at talk.
A narrative definitely wards off interruptions except to
allow listeners to ask for something to be clarified or
repeated. Such interruptions do not take the main turn
away from the teller. They assist the teller to design the
narrative to meet the knowledge and interests of the
listeners, and they elicit information, which is required
for the intended interpretation. (Cortazzi, 1993: 28)

Awareness in the group of turn-taking made 
a space in which to speak. We mostly placed
emphases on listening ‘for’ the story and suspending
judgement, employing a dialogic model of ethics
articulated by Benhabib as ‘a continuous process of
conversation in which understanding and mis-
understanding, agreement as well as disagreement
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are intertwined and always at work’ (1992: 198).
These processes of inquiry involve ‘wondering,
questioning, doubting’ (Brunner, 1994: 55), in critical
reflection with self and others, seeking to embrace
tensions in ways that lead to multiple paths of
exploration. This way of engaging with each other
contrasts markedly with the dominant mode of
academic debate where, as Yeatman observes,
‘dialogue turns readily into argumentation, con-
versation into tough-minded intellectual agonism of
critique and responses to critique’ (1996: 4). 

Identifying symptomatic stories

After an initial period of informal or semi-structured
storytelling and collection of critical incidents, I
would continue by working collaboratively to
identify symptomatic stories for ‘reading’, as broadly
indicated throughout this chapter. Such stories are
fragments, artefacts of the multiple contexts within
which they are produced. They can be ‘read’ in order
to foreground the conditions that produced them, as
a number of feminist studies, referred to already in
this chapter, have done. One group of academic
women (Crawford et al., 1992) used Haug’s (1983)
work on collective memory to explore together how
different emotions were shaped in their childhoods.

I approached the stories in ways that readily lend
themselves to collaborative work within, rather than
after, an inquiry. First, I selected critical incidents for
analysis that demonstrated subject(act)ivity in
process. As already discussed, heightened tensions
produced by competing and contradictory discourses
occur at such sites. In turn, the need to resolve such
tensions is indicative of potential for forming new
subjectivities. For as new subject positions are taken
up, discourses are reconstructed. Thus my selection
of texts from the transcripts for poststructural
readings was determined by their potential to identify
the conditions that generate, maintain and reproduce
gendered discourses within organizations. 

Secondly, I examined the tape transcripts for pat-
terns, absences, silences, exceptions and resistances
in relation to organizational norms, practices,
cultures, people and positions as experienced by the
women in the inquiry group, and for how power
relations figured in them. I looked not only for
patterns but also for what did not fit – the disruptions,
exceptions, exclusions and contradictions. Given 
the absence of women in the University’s decision-
making forums, I was particularly interested in
locating unsettling silences. A collaborative approach
could be highly productive in identifying sites for
strategic actions throughout the group’s duration.

Collaboratively ‘reading’ the stories

The introduction of some systematic investigative
tools could usefully facilitate analysis of collab-

oratively-identified symptomatic stories or sets of
data. These methods could potentially form an
integral part of the reflective phases in an ongoing
way throughout the middle and later stages of an
action research project. 

On the basis of my own experience of its powerful
possibilities, I would offer discourse analysis to a
collaborative inquiry group as one way of engaging
productively with rich, complex data and its repre-
sentation of far more complex everyday lives. Such
an analytic direction may be most appropriately
signalled at the group’s commencement. Just as the
collaborative inquiry group came to function through
gaining experience as an action research group (in
addition to functioning for other purposes such as
support), so I would anticipate that immersion in
‘reading’ the stories would elicit a new process of
learning to ‘read’, as it did for me. 

Furthermore, for those who may have concerns
that offering such an analytical method is imposing
on a group or may come to dominate the group, there
are, of course, the group’s agreed-upon processes of
communication. As with any group process, the
integrity with which a new development is introduced
and continued, as long as it is of value to the inquiry,
is paramount. 

Beginning with several of the symptomatic stories
selected by the group, co-researchers could start by
collaborating, first, to identify the dominant and
alternative (counter) discourses shaping the stories,
secondly, to identify what subject positions are made
available within these varying discourses, thirdly, to
investigate the relations of power, and fourthly, to
identify and problematize gendered binary pairs. In
turn, I found it possible to challenge binary thinking
by: 

• identifying the values embedded in refusals of one
end of the binary pair;

• validating the critique arising from these different
values;

• identifying the enabling discourses in terms of their
stated desires;

• identifying the desires and investments in the
enabling discourses; and

• importantly, identifying attempts to transform the
binary or diffuse its power by exploring the
production of new subjectivities.

Using the methods developed for ‘reading’ the
women’s everyday stories that I have outlined in 
the chapter, it would be feasible initially to facilitate 
the analytical processes in the group and then to 
move back, in the same way that I did after the collab-
orative inquiry was established as an action research
group. Such a method would enable participants 
to continue engaging in first-person research well
beyond the life of an inquiry and, quite possibly, at
other levels.
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Making connections and building 
strategic alliances

During the collaborative inquiry, I would encourage
the action research group and its participants to make
strategic alliances in a politics of shared action at
‘points of affinity’ (Haraway, 1990; Luke, 1992) with
some men and some other women across and beyond
the institution. Such connections need to be framed
particularly, but not only, to engage with the issues
emerging from a collaborative inquiry. Many of the
women made several such moves within their
faculties and across the campus in the Review of
Academic Organisation and Structure, raising, for
example, the issues of short-term contracts, estab-
lishing a research group and lobbying for the
provision of a women’s room for staff and students.
More formal and diverse links may be possible in a
future project that engages with discourse analyses
made within a collaborative inquiry.

For reconstructing gendered discourses in recal-
citrant sites like Hawkesbury is no easy undertaking
that can be readily achieved by a single intervention.
To unsettle power relations vested in dominant
discourses, it is necessary for women to dissent,
disturb, provoke and critique. These activities and
attitudes are most often allocated to the ‘masculine’:
women taking them up are positioned in contra-
dictory ways, for ‘stroppy’ women are also censured
and pulled back into line by both men and women
positioned in more established discourses. Cox, like
many feminists, calls for ‘the need to reframe these
images of masculine and feminine to move away
from the constraints they impose’ (1995: 68). To do
this requires men and women willing to risk taking
up more complex discursive positions with respect
to gender and power. 

Reframing organizational policy and practices 

Finally, with these new knowledges from the
collaborative inquiry and its spiralling processes of
engagement, I would be looking for multiple ways of
people participating in strategic planning for equity
and new work practices, reflective of more inclusive
attitudes and values, across the organization. It would
be most effective to seek as many different organ-
izational sites of planning and policy as possible,
including, but not only, staff development and
affirmative action (Butler and Schultz, 1995). For,
while equal employment opportunity and affirmative
action have enabled progress for some women in the
academy, a broader agenda must focus on addressing
what kinds of change will radically reshape the 
places where we work so that both women and men
participate fully. Equality of opportunity may be
increasing, equality in some decision-making
structures may be up for discussion, yet neither will
be achievable until there is also equality of valuing:

by reframing women’s differences from deficits
against taken-for-granted masculinist norms to
diversities that are desirable. The problem of gen-
dered valuing implicates men and women, power and
privilege. As women and men take up new subjec-
tivities, the recursive links with the reproduction 
of gender through discursive practices may be
interrupted. In the production of new discourses and
subjectivities lies the possibility of social change
within and beyond the academy. A methodology that
emphasizes the significance of attending to both
action and language in facilitating such organ-
izational and social changes has an arguably useful
contribution to offer.

Towards Integrating Methodological 
Tensions 

Concluding his elaboration of three modes of
participatory inquiry, Reason (1994a) reflects on the
separation of the three action research communities
of co-operative inquiry, participative action research
and action inquiry. Yet each of these three perspec-
tives are embraced within a broad community of
feminist action researchers. While the tendency 
to separation of social change communities is
embedded in their traditionally-constructed binaries
of personal/political, individual/social, practical/
theoretical, to name just a few, feminist approaches,
especially feminist praxis, have done much to diffuse
the power of these binaries within their projects. As
such, the feminist study in this chapter focuses on the
personal and group concerns of co-operative inquiry,
with participants who are strongly committed (as are
those working in participatory action research) to
political aspects of changing the world for the better
with those whose lives are constrained by dominant
discourses, while bringing the self-reflexivity and
attention to one’s own practice in everyday life 
as action inquiry emphasizes. Accordingly, the
Hawkesbury women inquired within themselves and
the group, involved others in more diffuse action
beyond the collaborative inquiry, and were increas-
ingly concerned with the power relations within and
beyond the institution.

In moving between collaborative action research
practice and poststructural theory, between contex-
tualized issues of gender and power and the accom-
panying discourse analysis, and between professional
practice and everyday life in one organization at a
particular time, the work undertaken in this chapter
responds to McRobbie’s call for: 

a methodology, a new paradigm for conceptualising
identity-in-culture, an ethnographic approach which
takes as its starting-point the relational interactive quality
of everyday life and which brings a renewed rigour to
this kind of work by integrating into it a keen sense of
history and contingency. (McRobbie, 1994: 59)
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It may be by designing interventions that draw on
the best available theories and practice, to develop
innovative action grounded in local situations, 
and then by continuing to develop scholarly work
beyond the life of a local project, that the potential
of the turn to action and the linguistic turn may be
realized through transformative commitments to
participation, collaboration and diversity.

Notes

1 Since many words are under revision in poststructural
work, attention is drawn to those by the use of single
quotation marks. For ease of reading, the words of co-
participants are placed in italics.

2 Here I build on Lee and Wickert’s (1994: 62) use of
‘adultism’ in the adult literacy context to identify a discourse
concerned with breaking down hierarchical power
differences in favour of symmetry in teaching/learning
relationships.
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