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Abstract

Research on the corporatization of universities has paid almost exclusive attention to academic and managerial staff in the “ivory tower.”  In contrast, this paper looks at the “ivory basement” of the university, in which general staff and lower-level academics, most of whom are women, are clustered.  Drawing on focus groups and interviews, the study examines the nature of the hierarchical division between “basement” and “tower,” the gendering of university rewards and spaces it fosters, and the imbalances it perpetuates, showing a marked gap between the expertise involved and the rewards it carries.

Introduction

Today, I’d like to explore my interests related to gender and education, and education as work.  In particular, I would like to discuss the “ivory basement” - the broad labour, the ignored work, the disappeared work, the invisible work - that takes place within the university environment, which is characterized by hierarchical, gender-based power relationships.  Although there are many different interpretations of what this is and where it is located, based on my studies, and my institution, the University of Western Australia, there are two broad working groups that identify themselves and their workplace, with the “ivory basement.”  The first of these groups is the “general staff,” which are usually women in administrative positions.  The second group is low-level academics who increasingly feel that, as a result of perpetual restructuring, they are being shifted into the “lower-rung” in terms of their working conditions and pay.  As one academic said, “the ivory basement has to be what’s left when the towers have been demolished.” 

And so, in my talk, I’m going to tease out a few issues that I explore in my book, concentrating on three main themes.  First of all, I wish to explore the problematic nature of the ivory basement and the relationship between the basement and the tower. To do so, I’m primarily going to use stories and quotes from the research, which reveal the kind of identity work that people do in relation to the ivory tower and the ivory basement relationship. Along with that, I hope to look at structural and spatial demarcations and symbolic relationships. And then, I will briefly set the stage for some theories and concepts that we can use to gain an understanding of the issue of “invisibility” and power.  I’ll finish by looking at the ways in which, according to my study, women, in particular, are fighting back.  I’ll explore  the struggle that is going on, the kind of capacity-building that is going on, mainly as a result of the outcomes of the women’s movement rather than the labour movement. 

The Relationship Between the Ivory Tower and the Ivory Basement

The Changing University: Ivory Tower Anxiety


One of the key issues driving the demarcation between the “ivory tower” and the “ivory basement,” is the anxiety felt by academic staff, the “faculty,” as a result of continual structural changes within the university.  Restructuring has lead to a constant fear of worsening conditions, the loss of status and autonomy, as well as a preoccupation with its implications for people’s work experiences and the value system promulgated within universities today.  One of the main changes within the University of Western Australia has been the shift from having departments to having schools.  As a result, people who were formerly department heads lost their one-line budgets and their little fiefdoms, and this generated a lot of concern.  At the same time, new general staff members were introduced into the schools.  And, so, the former department-head took out his  – most of them are men – anger at the restructuring, and his resentment of his loss of control, on the new general staff members.  Instead of welcoming them, he wagged his finger at them as if they were to blame for money being shifted from the teaching and research budget into employing a higher number of general staff.  For the academics, this type of restructuring represents an encroaching bureaucracy; they fear that people who know nothing about what “keeps this place going” – what the university is all about - will be telling them what to do.  They fear an overturning of the current power relation and the devaluation of academic work, without which, in their opinion, there wouldn’t be any university – or any money - at all. 

The Ivory Basement View: General and Low-Level Academic Staff

Now I’d like to shift from the academic or faculty view to that of the “ivory basement.”  And, here, I’m looking at all general staff.  There are a whole range of symbolic and spatial demarcations that divide the academics from the general staff.  In terms of spatial demarcations, your office isn’t your own when you are a member of the general staff.  It’s actually an extension of the academics’ offices. They come and they sit at your desk and they use your phone.  They read what’s on your desk.  They talk loudly at each other.  They interrupt you when you have a crying student on the phone. In terms of symbolic demarcations, the interactions between female general staff and largely male academic staff reflect the way in which culture is internalized and projected in people’s views of themselves. This is a kind of identity work. It’s as if academics, very much like the “ivory tower,” are two feet above the ground.  When general staff are dealing with academics, they never feel as if they can hound them for something.  They simply politely remind them.  They have to know their place.  That’s the nature of their power relationship.  

These symbolic demarcations have resulted in differentiated structural conditions for academic faculty staff and general staff in the university system.  For example, paid maternity leave wasn’t available for general staff at the University of Western Australia until 1993.  Academics have had it since the late seventies.  Until very recently, there were two sets of parking.  While the general staff had to park way out in the periphery, the academics parked right up next to the university because they were the ones doing the real work.  And, of course, academics often came in later in the day, and if they didn’t have those spots, they wouldn’t have anywhere to park.  There are also all kinds of differentiations in terms of promotions.  General staff members in our university, and in the Australian system, do not have the same avenues for promotion as academics.  If you want to move up through the system, you actually have to leave your department and go somewhere else, or leave your school and go into another place.  In the area of staff development, there is a very strong demarcation as to who is able to avow themselves of staff development, how much professional development they can access, and how much money is spent on it.  Finally, if you look at things like faculty boards, academic boards, the senate, all of our governing boards and committees, you’ll find that very, very few general staff - if any – are represented on those kind of committee structures. 

Finally, there is the issue of the casualization of positions.  Now, my university is unique in that the number of casual general staff is quite low.  However, there has recently been a steep increase in the casualization of low-level academic staff.   This has had a dramatic impact on job satisfaction.  One of the interesting things that we do every two years or so is a staff survey;  we have found that the general staff – by and large women – are satisfied with their jobs in a way that the academic staff are not because they don’t see that they’ve got as much to lose. The members of the general staff are not used to having the privilege that belongs to the academic staff.  So, the academic staff are much more disgruntled, and that goes for men and women.  

A final issue I would like to discuss is the loss of corporate-knowledge that results when people move out of their general staff positions and go somewhere else within the university.  All of the things that these experienced staff members know about a department and school leaves with them; someone else has to come in and learn how things work, and how to get things done in the most efficient and appropriate manner.  And, yet, funding for staff development at the bottom-end is so limited.  For instance, a woman who asked for money to go to a training session, was told “no” because, even though she has been there twenty years, she only works part-time. There is a complete lack of recognition of the skills of and contributions made by general staff.

And, so, you see that a gendered, cultural iron curtain exists between academic and general staff, that is, between faculty and administrative staff. And the female general staff say things like,  “Don’t ever get involved in the academics’ culture, don’t take sides… When you see there’s conflicts around you, it’s best to keep your mouth shut.”  That’s part of the job; you have to learn to be quiet and know your place.  General staff – you could substitute the word “women” – are rarely invited to sit in on academic meetings.  Indeed, this is not just about the general staff - academic staff divide; it is something that women experience in all kinds of occupations, and within organizations that are male-dominated.   So, then you ask why are women satisfied with their role as put-upon general staff? That’s a whole other story, which we can discuss another time. 

What we are seeing at our university is an increase in the number of casual tutors, contract teachers, research assistants, and contract researchers.  This has become a very precarious kind of work.  So, in terms of academic staff, you have the tenured professors and lecturers, and then you have the low-level academic staff, such as the tutors, who sit in on the classes and lead the tutorials.  They have little control, are non-unionized, and they often find themselves teaching not only in their own department, but across several departments, and even across several different universities, just to make ends meet.  In my academic faculty, about half of them are Ph.D. students.  The rest of them are practitioners or people who used to work in industrial relations, or human resource management.   


The general staff and the low-level academic staff have a number of things in common.   Both the general staff and the low-level teaching or academic staff – the tutors – serve as front-line troops.  More and more of the interface between the university and the student, the relational work that goes on with students, is happening at the level of general staff and tutors.  Through their weekly tutorials, the students get to know their tutors quite well. However, students rarely develop a close relationship with their lecturers, and vice versa.  As I previously mentioned, both the general staff and the low-level academic staff find themselves in limited and shared space.  They never have a room of their own and they can’t shut the door.  The general staff in particular are always expected to be available, to faculty and to students.  Their doors are never shut.  They need to be able to respond quickly to shifting demands.  They need to be multi-skilled and multi-tasking.  Indeed, the general staff are taking on more responsibility for dealing with the face-to-face relational work, the emotional labour, with the students.  Every day the staff at the front desks face students who are crying, handing their work in late, or experiencing other problems.  And yet, the work that general and low-level academic staff do is often invisible.  They face the appropriation of their work, with their efforts usually appearing on somebody else’s c.v.  Their work is rarely recognized in and of itself.  


Yet, as I found during my research study, the female general staff are not simply passive recipients of this system.  I found that there are a number of critical acts going on.  We held feedback sessions in which we went back to the various groups and informed them of what findings were emerging out of the study.  When I explained our findings to one of the groups, the women said,  “Don’t write about it. We don’t want you to write about that.”  They were worried, “If you write about it, they will try to stop us from doing it,” that is, from helping the students.  Another group expressed concern that , “If you write about it, they’re going to put it in our job descriptions and expect us to do it.” So, for two very different, well-thought out reasons, these female general staff didn’t want us to write about aspects of their work that they wished to keep invisible.   

The Theoretical Framework: Keys to Understanding the Ivory Basement-Ivory Tower Relationship

Now, I’d like to very briefly explore some key theories and concepts that are helpful for understanding the nature of the “ivory Basement” and its relationship with the “ivory tower.”

When I was in Sweden twenty years ago, I met a woman named Ulla Hoffman who worked as a secretary and researcher at the Working Life Centre in Stockholm.  She subsequently became the head of the Left Party in Sweden, but at this time, she had just written a book about secretaries called Sekretärare Bakom Allt, which means Secretaries Behind it All.  In this book, she explored the kind of “glue-work” that secretaries were doing which was essential to the organization, but was invisible, and was expected to be invisible.  And, this feeds into ideas about the gendered organization.  

You may ask, how can an organization be gendered?  It is gendered through the kinds of formal benefits and procedures, as well as the informal work practices in which the division of labour occurs, and what is expected of people.  A lot of this isn’t written in the employees’ formal job descriptions.  We have already touched upon how symbols and images, and patterns and values of dominance and submission - who is supposed to defer to who - are gendered, as well as the internalizing and reinforcing of gender identity.  And, this is what was going on when the women I interviewed told me not to write about certain aspects of their work experiences.  

In her book, The Disappearing Acts: Gender, Power, and Relational Practice at Work, Joyce Fletcher explores the way in which relational work gets “disappeared.”  Fletcher takes Alex Rothschild’s work on the operation of emotional labour in the workplace and goes one step further.  She argues that it’s not just emotional labour, it’s all the relational labour that gets “disappeared.”  This is very similar to the kind of glue-work that Ulla Hoffman is talking about, all of the things that go into getting people to relate to each other from various activating networks, from first introducing people right through to ensuring that people feel comfortable and free to speak in the manner they wish.  And, this really reflects contemporary debates about the notion of post-heroic leadership, which is quite strong in the feminist literature.  What these women are doing when they do this type of relational work, questions older, masculine definitions of leadership in the workplace.  These women hold together their organizations through their essential, unseen, relational work.  

According to Fletcher, there are three separate practices that enable this type of relational work and emotional labour to be disappeared as work, that ensures that it is not defined as work and is hidden away.  First, is the way in which women’s motives are misattributed.  In other words, when someone negotiates a positive group space, or is accommodating of someone else’s needs, or is nice to people, or is nurturing, it is usually said that, “They just want people to like them” or “They’re doing that because they’re a nice person.”  Or, they’re deemed to be martyrs.  So, essentially, their workplace behaviour is seen as having something to do with their personal needs; it is viewed as a reflection of their innate personality.  It is not seen as them taking effective action to ensure that the workplace is efficient and that everything runs smoothly.  

The second way in which these enabling behaviours get “disappeared,” is through our understanding of work, that is, the rating systems in which we determine what work is and how we assess it.  In order to understand work it has to be quantifiable, it has to be measurable, and it has to be tangible. And, it is expected to be specialized, rather than widely responsive behaviour.  The language of job descriptions, and the hierarchical nature of most workplaces plays a key role in making the contributions of these largely female staff invisible.  If you are a level one employee in an organization that is looking for ways to save money, you may notice that a lot of paper is being thrown out.  So, you may suggest that to avoid waste, everyone turn the sheets upside-down and print on the other side.  As a result, a higher-up tells you that you’re speaking out of turn: “That’s not your job; that’s for the head of the department to make those decisions.”  When the department clues in and eventually makes that decision, the female general staff does not receive any credit for her idea.  

The third practice that allows this work to remain invisible is the social construction of gender.  I call it “doing gender.”  Gender is not something that we have as men and women, but something that we “do” in active negotiations and in active identity work.  And, that’s the way in which listening, nurturing and encouraging is always associated with the feminine, it’s always associated with the domestic, it’s always associated with the personal rather than with what’s valued and deemed absolutely essential to an organization.  These skills are viewed as absolutely irrelevant, and yet, they are still expected of all women, no matter what level you are at within an organization.  It is always expected that, because you are a woman, you will embody these feminine characteristics and behaviours.  And, that is one of the ways in which the disappearing act happens. 

We need to develop a new language to describe the job roles performed by female general and low-level academic staff, such as tutors, so that they are no longer invisible.  The ethnographic studies that I’ve been involved in have revealed that a range of skills get disappeared.  One type of skill is that of taking on categorized responsibility and authority; where staff step out from beyond where they’re supposed to be and talk about things that they think could be done to make the workplace better.  Women usually get penalized for that.  Or, there are the kinds of communication and interpersonal skills which staff are expected to possess, but which are unacknowledged.  There are the anticipatory skills, where staff actively prevent problems in their department, rather than solving problems after they occur.  For example, tutors develop expertise in preventing problems in their discussion groups, they know how to get people who need to talk to feel comfortable doing so.  Yet, this is not viewed as a higher-order skill.  

General and low-level academic staff also need to demonstrate dexterity, and I’m not just talking about manual dexterity, although that is part of it.  Rather, there is the idea of being on a shift position and being able to “shift” how you relate to all of the different people around you at various times.   This requires expert relational skills.  General staff also need to maintain close concentration and accuracy at all times.  If you’re working in the front office with three or four other people, and you’ve got two academics standing in the doorway talking at the top of their voices, and at the front desk there’s a student who is really upset because she can’t contact her tutor, and you’ve got to sit there and get something typed up - it is a very distracting and potentially overwhelming environment.   And, finally, these positions require a great deal of multi-tasking, with ever increasing expectations, and with a huge spectrum of IT work.  These workers need to have keen organizational skills, which link into domestic skills.

Capacity Building: How Are Women Fighting Back?

Now, I’d like to move on to an exploration of capacity.  To begin, I would like to say a little bit about the problem that we have of describing the work done by our low-level staff.  Certainly, half of the academics at my university wouldn’t be able to describe which women did what.  They lack the language to describe the tasks performed by these women.  There is a lot of skills capacity in this work, which is devalued and invisible.  Of course, there is an appreciation of the distinction between mechanical skills and people skills.  And, your facility with computers gets you more “ticks” than talking with and listening to students.  One of our interviews was with the woman who is the highest-level general staff member at the university.  In it, she discussed her relationship with her boss, who was from the Engineering department.  She was from the Social Sciences.  Although her writing skills were better than his, and she did most of the writing, he assumed that his writing was better than hers.  So, he would go through what she had written and he would make the tiniest changes - a little bit of grammar here, a little bit of grammar here - just to show her that he was the boss.  So, we found that relational intelligence is devalued along with relational work.  It’s unseen, but it is absolutely relied upon, and it is absolutely essential.

As well, the individualism that’s running rampant in universities today obscures the collective learning process that is involved in people learning these jobs and passing these job skills on to others.  There is a web of mutual influences, and many of the women we spoke with demonstrated a great deal of self-awareness as well as listening to and empowering others.  They show collegial leadership, companionate leadership.  But, while these women work with others to get things done, this is not seen as leadership and remains unexamined.  

Finally, to finish capacity development, I would like to explore the following question: How do these women fight back?  What kinds of stories do they tell you about how they’re coping with these changes?  How are they dealing with these changes?   They take action on an individual level, they are not passive recipients of the changes taking place around them.  They do something.  And, this is the collective kind of response.  A female administrative staff group at our university was determined to stand up and be strong.  They were determined to stand up for themselves and say, “This is what we want in this group here.”   They would discuss their wants and concerns as a group, and then they would go back to their bosses, to the department heads, and say,  “Look, I know twenty women who are standing up to this, and we’re going to stand up to it here, and this is what we want.”  They are using that collective voice to bargain for things within their own departments, to work for change.  They are largely un-unionized, they don’t have any union representation, and they are agitating for change at this level.  

Then there is the individual face of hidden change agency.  One of the women I spoke with saw herself as a change agent, and this is how she describes her actions.  

“I’ve tried different ways.  One is being direct. I say ‘That’s discrimination’ or ‘That’s holding us up. This is not in the best interest of the university.’  And, another thing is that I do it much more subtly.  I keep up with all of the issues.  I get ideas from all the different networks as well, and I send people all kind of ideas and quotes from articles.  There are crazy things that I send and I’ve been doing it for years, and people may or may not get what I’m trying to get them to get; they may hate it or they may love it, but, whatever.”

This represents the subordinate’s attempt to change the organization.  It’s actually quite a powerful tool.  Her superiors may not know what she is doing.  Hopefully, they don’t know what she’s doing!  We’re all very familiar with this type of change agent.  And her efforts get hidden; in fact, they need to be hidden. 

And, finally, this is an example of the collective capacity from a focus group study of a women’s group on campus.  We attended one of their meetings where one female general staff member said, “It’s seven o’clock at night, the time I’d normally be finishing here. What are you people doing about it? Are you all in the same boat?” And another woman responded, “Well, I have arranged with my department head to work from home one morning each week. I can get through paperwork; no one can interrupt me when I work at home.” The first one said, “Well, can you do that? Is there some kind of rule or something?”  And, in fact, this has been a rule for quite some time, but most department heads have not passed this information on to their staff because they don’t want them to know about it.  So, this group provides a network for women to share valuable advice and information.  At this point, another woman added to the discussion, “Well, that’s no good to me. It wouldn’t be any good to me to work at home because I’ve got a two-year-old; my mum comes and looks after him, and I wouldn’t get any work done if I stayed at home.  So, my boss and I have agreed for me to go into a room and close the door for two mornings every week. I hang a “do not disturb” sign, and that’s it.”  This network offers a means of collective organizing.  The individual critical acts described in these informal women’s groups would be backed up by the “numbers game” if all of the women started to make similar demands.  

Conclusions

We can make a number of selective conclusions based on these studies.  One is that relational intelligence and relational and emotional work are not an optional extra for universities.  Rather, they are absolutely essential, and it is important to develop an understanding of, and language for, the effort and contributions made by both general staff and academic staff.  Their work needs to be recognized and valued.  There’s a big imbalance between the doing of that kind of work and the rewards, and that’s shaped by gender, symbolic and real structures, and pervasive assumptions. Another conclusion is that the faculty needs to better understand the work that is performed by the general staff and low-level academic staff.  And, finally, there needs to be a redefinition of leadership within the university, that takes into consideration the significant contributions and skills of female general and low-level academic staff and their potential for individual and collective critical action.      

� Note: Australia does not have compulsory union membership.  On average, 23 percent of workers in a given setting belong to a union.   
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