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Editorial: Educating Sexuality 

ALISON JONES and SUE MIDDLETON, August 1996 

For this theme issue of the Women :S, Studies Journal we have brought 
together a range of local studies which cohere around how, in educa­
tional sites, women and girls 'learn' culturally specific hetero-sexual­
ity. Such collections are a welcome resource for education courses which 
seek to increase their New Zealand content and focus. Alison Jones 
and Sue Middleton, who teach in Education Departments at Auckland 
and Waikato Universities respectively, have gathered some research 
accounts by university staff and doctoral students working in the gen­
eral area of sexuality and education, however they might be configured 
together. This Journal issue follows Middleton and Jones' collection 
of research, Women and Education in Aotearoa 2, and like that vol­
ume, will be used as a text book in education courses. 1 

'Education' as a field of study in the university might be under­
stood as the study of the processes through which we become sub­
jects, with particular (but not exclusive) emphasis on those processes 
and practices which characterise formal educational institutions. We 
become gendered subjects through our encounters with discourses in 
these and other sites; intrinsic to this production is that of ourselves 
as embodied and sexual subjects. 

Such assertions are commonplace in contemporary feminist theo­
rising, but only slowly has education come to be understood as a key 
site where bodies and sexuality are engaged and produced. In the past, 
much of the research and writing on women and education placed little 
emphasis on issues of embodiment. It was more preoccupied with ques­
tions of representation ( e.g. in curricula and policy texts), and distribu­
tion of the sexes in school subjects and within the hierarchies of the 
teaching profession. While some writers in the 1980s identified wom­
en's embodied sexuality as contradictory to the disembodiment ofpost­
Enlightenment educated rationality, there was little sustained analysis 
of sexuality itself as discursively produced in educational settings. 2 

Work by a range of Australian, British and North American femi­
nist researchers and theorists in education including Bronwyn Davies, 
Valerie Walkerdine, Michelle Fine, bell hooks and others have intro­
duced terms such as erotics, desire, bodies, sexuality as part of the 
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language of study in education. 3 Students and feminist educators can 
now read collections such as The Jane Gallop Seminar Papers: The 
Teachers Breasts; School Girl Fictions; Fashioning the Feminine, 
and Pedagogy, Technology and the Body which debate the contested 
and interwoven terrains of education and sexuality. 4 

The beginning work on this territory in New Zealand has been 
exciting and wide-ranging, and some of it is published here. All the 
research in this collection is on-going. Sue Middleton discusses the 
ways in which students' and teachers' bodies have historically been 
disciplined in New Zealand schools; Jane Gilbert deconstructs 'sex' 
in school biological science; Anne Marie Tupuola indicates some of 
the difficult issues facing young Samoan women in negotiating 
fa 'aSamoa and female sexuality. Jody Hanson argues for the impor­
tance of sex worker education; Karen Nairn shows how geography 
field trips are crucial sites for educating the embodied geographer. 
Kathleen Quinlivan's research is concerned with the experiences of 
lesbian students in New Zealand schools, and Sue Watson shows how 
the decision to go to a single-sex school represents an opportunity 
for heterosexuality to be re-asserted in paradoxical ways. 

This volume will add to the growing body of writing on educat­
ing sexuality by New Zealanders, for example Ngahuia Te Aweko­
tuku 's work on Maori lesbian sexuality and education, Margaret 
Tennant's and Erik Olssen 's historical research on the policing of child 
sexuality in families and schools, Rose Pere 's historical account of 
Maori controls on sexuality, Julie Glamuzina and Alison Laurie's work 
on the ways adolescent sexuality, in particular lesbianism, was con­
structed in schools in the 1950s, Alannah Ryan's study of neo-con­
servative backlash against liberal sexuality education in the 1980s 
and Bill Rout's ethnography of teenage boys ' conceptualisations of 
girls' sexuality.5 Writers such as Hilary (Haines) Lapsley, and Chris 
Atmore have deconstructed discourses of child sexuality and sexual 
abuse in educational settings; Alison Jones has written about the 
erotics of pedagogy. 6 

Missing from the collection in this Journal are three authors whose 
work we had intended to include. Due to the policy of the Journal to 
exclude male authors, we were unable to publish Shane Town's re­
search on gay students and teachers, and Todd Brackley's work with 
Martin Thrupp on the ways adolescent boys construct masculine ( and 
homophobic) sexualities in schools. 
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Uniform Bodies? 
Disciplining Sexuality in School 1968-1995 

SUE MIDDLETON 

We were divided into four houses for sports. At the end of every month 
marks were credited to your house. They had a very strict prefect sys­
tem. If you weren 't a prefect you couldn 't walk up the main steps into 
college, you had to go around through the back entrance. The prefects 
had to examine the uniforms every Monday morning to see if they were 
the correct length. And boys and girls had a separate playground, of 
course. (Girl high school pupil, 1930s) . 
I remember the first day because my form master really terrified me. 
The first thing he did was to show us the range of canes that he had. He 
had this box alongside his desk and he held up canes of different lengths 
and thicknesses and informed us how the canes were to be graded. The 
bigger you got the heavier the cane. I remember that very well. 
(Boy high school pupil, 1950s) 

The general judicial form that guaranteed a system of rights that were 
egalitarian in principle was supported by these tiny, everyday, physical 
mechanisms, by all those systems of micropower that are essentially 
non-egalitarian and asymetrical that we call the disciplines. (Michel 
Foucault)1 

In the early 1980s I was researching the experiences and per­
spectives of my own generation of feminist teachers. Speaking of her 
life as a university student during the early years of the sexual revo­
lution of the mid-1960s, one of my interviewees said: 

I remember putting a hell of a lot more energy into my sex life and 
my emotional life than I ever did into my work and really university 
was just a backdrop against which the dramas of my sex life were 
played out. All sorts of things that were anathema to my parents 
were played out. 2 

Over sixteen years of university teaching I have watched stu­
dents struggling with similar conflicts between the rationalism of the 
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academic and the chaos of embodied sexuality. In the early 1990s I 
decided to make this into an object of study and, accordingly, de­
signed an undergraduate course entitled 'Education and Sexuality', 
which I have taught to Education and Women's Studies students at 
Waikato University since 1993. This article provides a resource for 
this and other such courses. It foregrounds the topic of school disci­
pline as a useful angle from which to view the educational, cultural, 
historical, political, institutional, and other social phenomena which 
give form to our sexualities. 

The life history data used in it come from a wider research project. 
Helen May and I conducted life history interviews with 150 New 
Zealand teachers and former teachers who ranged in age from 21 to 
their mid-90s. The focus of the interviews, and of the wider project, 
was on how and why these teachers developed their educational ideas. 3 

We engaged them in conversations about their own childhoods and 
experiences as school pupils, their reasons for choosing teaching, 
their experiences as trainee teachers, and significant influences on 
their thinking during their teaching careers. While Helen interviewed 
75 early childhood and infant educators, I interviewed 75 teachers of 
secondary, intermediate, and older primary school children. In the 
course of my interviews, the teachers told me many stories about 
discipline, punishment, and the regulation and normalisation of their 
bodies as school pupils, as student teachers, and as practising teach­
ers. This paper is based on those portions of my 75 interviews which 
addressed these issues.4 It addresses the disciplining of bodies in 
school from the late 1960s to the present day and is condensed from 
a much longer paper which takes the analysis from as far back as 
living memories of schooling can go - the early years of the twenti­
eth century. 5 

What interests me in this present paper is the contradiction be­
tween education and discipline, how this impacts upon male and fe­
male bodies in school, and what its implications are for questions of 
sexuality. Most education theory textbooks would argue that educa­
tion requires the liberation of the mind and the release of the imagi­
nation - the development of independence of thought and action. Yet 
- in works of literature, in educational research, and in everyday 
conversations - many people's narratives about schooling depict ex­
periences of compulsion, bodily restrictions and confinements, petty 
rule following, punishments ( often physical) and unquestioning obe-
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dience to authority. This contradiction has perplexed me since my 
own school teaching days in the 1970s when my desire to tune my 
classroom to students' own inquiries was frustrated by organisational 
requirements to monitor presence and absence, to police hair-rib­
bons and socks, and to measure and grade 'progress' on numerical 
scales. Foucault's studies of 'the power of normalisation and the for­
mation of knowledge in modem society' provide a useful focus on 
this contradiction: 6 

Viewing freedom and subjection as flip-sides of the same coin -
as complementary rather than contradictory- Foucault argued that 'The 
Enlightenment, 7 which discovered the liberties, also invented the dis­
ciplines. ' 8 The democratic forms of government characteristic of west­
em9 capitalist states rested on the ideal (or fantasy) of individual ra­
tional autonomy - the core Enlightenment value. Yet the social order 
required citizens who were not only autonomous and free, but, at the 
same time, both economically productive and subjected (rendered gov­
ernable). As products of the Enlightenment, institutions of public school­
ing straddle this contradiction. Children in school learn to be both au­
tonomous and governable - free and subjected. 

For Foucault, the school was characteristic of the apparatuses of 
disciplinary power which took shape from the eighteenth century. In 
contrast to the feudal system in which people were governed by fiat 
or force , within modem nation-states the population is governed by 
surveillance, classification and normalisation by 'experts '. Pedagogy 
(the science oftea:ching) was developed alongside, and in interaction 
with, other professional knowledges (or disciplines) such as medi­
cine, psychology, psychiatry, demography, and criminology. The pro­
fessional ways of knowing (or discourses) developed within institu­
tions - hospitals, prisons, schools etc - which were articulated to 
government (the apparatuses of ruling). 10 For example, most chil­
dren are born within the medical system; are monitored in infancy by 
welfare groups like the Plunket Society or maybe Social Welfare; in 
kindergartens and schools they are categorised as 'bright or dull' , 
' normal or pathological' and may come under surveillance by psy­
chologists, psychiatrists or criminal justice professionals. The exami­
nations to which individuals are subjected result in case records, which 
'fix' our identities in writing (on paper or in electronic databases) 
and these records may be passed from one disciplinary institution to 
another: 
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The examination that places individuals in a field of surveillance also 
situates them in a network of writing; it engages them in a whole mass 
of documents that capture and fix them. The procedures of examination 
[are] accompanied ... by a system of intense registration and of docu­
mentary accumulation. A 'power of writing' [is] constituted as an es­
sential part in the mechanisms of discipline.11 

Like blood in the tiny capillaries of the human body, the discipli­
nary knowledges of professionals - articulated to the powers of gov­
ernment - flow through the conduits of intersecting professional net­
works, information systems and social institutions. 

For example, within schools the bodies of individuals are sub­
jected to the 'panoptic' (all-seeing) gaze: 'a relation of surveillance, 
defined and regulated, is inscribed at the heart of the practice of teach­
ing, not as an additional or an adjacent part of it, but as a mechanism 
that is inherent in it and which increases its efficiency.' 12 This 'rela­
tion of surveillance' - so central in teachers' everyday work - in­
cludes monitoring the spatial locations of students (where they may 
be and with whom they may mix); the postures students may assume 
within their allocated spaces inside and outside the classroom (static 
or moving; sitting in rows or in groups, in desks or on the floor, etc ); 
and the standardisation of their dress (in some cases even their un­
derwear). 

The surveillance and monitoring of students' sexuality has been 
central to this 'relation of surveillance' since the beginnings of mod­
em secondary schooling. Writing about the early French secondary 
schools Foucault argued that: 

one can have the impression that sex was hardly spoken of at all in these 
institutions. But one only has to glance over the architectural layout, the 
rules of discipline, and their whole organisation: the question of sex 
was a constant preoccupation. 13 

Within the family and school, as in the wider society, it has been 
customary to classify human bodies as male and female and to orient 
a child's upbringing around this binary distinction. Throughout New 
Zealand's educational history, male and female bodies have been sub­
jected to normalising practices which reinforce this opposition. His­
torical accounts of the early years of secondary schooling show that 
girls and boys were allocated different (and often unequal) spaces 
within school buildings and grounds; were subjected to different cur-
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ricula and regimes of punishment in accordance with ideals of tough­
ening boys and domesticating girls; and were required to dress ac­
cording to conventional norms of masculinity and femininity. 14 How­
ever, at the same time, the liberating notion of education for both 
sexes - the freeing up of autonomous minds and spontaneous imagi­
nations - was a dominant ideal both of the policy-makers and in the 
lives and works of those who taught. This tension between education 
and discipline created both possibilities and constraints for those who 
studied and taught in New Zealand secondary schools in the period 
here being studied. 

The remainder of this paper falls into two parts: the first covers 
the period from the mid-1960s to the election of the Fourth Labour 
Government in 1984 and the second explores the period since 1984. 
I begin my discussion of each of these time periods with a brief ac­
count of the broad social theories which dominated the most influen­
tial educational policy texts of the time. Identifying these overarching 
educational ideas provides parameters in which to construct a dis­
course analysis of the 'micropractices' of power with respect to stu­
dents' sexuality which were described in the interviews. I have cho­
sen three intersecting themes to follow: the differential allocations of 
space to males and to females; the freedoms of movement permitted 
within these gendered spaces; and the policing of dress. 

THE MID-19605 TO THE LATE 19805 
During the 1960s many of the post-World War Two baby boom 

generation - students whose parents may not have had access to higher, 
or even secondary, education - were moving to the cities and study­
ing in tertiary institutions. The sense of marginality many of us who 
were such students felt in academic environments - as female and/or 
Maori, and/or working-class, etc- together with the sense of possi­
bilities afforded us by the economic prosperity of the time, fuelled 
radical critiques of education and wider social protests. The hippy 
movement, the student revolts, anti-Vietnam War protests, anti-Apart­
heid demonstrations, and the beginnings of second-wave feminism 
all had their repercussions on school students and teachers. 

In the late 1960s, secondary schools were faced with increas­
ingly diverse populations of students as a result of the urbanisation 
of Maori and the immigration of Pacific Islanders. Teachers - as in­
dividuals, within their schools and professional organisations- strug-
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gled to come to terms with how best to teach in schools with such 
diverse student populations. One retired principal of a metropolitan 
girls' high school described the visual changes in the school as viewed 
from the stage at morning assembly: 

By 1970 it was a different school. You could stand on the stage and you 
could look at the school. The hair colour was different. Whereas it had 
been sort of light brown, the occasional blonde, and the occasional red 
head, it was a much darker mix with the Chinese and the Indian and the 
Greek, and the Pacific Islanders coming in. And at the same time as we 
were realising that our school was changing we were looking at major 
changes in educational direction, and I'm really always heartened that 
it was teachers that took the plunge. Because Education in Change was 
a key-note document, I think. 

The document she mentioned, Education in Change, was pub­
lished in 1969 by the New Zealand Post Primary Teachers' Associa­
tion.15 Its recommendations were in tune with the 'neo-Progressive' 16 

thinking which was being disseminated and taken up by the more 
liberal secondary teachers - particularly in English and Social Stud­
ies. By the early 1970s, the multinational publishing companies were 
producing moderately priced and readable handbooks written by 
teachers for teachers about how to tailor a programme to the indi­
vidual 'interests' of students.17 Education in Change encapsulated 
some of the thinking in these in the following definition: 'education 
forms a major part in the process of individual and social growth and 
should be self-motivating because its rewards are inherent. This re­
port is directed towards the development of a concept of self-moti­
vated learning.' 18 It lists 'human qualities which education should be 
concerned to promote at all times. The highest value is placed on: the 
urge to enquire; concern for others; the desire for self-respect.' 19 By 
the early 1970s, the Department of Education was introducing new 
syllabi in which the post-war version of equality of opportunity (' equal 
means the same') gave way to one of education for diversity - cul­
tural pluralism and student choice within the system and some sup­
port for the creation of 'educational alternatives.' 20 

In the more liberal/progressive schools, these ideas generated 
major upheavals in the ways they were structured and this brought 
about changes in teaching practice. Up till this time what had counted 
as academic had rested on the cognitive styles, language and inter-
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ests of the white professional and managerial elite. Since the devel­
opment of psychology as a discipline in the 1930s, the allocation of 
students to courses and streams had been done largely on the basis of 
their scores on intelligence tests. As a means of ensuring justice and 
equality of opportunity, these had been believed to be scientific and 
therefore as appropriately objective measures of innate potential. The 
Social Darwinism of the 1920s and 1930s had left unquestioned the 
resulting relegation of Maori and working-class Pakeha to the manual 
streams - a stratification that became increasingly obvious as the 
processes of urbanisation brought about the influx of 'brown' stu­
dents into the predominantly 'white' urban secondary schools and 
universities. 21 Conceptualising cultural difference as valuable diver­
sity rather than deviance or inferiority, the discourse of pluralism 
provoked some schools to 'destream' during the 1970s. This broke 
down the barriers between students who took different courses (aca­
demic, home craft, commercial, agricultural, or industrial) and re­
sulted in co-educational classes of mixed ability and mixed race. It 
therefore altered previous patterns of the differential distributions of 
groups of students in school space. Teaching in non-streamed classes 
made whole-class instruction difficult and forced secondary teach­
ers to develop the kinds of individualised and small-group teaching 
methods which up till this time had been characteristic only of pri­
mary schools. 

From the point of view of the 'discipline of the body' it would 
seem that Progressivism - which rests on assumptions of freedom of 
choice, intrinsic motivation, and self-discipline - is in direct opposi­
tion to some traditional school regulatory practices with respect, for 
example, to students' dress. However, as Valerie Walkerdine has ar­
gued, what happens is that the processes of discipline, regulation and 
normalisation become more covert: 'the child supposedly freed by 
this process to develop according to its nature was the most classi­
fied, catalogued, watched and monitored in history'. 22 'Freed from 
coercion, the child was much more subtly regulated into normality. ' 23 

Within a Progressivist school environment, she argues, 'Discipline 
became not overt disciplining, but covert watching ... [as) the class­
room became the facilitating space for each individual under the 
watchful and total gaze of the teacher.' 24 Writing about child-centred 
learning in primary schools, Walkerdine noted that the freedom of 
children meant less space for the teacher, who becomes 'the servant 
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of the omnipotent child, whose needs she must meet at all times.' 25 

In accordance with this shift, new social technologies for regu­
lating the population without physical coercion were becoming freely 
available to teachers. Behaviourist psychology with its techniques of 
positive reinforcement was being taught in teachers ' colleges and 
universities. The new psychological and sociological discourses po­
sitioned 'problem' students not so much as naughty but as having 
behavioural difficulties which were often the result of social pathol­
ogy. Accordingly, many schools created senior staffing positions which 
were devoted to the welfare of the students and their families. Eric 
Cotton (b1939) described the burn-out he experienced as a Dean in 
1971 at a new co-educational school with a high population of work­
ing-class immigrant Pacific Island students and a Senior Mistress 
who had failed to win the confidence of Samoan girls: 

I was a Dean and that was a huge job there, if you wanted to make it that 
way. I would spend day after day looking for girls around the town. 
They could be in any situation and anywhere, and I saw the rougher side 
of life that I didn't even think existed. I got on really well with girls -
basically because the woman who was a senior mistress found it diffi­
cult and was confrontational with them all the time. I would be in my 
classroom, and there 'd be a knock on the door and there'd be one of the 
girls there saying, 'We need to see you for a moment. ' And no one knew 
about it. So I'd leave some work for the class and say, 'What's your 
problem?' Mainly Samoan girls, who were getting a really hard time at 
home. They'd say, 'We've got this problem.' 'Whereabouts are you? 
How many of you?' They'd usually have gone into the girls' toilet. 26 

This welfare, or social work, model became dominant in the official 
discourses about discipline in schools during this period. It offered 
an alternative to corporal punishment as a technology for regulating 
the whereabouts and behaviour of children. 

The neo-Progressive schools were characterised by increasing 
informality in the relationship between students and teachers. Indi­
vidualised and group teaching methods encouraged more movement 
in classrooms by students and teachers. Seeking bodily comfort, free­
dom of movement and informality, some of us who were teaching 
struggled to loosen ~e rigidities of our schools' requirements with 
respect to the way we dressed. I had male colleagues who refused to 
wear ties, grew their hair and side-burns and wore jeans. We younger 
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women found that our miniskirts conflicted with the freedom of 
movement required in the classroom - as Rona Gregg (b1948) ex­
plained: 'In those days you had mini-skirts and when you lifted your 
hand up to write on the blackboard, it wasn't a particularly good thing 
to be doing!' The revealing tendencies of the mini-skirts of the early 
1970s no doubt, at least in part, influenced the acceptance at this time 
of trousers as appropriate work clothes for us. 

The influx of the young and fashionable to classroom teaching in 
the 1970s exacerbated classroom management dilemmas for one of 
my interviewees whose embodied sexuality did not match students' 
ideals. Audrey Hall (b 1928) had always taught in girls' schools before 
taking on a position at the age of 49 in a coeducational school in a 
conservative suburb: 

I found boys very lazy as students. A lot of them never settled down and 
did a decent period of work, or their homework. I was older by then. A 
younger teacher can get a rapport with students, almost a hero worship. 
They see you as a role model and notice what you're wearing, and com­
ment on it, too - quite a different sort of relationship. But coming in as 
a middle-aged woman to boys' classes you really had to be very bossy 
and authoritarian. A feeling of 'We're all in this together, let's get to 
work' didn't seem to work. I like a relaxed way of teaching, but I found 
that at that school I had to be very authoritarian. 

As Sari Biklen has expressed it, 'Teachers' bodies are objects of 
the student gaze.'She goes on to say that when students recall their 
school teachers one of the primary things they remember is their 
teachers' appearance. 27 

The publication in New Zealand of an English translation of the 
Danish-authored Little Red Schoolbook brought the language of Lib­
eration from the social protest movements into the context of schools. 28 

In a climate in which students' rights were seen as important, some 
of them challenged inconsistencies between the stance of 'freedom 
of expression' which was offered to them by the Liberal/Progressive 
or protest movement discourses and their positioning as passive re­
cipients of teachers' normalising practices. While some liberal schools 
relaxed uniform and hair regulations, conservative ones maintained 
them, even in the face of student protest. Robert Williams (b1939) 
describes one example in a co-educational school: 'The Little Red 
Schoolbook came out - ideas about pupil power and this sort of stuff. 
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But it died a natural death fairly quickly. I can remember when the 
Beatles came out, we had all the fuss about long hair.' However, at 
his next school (a boys' school), the struggle had become more con­
frontational: 

[The former Principal] had had the school absolutely screwed down 
tight, and the new Principal was faced with mutiny from the boys - sit­
ins on the school field over caps. He abolished caps, and the Board of 
Governors thought that that was the end of the world. [The sit-ins were 
about] wearing caps, and long hair and all that stuff. It was the time of 
the Little Red Schoolbook, a time of great ferment - student power. 

The refusal of some schools to relax their uniform requirements 
trivialised them as educational institutions for some of their more 
questioning students. One of the teachers interviewed- Nell Wilson 
(b1955)- explained her radicalism as a feminist teacher with refer­
ence to her own student days in an urban co-educational school in the 
years 1968-1971 . She had resisted the minutiae of the school's at­
tempt to normalise every inch of her bodily adornment: 

The uniform was a grey skirt and a white blouse. So I made a tie-dye grey 
skirt which didn't go down well at all. I was constantly called into the 
Senior Mistress 's office and given lectures .. . I chose to ignore all of that. 
All of these things had nothing to do with what went on in the classroom, 
but they were all of the things that were actually important as an adoles­
cent, I think. And as a fourth former I had quite long hair, and so I used to 
wear it in all different kinds of ways. And I remember distinctly; this is 
one of those things that you never forget, - we had a 'gals' assembly and 
Mrs Owens (who was the dragon) walked up and down the aisles and 
picked out girls who had to go on stage for having inappropriate hair­
styles. That included me who on this particular day had these pigtails just 
above my ears - my hair was really long, so it kind of looked like Pippi 
Longstocking pan handles ... I think as a result of things like that, I was so 
sick of the place that I didn't do a seventh form year. 

Some schools at this time abolished uniform. While for many, 
this may have signalled an increase in personal freedom, for others -
especially those whose families were unable to provide them with 
good clothing - it was a source of constraint and discomfort. Rangi 
Davidson (b 1956), who had himself attended a private Maori boys' 
boarding school, had regarded his own school's uniform as impor­
tant in helping him to develop a sense of self-worth: 
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I'm basically a traditionalist and a disciplinarian ... I like to wear a tie 
for school. I believe in the importance of a uniform for self-esteem and 
all that sort of thing. The uniform gives you a sense of belonging to 
something and ifit's a nice uniform it makes you feel good. The same as 
dressing. If you dress well, you feel good. If you don 't dress well, you 
don 't feel so good. 

In the late 1980s, Rangi had taken a teaching position in the Maori 
bilingual unit of a large co-educational school which had abolished 
uniforms. The school had a high proportion of students from homes 
in which parents and caregivers were on low incomes or unemployed 
and the students he taught were mainly from such backgrounds. Con­
cerned about the self-image of the students in the bilingual unit, Rangi 
introduced a special travelling uniform for them: 

I enjoyed working in a big school. Over 1,000 kids. Co-eel, my first co­
ed school. Non-uniform. A few things there that were really new to 
me ... After a while it didn't worry me, the uniform - essentially I am a 
traditionalist. I really believe in that. But what I tried to do to get around 
it was, I introduced uniforms. The bi-lingual kids had a travelling uni­
form. Essentially I was just worried about the bi-lingual kids, I wasn't 
worried about the rest of the school. And when the kids travelled they 
looked nice and they felt good about themselves. 

The freedom of students from affluent families to choose their 
own dress was at the expense of those less well-off- it had accentu­
ated the signs of their poverty. 

Not only did student-centredness influence the regulation of bod­
ily adornment, but it also gave form to new discourses about the ways 
the physical/ sexual body itself could be spoken about in schools. 
During the 1970s, the spirit of neo-progressivism - centred as it was 
on humanist psychological concepts of personal growth - had ex­
tended into the question of sexuality education. No longer conceptu­
alised in terms of introducing students to the 'biological facts' alone,29 

sexuality education was conceptualised as part of a broader educa­
tion in human development and relationships, values, and health. 
These ideas were developed in the context of the 'second wave' of 
feminism30 and reports of the time implied, even if they did not al­
ways say so directly, that capacities for sexual arousal and expression 
were equally distributed between women and men. 31 Emotions and 
desires were no longer 'missing' from the discourse.32 During the 
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time of the post-pill 'sexual revolution' speaking about sex in the 
mass media became increasingly tolerated. Commercial publishers 
marketed sexual information for teenagers (which included informa­
tion about sexual desire, masturbation, contraception and abortion 
among other things). This created new, easily accessible, conduits 
for teenagers themselves to access information without mediation or 
moralising by adults.33 The question of sexuality education became 
an object of intense media speculation, meetings by concerned par­
ents, and staffroom discussions. Several government reports on sec­
ondary education were produced within this context and the language 
used in these shows the influence of these wider community debates 
and concems.34 

The 'Johnson Report' expressed some of the more open sexual 
attitudes of the time as follows: 

No students should leave school without facing up to the real implica­
tions of personal relationships, and the consequences to their own per­
sonality development if they fail to do this. We want students to realise 
that sexuality involves self-discipline and involves loving and caring 
for another person - not the mere seeking of self-release. It is the basis 
of a lasting relationship; it is a most powerful emotional drive and has a 
great capacity for bringing happiness and giving meaning to life. It is 
not confined to the younger years but grows with understanding and 
maturity. It can be a spiritual force. 35 

On the basis of their knowledge that teenagers always have been, 
and always will be, sexually active, the Johnson Committee's focus 
was upon urging them to confine such activities to 'caring relation­
ships.' However, because they had not said that teenagers should be 
instructed that sex belongs only in marriage, the message was too 
permissive for many and caused a public outcry. Upon the appoint­
ment of a conservative Minister of Education by the National Gov­
ernment in the early 1980s, the 'moral right' pressure groups were 
able to play a major part in ensuring that the Johnson Report was 
never implemented. 36 However, its language had encapsulated the 
ethos which underpinned the many (and often co-educational) 'hu­
man relationships' programmes which were introduced into second­
ary schools during the 1970s and 1980s and which have continued to 
be in place in many secondary schools up to the present day. 37 
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EDUCATIONAL RESTRUCTURING: 1984-1995 
1984 (the year of the election of New Zealand's Fourth Labour 

Government) is commonly regarded as signalling the beginnings of 
the present 'phase' in the educational thought of policy-makers, which 
many commentators have seen as dominated by a heightened em­
phasis on individualism and competitiveness as primary social val­
ues.38 To contextualise the kinds of questions being raised by some 
teachers and pupils in schools today with respect to the regulation of 
the body, it is necessary to have some understanding of the broader 
policy discourse of school reform. 

Following recommendations in the 'Picot Report' , policy-mak­
ers devolved responsibility for many educational decisions from cen­
tral government authorities to Boards of Trustees, which were to be 
composed of parents, staff, and (in secondary schools only) student 
representatives. 39 Labour's policies embodied contradictions between 
the atomised individualism of a free market economic vision and a 
centralised 'socialist' conceptualisation of equity. While Labour's 
'New Right ' economic vision conceptualised the population as at­
omised, competitive, acquisitive individuals, their equity policies 
viewed New Zealand society as composed primarily of groups. These 
policies were based on the idea that certain groups, through no fault 
of their own, had been educationally disadvantaged, and were there­
fore owed compensation. Within this discourse, schools were con­
ceptualised as sites for effecting compensatory justice. 40 

The powers and responsibilities of each Board of Trustees were 
listed in school charters, which contained details of the school's broad 
objectives and specific goals. Some of these, including the equity 
objectives, were required to be included by Government and were to 
be 'non-negotiable' .41 Schools' successes and failures in meeting their 
stated goals - including the equity objectives - were to be monitored 
by the Educational Review Office (ERO). Teachers, Boards and whole 
schools are also subject to processes of surveillance, examination, 
and normalisation by ' the authorities.' 

Although there may have been a 'de-emphasis' on equity issues 
since the National Government assumed office in 1990, 42 most 
schools are still required to assume responsibility for promoting 'eq­
uitable educational outcomes' for both sexes. 43 With respect to 'gen­
der equity' , most schools still have the mandate to develop equal 
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opportunities objectives; to provide non-sexist role-models for stu­
dents, to develop non-sexist curricula, to have an equal employment 
opportunity policy, and to create a school which is free of sexual 
harassment. Empirical studies have yet to be carried out in New Zea­
land on the ways the policy-makers' conceptualisations of 'equity 
policies' are transformed in specific institutions into micropractices 
of power"" . However, my data include some interesting comments 
from some teachers about ways in which their bodies, and those of 
their students, are regulated in today's schools. 

These stories cluster around the following topics: students' and 
teachers' dress, ways of speaking about sexual matters, and the dif­
ferential distribution of sexed/gendered bodies in space. 

Despite a deregulated climate with respect to formal dress-codes 
for teachers, many of those I interviewed described ways in which 
what they wore to school was influenced by the normalising gazes of 
their school communities, other teachers, and their students. The new 
devolved administrative structures have made schools more 'porous' 
than they used to be in absorbing the expectations and values of their 
communities. This can influence how teachers dress. Maureen 
McWilliam (bl973) began her teaching career in the mid-1990s in 
an Intermediate school whose parents were predominantly from busi­
ness and professional occupations. She described how the ethos of 
the business and professional world was inscribing itself on the bod­
ies of the teachers: 

This Intermediate is very much control orientated. Everything is orien­
tated towards the child, but it's very much in terms of streaming the 
child into opportunities. Right down to the clothes, even to the colours 
used in the clothing. It's very bold, black, white. The staff were very 
much into power dressing and I found it really scary. 

Other women said that the 'sexualising gaze' of male students 
influenced how they dressed for work. For some this required con­
cealment of the body. For example, Julie King (b 1969) was careful 
not to appear 'provocative' to her mainly Pacific Island students (for 
whom modesty was a key value): 'I deliberately don't wear tight 
clothes. I'm very conscious about what I'm wearing. I wear quite 
baggy clothes, or ifl have a tight top on I wear a big loose shirt over 
it. I don't want to be ogled at by teenage boys, basically. That's quite 
a conscious decision that I have made.' Her modest mode of dressing 
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for school was a form of self-defence. It was a way of minimising the 
extent to which she would be positioned as an object of sexual desire 
- spoken about, fantasised about, or harassed - by boy students. 

The acceptability of public 'speaking out' about sexuality with 
respect to the 1970s sexual revolution had generated the commercial 
mass production of pornography- the rendering visible of male sexual 
fantasies in the public sphere. By the 1980s, boys could easily (if 
illegally) access such materials.45 Nell Wilson (b 1955), a teacher in a 
boys' school, found herself positioned as 'object of the pornographic 
gaze' by an unknown student who had inserted 

bits of pornographic material in my roll. The next thing was some wom­
en's underwear outside the classroom. The worst thing was two sheets 
of fairly graphic photographs of a woman baring all with a kid's writing 
all over it- he wrote me a kind of a love note that was quite obscene and 
shoved that in my classroom door. It was addressed to me. 

Explicitly sexual images and language could be used by boys to 
exert power over women teachers. It could also be used to denigrate 
the bodies, and thereby to reject the ideas, of other women who en­
tered their educational horizons, such as female poets or women char­
acters in books. Nell Wilson had showed her sixth form boys a BBC 
videotape which had been screened in this country on the Fraser show. 
This had raised the problem of the widening gap between English 
boys' and girls' achievements in school - how girls are achieving 
more highly than boys. My reading of the boys' response is that they 
used homophobia to denigrate the bodies of the women in the video 
as a defence against their insecurities in the face of a threatened un­
dermining of the boundaries of their binary construction of accept­
able masculinity and acceptable femininity: 

I had taped the Fraser programme in which he had a panel discussion 
about why girls do better at school. I thought my sixth form would be 
really interested in this because this is about kids their age and things 
they're going to have to face. And their reaction was really weird. As 
soon as I put it •on, all they did was spend time trying to undermine the 
women on the programme - saying, 'she's got to be a lesbian, look at 
her, look at the clothes she's wearing! That person looks sick - they're 
feminists.' They would not believe that I was showing it to them be­
cause I thought they might be interested in the consequences for them, 
if it was true. I hadn't expected that reaction at all. And yet I shouldn't 
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have been surprised at all - the current term of abuse at Boys' College 
is to call each other 'gay'. 

The removal of the secrecy surrounding sexuality and the free­
ing up of speech made it possible for students to use sexual terminol­
ogy quite legitimately in the classroom. While in previous eras ho­
mosexuality could never have been raised in the classroom, there are 
today legitimate spaces in the curriculum for the discussion of such 
issues - not only in sexuality education itself, but also in 'mainstream' 
subjects, such as English, since many great writers have been lesbian 
or gay. The creation of legitimate spaces, however, can also offer 
students a new tool ofresistance. Their use of the term 'lesbian' (no 
longer a banned concept) as a term of abuse offered them a defence 
against 'dangerous knowledge' that could have undermined these­
curities of the patriarchal gender order they sought to preserve.46 

Another example came from Veronica Neilson (b 1969), who was 
also teaching in a boys' school. She described how students used 
homophobic language in an attempt to regulate her appearance: 

Last year I had my hair cut really short like Anita McNaught's [a TV 
presenter], and one of the boys came up to me and said 'Miss, you 
shouldn't have your hair cut like that because people are going to think 
you're a lesbian.' And I said 'Oh, do you really think so?' And they said 
'Yeah!' I said, 'Oh well, if the shoe fits.' I never tell them whether I am 
or whether I'm not. 

This suggestion of homophobia as a ground for the policing of 
teachers' dress is a theme which recurs throughout my data on the 
post-Picot years. As Jennifer Gore and Carmen Luke have argued 
"Women's sexualities - in their manifestation in dress, appearance/ 
appeal, 'looks', age, bodily habitus - continue to be read by many 
men as signposts of women's worth."47 

This so-called 'male gaze' can also be assumed by women in an 
attempt to regulate the compliance of 'other' women to the norms of 
conventional heterosexual femininity. Susan Godfrey (b 1968) had 
attended a teacher education programme in the early 1990s. She was 
older than most of her classmates, had lived an 'alternative life-style', 
was living with her baby and the child's father in a nuclear family 
situation, but had rejected the frills offeminine adornment: 'My class­
mates were shying away from me because I had hairy legs and hairy 
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armpits and short hair.' Further examples of women applying such 
pressure were offered by Veronica Neilson, who commented that 
'women who don't have that [feminist] background are really trying to 
be something. We've got teachers at school who try to be bimbos and 
it's embarrassing.' In a small-town co-educational school, Veronica's 
feminism had been challenged by boy students' mothers. She described 
such a challenge as resulting from one of her poetry lessons: 

There was one poem that talked about women's bodies being made to 
conform and I was talking to the boys about what we see as beautiful 
and what we don't. And I had this very beautiful farmer's wife come in 
and ask me what I was trying to do - was I trying to make her son marry 
someone ugly or something? Another poem was about 'the weight of 
the wedding band on Jennifer's hands.' Talking about how men have 
often oppressed women. And I got back-lash again. 

While formal rules for teachers' dress have been relaxed, these 
women found themselves subjected to strong informal pressures -
from students, from colleagues, and from parents - to conform to a 
conventional image of femininity which would leave a patriarchal, 
dualistic, gender order intact. 

With respect to the regulation of students' dress, I have little data 
concerning the present day, but the fragments which I have suggest 
some interesting points for discussion and lines for future inquiry. 
Most secondary schools have retained uniforms for at least the jun­
ior school although students now have considerable flexibility within 
the uniform requirements (for example, in the girls' school which 
was attended by my daughter in the early 1990s, girls could make 
their own summer dresses in any modest style from the regulation 
fabric). Most schools do not require uniform for their senior stu­
dents. Some of those interviewed had used their students' fascina­
tion with dress as curriculum material. Dress offered Julie King 
(b 1969) a space to engage with her Pacific Islands students about 
feminist issues by meeting them on their own cultural ground. Dis­
covering the influence of American music videos on the dress of her 
Pacific Island students, she made these a topic for feminist analysis 
in her English curriculum: 

On teaching practice [from College] I taught from music videos be­
cause I suddenly realised that the way the students were dressing- their 
hairstyles, the way they spoke, everything - was coming from the mu-
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sic videos in American films. They all wanted to be gangstas. I stopped 
the video every 10 seconds and we analysed what kind of image it was 
- whether it was a male image, a female one, a dance one or whatever -
and the boys seemed totally oblivious to the fact that they were pre­
dominantly male images that we were seeing ... When I started my first 
job in this school, which has got no uniform, the kids were actually 
wearing the stuff and their hairstyles were from music videos and the 
way they talked with their body with all this rap gangsta kind of stuff. 

The covert regulation of students' dress in those schools which 
have abolished uniforms would make a fruitful field of future in­
quiry. Such schools retain the powers to monitor and regulate stu­
dents' clothing by means of a dress code. For example, one such 
school's present dress code reads: 

In keeping with this school's emphasis on self-management, there are 
no uniform regulations. The development of sensible attitudes towards 
matters of dress and appearance is seen as part of the educational proc­
ess and students are asked to avoid extravagance of style or appear­
ance ... In any question of acceptability of dress the school's decision 
will be final. 

It would be interesting to research whether or not in practice such 
dress codes result in a covert normalising process whereby those 
whose adolescent struggles manifest themselves in ' extravagance of 
style ' (Punks and avant garde youth) are excluded or expelled from 
the school. Does 'sensible' mean 'average'? While in previous eras, 
teachers' and students' dress was more overtly regulated through for­
mal dress-codes and uniforms, the mid-1990s are characterised by 
more informal rnicropractices of power which inscribe on the bodies 
of teachers and students the norms of the wider society. 

My second theme concerns the architectural and outdoor spaces 
within which girls' and boys' bodies are permitted to locate and move. 
New Zealand's educational histories tell of changing and differential 
allocations of school spaces to girls and boys: single sex institutions 
and segregation of the sexes within what were officially co-educa­
tional schools (e.g. through streaming, through separate entrances 
and playgrounds).48 My data on the 1990s suggest that such spatial 
questions remain. I shall mention two - some questions concerning 
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co-education, and stories concerning boys' resistances to 'open' class­
room activities in one school. 

Many of the older men who were interviewed had themselves 
attended all-boys ' schools and, although some of them had taught in 
such single-sex institutions, said that the all-male cultures of these 
needed 'softening' through the presence of women teachers and girl 
pupils. Such views were concisely summarised by George Reed 
(bl926): 

I didn't like caning. I didn 't like bullying. I didn't like boys on their 
own, I thought they needed some girls to sort of soften the edges. I 
enjoyed the company of men. I enjoyed the staff room in single sex 
schools, and yet I also enjoyed the staff room at co-educational. 

David Don (bl932) had taught long-term in a boys' school and 
had worked hard at convincing the Principal that, although he 'couldn't 
get girls in the senior school' , he had succeeded in convincing him 
' that women could contribute a great deal to the school. They have 
been on the staff ever since and some of the women colleagues that I 
taught with were superb. They would lend a different aspect to things. 
Yet they got a lot of resistance from some people.' This enthusiasm 
for having women staff in boys ' schools was widespread among many 
of the men who had worked in such schools. 

Many of the women said that they enjoyed teaching boys in co­
educational or in single-sex environments. However, as exemplified 
previously, some of them felt uncomfortable under the 'sexualising' 
gaze of male adolescents and had experienced harassment of various 
sorts. Others had experienced discrimination in terms of employment 
advancement opportunities. To help them to deal with such experi­
ences, a number of the women had become involved in the organisa­
tion of women teachers' groups in boys' schools or in co-educational 
settings. Sometimes this was regarded with suspicion, even hostility, 
by male colleagues. For example, Sian Murray (bl963) had become 
the Women's Officer for her branch of the NZPPTA in a co-educa­
tional school in a conservative region of New Zealand: 

I had to organise women's meetings which was really good for all the 
staff. We used to have a Jot of women's dinners. The men didn't like that, 
but we still had them anyway. And then the Regional Women's Officer 
used to come down and have seminars and so I would organise those. The 
chairperson at that time was a female, so she was really supportive. 
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During the 1980s a number of state and private boys' schools 
had opened their doors to senior girls from other schools.49 This had 
had the effect of 'creaming off' some of the more able girls from the 
senior classes in the neighbouring girls' schools. John Wilson (b 1939) 
worked in a boys' school, which, together with the local girls' school, 
had set up an arrangement which involved his senior boys going to 
the nearby girls' school for some subjects and the senior girls com­
ing to his school for others. He was aware that his well-resourced 
school had better facilities than those at the girls' school: 

[When I started working at a boys' school] I missed the girls, because 
they do soften the place. But they love coming here because it's nicer 
than their place to be in; and they really appreciate that. And I think it's 
ideal. I don't think I would have been happy staying on here with just 
boys. No, I like girls. 

In his interview, he gave a thoughtful analysis on the relative 
benefits of single-sex and co-education for boys and for girls at dif­
ferent stages of their adolescent development. He believed that girls 
were more powerful than boys in early adolescence and that the self­
esteem of boys was best nurtured in these 'junior' years in single-sex 
settings. For example, some girls used their superior verbal skills to 
'put down' boys in a way which was damaging to their self-esteem 
when they were in the early stages of adolescence and less mature 
physically, intellectually and emotionally than the girls: 

I'm convinced that boys do well at third, fourth and fifth Form in sin­
gle-sex boys' schools. The girls aren't there to put them down. Put­
downs are the worst things that happen at schools - that's the type of 
bullying when there's the name-calling, not the physical stuff. Girls are 
better motivated at 13, 14, 15 , they're neater, they're tidier, they're more 
aware of what they need to do. And the boys are ugly. They become 
semi-ugly at about 15 or 16, and then they become human. And girls at 
13 or 14, if they're powerful are looking at guys 15 or 16; they are 
looking at the guys who are decent, they're not looking at these guys 
who are the same age. They're ahead of them. They know more about 
themselves, and about the boys than the boys know about them. They 
think a lot more. They talk a lot more. The boys are out there doing 
things, and yelling and screaming and swearing and things. And so, 
what I've noticed here [at a boys' school] is that they work a lot harder. 
And you can really crank into them, because boys are pretty simple 
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creatures. It's not running them down, but you know, you can say it sim­
ply to a boy and he'll probably accept it. Whereas with girls, they'll want 
to argue the finer details because they're more intelligent or more aware 
at a younger age of themselves. But I think [single sex schooling] is ludi­
crous at 16 or 17 when the boys have caught up and the girls are good too. 
No one talks about senior kids in disparaging terms, they always worry 
about the 13, 14, 15 year olds; that's where the problems are. 

A further story about non-academic boys being damaged by ver­
bal put-downs by sophisticated girls was given by Rangi Davidson 
(b1956), who was concerned that so many Maori boys rejected intel­
lectual work as being the province of 'nerds' and therefore as being 
'unmanly'.50 He did not say whether it was girls or other boys who 
were applying the 'nerd' label to the working-class Maori boys he 
taught who were succeeding academically, but explained that girls 
did not experience the same pressures because academic success was 
more acceptable in their peer group culture: 

Girls are better learners. They work harder. They get on with the job. 
But when they have a bad day, wow watch out! Whereas boys tend to be 
more aloof, tough boy images come through a lot. They don't show 
their emotions as much which is the tough boy image again. But they 
don't work as well as girls. They are frightened to show that they work 
hard. It's a lot to do with peer pressure. I know the intelligent Maori 
boys at our school [in an small town with a high Maori population] they 
get the nerd label or whatever you want to call it. 

While Rangi cast this resistance as being a characteristic of work­
ing-class Maori boys, Nell Wilson (b1955) had had similar difficul­
ties in her English class in a boys' school with a predominantly Pakeha 
and largely middle-class student population. As a student-centred 
teacher, she wanted her students to work in groups, to initiate inquir­
ies, and to engage in debates on controversial issues. She wanted a 
classroom with flexible use of space, freedom of movement, and in­
teraction between students as a basis for learning. Instead, she found 
that, accustomed to a static environment - formal and exam-oriented 
- the boys resisted her pedagogic style by demanding that they sit 
still while she fed them notes: 

It was a real struggle there. I just couldn't believe how it was. All the 
boys wanted was 'Look, if you give us the notes, we'll have the right 
answers.' That's all they were interested in. They didn't want to talk 
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about anything, they just wanted the right answers ... . The boys have been 
just so resistant to getting out of their chairs for one thing, and talking 
to each other, for another and actually sharing information. They seem 
like they don't want to do that at all. So I don't know whether it's a boys' 
thing or just a Boys' College thing. 

It seems that it is the ethos of a particular community of students 
as structured by the traditions and micropractices of a particular school 
over time, whether single-sex or co-educational, that creates the cli­
mate of the classrooms in which the constraints and possibilities for 
teachers ' pedagogies are constructed and in which specific technolo­
gies for disciplining the body come to form. 

CONCLUSION 
The work of the teacher, like the work of all professionals, is 

necessarily embedded in the intersecting knowledges and institutions 
of disciplinary power. The teachers who were interviewed for the 
wider study from which the data for this paper have been extracted 
were dedicated to education as a liberating activity. As school pupils 
themselves they had experienced the constrictions of disciplinary 
power, but, as students who were to be ultimately academically suc­
cessful and to choose to work as educators, they had also grasped 
education's possibilities. Many had become activists against some of 
the repressive facets of schooling. There were men who had cam­
paigned against caning when more humane forms of discipline (such 
as behaviourist psychology) became available. There were women 
who fought against the unequal allocations of space to girls and boys. 
And there were teachers of both sexes who campaigned for more 
freedom of expression with respect to dress. 

The life-history methodology adopted in this paper has focussed 
not just on the grand theories of the policy-makers but on institu­
tional practices in classrooms, playgrounds and staffrooms. Instead 
of the ' top-down' focus which results from research on policy texts 
alone, I have added to my readings of policy-texts a view of school­
ing 'from the bottom up.' This has enabled me to include within my 
focus the normalising practices which are, of necessity, at the heart 
of the job of teaching: 'the supervision of the smallest fragment of 
life, or of the body.'51 As Michelle Barrett has pointed out,52 research 
which is 'predicated upon favouring practice over theory' can help 
us to understand the discourses of schooling, not as the mere disem-
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bodied abstractions of rationalist policy-documents, but as always/ 
already located in, and structured by the processes of our own em­
bodied experiences and perspectives in the 'organised and organis­
ing practices' in schools. Such a perspective provides me with useful 
resources for my 'Education and Sexuality' course in which my main 
concern is 'helping my students to understand the power relations in 
which they [as students and as future or practising teachers] work 
without being defeated by them.' 53 

Sue Middleton is Associate Professor and Assistant Dean (Gradu­
ate Studies) in the School of Education, University of Waikato, where 
she teaches courses on 'Women and Education ', 'Education and Sexu­
ality' and 'Educational Research Methods'. With Helen May, she is 
completing an oral history of teaching. 
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The Sex Education Component 
of School Science Programmes as a 
'Micro-Technology' of Power 

JANE GILBERT 

Getting hold of the difficulty deep down is what is hard. Because if it is 
grasped near the surface it simply remains the difficulty it was. It has to 
be pulled out by the roots; and that involves our beginning to think 
about these things in a new way. The change is as decisive as, for exam­
ple, that from the alchemical to the chemical way of thinking. The new 
way of thinking is what is so hard to establish. Once the new way of 
thinking has been established, the old problems vanish; indeed they be­
come hard to recapture. For they go with our way of expressing our­
selves and, if we clothe ourselves in a new form of expression the old 
problems are discarded along with the old garment. 1 

This paper is a deconstruction of the content of the sex education 
component of school science programmes. Its main argument is that 
these programmes form a 'micro-technology' of power in the sense 
in which this term is used by Foucault.2 They contribute to the con­
stitution ofall ofus as autonomous individuals who inhabit ' natural' 
sexed bodies. Furthermore, they contribute to the conceptualisation 
of the category 'woman' (in much of modern Western thought) as 
-what is 'lacking', left over', or 'excess to' man. Because of this, it is 
important that the ( explicit and implicit) content of these programmes 
is deconstructed and resisted. 

The appearance of sex education in (New Zealand) secondary 
schools as part of the core curriculum of schools has, for obvious 
reasons, been controversial. The question of who needs to know what, 
about what, has been subjected to a series of vigorous debates, in­
volving a number of different interest groups. Given that historically 
the main force motivating the decision to include some form of sex 
education in schools was the attempt to reduce the teenage pregancy 
rate,3 programmes emerged which had as their main focus the incul­
cation in students of the 'facts' with respect to how pregnancy occurs 
(and, by implication, how to prevent it from occurring). An effect of 
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this was that the category 'sex' came to mean heterosexual sexual 
intercourse and its (possible) connection with pregnancy. On the ba­
sis of this, sex education programmes were developed which had as 
their main concern the instruction of students in certain of the 'bio­
logical facts' of reproduction. Consequently sex education pro­
grammes have historically been associated with school science pro­
grammes. It is through this association (and through its implied as­
sociation with the wider discourses of medicine and science) that the 
material presented in them achieves an 'authority' that it is unlikely 
to have otherwise had. 

More recently, other aspects of sex, sexuality and sexual knowl­
edge have become part of school sex education programmes. How­
ever, because these other aspects are not associated with science and 
medicine in the same way as are the 'simple' biological facts ofre­
production, their legitimacy as part of the core curriculum has been 
more tentative and open to question. 

In the following sections I outline the kind of sex education mate­
rial with which students are likely to be presented in school science 
programmes. My purpose in doing this is to call into question the sci­
entific authority of much of this material. In addition however, I think 
it is important to make explicit some of the ways in which these pro­
grammes work to maintain the wider 'technologies' of power through 
which we are constituted as autonomous individuals inhabiting one or 
other of two different types of bodies, one of which is conceived of as 
the 'real thing' while the other is whatever is 'left over'. 

THE CONSTRUCTION OF 'SEX' IN SCHOOL SCIENCE PROGRAMMES 
The equation of 'sex' (in school science programmes) with 're­

production' (and as therefore a 'biological' topic) sets up the context 
within which it is likely to be taught. A survey of a range of the 
textbooks used in New Zealand schools reveals a common pattern to 
the organisation and presentation of this material. 'Sex' becomes one 
of the seven different 'systems' which, in biology, define and organ­
ise the way in which living organisms are thought about (the others 
are nutrition, excretion, respiration, locomotion, growth and sensi­
tivity). Because the focus is on reproduction, there is a tendency, in 
the material presented to students, to focus on the differences be­
tween male and female cells and organisms, and on the mechanisms 
of fertilisation. 
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A common pattern for the presentation of this material is for 
there to be first, a brief outline of asexual forms of reproduction (us­
ing the ubiquitous Hydra or Amoeba as examples). This is commonly 
followed by an a~count of plant reproduction, beginning with the 
structure of flowers and moving on to the processes of pollination, 
fertilisation, and seed development and dispersal. The pattern is to 
then move to a brief discussion of inheritance, plant and animal breed­
ing, and chromosomes, followed by a description of the reproductive 
behaviour of some non-mammalian animal (commonly the frog, al­
though the dogfish and the salmon also occur frequently) in order to 
introduce students to the processes of gamete production, to the de­
tails of the male and female reproductive systems, and to the proc­
esses involved in fertilisation. Once this has been dealt with, stu­
dents are usually presented with an account of the events of preg­
nancy in humans, as well as a description of the menstrual cycle and 
of the conditions necessary for pregnancy to occur ( and sometimes, 
of the various means of preventing it from occurring). 

Sex, in school science programmes, is thus reduced to a discus­
sion of fertilisation, with the result that there is a focus on the differ­
ences between male and female organisms, and on sex as being both 
an essential property of bodies and something which is biologically 
necessary for the continuation of the species. In these discussions 
there are two (and only two) kinds of body- produced through an 
interaction between the two different chromosome combinations, the 
two kinds of sex cells, the two sets of sex hormones and the two sets 
of external genitalia and secondary sexual characteristics. 

In biology textbooks designed for use in the last years of second­
ary school or in undergraduate biology courses at university, ' sexu­
ality' is represented (again) as a function ofreproductive anatomy. A 
common mode of presentation is to begin with the creation of a new 
individual at fertilisation through the union of dissimilar gametes. 
The following typifies the way in which the gametes are commonly 
distinguished: 

An egg, the female gamete, contains food for the embryo and molecules 
that control early development. As a result of all this luggage, an egg is 
too large to be motile and must sit around waiting to be found. A motile 
sperm is the necessary complement to the nonmotile egg, and the two 
have evolved together.4 
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In accounts of the events leading up to fertilisation, it is very 
common for these events to be portrayed using metaphors such as 
those of courtship, a hunt, or a race. Some accounts emphasise the 
best sperm winning, others emphasise luck, still others emphasise 
the teamwork of the sperm in the struggle towards a goal that only 
one of them can achieve. Very occasionally, generally in accounts 
written by sociobiologists, ovarian 'choice' is mentioned. The story 
of the sperm is one ofnoble struggle, it is a thrilling, self-congratula­
tory narrative in which the heroic sperm struggles to succeed in the 
hostile environment of the vagina, uterus and oviduct.5 Military and/ 
or ballistic metaphors are common in textbook descriptions of ferti­
lisation, as is imagery invoking the idea of gang rape. Sperm are 
portrayed as small, active, streamlined and penetrating, as having 
strong and efficient tails, and as moving strongly with great speed. 
They have a great deal of energy, while ova, in contrast, are conven­
tionally (as in the extract above) described as being large and pas­
sive, immobile and blob-like.6 In textbook accounts of the moment 
of fertilisation, sperm are portrayed as being 'actively penetrating', 
as having an 'infiltrating action' in 'purposefully' burrowing into 
the passive egg cell. 7 

The sperm works like a revolving drill , with its head rotated by its tail 
movement. When sperm reach the ovum, it is still covered by the sheath 
of nutrient cells ... [These cells] must be cleared away. The cap of the 
sperm, the acrosome, gradually disappears and enzymes are released. 
These help the sperm to disrobe the egg. 8 

Thus fertilisation is the 'overcoming' by the 'vigorous' sperm of 
the 'obstacles' that are put in its way by the female body.9 It consists 
of a single 'victorious', 'winning' sperm 'reaching the finish line' . 10 

In addition, we are told that after fertilisation, the 'excluded' sperm 
continue their frenzied activity (while the egg remains passive); that 
is, that their movement causes the fertilised ovum to start rolling down 
the oviduct toward the uterus. 11 

Students who are learning the 'biological facts' of sex are thus 
presented with as.et of images in which fertilisation is the 'conquest' 
of the female by the male. It is the (necessary) transgression of the 
boundaries of the female body by groups of male cells working to­
gether. These images of fertilisation as a kind of sado-masochistic 
fantasy, in which the egg as objectified, violated and subjugated by 
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the sperm, in its struggle to achieve omnipotence and recognition by 
the 'other' and by the world (through the passing on of its genetic 
material to the next generation) reveal more about the various un­
conscious fantasi~s associated with masculinity than they do about 
the actual behaviour of eggs and sperm.12 

This (Aristotelian) idea that the male element gives form (and 
activity) to the undifferentiated 'matter' of the female is common in 
modern accounts of sex determination. 13 First, the 'essential' ( or chro­
mosomal) sex of the new individual is seen as being given by the 
sperm cell (not the egg) through its provision of either an X or a Y 
chromosome which, when added to the egg's single X, produces a 
combination of either XX (female) or XY (male). Second, in accounts 
of the realization of the individual's ' essential' sex in embryonic de­
velopment - in the sense of its development of external and internal 
genitalia and hormone systems that are consistent with its original, 
chromosomal sex - the development of maleness is represented as 
the norm, as a process which requires active intervention. The fe­
male pathway, on the other hand, is represented as the 'default' set­
ting, 14 but at the same time, as passive; that is, it is what is ' left over' , 
or 'excess to' maleness, as what happens if the development of male­
ness does not occur. 15 In most accounts the embryo is portrayed as 
passing through an 'indifferent period' in which no sex differences 
are observable, as having a single gonad which is capable of devel­
oping into either a testis or an ovary. 16 Whether the embryo develops 
into a male or a female is seen as being determined through the inter­
vention of the sex chromosomes and of hormones present in utero. 
Maleness is produced by the presence of a Y chromosome, which 
leads to the production of H-Y antigen - a substance which both 
inhibits the development offemale gonads, and causes the bipotential 
gonad to develop into a testis. Most accounts of differentiation only 
contain a description of the development of maleness. Femaleness, if 
it is described at all, is represented as some sort of natural, funda­
mental, 'ground state' 17 or as a 'lack' of something. The develop­
ment of a male embryo is commonly represented as a kind of 'mas­
tery' of the Y chromosome over the X chromosome, and/or of male­
ness over the 'natural' femaleness of the indifferent gonad. If how­
ever, the female state is somehow more 'natural'; if it is the case that 
femaleness is a kind of 'default' pathway that development takes if 
mastery fails, then it would seem logical for femaleness to be repre-
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sented as the norm, and the male pathway as a modification of ( or 
deviation) from this norm. But, given the assumptions which under­
lie and drive this story, it is necessary for the 'normal' (and defin­
able) condition to be male (and passivity is not a 'normal' part of 
maleness). 

In these accounts, the Enlightenment assumption of two (quali­
tatively different) sexes exists alongside the (apparently contradic­
tory) Aristotelian idea that there is one 'true' sex which is 'naturally' 
dominant over the other (aberrant and imperfect) form it finds itself 
co-existing with. 18 While this is never stated explicitly, this contra­
diction tends to be resolved through the assumption that there are 
two sexes, but that one is somehow more 'real' and definable (and 
thus more likely to achieve full subjectivity) than the other. 

Thus, for students in school science programmes in which there 
is a sex education component, the meanings of sex and sexuality are 
reduced to, and equated with, reproduction and heterosexual sexual 
intercourse, and bodies are represented as classifiable into one of 
two (and only two) different sexes. The result of all this is that it is 
inevitable that it is the differences (rather than the similarities) be­
tween the sexes that are emphasised, and further, that these differ­
ences be represented as (Aristotelian) active/passive, form/matter bi­
naries. In addition, any form ofrelationship between the sexes is rep­
resented, not as a co-operative interaction, as the development of a 
form of 'amorous exchange', an 'engagement, one with the other' in 
a 'new and fertile' form of (genuine) partnership,19 but, on the con­
trary, as a violent struggle for dominance, for the suppression of the 
one by the other. 

The purpose of this paper is to argue that the representation of 
sex in this way -as an essential, 'natural' (and therefore immutable) 
fact of bodies, on the one hand, and as existing in two qualitatively 
different fom1s ( of which one is somehow the 'real thing', while the 
other is 'lack', 'default' or 'excess') on the other - is part of an im­
portant 'technology of power'. 20 In the following section I argue that 
this representation is not supported by the evidence of science itself. 
It is important to point this out because it is through their association 
with the authority of science that these representations gain their abil­
ity to support and maintain the assumptions through which women's 
exclusion from full subjectivity is achieved. I also argi.ie however, 
that it is important to do more than simply point this out; that it is 
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important that we develop ways to actively resist these representa­
tions. In the final section of this paper I offer some thoughts as to 
how we might go about doing this. 

OTHER SCIENTIFIC REPRESENTATIONS OF SEX 
In this section of the paper I want to (very briefly) refer to some 

scientific research which does not support the representation of sex 
in the ways outlined above. My purpose in doing this is to unsettle 
the authority that these representations achieve as a result of their 
(apparent) origin in 'the scientific facts'. I look at research which 
disrupts the notion that there are two (and only two) sexes, and at 
research which calls into question the construction of sex as a binary 
in which the two halves are differently valued and in a relationship 
characterised by violent struggle and conflict. This is followed by an 
outline of some work which undermines the construction of sex ( and 
the body) as a set of ahistorical, immutable, biological 'facts'. 

In a recent paper, the biologist Anne Fausto-Sterling summarises 
research which calls into question the modern assumption of two 
qualitatively different and mutually exclusive sexes.21 As outlined 
above, sex is assumed by biologists as being produced through the 
interaction of chromosomal, gonadal, physiological, and psychologi­
cal factors (the chromosomes however, being seen as the 'essential' 
or determining factor, and the others as being produced through their 
influence).22 According to Fausto-Sterling, it is estimated that, if 
tested, roughly 4 per cent of the population would be shown to have 
chromosome configurations which would not allow them to be un­
ambiguously classified as either male or female. For example, the 
existence of a large number of different chromosomal 'abnormali­
ties' is described in the biomedical literature ( for example, XO, XXY, 
XYY, triplo-, tetra- and penta-X and so on).23 In addition, as a result 
of a variety of possible disruptions to their very early development, 
there are individuals who are 'mosaics' or 'chimeras' (that is, they 
have some body cells that are XX and some that are XY). In some 
individuals, the presence of a Y chromosome does not result in the 
development of male genitalia and physiology. Other individuals are 
XX but develop male genitalia, while some are XY but, because they 
have cells that lack the appropriate receptors for male hormones, do 
not develop as males (a condition known as testicular feminisation). 
Still others are XX, but have a metabolic problem with 'female' hor-
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manes which results in them being converted into 'male' ones (a 
condition known as congenital adrenal hyperplasia). 

In addition, according to Fausto-Sterling, a further 4 per cent of 
the population are 'intersexual' at birth; that is, they are born with 
'ambiguous' external genitalia (which are, in general, immediately 
surgically 'corrected' so that they are consistent with the results of a 
chromosome test). 24 When we add to these figures the number of 
individuals who do not conform to - the much more difficult to meas­
ure - patterns of 'normality' with respect to the levels of specific 
hormones, or to the psychological profiles and/or sexual orientation 
that are conventionally regarded as characteristic of each sex, it seems 
clear that 'abnormality' is likely to be at least as common as 'nor­
mality'. 

Fausto-Sterling argues that a model with provision for at least 
five different sexes would be more appropriate than the conventional 
two-sex model. 25 Yet bio-medicine in general works hard to support 
the social and, consequently, the legal insistence that there be two 
(and only two sexes) and that we be able to define the one 'true' sex 
of each and every individual. There are units in most large hospitals 
that specialise in 'fixing' - through surgical and endocrinological 
intervention - individuals who exhibit sexual 'ambiguity' at birth. 
Physicians work hard to ensure that intersexuality does not appear to 
exist: 'unruly bodies' are 'disciplined', in order that the Enlighten­
ment understanding of the body, as belonging to one or the other of 
two discrete sexes, is maintained. 

In the controversy that has raged over the sex-testing of female 
athletes, the issues raised by the insistence that there be two sexes are 
thrown into sharp relief. 26 What is widely understood to be a 'com­
mon-sense' distinction is, in fact, very difficult, if not impossible, to 
define with the degree of precision that is expected. The develop­
ment of (a whole series of different) tests for the verification of an 
individual's 'true' sex has been characterised by a considerable amount 
of confusion as to exactly what the test is supposed to measure (and 
for what purpose). 

In an earlier paper, Anne Fausto-Sterling critiques work (reported 
by David Page and his associates) which claims to have isolated and 
cloned a section of DNA containing the gene (as opposed to the chro­
mosome) for 'maleness' (TDF or Testis Determining Factor).27 Page 
et al's work involved the analysis of DNA samples from individuals 
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who were unproblematically categorised as either XX males or XY 
females. They hypothesised that the XX males must still have had the 
key piece of Y chromosome somewhere (perhaps translocated onto 
one of their X chromosomes), while the XY females were female 
because they had 'lost' a crucial piece from their Y chromosome -
the piece on which the TDF gene is located. Their research identified 
a piece of DNA - found on the Y chromosome - which appeared to 
control testis formation. However, a DNA sequence which was very 
similar was found to be also present on X chromosomes. It was ar­
gued that TDF is a gene that has to be active on both of an individu­
al's sex chromosomes before it is expressed. In 'normal' males, TDF 
will be present on both their X and their Y chromosome: therefore it 
will be expressed and testis formation will occur. In females one of 
the two X chromosomes condenses to form an inactive structure called 
a Barr body. Females thus have only one active TDF gene, so it will 
not be expressed, and testis formation will not occur. 

However, Page et a/'s research shows that the particular piece of 
DNA that they claim contains a testis-determining factor was miss­
ing from the Y chromosome of their 'XY females'. These individu­
als, they reasoned, would therefore have only one active TDF gene 
(on their X chromosome) so that TDF would not be expressed, and 
the individuals would develop as females. Their research also shows 
that this same section of DNA was present on the X chromosome of 
their 'XX male' individuals. However, Page et al do not account for 
how the TDF managed to express itself in these individuals - that is 
to make them 'male' - when presumably one of their X chromo­
somes was inactivated as a Barr body. This work typifies the way in 
which maleness is routinely conceptualised as resulting from activity 
asserting itself over the passive 'ground state' of femaleness. In an­
other report on ( other) recent work, Jennifer Marshall-Graves takes 
this notion even further in speculating that perhaps the (hypothesised) 
X inactivation system in females evolved to ensure that TDF could 
operate to produce maleness.28 According to Page et al: 

The mammalian Y chromosome, by its presence or absence, consti­
tutes a binary switch upon which hinge all sexually dimorphic char­
acteristics. 29 

It is clear that, for Page et al, sex determination and male deter­
mination are collapsed into a single concept; maleness is equated 
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with 'presence' (and activeness) while femaleness is 'absence' or 
'lack' (and passivity); and sex is a simple either/or dualism. How­
ever, despite its initial appearance, their research does not support 
these assumptions. 

In the same article, Fausto-Sterling cites a range of other research, 
the conclusions of which support another, quite different, understand­
ing of embryonic development (for example the research by Eicher 
and Washbum30 which demonstrates the development of ovarian tis­
sue to be a process which is as least as active a process as the devel­
opment of testicular tissue). Fausto-Sterling points out, however, that 
this work, because it does not support the binary of male-presence­
active/female-absence-passive, is not widely known, and that, because 
of this, the mechanisms through whichfernaleness is determined re­
main largely uninvestigated. 31 

Emily Martin, in her deconstruction of conventional representa­
tions of the events leading up to fertilisation, cites other recent bio­
logical research which supports, not the conflictual model of sperm­
egg interaction described above, but a more interactive, co-operative 
one.32 In addition, she cites research showing that the forward mo­
tion of the sperm's tail is extremely weak, the tail making the head 
move sideways with a force which is about ten times stronger than its 
forward movement. The implication of this is that the sperm's move­
ment is not nearly strong enough to break the zona pellucid a of the 
egg. On the contrary, it is more likely to dislodge itself sideways. The 
authors of this study show that the heads of the sperm stick to adhe­
sive molecules on the surface of the egg, which force them to lie 
flat. 33 They conclude that the surface of the egg actively envelopes 
the sperm to prevent its escape. In other work it has been demon­
strated that ova produce hundreds of tiny microvilli which engulf the 
ineffectually wriggling sperm. 34 

It seems clear that the conventional model of fertilisation as be­
ing achieved through the active penetration of the passive egg by the 
entrepreneurial sperm is (at the very least) open to re-examination. If 
we, in our attempts to understand and portray the behaviour of these 
cells, insist on attributing to them some sort of agency, then surely 
the metaphor of co-operation between sperm and egg in the achieve­
ment of fertilisation would be more appropriate than one which is 
based on the idea of the 'subduing' of the egg by the sperm. 

In The Making of Sex, Thomas Laqueur documents the develop-
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ment, during the seventeenth century, of a major shift in the 
understandings of the nature of sexual difference.35 He shows that, 
prior to this period, what he refers to as the Aristotelian 'one-sex' 
model - in which there are two genders but one basic (and perfect) 
sex - predominated. Using evidence from a wide range of sources, 
Laqueur shows that female genitalia were thought of as simply male 
genitals that had (by mistake) become inverted. However, by the end 
of the seventeenth century, according to Laqueur, a 'two-sex model' 
in which femaleness is seen as the opposite (rather than an imperfect 
rendition) of maleness, became dominant. Over the last three hun­
dred years or so, this view has been refined and developed into its 
present form. Maleness and femaleness are now defined, not just as 
the presence or absence of certain external features, but as originat­
ing (and being expressed in) every cell of the body; that is, in an 
essential difference at the most fundamental level of the biological 
substratum. As Laqueur puts it: 'an anatomy and physiology of in­
commensurability replaced a metaphysics ofhierarchy'.36 However, 
as we have seen, 'the metaphysics of hierarchy' has not entirely dis­
appeared from the modem conception of the relation between the 
sexes. In feminist scholarship of the last ten to fifteen years, there 
has been a focus on 'gender' (as opposed to 'sex') as the category 
which, because it is seen as being socially constructed (and therefore 
open to intervention), is the more interesting and useful.37 

However, seeing sex (and the body) as not only uninteresting, 
but analytically barren, has allowed them to be left out of the discus­
sion. It has allowed them to be conceived of as entities which come 
before (and are therefore separate from) 'culture'. As a number of 
feminist scholars have argued recently, the effect of this has been the 
re-invention (and replication) of the mind/body split, and, as a conse­
quence, the re-presentation of male and female (and mind and body) 
as the two halves of binaries in which one term is more highly valued 
than the other.38 It has also had the effect of maintaining the split 
between the natural sciences and the social sciences in that the study 
of 'sex' is assigned to the domain of the biomedical sciences, while 
'gender' becomes the object of the social sciences.39 The mainte­
nance of a sex-gender distinction, in feminist theory, while it was 
developed to contest the naturalisation of femininity, has in fact pro­
duced the opposite effect, in that it has left unchallenged the notion 
of an ahistorical, 'natural' biological body. 40 
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As Laqueur has demonstrated, sex cannot be assumed as a sim­
ple, ahistorical, a priori 'fact' of bodies. He shows that it is a muta­
ble and historically specific construction, which has, over time, un­
dergone radical changes. I want to argue that biological understandings 
of the body must be seen, not as separate from, but as part of its 
socio-cultural construction. I also want to argue that it is important 
that these understandings be brought into feminist debate in such a 
way that our understandings of the body can be thought of as being 
in a dynamic relationship with our understandings of the mind (rather 
than split off from it), and, following from this, that sex be conceived 
of as being in a dynamic relationship with gender. I think that it is 
important for feminist theory ( and for the interventions into the school 
curriculum that are informed by it) to take account of a view of the 
body (and sex) as having no unmediated natural 'truth', as being 
discursively produced in the same way that we now assume the mind 
and gender to be; as being mutable and open to re-inscription in the 
same way as we assume our understandings of the mind (and the 
self) to be. 

As Laqueur has shown, changes (in our conceptions of sex and 
the body) have occurred, not as a result of 'improvements' in scien­
tific 'methods' or understandings, but as a result of changes in social 
and political conditions. This idea - that scientists use 'pre-scien­
tific' or 'cultural' notions as a cognitive resource in the development 
of new scientific 'facts' - is not new in the literature of the history, 
philosophy and sociology of science.41 In the final section of this 
paper, I would like to take up this idea as the basis for developing 
some new ways of thinking about science and science education, and 
about sex and sex education, ways of thinking which will provide 
spaces from within which the understandings of sex assumed in the 
conventional accounts outlined above can be resisted rather than rep­
licated. 

OTHER REPRESENTATIONS OF SCIENCE, SCIENCE EDUCATION 
(AND SEX EDUCATION) 

Over the last ten years or so there has been a shift in debate in the 
philosophy of science away from attempts to justify scientific knowl­
edge as 'real' - that is, as an accurate description and explanation of 
events in the 'real' world - towards a development of new concepts 
of realism that are very different from those traditionally associated 
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with scientific knowledge.42 Rom Harre, for example, defends what 
he calls a 'more modest' form of realism, arguing for a view of sci­
entific knowledge, not as a body of ultimate truths (that is, as abso­
lutely trustworthy, unrevisable knowledge of the real world) but as 
sets of theoretical 'entities' (such as genes, subatomic particles, and 
electromagnetic radiation) which have been produced (and which 
achieve a 'reality' of their own) through the actions and practices of 
scientists in 'referring to' them.43 Scientific knowledge, for Harre, 
consists not of reality, but of certain symbolic entities which have 
been constructed by scientists (and which become 'real'). 

This conception of science has been taken up by some science 
educators. For example, in a recent paper, Rosalind Driver and her 
associates argue for a conception of science education as the 
'enculturation' of students into scientists' 'ways of knowing' and 
'practices', a conception which originates in the view of scientific 
knowledge as something which has been socially constructed by sci­
entists. 44 Such a view represents a significant departure from the think­
ing which underlies the development of conventional school science 
education programmes (in which learning is expected to take place 
either through the simple 'transmission' of information from teacher 
to student, or through the students' 'discovery' of 'the facts' through 
a process of guided experimentation with 'reality', approaches which 
are notorious for their lack of success in achieving 'real' understand­
ing in students of the conceptual basis of scientific knowledge) and, 
as such, it represents significant progress in the development of a 
framework for science education in which students will be able to 
learn about science.45 

If, however, we were to apply this approach to the development 
of the sex education component of a school science programme, our 
aim would be to help students to develop understandings which are 
as close as possible to those of working scientists. Our aim would be 
to 'socialise' them into the 'norms and practices' which characterise 
that section of the 'scientific community' which concerns itself with 
the biology of sex.46 If we were to do this, we might devise a pro­
gramme which explored the history of scientific ideas about sex, 
along with the ways in which it is currently thought about by scien­
tists, and which focussed on the practices through which these 
understandings have been arrived at. However, unless the programme 
involved some means of developing in students a critical understand-
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ing of the assumptions on which scientific knowledge about sex be­
come possible in the first place (and which guide its development in 
certain directions rather than others), we would hardly be contribut­
ing to the 'fostering [of] a critical perspective on scientific culture 
amongst students' emphasised by Driver et a/.47 On the contrary, we 
would be contributing to the maintenance of the very assumptions 
through which women are excluded from achieving full subjectivity 
with respect to scientific knowledge. 

Michel Foucault's re-thinking of the history of ideas as discur­
sive practices offers a way of' calculating' strategies for the transfor­
mation of these discursive practices. His conception of discourse as: 

practices linked to certain conditions, obedient to certain rules, and sus­
ceptible to certain transformations48 

that is, in terms which foreground their social effects, has important 
implications for the development of an interventionist politics which 
is capable of transforming those effects. However, on this view, a 
crucial requirement for the development of resistances is that the 
'rules and criteria' for the formation and transformation of the dis­
course (as well as its 'specific ideas') are known to the 'calculators' 
of the strategies for transformation. Within Foucault's theory of dis­
course, it is not possible for political intervention to be conceptual­
ised simply as the 'overthrow' or 'transgression' of existing discipli­
nary formations. 

Political practice [does] not transform the meaning or form of the dis­
course, but the conditions of its emergence, insertion and functioning; 
it transform[ s] [its] mode of existence ( emphasis added). 49 

For Foucault then, an effective interventionist politics does not 
work on the objects, concepts, operations or specific ideas of a dis­
course; on the contrary, it works by modifying its rules of forma­
tion. 50 For him, the relation between politics and discourse is most 
usefully conceptualised as being at the level of rules of formation 
(and transformation), not at the level of specific ideas, concepts and 
methods. Thus political intervention can be: 

very direct ... since [it] no longer [has] to pass through the conscious­
ness of speaking subjects nor through the efficacy of thought.51 

On this view, developing critiques of the specific ideas of sci-
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ence (as is done, for example, in the papers by Anne Fausto-Sterling 
and Emily Martin) is not, in and ofitself, sufficientto produce change. 
Rather, it is necessary to develop interventions that work at the level 
of the 'rules of formation' of the discourse of science. For Foucault, 
political action is most effective when it exploits 'mobile and transi­
tory points of resistance', and resistance is most effective when it is 
directed at a particular technique of power, rather than at power in 
general. 52 If, as Luce Irigaray has argued, the function of the female 
is to 

be the residue, the magma ... from which men, humanity, draw nourish­
ment, shelter, the resources to live or survive for free;53 

if her function is to be the 'undifferentiation' which underlies 'all 
possibility of determining identity', to be the 'unconscious' of hu­
manity; then one of the most important 'rules of formation' on which 
scientific knowledge becomes possible is the assumption of a sexual 
difference which is based on femaleness being the ground on which 
maleness is possible, an assumption of femaleness as being every­
thing that is outside of maleness and rationality.54 

A sex education programme which is capable of effectively in­
tervening in sex 's conventional construction - as an ahistorical, im­
mutable 'fact' of bodies, as existing in two qualitatively different 
forms (of which one is the 'real thing' while the other is what is 'left 
over') and which are (necessarily) engaged in a conflictual relation­
ship - would need to_contain some means of unsettling this concep­
tion of sexual difference. 

While this might initially appear to be an impossibly ambitious 
undertaking for a school science programme, it is my view that this 
is not necessarily the case. It would be possible to take a case study 
approach, for example, using the material on the sex-testing of ath­
letes, to construct programmes which encourage students to develop 
both an understanding of the 'biological facts' and a means of 
critiquing them. 55 In order to appreciate the issues involved in, for 
example, the sex-testing controversy, it is necessary to first develop 
a comprehensive understanding of the relevant biological 'facts'. 
However, when students' understandings - of the concepts of, for 
example, chromosomes, Barr bodies, and the relationship between 
chromosomal sex and the developmental processes through which 
an individual becomes a full member of either one or the other of 
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two sexes - are developed through the use of such case studies, the 
obvious confusion on the part of the scientists involved (as to the 
nature and purpose of the tests) is likely to come sharply into focus. 

In my view, the objective of such programmes should be to de­
velop in students an understanding of scientific knowledge as a dis­
cursive construct (rather than as the indisputable facts), an under­
standing of scientific concepts such as that of sex as the effects of 
discourse (rather than as immutable facts) . This idea, particularly the 
implications it has for the development of pedagogy and practice, is 
radically different from Driver et al s conception of science as so­
cially constructed by scientists. The goal of their work (and of most 
other work in science education) is to find ways to produce in stu­
dents better understandings of the 'norms and practices' of scien­
tists. This approach does not involve a questioning of the assump­
tions which underlie those norms and practices. If we are interested 
in finding ways to help students resist some of the implications of 
these norms and practices, in particular those that give science its 
'authority' over other discursive practices, we will need to do more 
than 'enculturate' students into these norms and practices. In addi­
tion however, I think it is important to say that in 'doing more', in 
developing students ability to 'use and refuse' the discursive prac­
tices of science, we will inevitably also help students to develop deeper 
understandings of the scientific concepts involved.56 

Jane Gilbert is a lecturer in the Mathematics and Science Edu­
cation Centre of Victoria University of Wellington. She was a sec­
ondary school teacher of science and biology for a number of years, 
and is currently in the final stages of completing a doctorate which 
attempts to establish a theoretical basis on which feminist forms of 
science education might be developed. 
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Learning Sexuality: 
Young Samoan Women 

ANNEMARIE TUPUOLA 

The Dilemma 

She cried bitterly in frustration 
cast into the world of the unwanted 

the young mother-to-be 
was faced with a bitter decision ... 

... the solution lay within her. .. 
She had marred her family picture 

the pride which had been for so long upheld 
was now in fragments 

scattered across the evening sky. 1 

INTRODUCTORY THOUGHTS - A Personal Reflection 
In recent years Pacific Islands communities and health authori­

ties in New Zealand have become concerned with the growing number 
of 'unintended pregnancies' and abortions among Pacific Island 
women. According to 1993 statistics, approximately three quarters 
of hospitalisations of Pacific Island women aged between fifteen and 
twenty-five years were for pregnancy, childbirth and health services 
related to reproduction.2 Between 1990 and 1992 the estimated abor­
tion rate for Pacific Islands women was 1,020 per 1,000 women com­
pared to 376 per 1,000 for non Pacific Islands women.3 

In my opinion these figures should alert us to some of the cul­
tural dilemmas and communication barriers faced by young Pacific 
Island women in New Zealand. I applaud current services such as 
Awhitia, Family Planning Clinics and the Pacific Islands AIDS Trust 
that aim to educate Pacific Islands women about sexuality, contra­
ceptives and safe sex and that involve the participation of Pacific 
Islands people. However, I have a major concern about the effective­
ness of the context and procedures taken by both the Pacific Islands 
communities and health educators to educate young Pacific women 
about sexuality. 

I attend various Pacific Islands and Samoan Health community 
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fonos (forums) to seek more information on how these communities 
view youth health, especially sex education. These gatherings tend to 
reinforce the authoritative and hierarchical social structure of 
fa'aSamoa (Samoan culture) and are in many instances 
disempowering for subordinate members - the youth and young 
women.4 In general, there is an unspoken expectation at these meet­
ings for youth, in particular young women, to listen and defer to the 
perspectives and decisions of those in authority - the older and elite 
members of the communities. Occasionally similar power relation­
ships prevail (perhaps at an unconscious level) in some sexuality pro­
grammes designed and implemented by Pacific Islands elders. Al­
though it is encouraging that elders are taking the initiative in the 
area of sex education, the effectiveness of this must be questioned. 

I have found through personal communication with young Sa­
moan women that many were hesitant about discussing taboo sub­
jects in the presence of adults, particularly as they saw it violating 
Samoan principles of fa'aaloalo (respect) and ava (reverence). An­
other factor was confidentiality. Many fear the loss of privacy, espe­
cially as many of the educators are renowned members of their church, 
ethnic communities and neighbourhoods, possible relatives and family 
friends. In examining contemporary sexuality services it is pivotal to 
acknowledge the differential power relations between Samoan youth 
and elders in New Zealand and that the current expectation for young 
Samoan women to speak in the presence of adults or to publicly dis­
cuss matters of sexuality with ease is unrealistic. 

The points of discussion in this article originate from my research 
for a Master of Arts thesis at Victoria University entitled, 'Critical 
Analysis of Adolescent Development - a Samoan Women's Perspec­
tive'. This research aimed to re-examine adolescent development theo­
ries within a Samoan context. Do Samoans, Samoan girls in particu­
lar, experience adolescence as defined by western psychologists, an­
thropologists and human developmentalists?5 Many of the young 
women I interviewed as part of this research were critical of theories 
that posited adolescence as a stage where girls grow away from their 
families, have boyfriends and become individuals.6 Their conflicted 
and strongly-held views about their own sexuality led me to focus on 
this aspect of the women's experience. 

Here I will briefly discuss the Samoan principles of fa'aaloalo 
and ava (respect and obligation) to illustrate the rigid codes of con-
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duct between elder/aiga/male and the young woman. My simple syn­
opsis here is not to underrate the compelling nature and influence of 
fa' aSamoa but rather to set the scene to show why learning sexuality 
may be a cultural dilemma for young Samoan women. In view of the 
heterogeneity of young Samoan women I introduce my research par­
ticipants and their definitions of fa'aSamoa and sexuality. To capture 
the ease, comfort and open dialogue typical of my research I discuss 
aspects of my methodology that proved effective. Following that I in­
clude the painful and secretive experiences of these women to illus­
trate the contradictory principles and attitudes held by some Samoans 
toward female sexuality. The concluding section re-emphasises the 
cultural dilemmas and challenges faced by young Samoan women in 
New Zealand and suggests ways they can be effectively addressed in 
future sexuality and sex education programmes and services. 

REALITIES OF FA' ASAMOA PRINCIPLES 
Fa' aaloalo and ava are central to understanding traditional 

fa'aSamoa principles concerning young Samoan women and sexual­
ity. To address these effectively I will begin by discussing the cul­
tural dilemma I face as the author of this article. Is my objective to 
paint a picturesque view of fa ' aSamoa or to expose the covert hypoc­
risies of Samoan culture with the associated risk of confirming the 
stereotyped views of the 'other' and of losing the future respect of 
Samoan people?7 Writing this article is itself a cultural violation as, 
within the social norms of traditional fa ' aSamoa, I as a young Sa­
moan woman have no acquired right and privilege to speak of and 
about the Samoan culture. Culturally-specific intricacies associated 
with public speech mean that many Pacific Islanders do not believe 
in the right for any Pacific Island person to speak for and about Pa­
cific Islanders.8 In accordance with traditional fa 'aSamoa principles 
the rightful speaker and author here should be an older Samoan 
woman. 

The topic of this article has me in a further predicament. In dis­
cussing female sexuality I take numerous risks, particularly as Sa­
moans are generally conservative toward sex and overly protective of 
their private lives.9 Such risks include losing any future status in my 
Samoan community and blemishing the honour of my family and 
ancestors. Through personal experience I am reminded of the severe 
and, at times, relentless unspoken disciplinary mechanisms of tradi-
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tional fa'aSamoa and the intense fear of the possibility of ostracism 
from my aiga. 

The aiga plays a pivotal role in the lives of young Samoan women. 
Research by Samoan people provides differing views of the aiga. 
According to Taule'ale'ausumai the aiga is the epitome of the collec­
tive and corporate nature of fa'aSamoa. Family life, she states, 'ex­
tends out beyond the nuclear family incorporating uncles, aunties, 
both sets of grandparents and many cousins'. 10 The aiga maintain a 
central disciplinary role. They discipline the child to respectfully 
comply with the instructions of older relatives. To escape the severe 
punishments of the aiga Samoan children learn to conceal their true 
feelings and soon become 'adept at ... an outward demeanor pleasing 
to those in authority' .11 Another primary function of the Samoa aiga 
(male relatives in particular) is to protect and control the sexuality of 
the unmarried Samoan girl: 

As sisters, their reproductive sexuality controlled (by their fathers and 
brothers), women symbolize the pinnacle of aganu'u or culture. Acal­
culus of control over female sexuality suggests for female status a set of 
important transformations between nature and culture. As 'girls', they 
are virgins, sisters but not wives. To remain a virgin under the pressure 
to lose control is not understood as self-control, but rather as the control 
exerted by brot_hers over their sisters. 12 

In a highly structured and hierarchical society such as Samoa, 
female virgins are highly valued and cherished in every Samoan 
family. 13 Unmarried women are held responsible for the status of 
their aiga and village and are therefore strictly watched and guarded 
from the time of their first menstruation. 14 Unlike her male peers, it 
is no longer the wishes of the girl but those of 'her village and aiga 
that counts'. 15 In honour of the feagaiga relationship the male rela­
tives exert severe measures of control on the girl's sexuality to pre­
vent the tarnish of their family honour. 16 In other words, whatever 
her rank, her brothers exercise an active surveillance over her to 
ensure that she has little (if any) contact with male peers without 
their consent and knowledge. Failure to fulfil these expectations 
will mean that the girl is 'liable to [be punished] with great feroc­
ity' .17 Should the girl fall pregnant or it is discovered that she is not 
a virgin the implications are detrimental. Shore concurs with this in 
the following: 
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The implications ... are a total lack of control over a girl's sexuality by 
her brothers, and the complete triumph of personal desire. In cases like 
these, the usual norms that the brothers must respect and avoid close 
contact with their sisters are reversed, and the girls are subject to violent 
beatings at the hands of their brothers. 18 

Samoan women who obey the virtue of chastity before marriage 
are upheld as a source of pride for the aiga. Social positions accorded 
the highest cultural value for women are those in which 'sexuality 
remains controlled not by simple denial, but by elaborate arranged 
marriages'. 19 In many traditional Samoan societies arranged marriages 
are held with highest regard and in general hold the best cultural and 
economical intentions for the girl. Such arranged marriages not only 
are marked by 'careful negotiation and elaborate exchanges of toga 
... fine mats ... food and implements of practical value' but also the 
triumph of the girl's aiga and male relatives.20 

In outlining some of the fundamental principles of fa' aSamoa 
the expectation for young Samoan women to adhere to particular 
'codes of honour' cannot be ignored.21 First of all, young Samoan 
women, as subordinate members of the social structure of Samoa, 
are forbidden to speak in the presence of adults and elders and, in 
particular, on topics relating to the human body and sexuality. Sec­
ondly, there are several reasons for the cocoon-like lifestyle of the 
young Samoan woman. 22 The aiga is a major control agent in her life. 
Its primary function is not only to protect the young woman but also 
to discipline her when she violates fundamental socio-cultural ex­
pectations. Young women who disobey face severe consequences. As 
often shown in literature on Samoan people women are either beaten, 
labelled 'pa'umutu' ('prostitute'), ostracised from the aiga or become 
alienated and isolated from their Samoan communities.23 To escape 
from these forms of punishment, some young women take drastic 
measures such as suicide, becoming pregnant to purposely dishon­
our their families or choosing to completely alienate themselves from 
their aiga and the culture.24 The aiga's stringent codes of behaviour 
and the intense nature of discipline within traditional Samoan con­
texts may explain women's reluctance to openly discuss sexuality or 
to disobey the demands and decisions of their elders, aiga and male 
relatives. 
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CONTEMPORARY VIEWS OF FA' ASAMOA AND FEMALE SEXUALITY 
The following discussion provides a critical and contemporary 

perception of traditional fa'aSamoa and its impact on female sexual­
ity. I need to point out that although there are many positive aspects 
of fa'aSamoa, this particular account ofmy research highlights trau­
matic, complex and 'hidden' experiences of some young women -
aspects of their experiences of sexuality which they feel have been 
kept silent for too long. The thirteen Samoan women in my research 
were aged between sixteen and twenty nine years old. Seven were 
born and raised in New Zealand while six were born in Samoa - of 
these, four are recent immigrants to New Zealand. Seven of the thir­
teen women had studied human development and ethnographic re­
search at university. 

The women were invited to participate through a 'snowball' sam­
pling technique. I originally discussed my research with two young 
Samoan women and asked them to 'spread the word'. In turn, women 
interested in participating contacted me. Interestingly, although I was 
based in Wellington, word quickly spread as far afield as Auckland. 
This resulted in participants (myself included) from diverse socio­
economic, cultural and educational backgrounds in both Auckland 
and Wellington. Four were tertiary students, two clerical workers, 
two sales and marketing assistants, three domestic executives and 
two were unemployed. 

In acknowledgement of both the rural Samoa and urban New 
Zealand socio-cultural backgrounds of my participants it was neces­
sary to incorporate into the research activities traditional fa'aSamoa 
principles alongside those of the palagi (european/ western) world.25 

In other words, while fa'aaloalo and ava were emphasised it was within 
a different context. My research required that all women respect each 
other's experiences and perspectives. It did not mean that younger 
women should defer and obey the views and requests of myself or 
older participants: Alongside the principles of respect and reverence 
were those common to the western world such as analysis, critique 
and verbal articulation. With the combination of these two cultural 
structures women were free to disagree with me and other partici­
pants, to display anger, pain, fear and to express these emotions in 
the knowledge that they would not be ostracised, and with the relief 
that other participants shared similar experiences. 
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The issue of confidentiality and privacy became a major priority. 
Women were reassured of their privacy by making allowances for 
individual meetings, by having them write their experiences down 
anonymously and by allowing them to choose the women they felt 
comfortable with in their group sessions. Each woman was also as­
signed a pseudonym to avoid them being recognised in the final text. 
Through designing a flexible methodology participants were able to 
shape the research and to analyse its process during all phases. 26 As 
seen in the following written comments made anonymously at the 
final session, this process was empowering and therapeutic for many 
of the women: 

This research helped me a lot. It gave me an inspiration of strength and 
inner peace. I felt very safe talking about my sexual experiences ... even 
though it was hard I felt I could trust the other women and the researcher. 
It was good that she was a Samoan researcher, it made a big difference 
- we had a common ground and that helped. I feel this research is so 
important. It is not very often that young Samoan girls get the opportu­
nity to talk about their experiences. In the past, this has always been by 
our Samoan elders, the palagi intellects or those who are so far removed 
from our realities. 

I think this thesis made me take a good look at myself - it was a really 
empowering experience. I thought AnneMarie went out of her way to 
make me and the other women feel safe and comfortable. I was really 
surprised by the support I received from the women in this research .. . I 
think I was a little reluctant to talk about sex at first, I didn't want our 
ideas to be labelled feminist or radical ... but it was neat how we could 
look at the text ... to make sure our ideas weren't misinterpreted [in the 
final research]. I feel privileged participating in this research ... it was 
well prepared and sensitive to my and other women's needs. 

What were some of the women's views offa'aSamoa values and 
protocol? Many participants critiqued the androcentric and ethno­
centric principles of fa' aSamoa and attitudes of some elders toward 
young Samoan women. In their view fa'aSamoa epitomised moral 
contradictions, old fashioned expectations and gender-biased philoso­
phies. Recent research on New Zealand born Samoans emphasises 
similar issues and, similar to my participants, suggests a need for 
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traditional fa'aSamoa customs to acknowledge the eras of modernity 
and westernisation. 27 In the following definition one participant calls 
for a fa'aSamoa that is neither hierarchical, contradictory nor hypo­
critical: 

Fa'aSamoa is when there is mutual respect between Samoan people. 
The expression of alofa must be genuine and with good intentions. Sa­
moan cultural conventions of alofa, respect and reverence should not 
only be for the elders but for Samoan people who have earned it. Sa­
moan values should be unconditional ... used in a non hypocritical way 
and with good intentions. Fa'aSamoa must be flexible enough to ad­
dress and meet the diverse backgrounds of Samoan people. (Lucy, born 
in Samoa, 24 years old) 

The growing influences of western thought and lifestyles are a 
reality for contemporary young Samoan women. With the exposure 
to western philosophies Samoan women become 'tangled ... in the 
webs of power relations in modernity' .28 While some young women 
do not cut themselves off completely from traditional fa• aSamoa val­
ues such as alofa (compassion) and reciprocity, their desire to have 
independent lifestyles is evident. The following definitions of sexu­
ality by two of the women pose contrasting views to those of Shore, 
Ngan-Woo and Liu. 29 Some young Samoan women, it seems, are want­
ing sexual independence and an end to the controlling and discipli­
nary measures of male relatives toward female sexuality: 

Um, sexuality, sexuality should be an individual thing for the girl - it 
shouldn't be any concern for fa'aSamoa or the aiga. Samoan girls should 
have the choice to be virgins or not and to have choices ... to be sexually 
independent ... without the dominance of the Samoan males ... Sexual­
ity for the girl is understanding her sexual needs and being able to con­
trol them if she wishes ... it's not about the control of the male, that's 
just male chauvinism. (Kyla, born in Samoa, 20 years old) 

I have a lot of reservations about fa'aSamoa ... It's so contradictive and 
hypocritical toward the women. There's this ignorant belief that Samoan 
men protect the Samoan girl and help them control their sexuality. This 
is bull, frankly, some of these guys do more harm to the girls - some of 
them sexually harass the girls or even rape them and then the girl gets 
the blame and gets the hidings ... Maybe in the olden days the guys used 
to protect them but today it only feeds their egos and it gets out of hand. 
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they want to control and control not protect - big difference there ... 
Sexuality is a personal thing for the girl and it shouldn't be a man's 
business to interfere. (Susanna, born in New Zealand, 19 years old) 

How realistic is it for women located in traditional Samoan com-
munities to become sexually independent? Much research on Samoan 
communities illuminates the prominent role of Samoan culture in 
New Zealand with the implication that many Samoan households are 
not assimilating to palagi ideologies.30 With this in mind, it is likely 
that many Samoan aiga in New Zealand continue to uphold conserva­
tive views of sexuality. This becomes a cultural dilemma for some 
women as the opportunity to learn about sexuality is rare. Many Sa­
moan parents severely discipline daughters that have boyfriends and 
discourage any discussion about sex in their families for fear their 
daughters will engage in pre-marital sex and blemish their honour. In 
effect, it appears 'safer' for young Samoan women to either remain 
ignorant about sex and contraceptives or to have clandestine rela­
tionships without the knowledge of their parents.31 The intention of 
the aiga to protect the girl from pre-marital sex is at times unrealistic 
and unnerving for some Samoan women as can be seen in the fol­
lowing comments: 

I came from a household and family where boys were an absolute no­
no. The mention of 'sex' was a sin. I was going out with a guy when I 
was 27 and like was too scared to tell my parents about having a boy­
friend, 'cause they'd hit the roof. So I went dating behind their backs, 
and like I had these funny desires I couldn't control when I was with 
this guy. Even at the age of 27, I didn't know anything about sex, I was 
really naive, and, yeah, I had sex and fell pregnant. I didn't even know I 
was pregnant until I was around five months! Now I'm on my own, I 
ran away from home and am raising my child. I wish my parents weren't 
so overprotective ofme when I was with them, it's like I struggle every­
day to cope ... knowing there's a sensual side to me. (Martha, born in 
New Zealand, 29 years old) 

Sex was never ever discussed in my home. For me, being a Samoan girl 
was hard, especially when my body began to change, um, I didn't know 
what a period was, I freaked when it happened. There was a time when 
I started to have these funny feelings and, yeah, I became interested in 
boys. But it was hard, even though my sexual drives were going berserk, 
I had to keep them under control, um to the point where I had to learn to 
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deny them. It was important that I ignored them because there was no 
way I could've gone out with a guy without my parents' permission, 
and like talking to mum about sex - please! That's asking for trouble! 
And then there's my brothers and uncles who are overprotective, it's 
impossible tryi!)g to escape ... So, even though you ... get these sexual 
feelings ... fa'aSamoa ... can determine when it's permissible for the 
girl to explore sexually or to become sexually active. For me that wasn't 
until I got married and 28 years of age. (Malia, born in New Zealand, 28 
years old) 

Another issue that signifies the relentless influence of the Sa­
moan culture on some Samoans in New Zealand is the 'unspoken' 
yet continued practice of arranged marriages. In the traditional so­
cial structure of Samoa arranged marriages were held in highest re­
gard by Samoan people as they marked a significant cultural triumph 
of the woman's sexuality. More recently these elaborate ceremonies 
have become an exploitation of the woman's sexuality for the finan­
cial gain of her family. According to Ritchie and Ritichie this behav­
iour is similar to that of other Polynesian cultures in that 'new influ­
ences challenge the traditional values of ... childrearing and place 
greater emphasis on a money economy'. 32 Unfortunately, the young 
women in my research face a further predicament. Do they disobey 
the expectations of their aiga and face the severe consequences or 
defer to those of authority and escape reprimand by concealing their 
true feelings? The following descriptions outline both the hypocriti­
cal nature of arranged marriages and the personal, cultural and emo­
tional dilemma some young Samoan women face to honour the wishes 
of their aiga and parents: 

If you look at it, the only reason why there's arranged marriages and 
that is because of money and status. Like parents see it as making sure 
they don't have to worry about their daughter because she'll be alright 
financially, they don't have to help. They make sure the husband to be is 
comfortable financially and materialistically. They miss the whole point 
that love should be more important than wealth, not the other way round. 
(Susanna, born in New Zealand, 19 years old) 

I was 18 when I had to marry an old minister that just came in from 
Samoa. My aiga didn't ask me what I wanted or what my future plans 
were ... I had to marry this man and that was it. I was really angry, all 
this time, my brothers protected me, I was forbidden to talk to boys, let 
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alone sex! I was this chaste and virginal girl for what? So I could marry 
this minister? A stranger? I don't understand. I cried and cried on my 
wedding day, I even pleaded with my sister to cancel the wedding ... but 
everything was arranged and I didn't have the guts to disappoint my 
parents ... I couldn't dishonour their name or let the aiga down. It's a 
hard burden ... it's lonely being the faithful , goody-goody Samoan girl. 
(Josephine, born in New Zealand, 20 years old) 

This is really hard for me to talk about ... my aiga planned my wedding, 
everything, to a Samoan minister from my dad's village. I remember, 
one day all my-relatives came over and I just thought it was for the usual 
fa 'alavelaves, the usual fundraising or money collecting thing ... but it 
was to discuss my wedding. I was 19 when this happened ... Thinking 
back I was so young, I had never had a boyfriend and I knew nothing 
about sex and having babies ... This scared me and I kept asking why 
me? My aunt told me that it was a prestigious thing for a daughter to 
marry a minister, um, that the family would be financially well off and 
the daughter would be guaranteed a good lifestyle .. . I felt used in a way 
because no one ever asked how I felt, what I wanted ... This is probably 
a harsh thing to say but I really felt exploited ... I felt so powerless ... I 
couldn't do a thing to stop it ... I thought about running away, but I'd 
only get the rocks and things will just get worse .. . I also thought of 
losing my virginity and falling pregnant so the wedding would be can­
celled but, ah, it would cause further complications like, dishonouring 
my family publicly, um and facing disownment ... [cries] ... I hate my 
life and I hate being a minister's wife. (Trisha, born in New Zealand, 24 
years old) 

The anguished emotional state of these women clearly reiterates 
the powerfulness not only of fa' aSamoa but also of the aiga. It also 
characterises the intense fear of ostracism from their Samoan com­
munities and families, especially for those from rural Samoa or tra­
ditional Samoan households in New Zealand. It becomes a further 
burden for urban or New Zealand born Samoan women. Their strug­
gle to obey their aiga and traditional fa'aSamoa is particularly great 
as many want to be as independent as they perceive their western 
female peers to be. The suppression of their contempt, anger and 
pain is important to understand. Young Samoans are taught from early 
childhood to conceal their true feelings in times of adversity. This 
behaviour, while detrimental to the psyche of the women, is in many 
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ways the only way they know to cope with conflict, a behaviour that 
is supported by research on the public and private demeanour of Sa­
moan people. 33 

The following discussions uncover some of the 'private' and 'si­
lent' worlds of young Samoan women and display the lengths some 
women go to to resolve their unspoken conflicts and to become sexu­
ally independent. Although the intention of these women's actions 
was retaliatory, many of them were enacted for survival means -
culturally, personally and spiritually: 

I used to respect traditional fa'aSamoa but not any more. I think it's 
unfair that I have to fulfil all the cultural expectations in New Zealand 
and in the 1990s. I used to be the honourable daughter, I did everything 
my parents wanted me to do, I went to church, I stayed away from boys, 
I did all the fe'aus [chores], I did everything. My crime was that I fell in 
love with a man behind my parents back. I was too scared to tell my 
parents so I used to sneak around, it was a big secret. One day, I gath­
ered enough courage to tell my parents, I was so nervous. I got the 
biggest hiding ofmy life ... they were so suspicious and they made me 
sound like a slut. I did everything for them and this was what I got. I left 
home one day and took off with this guy, I had sex and fell pregnant. 
Sure, I've dishonoured my parents - blah, blah - but see, fa'aSamoa 
should be a mutual thing. In the 1990s you cannot control female sexu­
ality, it's no longer a realistic expectation, for me to get away, I had to 
disgrace them, I had to break the cycle. Sure, I feel stink but at the same 
time I'm at peace with myself, I can take charge of my own life now. 
(Patrice, born in Samoa, 21 years old) 

My experience had to do with very strict parents. I felt trapped and I 
couldn't get out. And especially when 1 met this guy I really liked. I 
actually met him in New Zealand, he was Samoan and so when I went 
home for the holidays he came back with me 'cause he's from there and 
I thought I'd introduce him to my parents ... Anyway it was a complete 
disaster. My dad hated the idea of me having a boyfriend and he said 
that I was bringing shame into the family by having such a relationship 
... worse of all he made me stay in Samoa. I was not to return back to 
New Zealand. My mind just went crazy. It's hard to explain. I didn't 
even think of my parents. I wanted to prove that they were making the 
wrong decision by killing myself. And so I remember going out into the 
plantation and I had this stuff to take and I took it ... it was weird, I felt 
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relieved 'cause it was the first thing I had done without someone saying 
I should or should not do it. (Madalena, born in Samoa, 21 years old) 

I'm 20 years old and, this is hard ... I was raped by a Samoan guy when 
I was 16. He was supposed to protect me - huh - he was supposed to 
keep me a virgin - huh. I tried to tell my parents the truth but I got 
called the slut, the tart. I was punished and was sent to Samoa for two 
years. I had to be the obedient girl, I had to listen to my aiga and I had to 
earn a good reputation. It was really hard for me. I cried a lot and kept 
thinking back to all the things I did. I was the typical obedient Samoan 
girl. I always listened to my parents .. . I felt betrayed, I felt guilty for no 
reason. Anyway, I [sobs] , I couldn't take it any more. I went to the back 
ofmy aunty's place and I got some rope and tied it around the water tap 
by the outhouse, um the outside toilet. I was lucky ... my cousin found 
me dangling and I was sent to hospital. I made it and it's good to be 
back home in New Zealand. I've learnt a lot from this, um, I've learnt to 
speak out and I've learnt not to be scared any more. My parents now 
believe my story, but it may have been too late ... it goes to show what 
lengths some ofus go to just to be listened to ... [sobs] . (Kataleena, born 
in New Zealand, 20 years old) 

The difficulties facing young Samoan women within the tradi­
tional social structures offa'aSamoa cannot be treated lightly. Many 
of the dilemmas raised in the above accounts reaffirm the ambiguous 
attitude some Samoans have toward young unmarried Samoan women 
and female sexuality. What does the girl have to do to convince her 
aiga that she has been sexually assaulted and raped by a male rela­
tive? Why do Samoans tend to side with the male and blame the 
young woman? Such stereotyped reactions indicate the immense chal­
lenges faced by some contemporary young Samoan women both in 
Samoa and New Zealand as they 'learn' their sexuality. 

FUTURE DIRECTIONS 
My research findings have several implications for future sex 

education programmes and services for young Samoan women in 
New Zealand. It is critical that these programmes aim to empower 
the women themselves by including and involving them in the devel­
opment, implementation and evaluation processes. Pacific Island 
community fonos (forums) should be run by the youth themselves to 
educate health authorities and elders/aiga/parents in their respective 
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communities about young people's perspectives on sexuality.34 The 
term sexuality must be defined by young Samoan women so that 
services and programmes can begin from where the women them­
selves interpret and understand sexuality. To acknowledge the het­
erogeneity of young Samoan women the overall structure of future 
programmes needs to be flexible, collaborative and a reflection of 
both Samoan and western principles and lifestyles. 

The future possibilities for young Samoan women to learn effec­
tively about sexuality in New Zealand, and to define their sexualities, 
are encouraging. There is an emerging wave of young Samoan women 
who are beginning to challenge traditional fa'aSamoa attitudes, and 
who are becoming more open in discussing matters concerning sex. 
I believe that my research is indicative of these shifts, and shows the 
real possibility of sexual independence and confidence for current 
and future generations of Samoan women. 

Giving choices enhances our capacity to attain dignity and reach 
our capacity as productive human beings. 35 

AnneMarie Tupuola is a New Zealand born Samoan, and she is a 
PhD student in Education at Victoria University. She also teaches on 
such topics as adolescent development and Pacific Islands educa­
tion. Her current research is on the reappropriation of the terms 'ado­
lescence' and 'New Zealand-born Samoan' and involves an explora­
tion of hybrid identities and diaspora feminism . 
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Learning To Be A Prostitute: 
Education and Training in the New Zealand 
Sex Industry 

JODY HANSON 

Education and training in the sex-industry is a timely issue. Re­
cently, charges of brothel-keeping in Wellington were virtually dis­
missed and a Private Members' Bill which would decriminalise so­
liciting may soon be presented to Parliament. Since June 1994, when 
I took up my current position as a lecturer in adult education at the 
University of Waikato, I have been doing research into the sex-in­
dustry in New Zealand. Specifically, I am interested in how women 
learn to work in the sex-trade. During the course of my research I 
have met about two hundred prostitutes in various parlours, agencies 
and on the streets. I have also spent time with the ship-girls in a 
coastal city. The data I have gathered in the course of this research 
ranges from nine hours of taped conversation conducted with an in­
dependent sex-worker to casual comments jotted down in my 
fieldnotes file after visiting a sex-work venue. 

How, exactly, does a woman learn to be a prostitute? As formal 
training is not available, the obvious answer is through informal edu­
cation processes. Education and training of sex-workers is an impor­
tant, but generally unrecognised, aspect of the sex-industry in New 
Zealand. This article, based on some of my interviews with sex-work­
ers - including prostitutes, madams, a receptionist and a dominatrix 
- explores how women learn to work in the sex-industry. It then ex­
amines the systems sex-industry people have developed to support 
each other. I argue that women in the sex-industry provide a service 
and that their educational efforts and moves towards decriminalisation 
of their work should be supported by women's groups, progressive 
educators and people who support fair employment practices. 

BACKGROUND 
Prostitution, like other traditionally female occupations such as 

child-minding and cooking, has been learned on an informal basis 
historically. The New Zealand Prostitutes' Collective (NZPC) is do-
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ing exemplary work through their peer-education programme by pro­
moting occupational and personal support for sex-workers. Siren, an 
acronym for Sex-Industry Rights and Education Network, a NZPC 
magazine, offers articles on safe sex practices, tips for new workers 
and personal growth and development suggestions. The NZPC video 
Sold on Safe Sex was made to help educate sex-workers who are new 
to the industry. A special booklet has also been produced to educate 
women who are beginning to work. The NZPC, which has offices in 
Wellington, Christchurch, Dunedin, Tauranga and Auckland, deals 
with queries from both new and experienced sex-workers. Sometimes 
sex-workers are referred to them from agencies, by parlours or by 
friends. It is a small, though effective, operation with a dedicated 
staff, but hampered by limited funding. Much of the training and 
general education, therefore, continues to be done in the parlours, at 
the agencies and on the street, on an informal basis, by various com­
mitted people in the sex-industry. 

In this paper I shall limit my focus to the informal training and 
education of heterosexual women who work in parlours and agen­
cies in mid-size New Zealand cities, including Hamilton, Palmerston 
North and New Plymouth. My aim is not to romanticise or glamorise 
sex-work. Rather, it is to try to demystify the sex-trade by locating it 
within the personal service industry. In this context, sex-work is stud­
ied for what it is - simply a job. The women range in age from their 
mid-twenties to their mid-forties. Furthermore, they fall into what I 
refer to as the 'middle range' of the industry in that they are neither 
expensive call girls nor street-workers, the two images of the sex­
industry which the popular media tends to portray. The women in 
this study don't generally work to support drug habits or to buy ex­
pensive cars. They are generally more concerned with everyday fi­
nancial expenditures, such as paying their bills or buying school uni­
forms for their children. The prostitutes, madams, receptionist and 
dominatrix in this study can be described as 'average' sorts of women. 
This is not to suggest, however, that they represent a standard or typi­
cal overview of the people working in this segment of the sex-indus­
try. As Jan Jordan notes: 

The search for 'representativeness' itself constitutes a false scientific 
objective. It ignores the fact that each of these accounts is valuable in its 
own right, and enhances our knowledge and understanding of women's 
involvement in sex work. 1 
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Although some people may ignore the skills women in the sex­
industry bring to their work, others, including me, argue that to fully 
appreciate the role and realities of women in our society, the contri­
bution of prostitutes must be recognised. Or, as Eileen McLeod writes: 
'Prostitution is not a world apart. It is bound up with wider social 
processes and permeated by assumptions current in society at large.' 2 

Following Sue Middleton 's thesis that life history is a legitimate 
and worthwhile research methodology, this paper draws on interview 
transcripts with sex-industry workers who explain their worksite train­
ing and education in their own words. 3 As Middleton notes, one of 
the perils of working from a theoretical perspective is that 'as aca­
demic feminism becomes respectable, it is becoming less connected, 
more abstract, and increasingly remote from everyday sexual oppres­
sions.'4 She argues that life history may also be of benefit to the peo­
ple participating in the research, 'In the course of the research proc­
ess, people may describe their lives - their circumstances, their 
choices, their activities, their ideas in ways they have not done be­
fore. In this, they may make connections between the personal (an 
event or an emotion) and the political or social.' 5 

SEX-WORKERS SPEAK: 
As previous studies have found, many women in the sex-indus­

try in New Zealand started working in the sex-trade because they had 
friends or relatives already involved in the sex-industry. Some women 
make a conscious decision to become prostitutes. The following ex­
cerpt is from an interview done with Susie, a 28 year old woman, two 
days prior to her becoming a working girl: 

Yes, I have made an informed decision to go into the sex-industry. Ab­
solutely. I talked to other people that have been involved in the field, 
and I've worked as a receptionist. I've seen how happy the girls often 
are. They seem to have a lot more self esteem than a lot of women I 
meet every day in other fields. They earn a lot of money, which women 
aren't usually able to do until they've spent many years at university or 
in getting other skills. 

According to Hannah: 

Before I ever got involved with the industry I knew people who worked 
as prostitutes, madams, or receptionists. I have never been moralistic 
about prostitution. It's a job. That's how some women earn their money. 
End of story. 
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Angelique, by comparison, viewed entering the industry as a 
personal development exercise: 

I was very shy, very reserved. I was very scared of anything. And after 
being married and having kids for so many years, I decided it was time to 
do a few things in my life that I've always wanted to do and I had always 
been too scared to try. I wanted to find out who I was. I had been put down 
most of my life, so I decided to do outside escorting to see what would 
happen. And my first escorting appointment I was so scared I was a nerv­
ous wreck. I decided I'd have a couple of tablets just to relax me. Well , 
[ when the appointment was finished] I didn't see what the hell all the fuss 
was about. People used to say 'oh, you know, they do this to you, and they 
do that to you' and 'you'll get hurt' and all that. Well, it was a breeze. 

Some, such as Elizabeth, knew very little about the industry prior 
to starting work: 

I was terrified to apply for the job. First I rang up and I had two ques­
tions to ask before I would even give the woman at the agency my name. 
One was 'will I get busted?' and the second was, 'will I get a disease?' 
The woman reassured me that there was no possibility of getting busted 
... and she said there was no fear of disease because they took every 
precaution and they practised safe sex. At this point I had never used a 
condom and I didn't know how to practise safe sex. Becoming a prosti­
tute educated me about safe sex. 

Prostitution offers women an opportunity to determine their own 
hours and to work where they wish, thus providing flexibility and 
mobility. Pamela says it is easy to go to work in another parlour as 
the chances are she will know someone who is already working in 
the establishment: 

My first night [at a new parlour] I walked in and there was this woman 
who is actually one ofmy daughter's friend 's mother. And we looked at 
each other and went •oh' , and it was great because we knew each other 
and had this link, so we were okay. 

As with other occupations, sex-workers settle into a routine and 
are helped through their work experiences by colleagues. Again this 
varies from situation to situation, but examples of peer-education, 
mentoring and support systems are readily found in the sex-industry. 
Women who have been in the trade for a while often help new sex­
workers by offering advice and making suggestions. Pamela says: 
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I already knew about condoms, but I'd never thought about lubricant. 
One of the girls where I worked said to me 'here is some lube' and 
'these condoms are really good, but don't use those ones because they 
are terrible' and 'these condoms are good for oral [sex]'. 

Other prostitutes help teach women who are new to the industry 
how to present themselves. Toni, a madam for twenty years, told me 
that women often enter the industry with negative self-images. They 
question whether or not they are 'good enough' for men to be willing 
to spend money to see them. Stevie, who worked as a prostitute be­
fore moving into reception work, offers an example of how women 
already in the sex-industry help these newcomers: 

And I've seen the other girls, myself included as receptionist, take [a 
woman new to the industry] down the back of the parlour and do her up. 
'Look, there's a rack of clothes over there.' 'Try this, try that,' and 
they 'II preen around her, you know and make her feel good. So she gets 
an appointment. I've seen this happen several times. And she will. She'll 
get it in an hour or so - somebody will walk through the door, she'll be 
radiating because she'll feel good inside, and she'll get that booking. 

Angelique, a prostitute who bought her own parlour and is now a 
madam, talks about supporting women entering the trade: 

When ladies start working in the sex-industry they have to have guid­
ance. And if they have someone there that understands them it's great. 
I've guided a lot of the girls. Yeah, it's a very serious job. It's one of the 
most professional jobs there is. 

You take my little treasure, Betty, for example. When she first came 
up here she was so scared she was biting her nails. Within four weeks of 
me training her, and the other ladies helping her, she became very pro­
fessional at her job. She had lots of clients who rang and made book­
ings. She was always busy, it was incredible. She went from being a 
little scared bunny rabbit to becoming a professional woman in the space 
of three months. Yeah, that's one thing about working ladies, we stick 
together. If someone is in trouble we will help out. 

Stevie, a woman who worked as a prostitute prior to becoming a 
receptionist, provides further account of the type of support and en­
couragement a receptionist offers: 

When you are working on reception you're in a kind of confidence po­
sition. People will come to you for condoms and for this and for that, or 
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for information about which room to go into. Because of this, if you're 
an open person and can listen, they come to you with their problems 
too. You're viewed as a wise person. 

Working girls come to a good receptionist with a wide variety of 
problems from 'oh my God, I've got a sponge stuck up there, what do I 
do? I can't get it out!' to personal concerns. Some workers can divorce 
their personal lives from their working lives, but others can't. You hear 
things about their private lives. 

This, however, is not to imply that people in the industry are 
always supportive towards one another. Pamela, for example, reports: 

She [the owner of the agency] always gave me a hard time, and I got 
sick of that. She would say things like 'stupid blonde', 'you're just a 
dizzy blonde' and stuff like this. And she kept calling everyone 'girl­
friend'. l really just didn't like the woman. And she sometimes sent us 
out on jobs which I felt weren't safe. 

Apprenticeships are another way of learning to work in the sex­
industry. Mistress Ann, a Bondage & Discipline specialist, for in­
stance, undertook an apprenticeship which lasted approximately a 
year. In working with a gay Bondage & Discipline Master, her first 
lesson was to undergo a session herself. She was ordered to strip and 
to bend over a chair. 

When he brought the whip within millimetres of my buttocks I began to 
appreciate the power of terror and to recognise the thin line between 
pleasure and pain. He didn't actually hit me, but it was so close I jumped 
every time the whip came near me. 

Her second lesson of her apprenticeship was to administer a ses­
sion on the Master. She modulated her voice by lowering it, as he had 
taught her, and she spoke slowly. Mistress Ann, however, miscalcu­
lated how hard she had beaten ber teacher and she underestimated 
his pain threshold. The Master returned a few days later, saying he 
was disappointed as there weren't any physical marks left on him 
from their session. She improved her technique and after the third 
lesson he returned and said 'that was good. Now you have to learn to 
listen to the clients and to adapt your style to their needs.' Now that 
Mistress Ann is deemed to be an expert in the area of Bondage & 
Discipline she works with younger prostitutes who are interested in 
learning the speciality. And, as she says 'there seems to be a growing 
demand for dungeon work.' 
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Sex is actually a small part of the job of being a prostitute and the 
job frequently requires more mental than physical work. A summative 
statement many working girls agree with is 'for a one hour booking, 
the actual honk usually talces about five minutes and then you have to 
talk to the guy for another fifty-five'. Many prostitutes I have inter­
viewed mention counselling as being a major part of their jobs. Eliza­
beth illustrates this aspect of her work as an independent prostitute: 

And if [a client] is very tense, I say, 'look, let's just lie down where 
we're comfortable and have a bit ofa cuddle, and forget about the sex 
part, it's not really important.' We'd just have a cuddle and a talk, and 
those sort of things put them at ease. But another thing that's happened 
is that I have found that I have what I suppose is a type of gift. When I 
go into counselling mode, when I go into a genuine counselling state of 
mind, it's as if that I cease to exist, it's as if I'm channelling. I hear 
myself speaking, and sometimes I say things that I didn't even know I 
knew. I listen, and I leave myself very open. It's like when I'm writing 
music, I just let it flow through and I often astound myself, I often know 
what's wrong with a person without having to think about it. And the 
first time this happened was when I saw a client who was a counsellor, 
he was a psychologist. And counsellors have a need to be counselled. 
They can't be counselled by other counsellors because they know them 
all. They need someone that's removed from them. 

According to Michelle, an ex-sex worker, learning to work safely 
in the sex-industry also requires certain skills: 

Listening skills - part of being a good communicator is the ability to 
listen. And negotiation skills, being able to recognise a potentially ex­
plosive situation and having the skills to negotiate its negation. Good 
sex-workers also have to be able to separate their working lives from 
their private lives, to be able to leave the sex-worker persona at work 
and be who they really are in their private lives. Certain acting skills are 
required in the work setting to be able to do this effectively. Knowledge 
of sexual health, law, safer sex skills is important. The skills to seek and 
retain information, whether it be by communicating with more experi­
enced people or by reading appropriate material, is also essential. 

Tarren, a part-time worker, echoes the idea of prostitution being 
a skilled personal service occupation: 

You have to have a lot of patience. If you get an older guy who needs 
reassurance, for example, you have to talk to him to make him feel 
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comfortable. You also have to have compassion. Some guys take longer 
to cum so you need to be understanding. You can't just get on and get 
off again five minutes later. 

Many people in the sex-industry learn what can loosely be defined 
as 'street smarts'. Rather than being able to weigh, measure or test 
these skills in a formal educational sense, 'street smarts' can only be 
evaluated in real-life situations. They include being able to assess situ­
ations quickly, following one's gut reactions and acting almost on in­
stinct. Women have told me about predicaments they got into when 
they ignored their gut reactions. When presented with a difficult situa­
tion, a sex-worker sometimes has to rely on her negotiation skills, as 
Michelle suggested earlier, or her ability to run, to get away uninjured. 

Another skill some prostitutes develop is the ability to switch 
from their personal to their professional selves on short notice. The 
following is an excerpt from my fieldnotes: 

Tarren was laying on the couch covered with a blanket. We were talking 
about my trip through South East Asia. She was telling me that she 
hadn't been out of New Zealand and she was already 36 when the buzzer 
rang, indicating that someone was corning into the parlour. When the 
door knob· didn't turn after a few seconds it meant that it must be a 
customer. People who come and go regularly either walk in, or if the 
door is locked, turn the knob. That action indicates their familiarity with 
the premises. If a person turns the knob, whoever is inside the parlour 
will usually open the door without bothering to check the identity of the 
person on the other side. When the door knob didn't turn, the silence 
signalled a client. Tarren threw the blanket off, and almost in one mo­
tion, stood up and pushed one foot into a black high heel shoe. She was 
slightly off bal_ance and hopped a couple of times before she put her 
other foot into her other shoe. Her face and body language visibly 
changed from a relaxed pose while having a friendly conversation with 
me to being a professional working woman. 

Becoming a prostitute involves informal training and education. To 
learn to work in the sex industry effectively, a woman has to rely on 
peer-education, mentoring and industry support. She also has to develop 
informal 'street smarts' if she is going to work safely in the sex-industry. 
The training and education required to work in the personal service 
aspect of the sex-industry is frequently ignored and many tend to con­
centrate on the more negative, stereotypical images of the industry. 
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SUMMARY AND FURTHER CONSIDERATIONS 
Acknowledging that working as a prostitute involves informal train­

ing and education is an initial step in moving towards recognising the 
contributions of sex-workers. Accepting sex-work as located in the 
personal service industry, requiring a high level of skills, is another 
important consideration towards occupational recognition. Further, 
supporting prostitutes in their struggle to decriminalise sex-work is an 
area in which non-industry people can be involved. The Business and 
Professional Women's Association and the YWCA, have for example, 
has recently come out in support of decriminalising sex-work. 

As well as recognising sex-work as a political struggle, non-pros­
titute women also have to grapple with how the sex-industry affects 
their personal lives, both directly and indirectly. On a personal note, 
I have found my research into the sex-industry in New Zealand ben­
eficial. After all, how many researchers come away from their field 
studies convinced that they are, in fact, sexually reasonable and well 
adjusted? Perhaps further discussions on sexuality is an area we can 
explore with prostitutes, as they are women who deal with this topic 
in the course of their daily work. Mistress Ann, for instance, says 
'Hell, I don't have any fantasies left because I've tried them all!' 

Jody Hanson is a lecturer in Adult Education at the University 
a/Waikato. Prior to taking up an academic appointment she worked 
on Indian reserves in Northern Canada, taught at a boys' school in 
West Africa and lectured at a University in the Peoples Republic of 
China. According to Jody, studying the sex-industry balances teach­
ing at the University. 
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Figure 1: How to look like a geographer 



Parties on Geography Fieldtrips: 
Embodied Fieldwork? 

KAREN NAIRN 

The picture 'how to look like a geographer' (Fig. 1) was drawn 
by a female student during her first year of university geography and 
can be read as a metaphor for culture. It depicts a woman geographer 
with attributes that are associated with notions of femininity and 
masculinity. The captions written by the student on her drawing de­
scribe this geographer as someone who has 'beauty and brains!' She 
wears 'rugged shorts to deal with all geographical phenomena!' and 
'work boots and socks not only to look rugged but styley and out­
doorsey!' And, most significantly for the following discussion, she 
carries a '48 pack' of Canterbury Draught Beer for 'light refresh­
ments' in one hand (the means for geographers' re-creation?) and 
'the essential map' in the other hand to provide evidence of the geog­
rapher's work. This geographer's body is a rich metaphor for under­
standing the culture of geography and, more specifically, the culture 
of geography fieldtrips. 1 

My second image of what it is to be a geographer is taken from 
the 1994 handbook for geography students at Canterbury University. 
The opening paragraph of a section entitled Knowing Ones Place: 
Why Geography Matters reads as follows: 

Everyone likes to know their place. We feel comfortable in particular 
surroundings. Enter a room full of strangers, as at a party, and most of 
us begin to explore. We get talking, meet new people. We make the 
room seem less unfamiliar: we make it, in other words, a more comfort­
able place.2 

A party metaphor is utilised here to explain how people (an 
undifferentiated 'people') get to know their place and make this a 
comfortable space. The link between this metaphor and the title Know­
ing Ones Place: Why Geography Matters suggests that geography is 
like ( or could be like) going to a party, meeting new people, and 
making places more comfortable for ourselves. The metaphorical and 
the 'real' are interconnected; the representational, the discursive, are 
tied in with 'the reality'. 
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To demonstrate how the metaphor of a party becomes 'real' on 
residentiaP geography fieldtrips, how the '48 pack' of beer in the 
geographer's hand is both representational and 'real,' I will focus on 
residential geography fieldtrips as one significant site in which we 
learn how to be a geographer and to do geography in Aotearoa/New 
Zealand. It may seem frivolous to write a 'party piece'; however, it is 
precisely these frivolous, these social, these invisible, these taken-for­
granted dimensions of the fieldtrip enterprise that my doctoral research 
(in process) is concerned with. I am a geographer who has occupied 
different positions to do with the fieldtrip enterprise - as geography 
student on high school and university fieldtrips, as party participant, 
as geography teacher and organiser of high school fieldtrips during 
which I became adept at preventing parties, and now full circle to be­
ing a researcher of geography fieldtrips (and fieldtrip parties). 

To study field trips is to increase understanding of geographic 
learning more broadly. To study geographic learning, it is necessary 
to explore the system of social relations in which individual geogra­
phers 'operate'. Residential fieldtrips provide a unique site in which 
to explore both the social relations of teaching and oflearning geog­
raphy. The bringing together of a group of individuals for a continu­
ous time period in a particular place for the sole purpose of a resi­
dential geography fieldtrip, intensifies and amplifies the social rela­
tions of thinking, talking, and doing geography. As one Chair of a 
Geography Department put it, the purpose of the residential fieldtrip 
in university geography is to teach the students to think (and I would 
add 'to act') like geographers. 

How is the socialising component of fieldtrips experienced by 
individual students? How do they experience the social pressure to 
conform to a particular version of 'geographer-in-the-field'? There 
is evidence of this version of 'geographer-in-the-field' in the draw­
ing (Fig. 1) and it is one of a particular masculine identity that has 
evolved over time.4 I shall show that while some men and women 
geography students relate to and/or accommodate this masculine iden­
tity, others are alienated by and/or resist it. 

EMBODIED' AND 'DISEMBODIED' FIELDWORK 
Currently, the 'literature on fieldwork in geography ... is largely 

about assumed benefits, descriptions of particular field courses and 
specific field techniques'. 5 This literature is predominantly about a 
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disembodied fieldwork, fieldwork still dominated by masculinist 
notions of the objective geography student going out into the real 
world to look. 6 During the initial phases of my research, I asked first­
year university students to define what a geography fieldtrip is and 
the response became a predictable incantation which one student 
encapsulated in the following statement: 

[A fieldtrip is] seeing it for yourself, that it is true, what they are telling 
you ... so you get given a theory why something happens and then you 
go out there and see it happening and you believe it, because people can 
tell you till they are blue in the face but you still don't believe it until 
you see .. . with your own eyes.7 

Fieldtrips are one site/sight in which geography students learn 
how to 'do' geography. Rose claims that 'undergraduate fieldtrips 
are the initiation ritual of the discipline'. Fieldtrips instil the ethos of 
geographical knowledge into the student, and it is an ethos of science 
triumphant'. 8 Geography as an observation science is played out in 
both human and physical geography fieldtrips where geography stu­
dents learn to maintain an objective gaze, an analytical distance be­
tween themselves and the landscape/the people.9This objective gaze, 
whether upon the non-urban landscape or upon people's homes in an 
urban area, implies a disembodied geographer, and I would argue 
that geography students are learning this masculinist approach to field­
work in a particularly intensive way on fieldtrips. 

While the idealised image of the geographer is one of disembod­
ied objectivity, the residential fieldtrip provides the context for both 
embodied and disembodied performances. In other words, students 
may learn about the processes of doing disembodied research/field­
work as part of the 'official' fieldtrip programme, for example, ob­
serving the landscape from a hilltop, surveying land-use in an urban 
area. At the same time, fieldtrip participants may learn about doing 
embodied fieldwork as part of the 'unofficial' /unstated components 
(for example, parties, meals) of the fieldtrip. In other words, partici­
pants may experience the fieldtrip with all senses rather than just 
sight which has been privileged in the disembodied accounts. So it 
may be that students on fieldtrips learn to shift between disembodied 
and embodied performances/fieldwork. Or it may be that disembod­
ied performances are simultaneously embodied in unexpected ways. 
In other words 'the body' turns up on residential fieldtrips in ways 
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that confound the notion of the disembodied geographer/researcher. 10 

My research is primarily concerned with what geography stu­
dents/teachers/lecturers remember and say about their memories of 
fieldtrips some time after the event. Bodily experiences, whether it 
be how cold, how uncomfortable, how far they had to walk, eating 
lunch at the side of a road, and so on, seem to recur in many respond­
ents' first words about fieldtrips. The experience ofliving and work­
ing together as individuals, as students, as geographers for the dura­
tion (two or more days) of a residential fieldtrip is a complex entan­
glement of the everyday and the extraordinary. There are the every­
day activities of eating, sleeping, washing dishes as well as the ex­
traordinary activities of sitting across the breakfast table from one of 
your lecturers, being in your pyjamas with people you have sat be­
side in a lecture theatre previously. As one lecturer and longtime 
fieldtrip organiser expressed it, the everyday and the extraordinary 
are intertwined: 

When you're ... getting up, having breakfast, washing dishes next to 
someone, sitting down having your meal with someone, it's those little 
practical day-to-day things that I think allow you to relate to other peo­
ple a lot better, it's cutting away all the crap and all the pretentiousness 
that goes round, in this place, within a university, both with staff and 
students, and it is cutting through those barriers, you know, you see that 
someone you know, acts just the way that you do when you are in a 
domestic situation if you like .. . I think by breaking down that staff 
student barrier for example, a hell of a lot gets achieved on both sides, 
because staff learn a lot as I hope students do as well by sitting over a 
plate of cornflakes and talking about the world, I think that is enor­
mously valuable experience. 11 

These embodied everyday performances take on new meaning 
when the personnel with whom we eat our breakfast were previously 
behind a lectern in a large lecture theatre. The combination of geog­
raphy and cornflakes first thing in the morning may appeal to some 
people and not to others; another geography lecturer commented to 
me that he would not want to talk about the world over his corn­
flakes. 12 There is a sense conveyed in the above statement by Jim that 
we eat, live, breathe geography on a residential fieldtrip, that we are 
embodied geographers. I call this embodied fieldwork. As Bardo 
has said 'the body - what we eat, how we dress, the daily rituals 
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through which we attend to the body - is a medium of culture ... The 
body may also operate as a metaphor for culture' as the body in the 
drawing does. 13 

Fieldwork does not end when the assignment is completed and 
the evening meal is served. Embodied fieldwork is part of every 
waking moment on a residential fieldtrip and constitutes ways in which 
we/our bodies come to understand (consciously and unconsciously) 
what it means to think like a geographer, act like a geographer, eat 
and drink like a geographer, and so on. 'What is "learned by the 
body" is not something that one has, like knowledge that can be bran­
dished, but something one is'. 14 But becoming a geographer is not 
just about individual bodies, it is also about the 'corporate body' of 
geographers. 

THE 'CORPORATE BODY' 
The concept of a 'corporate body' of geographers is the idea that 

a collective or community of geographers exists. In the context of 
the university residential fieldtrip, this collective or community of 
geographers consists of the academic geographers - both staff and 
students - who have already experienced residential fieldtrips. Indi­
vidual bodies, new to the culture of geography fieldtrips in New Zea­
land/ Aotearoa, become part of a process ofleaming to be a geogra­
pher, 'a process of disciplining the body and mind into pre-disposi­
tions for behaviour as part of a larger group, or a corporate body' .15 

The residential geography fieldtrip becomes a critical site/sight where 
some individuals make the rite of passage into the 'corporate body' 
of geographers, and others do not. For 'learning to position oneself 
as a [geography] student 'subject' means becoming more like every­
one else, minimising difference' .16 In the images with which this pa­
per began, both the drawing and the party metaphor in the student 
handbook are rich sources of information about what it means to 
become 'more like everyone else, minimising difference', 17 to being 
a part of the 'body corporate'. 

There are particular aspects of field trip practice that 'define and 
differentiate interaction and subjectivity ... These areas [such as par­
ties], however, are often highly significant in the production and per­
formance of the individual as part of the body corporate'. 18 The pro­
duction and the performance of the 'party' is perceived as evidence 
that a body corporate exists, and as evidence of membership in this 
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body corporate. The production and performance of the 'party' is 
not unique and specific to the residential geography context, rather 
the 'party' draws on 'existing social discourses and patterns of peer 
interaction' that are 'also highly gendered', as well as sexualised 
within the university and within society. 19 The individual bodies of 
the fieldtrip participants as well as the 'corporate body' of geogra­
phers are therefore gendered and sexualised. 

What does it mean to become more like everyone else on a geog­
raphy fieldtrip? What or who is everyone else expected to become 
like? I will answer these questions by considering what it meant for 
one woman and one man who did not want to become part of the body 
. corporate, who did not want to become like everybody else, who did 
not want to join 'the party'. During the residential fieldtrip, the em­
bodied fieldwork of individual participants may be influential in this 
process of resisting and/or becoming part of the body corporate. 

THE 'REAL' PARTY 
One male lecturer who went on a university geography fieldtrip 

in Aotearoa/New Zealand for the first time describes and analyses 
the centrality of 'the party' to this particular university's fieldtrip 
tradition: 

I went to bed early one night ... I woke up the next morning and I asked 
a colleague, 'what happened after I went to bed?' He and the students 
were all sitting around talking, and as it turned out, they were mostly 
women, I don't know whether that is important or not, and he said 'oh, 
you know just sat around, had a bit of a yarn, nothing violent.' But I 
found that really telling, like it was meant as sort of a joke, but it was 
also kind of a coding for, you know that sort of heavy drinking, is frowned 
on but expected and allowed and even encouraged in all sorts of contra­
dictory, mixed ways during the fieldtrip experience. The students knew 
to bring beer, and when we stopped for a toilet break, they knew to go 
and get beer. And there was drinking after we had done our jobs but 
everyone was so tired there was no real heavy drinking but you could 
tell that there were [staff] who wanted that to happen, they wanted the 
heavy drinking, partying and that kind of thing, and they wanted the 
bonding that comes out of that ... shared drunkeness when you bond 
with people when you are drinking with them. There were other [stafl] 
who didn't, who made that explicit to me, who wished fieldtrips could 
be drier and hated that kind of loss of control. 20 
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Mark's words provide a fuller picture of 'the party' (in this case 
the fieldtrip party). The party in which we as geographers might meet 
others and make a place feel more comfortable, is a particular kind 
of party - one that involves the drinking of alcohol (lots!), and sup­
posed bonding between participants. It is interesting to wonder 
whether the presence of 'mostly women' precluded a party that night, 
or whether a party did happen from the perspectives of those involved 
but because it was 'nothing violent', it did not count as a party. It is 
important to note that the notion of 'the party' on a fieldtrip is a 
contested one amongst staff members - there were those who 'wanted 
the heavy drinking' and those who 'wished fieldtrips could be drier'. 
But the primary question that remains, is despite underlying contes­
tation, what kind of party takes precedence? Who and what defines 
the party on fieldtrips? 

Perhaps there is a clue in another statement from the Canterbury 
University Geography Department's handbook for students: 'as we 
grow up, we realise we can also make places. On a good night we can 
take over the party: it becomes a place we are making to suit our­
selves' .21 I will respond to this by highlighting the words of one 
female student and one male staff member who did not take over 'the 
party', who did not define 'the party', whose embodiment meant 
that their inclusion in this particular component of fieldwork was 
contingent upon smiling on the fringes and on 'passing'. Each expe­
rience is a kind of embodied fieldwork through which each of them 
comes to know who counts as 'real' geographers and what counts as 
'real' geography. 

One of the participants in my research is a woman who had been 
a student in a university geography department and had gone on the 
second-year residential fieldtrip in 1977. Her memories of this trip 
centre around the socialising/the parties. Trudy's words indicate that 
the expectation of heterosexual relationships was part of this so-called 
socialising: 

There is a lot of this sex thing in geography ... we weren't just students 
together we were all potential sexual partners and relationships just jump­
ing up ... I think there were less women, I think we were quite a small 
minority and the only way we really got looked at was as potential sexual 
partners and that's what the fieldtrips I think do, gave opportunities to 
be together, it was on the fieldtrips that a lot of those relationships took 
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off, people actually started sleeping together ... It had that kind of meat 
markety sort offeel about it, I felt very nervous on the fieldtrip because 
if you hadn 't been hit on before, you were generally more likely to be 
hit on in that situation where we were together socially, there was bon­
fires and I seem to remember drinking .. . ['hit on' means] uninvited or 
coercive behaviour on the part of the men in the group, just assuming 
that the women would fall in ... there was a sense that was going to 
happen to all of us and to stand apart from that flirting, sexual game 
playing and banter which was quite a big part of the socialising marked 
you off, sort of prudish and uptight because those were the sexually 
liberated 70s.22 

Trudy's memories are of an embodied fieldwork that is about an 
assumed, normalised heterosexuality that is played out during the 
fieldtrip, and these performances of heterosexuality are defined by 
and initiated by the men at the party so much that Trudy refers to the 
process as being 'hit on'. For Trudy, the party was not a place where 
she actively sought out people to meet, or a place which she made 
her own as 'promised' in the student handbook, rather she describes: 

Feeling on the outside but feeling like you had to participate as well 
because you can't let yourself be totally on the outside ... I suppose I 
would smile at the jokes and stay on the fringe, it was like an ordeal, 
getting through it but not rejecting it totally, just staying on the fringes, 
being seen as little as possible. That was often hard when you were 
female anyway because you kind of got more attention because that 
was one of the agendas of those fieldtrips was really to socialise and to 
let your hair down and everybody was kind of waiting for, I suppose 
women to go and let their hair down a bit. 23 

Another participant in the research is a gay man who is also a 
staff member. His experiences of a recent fieldtrip show that the 
normalised heterosexuality that Trudy remembers so clearly is still 
an integral part: 

In terms of that fieldtrip thing is, I am forced to pass. My sexuality is just 
completely erased from that geography of the field experience. It has to 
be because otherwise we couldn't have a fieldtrip, you know ... Who would 
I sleep with ... that came out wrong, who would I bunk with? We'd have to 
confront it, we'd have to make something private, public, which everyone 
knows anyway, I am sure all the students know that I am gay ... I don't 
make a secret about it, at least I don't think I do, but it just gets erased. 24 
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Heterosexuality is so integral to the culture of residential geog­
raphy fieldtrips that to recognise other sexualities would mean that 
(in Mark's words) 'we couldn't have a fieldtrip'. For Mark, the fieldtrip 
means that he is 'forced to pass', to be someone that he is not, his 
embodied fieldwork is about the absence of particular sexual identi­
ties rather than the presence. Yet Mark's very bodily presence chal­
lenges these absences: 

It is one of these situations where my sexuality completely busts up the 
structures through which we live our lives, or we teach our students or 
we do geography ... It is also a very pragmatic example of how sexual­
ity and geography confront one another that I really never thought about 
... but nobody talks about, it's hard to talk about it. 25 

Both Trudy's and Mark's words describe and 'bust up' all of the 
cosiness and assurance conveyed in the quotations from the student 
handbook. Neither Trudy nor Mark feel comfortable at the fieldtrip 
party, neither of them get to define the party; rather than 'the room' 
becoming less unfamiliar, it seems to have become more so, even 
alienating. It would be highly unlikely that Trudy or Mark, even on a 
good night, would be able to or even want to 'take over the party' and 
make it a place to suit themselves. Thus the party metaphor becomes 
meaningful/less both in terms of what is said and what is left unsaid. 

CONCLUSION 
On residential geography fieldtrips, we never stop learning about 

being geographers - a particular kind of masculine, beer drinking, 
heterosexual, confident geographer - who is sure of who he meets, 
the space he is in. Even when the 'official' fieldwork stops and 'the 
party' begins, embodied fieldwork continues. I have argued that the 
fieldwork that is done on field trips can be read as both embodied and 
disembodied fieldwork. In particular, individual participant's expe­
riences of field trip parties may be experienced as particularly intense 
forms of embodied fieldwork. Heterosexual performances are wel­
come at the party, but other sexualities are erased. The metaphorical 
party and the 'real' party on a fieldtrip are meant for certain kinds of 
geographers. 

The metaphorical party which was used in a publication intended 
for prospective geographers and the 'real' party which some staff 
allow on residential geography fieldtrips (so that bonding between 
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participants may occur) are not coincidental. Rather the metaphori­
cal party and the 'real' party of the residential fieldtrip, work to­
gether to introduce, constitute and entrench specific ways of doing 
geography and being a geographer. What might the possibilities be if 
the opening metaphor in a student handbook had likened geography 
to a ballet performance?26 What might geography fieldtrips be like 
then? 

Karen Nairn is a doctoral student in the Geography Department 
at the University of Waikato, Aotearoa/New Zealand. Her doctoral 
research is entitled 'Constructing Identities: Gender, Geography and 
the Culture of Fieldtrips '. She is an experienced secondary teacher 
and left a position as Head of Department Geography to take up her 
university work. 
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Canterbury University Geography Department, Geography at Canter­
bury: A Handbook for JOO, 200 and 300 Level Students (Canterbury 
University, Christchurch, 1994). 
Residential field trips involve students staying away at least one or more 
nights. 
See J. G. Hammond, 'The Institutionalisation of Geography in New Zea­
land. An Interpretation', PhD, Massey University, 1992; G. Rose, Femi­
nism and Geography: The Limits of Geographical Knowledge (Univer­
sity of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis, 1993). 
J. R. Gold, A. Jenkins, R. Lee, J. Monk, J. Riley, I. Shepherd and D. 
Unwin, Teaching Geography in Higher Education (Basil Blackwell, 
Oxford, 1991) p. 27. 
L. Berg, 'Masculinity, Place, and a Binary Discourse of"Theory" and 
"Empirical Investigation" in the Human Geography of Aotearoa/New 
Zealand', Gender, Place and Culture, 1:2 (1994) pp. 245-60; G. Rose, 
'Geography as a Science of Observation: The Landscape, the Gaze and 
Masculinity', in F. Driver & G. Rose (eds), Nature and Science: Essays 
in the History of Geographical Knowledge (Historical Geography Re­
search Series, No. 28, February, 1992) pp. 8-79. 
Interview, 'Linda', November, 1994. The names of all the students and 
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'Claiming an Identity They Taught Me to 
Despise': 1 Lesbian Students Respond to the 
Regulation of Same Sex Desire 

KATHLEEN QUINLIVAN 

No recognition means silence, repression and isolation. (Isobel) 

It was a rumour that was going around and I just stopped deny­
ing it. People would just say to me 11.re you a, a, a, an?' and they 
wouldn't be able to say the word so I would say, 11. vegetarian? a 
pilot?', and they would in the end ask me and I'd just say, 'Yes'. 
(Belinda) 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND RESEARCH DESIGN 
Constructing young lesbians and gay men as a marginalised 'at 

risk' group within equity discourses is dangerous for both queer stu­
dents and their schools. As Shane Town and I have pointed out in our 
collaborative article, positioning lesbian and gay students as 'other' 
legitimates heterosexuality. And in framing their 'problem' as per­
sonal rather than institutional, the students' feelings of difference 
and dis-ease are reinforced. 2 The construction oflesbian and gay sexu­
ality as an individual student 'problem' means that school communi­
ties seldom have to examine the extent to which lesbian and gay stu­
dents' needs are met within their institutions and are unlikely to work 
towards changing their practices to ensure that their schools are in­
clusive of queer youth. Furthermore, constructing lesbian and gay 
students as passive victims makes it is easy to ignore the many ways 
in which they resist and in come cases, undo the regulation of sexu­
ality experienced by them in schools. 

Drawing on queer post structuralist conceptions of sexual iden­
tity as an unstable, shifting and evolving construct and resistance 
theories, this article explores the ways in which lesbian sexuality is 
regulated and constructed as deviant within the hetero normative dis­
courses operating in the micro-educational contexts of New Zealand 
secondary schools. 3 However schools are not the only context within 
which lesbian and gay youth explore their emerging sexual identities 
and their 'stories of desire and friendship persist despite hostile condi-
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tions'. 4 Therefore I also describe the resistance strategies ten young 
lesbian secondary school students in Aotearoa/ New Zealand drew 
on through their own lived experiences in order to survive and in 
some cases to challenge and transform their schools. Ultimately 
isolated acts of student resistance cannot change school practice 
and it is the responsibility of institutions, not students, to ensure 
the needs of queer students are met. I therefore close by suggesting 
that the curriculum may benefit all students by re-conceptualising 
sexuality as a fluid and changeable continuum rather than an ei­
ther/or choice. 

RESISTANCE THEORIES 
Bourdieu's notion of cultural capital can be used to understand 

the regulation of queer sexuality in schools.5 Within educational in­
stitutions heterosexuality could be perceived to be one form of cul­
tural capital, especially amongst students. Lesbian and gay students 
who do not possess this commodity are rendered silent and have to 
investigate other avenues to explore their emerging sexuality. Britzman 
suggested that the notion of 'sexual capital' may help us to under­
stand how sexual identities become normalised and also outlawed. 
This 'political economy of sexualities' can account for differences 
betweeri the use and exchange values of heterosexuality and homo­
sexuality. 6 It can explain ways in which lived experiences are ex­
changed and valued for social acceptance and perhaps most interest­
ingly can account for the fact that individuals can pursue expressions 
of desire and pleasure which have no market currency and can even 
result in social ostracism and rejection. 

DISCOURSE ANALYSIS 
Institutions such as schools are important agents for the trans­

mission of sexual beliefs and values. Foucault argues that it is the 
representation of subjects in language organised by particular dis­
cursive systems, including schools, that position subjects in relations 
of control, discipline and moral regulation. 7 Representations of sexu­
ality are a highly contested arena within schools. Watney suggests 
one reason for this is that schools represent 'a double threshold, be­
tween the privacy of the home and public space as well as between 
the categories of child and adult' .8 Within this context the neo-con­
servative moral right emphasise traditional ideas about gender and 
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sexual relations. Their values vie with those of liberal sexual plural­
ists who argue for more fluid and diverse representations of sexuality 
within schools.9 

Recently educational research has begun to explore the ways in 
which Foucault's sexual categories and the social practices which 
sustain them operate as discourses to shut down representations of 
lesbian and gay sexuality within schools.10 The first of these con­
structions is that of the asexual child, the commonly held belief 
that childhood is a period of sexual latency. As Watney points out 
this can be particularly disastrous for lesbian and gay youth be­
cause it denies them an identity in relation to their sexuality and 
shuts down discussions of their own sexuality. 11 It also calls into 
question their relationships with lesbian and gay adults, effectively 
severing them. 

When the discourse of the asexual child combines with the con­
struction oflesbian and gay adults as perverse, lesbian and gay youth 
are further alienated within their schools. 12 It is this discourse that is 
responsible for the stereotype of the predatory homosexual preying 
on innocent children. This construct ensures that lesbian and gay 
educators stay hidden in their schools for fear oflosing their jobs and 
experiencing harassment from students and colleagues. As a result 
few mentors and role models exist for lesbian and gay youth in 
schools.13 

Shane Town and I have undertaken collaborative qualitative stud­
ies into the secondary school experiences of young lesbians and 
gay men. I conducted interviews with ten young lesbians in 1993 
and he with ten young gay men during 1994. This approach has 
allowed us to focus on the differences as well as the similarities 
between the participant's experiences. While the experiences ofles­
bian and gay youth may have some similarities, because of the 
gendered constructs surrounding male and female sexuality, they 
manifested themselves differently and were dealt with in funda­
mentally different ways. 14 The data used in this article draws on my 
M.Ed. thesis investigating the secondary school experiences of ten 
young lesbian secondary school students, and our joint article ex­
ploring what queer pedagogy could offer in meeting the needs of 
lesbian and gay youth in schools. 15 

The lesbian participants were difficult to find, which proved later 
to be an indication of the silence that surrounded lesbian sexuality at 
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their schools. They were gained from a wide range of contacts in the 
lesbian community. The ten lesbians ranged in age from 15 to 25 and 
all self-identified as lesbian and pakeha. Therefore the perceptions 
of young lesbians who experience the complex oppression of race 
and sexual orientation are not within the scope of this study. When 
they were interviewed in 1993, the youngest participant was currently 
attending school and the oldest had left ten years ago. They were 
selected across two urban sites and attended a range of single sex and 
co-educational schools. Two schools were situated in provincial towns, 
the remaining eight in urban or suburban centres. Two young women 
moved from single sex schools to what they perceived as more pro­
gressive co-educational schools in their final year of school. 

From the beginning I endeavoured to make my subject position 
as a lesbian educator and a feminist clear. Two semi-structured inter­
views were conducted with the interviewees over two to three months 
during 1993. These were based on an interview schedule constructed 
by myself and were viewed by the participants prior to being inter­
viewed. The scope of the interviews allowed the participants to ex­
plore their perceptions of the following areas; the school curriculum, 
educators' and counsellors' attitudes, peer cultures, social and sexual 
activities, forming a lesbian identity and identity management strat­
egies. The participants were consulted at each step of the process as 
fully as was possible to provide feedback on my framing of their 
experiences. Pseudonyms were used for all participants and some 
details of schools were blurred to protect the participant's confiden­
tiality. 

CONSTRUCTING DESIRE ON THE MICRO LEVEL: 
Regulating Lesbian Sexuality In Secondary Schools 

'We' re not here to teach about homosexuality, we 're here to teach 
mathematics and English and physics and subjects like that. All this 
nonsense about 'isms' ... just detracts from what education is really 
about.' (secondary school Prim:ipal) 16 

Despite the fact that sexuality is a constant student preoccupa­
tion within schools its representation within the curriculum is tacitly 
heterosexual. 17 Positive constructions of lesbian and gay sexuality 
are either conspicuously absent or marginalised as one off sessions 
within the curriculum. 18 Recent research has shown that heterosexu­
ality within the school context functions as a form of social regula-
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tion and control and that heteronormative discourses serve to police 
gender roles and reinforce male/female binaries. 19 My findings show 
that this regulation leaves young lesbians in schools at best feeling 
invisible and isolated and at worst being on the receiving end of har­
assment and intimidation from their peers. In some cases, this is a 
process in which teachers collude. 

Four of the participants felt that the whole area of sexuality was 
dealt with inadequately at school, especially the two young lesbians 
who attended Catholic schools. They noted a lack of information and 
an emphasis on biological identification and processes at the expense 
of relationships. Isobel perceived that the information she received 
about female sexuality constructed it as a problem: 

Everything in sex education is pathologised. Your bodily functions are 

treated as problems. The problems of contraception, menstruation et­

cetera. I had a negative sensation about these functions and the things 

that were happening to me. {Isobel) 

Isobel's comments reflect the findings of Fine's research con­
ducted into the sexuality education of adolescent girls. 20 She revealed 
that positive constructions of female desire were conspicuously ab­
sent from the curriculum. It featured few positive constructions of 
female sexuality and advocated young women learning to defend 
themselves against active male sexuality by 'just saying no' .21 Ryan 
also refers to limited representations of female desire within school 
sexuality education programmes advocated by the neo-conservative 
right. 22 Sexuality is tied firmly into heterosexual framework of mar­
riage and babies. Within this context, expressions of female sexual 
desire, including lesbianism are unlikely to be heard. 23 

Previous research has drawn attention to the social construction 
ofheterosexism in health curricula and classroom practice by identi­
fying the silences that surround gay and lesbian sexuality.24 Five of 
the lesbian participants could not remember any mention oflesbian­
ism in the classroom. The lack of any acknowledgment of her emerg­
ing lesbian feelings by educators at Melissa 's school until she be­
came a senior student demonstrates how discourses of childhood in­
nocence operate to shut down and limit representations of female 
and lesbian sexuality in the curriculum25 : 

It was either the fifth or the sixth form before we were told, 'hey, lesbi­

ans exist'. (Melissa) 
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Eight of the participants had attempted to find information on les­
bian sexuality in their school libraries, seven of them found that their 
school libraries contained no information about lesbian issues. 

The silence which surrounded any mention of lesbianism gave a 
message to the lesbian participants that there must be something 
wrong with it. Isobel felt that the lack of acknowledgment oflesbian­
ism as a positive choice limited her opportunity for personal growth. 
The effects of institutional silence are that young lesbian women must 
either collude, thus silencing themselves, or be subject to multiple 
ostracisms from their peers and teachers. 

The limited mentions that were made of homosexuality referred 
to men. Generalised tentative and vague mentions of lesbian sexual­
ity, a lack of information and educators using homosexuality as an 
attention getting device reinforced the young womens ' feelings of 
invisibility: 

The one time I ever heard anything about homosexuality was in Art 

History, snigger, snigger, Michelangelo was gay, yet happy to be a 
really good artist ... it was one of those attention getting things and .. . 

it just wasn't addressed at all. (Vita) 

Negative peer reactions to the mention of lesbian sexuality in 
class reinforced their feelings that there must be something wrong 
and unacceptable about lesbianism. 

HARASSMENT AND HOMOPHOBIC ATTITUDES 
The peer group is a site in which much of our knowledge about 

'acceptable' gender and sexuality roles is constructed. Connell sug­
gests that students are active makers of sex/gender identities, in which 
they have complex social and psychic investments. 26 Peers play an 
important role in formulating adolescent beliefs and regulating their 
behaviour. Acting as self-regulators, peers police each other, shut­
ting down representations of sexuality which do not conform to tra­
ditional gender roles in order to maintain the homo/hetero and male/ 
female binaries. Students who step outside these categories are abused 
and ostracised. 

Verbal harassment was experienced by several of the young les­
bians from their peers. It took the form of general insults. One of 
Belinda's friends colluded with peers telling jokes about lesbians and 
gays which she found painful and insulting. Two examples of harass-
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ment focussed on the threat of discovery, being identified as a les­
bian was regarded as so distasteful that it was an insult. One student 
was keen to find out if Belinda was a lesbian and relentlessly pur­
sued her to get an answer. Melissa was on the receiving end of abu­
sive graffiti. Perhaps because less privilege is attached to femininity 
than masculinity, none of the young women experienced physical 
abuse because they were known to be lesbians. 27 However all the 
participants felt unsafe at school and feelings of exclusion from peers 
increased five of the young women's feelings of isolation. 

Six of the lesbian participants knew of lesbian and gay teachers 
being harassed because of their lesbian or gay sexuality. This increased 
the students' feelings that there was something wrong with being a 
lesbian. Seven of the young women felt that many of their teachers 
and counsellors were uncomfortable and in some cases, judgemental 
in their attitudes towards homosexuality and perceived that their nega­
tive attitudes spilt over into the classroom. Educators had colluded 
with the homophobic behaviour of students in several situations. Isobel 
felt very hurt when a teacher that she trusted silently colluded with 
the rest of her classmates against her, implying that she may have 
been a lesbian: 

There was one other time which was where she really hurt me ... and we 
were doing that really yukky getting to know you thing in class ... I 
turned around to this guy and he said 'So, have you had any boyfriends?' 
and I just remember hearing this silence in the class and all these gig­
gles and (the teacher) turning around from the blackboard and looking 
straight at me and giving me this really kind of sly grin of complicity 
but with them not with me. Like this sort of 'ha, they've got you now' . 
I remember it really hurting and I was devastated. {Isobel) 

Seven of the young women I interviewed perceived counsellors to 
be ill informed, untrustworthy and not worth talking to. Three of them 
perceived their school counsellors to be untrustworthy and lacking in 
confidentiality. For these reasons they did not approach them. Three 
young women were lucky enough to have the support of guidance coun­
sellors who enabled them to feel more comfortable and positive about 
themselves as young lesbians. The small number of the young women 
interviewed who received a great deal of support from strong women 
teachers and coUJ)sellors perceived that the support and modelling 
played a crucial role in improving their school experiences. 
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The regulation oflesbian sexuality within the participants' schools 
resulted in discourses which to some extent either silenced or negated 
constructions of queer sexuality. This resulted in all of the young women 
feeling isolated and disempowered. However they utilised a range of 
strategies in order to maintain themselves and continued to find ways 
to explore their sexualities within both erotic and political contexts. 

LESBIAN STUDENTS' RESISTANCE STRATEGIES 
It was seldom possible for the participants to explore options in 

secondary schools which moved beyond the limited conceptions of 
sexuality presented by hetero normative discourses; however they 
all developed resistance strategies to survive. Silence can also be 
perceived as resistance and within hostile school environments, it 
was often a very sensible strategy for the participants to adopt.28 

All but one young lesbian perceived that 'coming out' at school 
would endanger their physical and emotional well being. Therefore 
seven lesbian participants chose not to disclose their sexuality to 
other people for fear of receiving verbal and physical abuse, in­
creasing their feelings of isolation from their peer group, and hav­
ing to deal with rejection. Rachel perceived her silence made her 
feel safe. Cathy compartmentalised her lesbian life, leading it se­
cretly outside school. 

Constructing a heterosexual identity was another resistance strat­
egy employed by the participants to keep themselves safe and be 
accepted by their teachers, peer group and family. Vita perceived that 
even though people saw her not conforming to feminine gender ex­
pectations, pretending to be heterosexual was enough to disguise her 
attraction to women: 

(Having relationships with guys) also disguised how others wouldn't 
think that I was gay .. . The fact that I had boyfriends was good enough. 
People knew that I was like a tomboy but they just didn't click on. (Vita) 

Adopting asexual roles was another fonn of resistance employed 
by the lesbian participants to keep themselves safe. These strate­
gies included; projecting a 'feminine' image so that you did not fit 
into stereotyped perceptions people had oflesbians as 'masculine', 
over-achieving academically, culturally and on the sports field (this 
was a valuable one because you received praise and recognition 
from the school) and playing the role of the class clown and the 
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problem solver/ counsellor amongst peers. 
Many of the survival strategies lesbian and gay students use to 

resist the regulation process caused the participants a great deal of 
distress. The effects of them have been documented widely in educa­
tional research and include depression, low self-esteem, deteriora­
tion of school-work, truancy, dysfunctional peer group and family 
relationships, alcohol and drug use, self destructive behaviour and 
suicide ideation.29 These effects were all experienced to some extent 
by the participants. 

Jackie felt that the isolation she experienced as a result of being 
a lesbian has affected her level of openness with people later in life. 
Cathy felt that having to hide her lesbianism for a long period of time 
has made it difficult for her to express her feelings. Isobel felt that 
the negative messages she received about being a lesbian meant that 
she has repressed the sexual side of herself which has affected her 
ability to be intimate with other people: 

I think that deep down I've felt it's not okay to feel those things that it's 
really quite disgusting to feel physical pleasure or attraction or desire 
for another woman and I never thought of that as having anything to do 
with my sexuality before as it relates to other women but I think now 
that it probably does. (Isobel) 

While five of the lesbian participants contemplated suicide, none 
of them actually attempted it. The five who contemplated suicide 
said that it was because of a number of factors, only one of which 
was being a lesbian. 

CHALLENGE AND TRANSFORMATION 
Four of the young women moved beyond the use of survival strat­

egies and created new venues within which they could explore their 
emerging lesbian identities. 30 Several decided to come out to their 
friends which in most cases made them feel less isolated and better 
about themselves as young lesbians. Two of them consciously moved 
to liberal co-educational schools where there were identified gay and 
lesbian staff. Out lesbian teachers taught at the last school that Alice 
attended. In addition to creating an atmosphere that was safe for her 
as a young lesbian, they modelled a range of ways ofbeing a lesbian, 
she perceived this widened her choices as she created herself as a 
young lesbian: 
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I think that I was lucky that when I was coming out I had a few lesbians 
around me, like at school, old and young, closeted, butch, femme so I 
was never confronted with one particular image of what a lesbian is. 
(Alice) 

Eight of the young women often felt more comfortable interact­
ing with adults than with their peers because their emerging lesbian 
identity placed them on the outside of their peer group. The adults 
included feminist, lesbian and gay teachers at their schools and within 
the wider community. Five of the lesbian participants felt their at­
tractions had a strong sexual component with one student having a 
relationship with a teacher at her school, while the remaining four 
perceived that they worshipped the women from afar. Whatever the 
form the relationship took, the adults served as important role mod­
els to the young women, encouraged them to develop their talents 
and in some cases provided them with information about support 
agencies outside the school. 

Feminist and lesbian communities provided venues for four of 
the lesbian participants to explore their emerging identities. In addi­
tion to informal friendships formed through lesbian and feminist or­
ganisations, groups such as Womens Icebreakers31 and lesbian and 
gay run telephone services were perceived by the participants to be 
important. Firstly to establish initial contact and later to provide a 
venue to explore constructions oflesbian and gay sexuality and gain 
ongoing support: 

I think sub-consciously that ( the Womens Centre) was my stepping stone. 
I didn't realise it at the time but that was the way forward for me to 
come out in a safe environment. (Melissa) 

In the sexual relationship she enacted with a teacher, Cathy's 
exploration of lesbian desire was pleasurable and exciting, despite 
the fact that it placed her on the outside of her peers and she risked 
social ostracism. 32 

Despite Cathy experiencing difficulty with the secretive nature 
of the relationship and the differences in their ages, her affair with 
the teacher provided her with a way in which to explore the erotic 
dimensions of her emerging sexuality. While the relationship was 
secretive and removed Cathy from her peers, it provided a powerful 
venue for her to explore her sexual attraction to other women: 
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In a way it was almost like the storybook, living out one of those fanta­
sies ... it was all very romantic ... I found her incredibly attractive and 
very knowledgeable and grownup. (Cathy) 

During the course of the research, Belinda, the youngest of the 
lesbian participants and the only one currently attending school made 
the decision to come out as a lesbian at her school. The 1994 Human 
Rights Act and the recently revised Ministry of Education Guide­
lines legislation provided legal backup which she could call on to 
ensure her school knew that it had a clear legal obligation not to 
discriminate on the basis of sexual orientation and to ensure that it 
provided safe physical and emotional environments for students. 33 

While she acknowledged that it was not an easy process, Belinda 
perceived that she has gained the respect of her peers and teachers 
because of her openness about her sexuality: 

People seem to respect me more because I'm so open about it and proud, 
I'm not scared to openly say I'm a lesbian. (Belinda) 

The presence of Belinda and young lesbian and bisexual women 
at her school, within the dominant school hetero normative dis­
courses has critiqued and revealed their construction and has ena­
bled her to challenge and transform hetero normative discourses 
within the school. To this end she has worked with staff to incorpo­
rate lesbian and gay sexuality into the Health curriculum and es­
tablished support for lesbian and bisexual students formally and 
informally within the school. The principal used the Human Rights 
legislation during one assembly specifically to talk about how the 
school would not tolerate discrimination on the grounds of sexual 
orientation after she received complaints about harassment from 
the lesbian and bisexual support group Belinda established within 
the school. 

These four students moved beyond survival. While several ac­
tively enacted strategies which allowed them to develop their sexual­
ity personally, Belinda resisted dominant hetero normative discourses 
within her school in order to transform school practices, making it a 
more inclusive environment for lesbian and bisexual youth. The re­
search process played a crucial part in enabling a number of the par­
ticipants to explore a range of representations of sexuality and trans­
form the lives of themselves and others. 
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QUEERING THE PITCH: lmpllcatlons For Educational Practice 
The research process provided one of the first venues for most of 

the participants to articulate their experiences and have them vali­
dated. While their stories were often painful, their telling proved to 
be an empowering and in some senses, cathartic experience, both for 
the participants and for Shane and I. 34 This venue provided an oppor­
tunity for the participants to understand their constructions and 
marginalisation within schools which had silenced positive repre­
sentations of lesbian and gay sexuality. It also enabled them to posi­
tively claim their sexual identities and provide support and encour­
agement for their friends. In Belinda 's case she decided to come out 
at school and attempted to transform it to meet her needs. Toni gained 
the personal strength to come out to her mother and establish a venue 
for other young lesbians to support and affirm themselves: 

Being part of this research was a bit of an awakening ... It gave me the 
strength to come out to my mother ... and it has moved me to take posi­
tive action so that the isolation I felt need not be felt by others that 
follow .. . I think I got more out of this than you did. (Toni) 

The research process also provided an opportunity for the partici­
pants to explore aspects of their sexuality which moved beyond lim­
ited constructions of sexuality as an either or choice within the limit­
ing homo/hetero binary. Within this context, sexuality was able to be 
perceived as a shifting changing continuum and a place where pleas­
ure and variety can be explored. Cathy was interested in exploring the 
continuum beyond the narrow prescriptions of the lesbian label: 

At the moment, I'm thinking quite seriously about bisexuality ... I'm 
thinking, oh god, if they can say they are (bisexual) and haven't slept 
with any men and I've slept with men and I'm staunchly sticking to 
being a lesbian, then it's the word that people are using differently rather 
than the actual meaning behind it. (Cathy) 

Ultimately, it should not be the responsibility of students such as 
Belinda to educate her own teachers and peers. As Melissa pointed 
out, there are enough strains on young lesbians in schools as it is: 

[It should be] done for them. [Young lesbians] shouldn't have to do it 
themselves, it's tough enough anyway. (Melissa) 

The solution to the regulation of lesbian and gay sexuality lies 
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within educational institutions. Schools need to work towards re con­
ceptualising sexuality as fluid and changeable. This would allow stu­
dents, regardless of their sexual orientation, to explore a range of 
sexual identities and their implications along a continuum. Within 
this framework heterosexuality can be discussed, deconstructed and 
its construction as a discourse explored rather than assumed. 35 

This 'universalising' rather than 'minoritising' view of sexuality 
would destabilise heterosexuality, benefiting gay, lesbian, bisexual 
and heterosexual youth alike through a recognition of the diversity 
and difference which exists within communities.36 

Kathleen Quinlivan is investigating ways in which queer theo­
ries and pedagogies can be used to create inclusive secondary schools 
for lesbian, gay and bisexual youth for her Ph.D. in Education at 
Canterbury University. She is also a part-time English lecturer at 
the Christchurch College of Education. 
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Hetero-sexing Girls: 
'Distraction' and Single-Sex School Choice 

SUE WATSON 

Research into single-sex schooling for girls has pointed out some 
of the discourses of femininity that are invoked in such a context; 
desires for academic success and equal opportunity as well as for 
'appropriate, safe, socialisation' . 1 While this research examines the 
relationship between single-sex schooling and discourses of femi­
ninity, the focus is on the ways in which these discourses are negoti­
ated and contested. It does not consider how femininity is itself pro­
duced in such a context. Femininity, and related notions of gender 
and heterosexuality, are taken for granted as pre-existent, 'natural' 
categories of identification. Following contemporary feminist theo­
rists such as Butler, feminist educationalists have come to under­
stand gender and heterosexuality as effects of discourse, which are 
produced in and through the schooling process.2 It is therefore in the 
negotiation and contestation of discourses offemininity, that the very 
notion of femininity is itself constituted and sustained. 

From this perspective, the focus of research and theoretical work 
for feminist educators is on exploring the ways in which discourse 
works to produce effects, such as gender and heterosexuality. If we 
can understand something of the ways in which discursive effects are 
produced, we can then begin to think about how they might be con­
tested or undone. Butler develops the notion of performativity to de­
scribe the process of discursive production. She describes 
performativity as: 'the reiterative and citational practice by which 
discourse produces the effect that it names'. 3 

The reiterative power of discourse is such that it not only pro­
duces gender and heterosexuality as effects, but it also regulates and 
constrains them. Indeed, it is in the process of regulation and con­
straint that these effects are materialised. Butler argues that this proc­
ess is achieved through reiteration of the 'normal' as well as the 'ab­
ject' . By abject, Butler refers to: 'those "unlivable" and "uninhabit­
able" zones of social life' which constitute the boundaries of social 
life. It is the abject which defines the boundaries of what is allowable 
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and in doing so, constitutes the 'normal'. So, while these discourses 
are constituted as binaries; they are in fact interdependant and serve 
to define one another. For example, the process of assuming a gender 
identity, that of 'girl', is one in which certain sexed identifications 
are enabled and in which others are 'dis-allowed' .5 The emphasis, 
then, is on what kind of girl one should be and while this work is 
being done, the focus is taken away from questioning how or why the 
category 'girl' comes to be at all. 

In relation to girls' schools, the notion of reiteration opens up the 
possibility for a different perspective on their potential for subver­
sion of the gender regime. It is my contention that reiteration of the 
'norms' of gender and heterosexuality will be most necessary and 
forcible at sites where their 'naturalness' most risks exposure. Rather 
than seeing girls' schools as sites where gender and heterosexuality 
are taken for granted, perhaps they can be viewed as sites where the 
'naturalness' of these discourses is threatened and therefore, where 
they are most in need of reinforcement? In other words, girls' schools 
can offer the potential for subversion and contestation of the dis­
courses of gender and heterosexuality. 

My interest here is in the ways in which gender and heterosexu­
ality are constituted via single-sex schooling and how these effects 
are both produced and regulated. Rather than undertaking research 
in girls' schools as a kind of 'archaeological dig' to search for the 
sedimented effects of the discourses of gender and heterosexuality, I 
have focussed on the reasons why some girls and their parents choose 
single-sex schools. The processes by which school choices are made 
may be viewed as a discursive field through which girls and their 
parents must negotiate their way. 6 As will be apparent from the inter­
view extracts presented here, in the case of single-sex schools, this 
discursive field is a rich source of discourses related to gender and 
heterosexuality- discourses which constitute and define the norm as 
well as the abject. Choice of school is therefore a focal point which 
will enable me to begin to explore girls' schools as a site of discur­
sive production. 

The interview material was derived from interviews I undertook 
with three families from different social-class backgrounds, whose 
daughters wanted to attend the same state girls' secondary school 
(Sheppard High) the following year.7 All of the girls were ' out of 
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zone' for the school which had a high social-class intake and was 
able to operate an enrolment scheme as it was oversubscribed. In 
each family, I interviewed the parents together, and then their daugh­
ters who, at that time, were twelve or thirteen years of age and in 
Form Two. I wanted to get a sense of the processes and reasoning that 
were underlying their choice of Sheppard High, as well as some un­
derstanding of the educational histories and life experiences of the 
parents which might be seen as influential in their choices. 

Taking up Butler's theory of the ways in which discursive pro­
duction works to produce the effects of gender and heterosexuality, 
here I re-visit the interview data to unravel some of the apparently 
contradictory aspirations expressed by the girls and their parents for 
choosing Sheppard High. If, as Butler theorises, one of the ways dis­
cursive production works is via reiteration of both the normal and 
the abject, I would expect to find evidence of both of these types of 
discourse throughout the interviews in relation to gender and hetero­
sexuality. Furthermore, if single-sex schooling for girls contains the 
possibility for subverting dominant discourses of femininity, and 
thereby undermining the binary relation by which femininity is con­
stituted in relation to masculinity, then such schools may also have 
the potential to disrupt the hetero-sexual imperative supported by the 
binary of gender. If the hetero-sexual 'norm' is seen to be threatened 
by the single-sex character of the school, I would expect to see the 
'naturalness' of this form of sexuality reinforced. 

As the interviews were undertaken with families from very dif­
ferent backgrounds, the extracts presented here begin to show the 
ways that heterosexual discourses are mediated through differing 
social class contexts. 

THE HUNT FAMILY 
Sarah and Richard Hunt live in a middle-class suburb with their 

three children. Sarah is a registered nurse and Richard is a partner in 
a relatively large law practice. Both attended single-sex schools. 
Richard began by asserting that the single-sex character of the school 
as well as the curriculum were of equal importance in their decision 
to send their daughter Anna to Sheppard High. For Sarah, the cur­
riculum was key. However, when Richard went on to assert his belief 
in the value of single-sex schooling, Sarah defended his argument. 



118 • Sue Watson 

Richard: 

Sue: 
Sarah: 

Richard: 

Sarah: 
Richard: 
Sarah: 

'I think the courses [ were behind their choice] and the concept 
that we wanted a single-sex school.' 
'Why?' 
'In my case [when she was at school], there was no choice. But 
having said that, when we looked at what the options were, we still 
felt, that whether it was a coed. school or single-sex, the main 
thing was the curriculum they offered. If you prioritise it, if you 
look at the curriculum then you look at the other features that 
you want, that's why we did it.' 
'I don't believe it, sorry. When you're at school, it's good not to 
be distracted, that influenced me.' 
'It may seem to some people that it's a narrow view but .. .' 
'But you certainly don't have to worry about .. .' 
'But you see these days, it's certainly not like when we were at 
school. I mean these kids don't seem to have a problem relating 
with boys or the boys don't seem to have a problem relating to 
girls because they have a lot more things where the boys come to 
the girls' schools. They're always having dances, and they're al­
ways having lunch time things where the boys come over. It's not 
something silly like it was in our day. I mean if a boy came to our 
school, the poor boy was probably so embarrassed, the girls would 
go hysterical and cram into the windows, I mean, that sort of 
thing doesn't happen .. .' 

In this extract, it seems that the Hunts believe a single-sex school 
is able to offer freedom from the 'distractions' of boys, yet they do 
not intend that the girls will have no contact at all and therefore be 
unable to 'relate' to them. It is as if girls' schools offer a means by 
which contact with boys can be controlled so as to enable the girls to 
study away from distractions, but not at the expense of their 'normal' 
heterosexual development. 

The view of distraction from their daughter Anna's point of view 
is different to that of her parents who think that girls will be attracted 
to, and therefore distracted by, boys. In contrast, Anna describes some 
of the gender dynamics of the Form Two co-educational class she 
was in at the time where (at least at her age) far from being attracted 
to the boys, she describes the ways in which some of the boys ac­
tively set out to distract her away from her school work. 

Sue: 
Anna: 

'What do you think about single-sex schools as opposed to coed?' 
'I like coed. schools but I think I could handle single-sex be-
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cause sometimes the boys, you have to act like quite a rebel 
around them, sort of act quite cool around them otherwise they'll 
hassle you sometimes. And they sometimes annoy you when 
you're working.' 

Sue: 'Who do they hassle and pick on then?' 
Anna: 'Sometimes like if you're doing your work and they don't want 

to do it or something they sometimes hassle you for doing the 
work. Sometimes they say things like "goody good" or some­
thing like that. ' 

Sue: 'What do you do when they say that?' 
Anna: 'I just ignore them. It doesn't happen too often but it's just any­

one that's working. Sometimes I think I would like a single-sex 
school 'cause you can make quite a lot of friends and you'd be 
able to get down and work and it'd be quite fun.' 

One of the reasons Anna wants to go to Sheppard High is that it 
offers a kind of sanctuary away from the behaviour of the boys and 
she looks forward to the prospect of making friends and being able to 
work undisturbed in a single-sex school. The view of distraction ex­
pressed by Anna's parents suggests to me a kind of anxiety, as if they 
feel the need to defend the merits of single-sex schooling against a 
perception 'out there' that it will lead to 'abnormal' development. 
They want Anna to become neither overly-obsessed with boys, nor 
unable to relate to them. Anna's apparent unawareness of this need 
for 'normal' development means that she looks forward to being in 
an all-girls environment where she can get on with what is really 
important to her, her school work. The friends she wants to be with 
are girls and it is apparently of no importance to her that she main­
tain some contact with boys. 

THE ALLEN FAMILY 
The Allen family, while sharing the same desire for their daugh­

ter to achieve educationally, have very different backgrounds and life 
experiences to the Hunts. Rita Allen attended her local co-educa­
tional high school and left at the end of the Fourth Form to work with 
her mother in a railway cafeteria and since that time she has always 
had unskilled or semi-skilled work. She now works full-time as a 
meat packer. Her husband Bruce left college after eighteen months 
to do an apprenticeship which he never completed and from there 
had a series of unskilled jobs. His main interest was the guitar and he 
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spent many years playing in bands. He now works as an itinerant 
music teacher. The Allens both have children from previous mar­
riages, none of whom completed their School Certificate year. Be­
cause of their own lack of educational opportunities, and those of 
their older children, the Allens are determined that Patricia's experi­
ence will be different. 

Rita: 'I want Patricia in a sense to try and be one of the next generation 
that would not be unemployed, on the dole. I mean, who knows, 
she could probably throw this all off in our face and be a mother 
at sixteen or seventeen. I hope not. I can say I hope not. I want 
her to do something, do something with her life. Work in a ca­
reer, whatever she chooses to do, you know. I want her to stay at 
school as long as it takes.' 

Bruce: 'I'd like her to get to university or something like that. That's 
what I've got in mind. I'd like her to do things like that.' 

The threat of an 'unwanted' pregnancy is, for the Allens, an event 
that would materialise Patricia's failure and educational achievement 
is to be the way up and out of such a fate. Rita and Bruce believe that 
the way in which Patricia will achieve is to be around students who 
want to learn and they do not see this being provided by the coeduca­
tional schools in the working-class area where they live. It is there­
fore the social class mix of students at Sheppard High, rather than 
the single-sex character of the school, which initially attracted them. 
However, through the interview process with me, they began to think 
about the latter. 

Sue: 

Bruce: 

Rita: 

'Do you think there is something a single-sex school can offer 
that a coed. can't?' 
'Put their mind on learning rather than worrying about what the 
other .. .' 
'Well, I think, now since you said that to me over the phone and 
why the interview, I thought, oh, I never thought about it that 
way. But why, is there a reason, and Patricia's was, she actually 
said to me. I said: "Why do you want to go to Sheppard High?" 
At one point, and she said, "I don't want to go to the same school 
as the boys, they distract me". She actually said that. Whether it's 
just out of the mouth of babes I don't know. But anyway, I just 
left that hanging. And I think too, I looked at it this way, that 
there's this sexist thing, male versus female. I can do anything 
you can do better type of thing. You get that in a competitive type 
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of- I don't know how to put that in words. You got that, but um, 
I think, distraction, yes she will be, she could be. But I never 
really thought that's because sending her to a single-sex school. 
Once again, we wanted her educated.' 

While the Hunts are anxious to ensure that Anna develops 'nor­
mally' in a single-sex environment, the Allens are resisting 'normal' 
because for them, normal is educational failure, and/or an 'unwanted' 
pregnancy. The threat is not about what Patricia could become if she 
attends a single-sex school, but what she might become if she does 
not attend. 

There is a huge weight of expectation and responsibility riding 
on Patricia. It is as if she is going to make up for the lost opportuni­
ties of her parents and step-brothers and sisters a responsibility she is 
well aware of. 

Sue: 'What do you think your parents want you to do with your life?' 
Patricia: 'Don't throw it away but just do what I want to do but don't 

throw it away like my brother did. I wanna kill him. It's a waste 
ofa life.' 

Patricia is convinced that being at a single-sex school is essential 
if she is to succeed and like Anna Hunt, she was subject to sex-based 
harassment at the co-educational school she was attending at the time. 

Sue: 'Why do you want to go to Sheppard High?' 
Patricia: 'I don't know, I just wanted to go there. I didn't want boys around 

cause of all the things they do to you. They become a pain, espe­
cially when they get older, ugh. I can work easier if the boys 
would just leave me alone. And if they 're there, I just get weird 
and get all aggro, can't work. It just puts me off working. Plus 
when you get to an age, I thought, oh, I might get to this age so I 
thought oh, um, well I might be interested in boys and if they're 
at my school I'd get distracted and always get into trouble for not 
working and then not handing in my homework on time. But if 
they weren't at the school I'll get all my stuff done, I can do 
whatever I want.' 

Patricia wants to escape the sex-based harassment she experi­
ences from the boys now, but she also believes she will one day be­
come interested in boys herself, thus moving from aversion to desire. 
This attraction has a kind of inevitability to it as if it is a process that 
is beyond Patricia's control. It is an inevitability she seeks to avoid 
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before it happens, while she is still not interested in boys and there­
fore able to action her resistance. Patricia seems to see two possible 
outcomes as mutually exclusive. The first is heterosexual desire and 
the second is educational achievement. The means of escaping the 
outcome of heterosexual desire (educational failure) is to be in a sin­
gle-sex school since a girls' school provides a means of protection 
from her own desires. 

THE SMITH FAMILY 
Doug Smith left home at fifteen to go to a farm training school 

but because his father was unable to finance him onto a farm, he 
followed his brother into the police force and he is now a senior po­
lice officer. Wendy Smith was encouraged to achieve at school and 
on matriculation in Australia she went to teachers' college, although 
she left after the first year. Wendy works part-time as a sales repre­
sentative and her employment makes a vital contribution to the fam­
ily finances. 

Wendy and Doug express definite opinions about 'equality be­
tween the sexes'. They believe there are innate differences between 
boys and girls, and express resistance to liberatory discourses which, 
in their view, challenge these differences. Wendy and Doug believe 
that boys and girls should be given the same opportunities and that 
the outcomes are a result of either free choice or biological differ­
ence. Wendy has appropriated some feminist ideas about equality 
and she challenged the local school about the resources they were 
providing to cater to the needs of girls. In their home life, Wendy 
described the way she and Doug share some tasks. 

Wendy: ' I mean, I've been lucky in that I've been away on holidays on 
my own. I mean he's not chauvinist but then I wouldn't say I'm 
particularly the hairy leg brigade either. I think we have a fairly 
balanced type of household, don't you?' 

Their ideas about gender equality provide a backdrop for under­
standing their views on single-sex schooling for girls. The Smiths 
wanted their daughter Karen to attend Sheppard High because of the 
single-sex character of the school. 
Sue: 'Do you think there is something a single-sex school can offer 

girls that a coed ... can't?' 
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Wendy: 'Yes, definitely ... at a coed. school you're competing against 
your peers. It is often hard to be seen to be better than the boys.' 

Doug: 'It 's all a part of growing up. lfboys are in the same environment 
as the girls there's more chance of them interacting to the detri­
ment of their education. They can meet boys after school which 
they do anyway.' 

Wendy: 'In a situation, boys tend to be more dominant.' 
Sue: 'Girls interact with boys and get distracted at school, is that what 

you were thinking?' 
Doug: 'I think that's life isn't it? I mean Karen is now sort of giggling 

and talking about boys.' 
Wendy: 'You know, I think it is generally acknowledged that girls do bet­

ter at a single-sex school. I mean, she is quite academic.' 

The contradictory nature of discourses of femininity are high­
lighted in this extract. First, boys are seen to be more dominant than 
girls. Secondly, in terms of their sexuality, Doug believes that girls 
are attracted to boys and thereby distracted by them. This attraction 
is regarded as both normal and inevitable, but ' detrimental' . Thirdly, 
there is the notion that bright girls benefit from a single-sex environ­
ment since it enables them to achieve academically without distrac­
tions. The implied corollary of this is that less able girls are 'allowed' 
to disregard academic pursuits in favour of 'romance' . This tension 
between academic achievement and heterosexual desire echoes that 
expressed by Patricia Allen. 

While wanting to protect their daughter from the distractions of 
boys, the Smiths are equally keen to ensure that she develops hetero­
sexual behaviour and that she is not kept entirely separate from the 
male sex; 'they can meet the boys after school' . Resisting sexual 
harassment is one thing, but it mustn't be taken 'too far' . Wendy's 
reference to the 'hairy leg brigade', her term for radical feminists , 
materialises this particular threat for her. 

Karen looks forward to attending a single-sex school as a means 
of escape from the disruptive behaviour of the boys, and, like her 
parents, she thinks that girls will be attracted to boys, and that this 
will take their minds off their work. 

Sue: 
Karen: 

'What do you think about single-sex schools?' 
'The girls would probably, you'd do better because you'd like, 
you won't have the boys sort of being stupid and showing off.' 



124 • Sue Watson 

Sue: 
Karen: 
Sue: 
Karen: 
Sue: 
Karen: 

'Is that what you notice at your school?' 
'You won't be distracted by them.' 
'Are you distracted by boys now?' 
'Not really, but when they get a bit older they probably will be.' 

'Why would you be happy just to be with girls?' 
'College is important and you should make the most of the op­

portunities. Keep your mind on your work and stuff.' 

The impression is that while Karen is not attracted to boys now, 
she believes a change will come over 'them' (girls) as 'they' grow 
older. It is interesting to note her use of the third person pronoun 
(they), apparently as a means of distancing herself from such girls. 

Like Anna and Patricia, Karen wants to succeed educationally. 
Sheppard High offers fulfilment of their desires because, as a single­
sex school, it is perceived to be able to offer a sanctuary away from 
the more harmful, 'distracting' aspects of heterosexuality. However, 
at the same time, the normality and inevitability of heterosexual de­
sire remains uncontested. 

The term distraction was used in two very different ways in the 
extracts; both related to the dynamics of heterosexual desire. The first 
view of distraction relates to the tension between harassment and at­
traction. All of the girls describe the ways they are distracted away 
from their school work by the sex-based harassment they experience 
from the boys now and yet they all see themselves as one day being 
attracted to and therefore distracted by the boys when they are older. 
This is a belief also shared by their parents. Somehow, the girls' desire 
must be transformed via the hetero-sexual imperative from a desire to 
be away from boys, to a desire to be with them. Here, the productive 
and regulatory effects of discourse are manifest as the 'naturalness' of 
heterosexuality produces and shapes the girls' desires. 

At the same time as the girls ( and their parents) believe they will 
and should become attracted to boys, the consequences of this attrac­
tion are seen as potentially dangerous. A tension is set up between 
sexuality and intellectuality whereby the expression of one will be at 
the detriment of the other. This works both ways so that in separating 
girls from boys to enable academic achievement, there is always a 
threat that they will fail to develop their heterosexuality. On the other 
hand, girls who engage in the dynamics of heterosexual desire threaten 
their chances of educational success. It is a point similar to that which 
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Walkerdine makes in exploring the contradictions for girls' achieve­
ment in mathematics. 8 She discusses the tension between discourses 
of passivity associated with the nurturing work that women are to do 
and the capacity for reason and rationality which are seen to be the 
basis for performance in mathematics. 

Single-sex schools balance a complex array of discourses. On 
the one hand they are seen to be able to offer educational success to 
girls but on the other there is always the threat that they will do so at 
the expense of the heterosexual imperative. Girls' schools provide a 
kind of 'time-out', an escape from the dynamics of heterosexual de­
sire, but at the same time they must prepare girls to accept and will­
ingly take up their place within these dynamics when they leave 
school. It is tempting here to think of girls' schools as a kind of nun­
nery but with a key difference. While nuns take a vow of chastity for 
life, these girls are to make a vow oflimited tenure only. Chastity and 
separation from boys is to be for the purpose of academic achieve­
ment; it is not intended that the girls' removal from heterosexual dy­
namics be permanent. The girls are expected to achieve but not at the 
expense of their 'normal' heterosexual development. 

HETEROSEXUAL SCHOOLING 
I began by suggesting that girls' schools may be read as sites 

where gender and heterosexuality are discursively produced. Butler 
argues that it is in reiteration of both abject and normal discourses 
that discursive production occurs and that these discourses are con­
stituted as binaries which serve to materialise one another. I would 
therefore expect to find evidence ofboth the abject and the normal in 
the reasons given by the girls and their parents for choosing a single­
sex school. The abject takes on different forms in different familial 
and social contexts. For the Hunts, the abject is materialised by girls 
who lack discretion in their relationships with boys or who are un­
able to 'relate' to them. For the Allens, the abject is materialised in 
the pregnant body of a teenage girl, while for the Smiths, abjection is 
personified by the 'hairy leg brigade'; radical feminists who have 
taken things 'too far'. But perhaps the ultimate (and unarticulated) 
form of the abject for these parents would be if their daughters 'failed' 
to identify as heterosexual at all? 

Through these abject discourses the limits and expressions of 
heterosexual desite are defined. In these terms, girls' schools can be 
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read as sites which are seen as being able to regulate heterosexual de­
sire and yet, in the very process of regulation, heterosexuality is re­
produced as both natural and inevitable. Furthermore, the heterosexual 
imperative requires and regulates the regime of gender based on differ­
ence, one which is taken for granted by the girls and their parents and 
which is founded on a relation of dominance. As the Smiths state, 'In a 
situation, boys tend to be more dominant'; therefore, girls can only be 
dominant in a context in which there are no boys. Single-sex schools 
are seen to be able to provide a respite from the relations of dominance 
sustained by gender and the discourse of equal opportunity also en­
courages girls to struggle against this hierarchy. However, as for het­
erosexuality, while some of the effects of gender are contested, the 
naturalness of gender is not. Indeed, single-sex schools by their very 
name piroritise gender as a primary form of identification. 

SUBVERSIVE POSSIBILITIES? 
But what possibilities do girls' schools offer for subversion of 

the regime of gender and for the imperative of heterosexuality to be 
questioned? I have argued that these schools are sites where the nor­
mal and the abject are most in need of reiteration precisely because 
they are sites where the 'naturalness' of gender and heterosexuality 
may be contested. If this is the case, what form might this contesta­
tion take? Butler argues that it is in the process of discursive produc­
tion that the potential for a 'productive crisis' or a 'failure to repeat' 
is to be found. The parents envisaged a potential crisis for their daugh­
ter's heterosexuality by separating them from boys. Is there some­
thing in this separation that offers the possibility for the girls to criti­
cally re-think the ways in which gender and heterosexuality are con­
stituted as normal and inevitable? Does this 'space away' provide a 
powerful opportunity for the girls to consider other ways of doing 
gender and of expressing sexuality? 

It is of interest that these girls are entering a single-sex school at 
the very time that they are beginning to question and resist the domi­
nance and sex-based harassment from the boys in their classrooms. 
Girls' schools may be seen as providing a means of silencing their 
resistance by channelling it into the pursuit of academic success. How­
ever, they may also provide a context in which girls can voice and 
action their resistance and to consider how and why it is that gender 
relations are socially produced via compulsory heterosexuality. 
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Sue Watson worked as an English teacher, then completed her 
Masters degree in education policy. For the past three years she has 
been employed as a Research Fellow on The Smithfield Project at 
Victoria University where she is now a Jui/time PhD stu_dent. 
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Third year, Stage Ill undergraduate and first year gradu­
ate students (Honours or first year M.A. students) are 
invited to submit essays of up to 5,000 words to the Jour­
nal by 31 December 1996. The submissions will be read 
by members of the Women's Studies Journal editorial 
collective. The chosen essay will, if suitable, be pub­
lished in the . Women's Studies Journal and its author 
will receive a two year subscription to the Journal. 

The Women's Studies Journal welcomes contributions 
from a wide range of feminist positions and discipli­
nary backgrounds. It has a primary, but not exclusive, 
focus on women's studies in Aotearoa/New Zealand. 

Submissions to or for further Information contact: 

Phyllis Herda 
Women's Studies Journal 
Women's Studies Programme 
University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019, Auckland 

Contact: Tel (09) 373 7599 ext. 5057 



Commentary: 
The Nineties ... Men in Women's Space 

At two recent meetings of the new Auckland collective of the 
Women s Studies Journal, the Journals policy that only women should 
be published was discussed. Full membership of the Women's Stud­
ies Association (NZ) is restricted to women and the Women's Studies 
Journal is the journal of the Association. The majority of the collec­
tive felt that times had changed and that it could now be appropriate 
to accept male contributors. However, some members felt strongly 
that the Journal should only accept contributions by women. Any 
decision to change the current policy will have to be decided on at 
the AGM of the Association, which will be held at the next confer­
ence in Massey in February. 

THE ARGUMENT FOR MAINTAINING THE STATUS QUO 

Linda HIii, Alcohol & Pub/le Health Research Unit, 
University of Auckland 

No, I don't want to have to explain to women's studies members 
why, in a world run by men to the detriment of women, there need to 
be women-only spaces like the Journal, the conferences and the As­
sociation itself. This is well recognised in the WSA's rules and state­
ment: that it is 'a feminist organisation to promote radical social 
change through women's studies'. 

Nor did I want our space taken up by exactly the same discussion 
of the matter at the two WSJ meetings - in the first case prompted by 
a male women's studies student at a university (not a feminist or radi­
cal organisation) submitting an essay for a Women s Studies Journal 
competition, and in the second by one of our number (not the au­
thors) suggesting the inclusion of articles by a male on masculinity 
and by a man and woman on queer theory. While these may be of 
interest (personally I've found little feminism in queer theory or poli­
tics), surely there is no shortage of mixed or male-dominated publi­
cations to receive them. Anyway, I had thought that the outcome of 
both discussions was that : 

1) the membership had made a clear decision on this just a few 
years ago 
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2) it was a matter for discussion at the conference rather than in 
the Journal. 

As an association of members, the rules and policies we set need 
not be dictated nor influenced by any university. That is the point of 
having a WS Association and a WSA journal. Or is the journal to 
become just another academic career vehicle? I find this prospect -
and this debate - enormously depressing. 

THE ARGUMENT FOR CHANGE 

Alison Jones, Education Department, University of Auckland 

The main argument for excluding male authors and co-authors 
from publication in the Journal seems to have been that women need 
a '(pure) space' where we can be published, without competition from 
men. This simply no longer holds - women are now widely pub­
lished, and significant overseas women's studies journals (none of 
which to my knowledge have a policy of excluding male authors) 
have no apparent problem in publishing male authors. 

To imply that women scholars or writers for the Journal need 
'protection' from male competition seems to me not only outdated, 
but also patronising to the excellent women scholars who publish 
their work in New Zealand and overseas. Women's feminist scholar­
ship is thriving internationally and in New Zealand, and it is simply 
inaccurate to suggest that potential male authors may prevent some 
women from publishing in women's studies journals. It must be re­
membered that the Collective only publishes articles after they have 
been read and judged by competent reviewers, and that all articles -
by women or men - would go through the same rigorous process. 
There seems to be a whiff of quasi-hysteria around this topic - as 
though if we allow one male author, women will never get another 
look in. That is absurd. It may be (and is likely) that we will receive 
very few articles by male authors. 

Another argument might be that men cannot, or should not, write 
on feminist issues. That men cannot write material of interest to femi­
nism is patent nonsense, considering the contributions of such au­
thors as Bob Connell, who has published well-regarded articles on 
gender and education in Australia. The argument that men should not 
contribute to feminist debates seems simply to invoke the kind of 
blanket exclusion most of us would oppose in the name of open dis-
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cussion. Also, women's studies journals are one of the sites for pub­
lication of queer theory and gay studies. Male contributions to these 
theoretical areas might be welcomed. Men also may write critiques 
of feminist theory which might be seen positively as an aspect of 
scholarly discussion in feminist theory. 

A further significant point is that (a few) male students enrol in 
Women's Studies courses, and get degrees in Women's Studies. These 
students should not be a priori barred from contributing to the jour­
nal of the disciplinary area in which they do their research. And there 
is the issue of male co-authors. Our present policy excludes women 
who write with male co-authors from publishing in the Journal. 

While I do not oppose all 'women only' spaces, I do not think it 
is necessary for the Journal. Indeed, its protectionist implication de­
tracts from our status as a bone fide academic journal which pub­
lishes top quality feminist research and scholarship, and which is 
recognised as such in local and international feminist communities. 

READING THESE TWO POSITIONS THESE ARE QUESTIONS I ASK 

Aorewa McLeod, English Department, University of Auckland 

• Has our world changed enough that women no longer need or 
want exclusive women's spaces in the nineties? 

• Do we welcome nineties men because they want to be part of 
Women's Studies? 

• When the Journal was originally set up in 1984 was the issue 
protection from male competition? 

• Is there a need to be seen to have matured into gender 
inclusiveness? 

• Do we need to include men to be recognised as a bona fide aca­
demic Journal? 

• With lesbian theory often subsumed under the gay or queer label, 
should we be opening the Journal to gay male queer theorising? 
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Book Reviews 

NATTERING ON THE NET: WOMEN, POWER AND CYBERSPACE 
Dale Spender 

Splnlfex Press, Melbourne 1995 

Nattering on the Net is, according to its author Dale Spender, 
not simply another book on computers but a book 'about people' 
and the impact computers and information technology are having 
on human society. Spender's main thesis is that the invention of 
information technology and occurrence of cyberspace is a revolu­
tion comparable to the fifteenth century revolution of the printing 
press and that it will, similarly, alter the course of human history. 
Spender claims that, because of patriarchal structures, women were 
not part of both revolutions. However, as a complete 'convert' to 
computers, Spender claims that societies 'cannot permit white male 
dominance of the new communication technologies'. With this book 
she wishes to enthuse and prepare women to become full members 
of the cyber-community. 

Readers who expect information about information technology, 
the Internet, computers, CD-Rom, Eudora, Lists, their possibilities 
and uses for and by women will be disappointed. Well, to be hon­
est, they have been warned. However, readers who expect an analy­
sis of social processes, and a feminist perspective on the subject 
will be even more disappointed. The book is badly written with an 
abundance of factual, historic and analytical mistakes and a total 
lack of insight into historical and socio-cultural processes. Spender 
singles out one aspect of the fifteenth century, the invention of the 
printing press, and without placing this event in its wider historic 
and social context, compares it with the twentieth century rise of 
information technology. Furthermore, the abundance of unreflected 
statements such as 'the priests of the church were displaced by the 
priests of science' makes it hard to take the whole project seriously. 
Even more disturbing is the fact that the data Spender presents and 
the analysis she makes are hardly ever underpinned with primary 
and secondary sources. 

The unreflected claims and statements set the tone of the book. 
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In seven chapters, Spender sketches a universe in which men basi­
cally are harassers and oppressers and women are victims who either 
don't have access to the new information technology, are not encour­
aged in classrooms to take part in computer courses, or, if finally 
overcoming the barriers and linking up to the superhighway of com­
munication technology, become the targets of 'flaming' and 'date 
raping'. 

Knowing that in the first place the book is not written for an 
academic audience nevertheless, as a feminist cultural sociologist, I 
would have been interested in reading something about the impact of 
computer use and information technology on social and cultural in­
teractions between gender, on aspects of culture, race and ethnicity 
and on social processes in general. For example, it could be interest­
ing to see how institutions such as universities for example, within 
their framework oflocal culture and political correctness, will react 
when it comes to issues of EEO politices and policis against sexual 
harassment. To give one example, the University ofWaikato recently 
deleted all sites with the title 'sex' in it from the WWW to avoid 
possible pornographic issues or uses of the Internet. Clearly, this was 
done to protect the female users of the net. However, such an act of 
protection may well be counterproductive, especially for those aca­
demics, such as myself, whose research is in the field of the body, 
sexuality, medicalisation and gay and lesbian studies. Furthermore, I 
personally question institutions, bureaucrats and officers who, with 
the intention to shield me from pornography or other vices of this 
world start censoring information. We don't have to under-estimate 
the fact that men will use and are using the Net as power play, sexu­
ally and otherwise. However, with the rising numbers of women us­
ing the Internet, and the growing trend to use browsers and other 
shifters of information, the communication patterns will change and 
will become more and more user-friendly. And of course there are 
always tactics to be found when it comes to getting rid of disturbing 
messages and harassing action. In my opinion, computer-wise women 
are smart enough to find either collectively, or individually, ways to 
deal with these issues. 

The question that still puzzles me is for whom Dale Spender did 
write this book and what exactly is its purpose. In my view it would 
have been wiser to put her book where I believe it belongs in the first 
place: on the Internet, in that gigantic shop of texts, images and games 
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where everyone can put her and his ideas, thoughts, serious analysis 
and sheer nonsense, where groups and individuals can discuss, com­
municate and natter along and where I, as a regular visitor and user 
of this shop, judging by my own critical and academic sense would 
have the intensely treasured freedom to read, print or simply delete 
Nattering on the Net. 

MARION E.P. DE RAs, Women s Studies, University of Waikato 

TE PUA, VOLS. 1-3 (1992 -1994) 
Unda Smith and Reina Whaltlrl (eds) 

Puawaltanga, Te Whore Wananga o Tamakl Makaurau, 
University of Auckland 

For submissions and subscriptions contact: 
Editor, Te Pua, Education Department, University of Auckland, 
Private Bag 92019, Auckland 

It is a difficult task to review a journal like Te Pua which, in its 
three volumes to date, contains such a wide range of academic dis­
course, creative writing and personal reflection. For the reviewer who 
finds herself in the unfamiliar territory of being a Maori woman re­
viewing Maori women's writing for yet another women's journal, the 
task introduces a kind of fear and. awkwardness to the difficulty. But 
Linda Smith, one of the journal's two editors, quickly points out that 
if not for Te Pua, this unfamiliar territory might not even exist. 1 Be­
sides, the task of reviewing Te Pua is not nearly as formidable as the 
task for which Te Puawaitanga, the journal's publisher, has chosen to 
be responsible, that is, to provide an ongoing and published forum 
for Maori women's writing.2 

Te Pua defies easy definition, and appropriately so. It is a jour­
nal that publishes what Maori women write. Immediately, as the edi­
torial of the first volume suggests, readers can expect diversity ( of 
experience, viewpoint and representation) and multiplicity ( of lives 
and identities). Its offerings then, are Maori, feminist, raw, honest, 
theatrical, intelligent, political, lyrical, cynical, evocative and chal-
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lenging - as Maori women are. Te Pua publishes the women them­
selves as much as their contributions, especially those women who 
are so generous and intimate with their audience as to pen their an­
ger, sadness, confusion, joy, aspirations and secrets. Te Pua is the 
deeds of Maori women in print, and in practice. Maori women write, 
submit, collect, and edit the contributions. They pay for and publish 
the journal and now, even review it. In return for their subscriptions, 
readers are engaged at a number of different levels - emotionally, 
intellectually, politically, and humorously. 

Academic articles are a promised and delivered feature of all 
volumes of Te Pua. Again, any attempt to define Te Pua opens rather 
than ends at this juncture. As a university-based journal, it stands 
alone, offering a refreshing mix of academic and creative writing. 
The volumes contain poems, short stories, and reflections on per­
sonal lives and incidents. The academic contributions are variously 
instructive, theoretical, positional, and investigative. Te Pua includes 
articles and papers that have been previously published, presented, 
and even performed. The diversity of its content is reflected in the 
diversity of both its contributors and its subscribers. As many non 
academics as academics read Te Pua. It is a text in universities through­
out the world as often as it is read by families in their homes. To date, 
the feedback from readers has all been positive. 3 

Te Pua probably offers numerous opportunities for criticism, es­
pecially from those who might see the journal as too great a depar­
ture from academic tradition and convention. Reina Whaitiri readily 
admits, in the editorial of the second volume, that Te Pua defies the 
usual constraints of academia. In doing so, it transcends disciplines 
and allows Maori women's writing to develop and embrace its own 
characteristics. Some contributions are written entirely in Maori with­
out translation, as in Merimeri Penfold's 'Poi atu, poi mai'.4 Other 
contributions contain whole passages, mihi and whakatauki in Maori 
without translation. Still others intersperse writing in English with 
occasional Maori words and phrases. Debbie Kupenga is the only 
contributor who translates her reo. 5 Yet, her translations somehow 
flow with the text, rather than interrupt it. 

There are no apologies for writing in Maori without translation, 
and nor should there be. Readers unfamiliar with the reo might de­
cide to invest in a Maori language dictionary. Other readers are com­
pletely comfortable with the blend of tongues that sets Te Pua apart, 
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the 'Haerenga to Great Turtle Island' and 'Constitutional Reform 
and Mana Wahine' . 6 This is not just Maori women's writing, but Maori 
women's voice, which allows such nuance to proliferate. It is a voice 
that is sometimes fluent and sometimes deprived. Contributors have 
grown up with Maori as their first language, or have learned later in 
life. Many contributors though, are of a generation of Maori women 
for whom the benefits of bilingual or total immersion education were 
unavailable. The patient reader may yet see Te Pua make use of glos­
saries or other forms of translation, particularly as the number of 
overseas subscriptions continues to increase. 

Admittedly, I found some contributions unattractive, being ei­
ther too bitter or despairing, or the introspection and romanticism 
overdone. However, it is unrealistic for a single reader to expect to 
enjoy every contribution. And if every contribution had appealed to 
me, I would say that Te Pua was inefficient in its use of the diversity 
of Maori women. Rest assured though, there is something for every­
one. For those who accept the invitation, Te Pua is a privilege to read. 
Readers may receive instruction from women authorities on media, 
mythology and whakatauki. They may view some very intimate ex­
periences of individual Maori women, an aspect that adds courage to 
the character of the journal. There are many articles that invite read­
ers to react and respond. Often the contributions I found unappealing 
were also the ones to which I reacted uncomfortably, and where I 
found myself questioning myself and my own location in the world. 

There are some criticisms to make which, while intended as useful 
suggestions, also represent the things that irked me personally as I 
read. I would have liked all the editorials to be modelled on the first. It 
reflected on the predominant theme of the first volume, and briefed 
the reader on the contributors. While this is not an obligatory function 
of editorials, it is both helpful and pleasant to know a little more about 
the writers than their name and tribe. The editorial is a useful opportu­
nity to contemplate the common themes that link the contributions and 
their authors. Also, perhaps too many basic errors (grammar, punctua­
tion, typing) slip through to the final copy. But in making this com­
ment, I am reminded of the view of Keri Hulme, who is willing to 
forgive such errors when what is written is compelling: 'It is not pat­
ronising to ignore small flaws when presented with large gifts'. 7 

Te Pua challenges. It pushes the boundaries. It challenges read­
ers to open their minds beyond the constraints of their academic 
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training. It challenges Maori men on issues of Maori leadership, 
for example. It challenges Pakeha women on issues of feminist 
theory. Ironically, yet happily, Te Pua also challenges and defies 
itself. It comes out from under the oppression, and breaks through 
the barriers that are so often the topics of its articles. But although 
challenging and defiant, Te Pua is not stroppy. Without self-right­
eous indignation, it offers a quiet and firm statement of the strug­
gle that Maori women have experienced in pursuing publication. Te 
Pua simply gets on with the job, providing a vehicle for publishing 
Maori women's writing, and promising to be available long-term. 
Te Pua is Maori women writing. It is Maori women marking out a 
space on the bookshelves of Aotearoa and the world, and getting on 
with the business of filling it. 

Above all, Te Pua is formative. Many of its contributors are be­
ing published for the first time, although they keep the company of a 
number of well-established Maori women writers. Behind the scenes, 
Maori women work with Maori women, coaxing their writing from 
each other, developing their skills, and learning to own and com­
mand the tools with which they write. Promised for the future is an 
issue entirely in the Maori language, and an issue related to Maori 
women and art. Reviews will also become a feature . 8 With Te Pua on 
the job, Maori women will soon become familiar and comfortable 
with reviewing not only our own writing, but other peoples' writing, 
men's and women's. These promises indicate that Te Pua is rising to 
its immediate challenge - to survive. The challenge for the future, 
perhaps, is to remain formative long-term - to always have new writ­
ers with new offerings and skills that are developing rather than honed 
to avoid slipping into a rut and becoming a safe haven for a few. 

In providing a home and being a mentor for Maori women's writ­
ing, Te Pua has accepted a daunting responsibility. It has launched 
itself into uncharted waters, yet is comfortable and confident with its 
developing shape and character. It boldly urges and gently encour­
ages Maori women to write and to recognise, as Keri Hulme points 
out, that: 'When the words are your own you can do whatever you 
like with them' 9 

This review is complete. But in Te Pua style I am left still to 
write the experience - Maori woman: simultaneously sister and critic. 
No reira koutou ma, wahine ma kia kaha ra i o tino mahi, te tuhituhinga 
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i a tatou moteatea, a tatou awangawanga, whakaaro, korero, kaupapa. 
Me paihere kia puna te aroha e hoa ma, wahine ma. 

ARoHA HARRIS, University of Auckland 

NOTES 
Personal communication, Linda Smith, 8 August 1996. 
Te Puawaitanga is a Maori women writers' collective. 
Personal communication, Linda Smith, 8 August 1996. 
Merimeri Penfold, 'Poi atu, poi mai' in Te Pua (1: 1 ), Auckland, 1992. 
Tuporo Kupenga, 'A farewell tribute to a black sister' in Te Pua 
(2: 1&2), Auckland, 1993. 
Andrea Tunks, 'Haerenga to Great Turtle Island' and A Sykes 'Con­
stitutional Reform and Mana Wahine' in Te Pua (3:2), Auckland, 
1994. 
Personal communication, Keri Hulme, September 1993. 
Personal communication, Linda Smith, 8 August I 996. 
Personal communication, Keri Hulme, September 1993. 

'MY HAND WILL WRITE WHAT MY HEART DICTATES': 
The Unsettled Uves of Women In Nineteenth-century New 
Zealand as Revealed to Sisters, Famlly and Friends 

Frances Porter and Charlotte Macdonald with Tul MacDonald 
(eds.) 

Auckland University Press with Bridget W/11/ams Books, Auckland. 

Writing to former New Zealand premier Robert Stout in May 
1889, Anne Wilson expresses mixed reactions to the British reviews 
of her recently published book of poems, Themes and Variations. After 
discussing the routine pleasantries and 'cheek' of her reviewers, she 
makes the admission that 'they seem to have read the little book 
through which is the sincerest form of flattery and just what I want'. 
While Wilson's words seem to echo the desires of any author or edi­
tor, the size of the volume in which her letter is contained is a long 
way from being the 'insignificant looking' creation that Anne felt 
her own 'little book' to be. Spanning almost a century from the early 
1800s to the early 1900s, My Hand Will Write What My Heart Die-
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tales comprises more than 500 pages of primary source documents 
relating to women's lives in colonial New Zealand: letters, diary and 
journal entries, Maori waiata, official government documents and 
the occasional newspaper report. As such it is a valuable source-book 

of New Zealand social history. 
Many of the original documents which make up this sizeable 

collection are held in the Alexander Turnbull Library; additional 
sources have been gathered from other New Zealand libraries, ar­
chives and repositories, as well as a few private collections. Arranged 
under the overarching theme of 'unsettlement', My Hand Will Write 
represents part of a continuing archaeology of women's colonial his­
tory which began in the early 1970s, which has unearthed and made 
accessible a wealth of valuable primary source material, and which 
has recently attracted substantial scholarly interest. Unsettlement, both 
for the colonisers and the colonised, takes many different forms in 
the lives of the women whose documents make up this collection: 
isolation, war, disease, death, earthquakes, failed businesses and 
marriages, the hazards of travel and the weather in an alien land­
scape, the under-supply of servants and the over-supply of children. 
Their unsettlement was not only emotively recorded but also physi­
cally manifested: 'By the Way', wrote Jane Bolland to her parents in 
1843, my hands are very nearly double the size they were in Eng­
land'. 

In mapping out this diverse rubic of unsettlement, My Hand Will 

Write is divided into eleven broadly thematic chapters, each of which 
is prefaced by an 'introduction outlining the theme in relation to its 
changing socio-historical context over the period. For the most part, 
the various chapters capture women writing themselves through vari­
ous milestones in the lifespan (i.e. falling in love, engagement and 
marriage, childbirth and child rearing, death, and grieving), as well 
as recording the attendant social, familial and domestic routine. While 
these sections follow a broadly linear pattern which comprises the 
central bulk of the text, the wider experiences of emigration, encoun­
ters with Maori, land disputes and Maori wars are also given signifi­
cant voice. Although the ordering of the sections is sometimes prob­
lematic ( encounters with Maori, for instance, appear before the chapter 
on voyaging out and settlement), the framing of each individual item 
with an italicised preface provides a succinct biographical or histori­
cal context which precludes the need for lengthy and distracting an-
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notations and gives each document a sense of being part of a con­
tinuing life narrative. 

The majority of the material which appears in My Hand Will Write 
is gathered from middle-class Pakeha women who, despite the bur­
den of domestic cares, had the advantages ofliteracy (and the tradi­
tional epistolary and diary formats) in communicating with friends 
and family. Maori women are also given voice, in waiata, govern­
ment documents and a handful ofletters; however, as the editors ad­
mit, the scarcity of primary source material written by Maori women 
is as much a reflection of Western archiving practice, as it is of the 
largely oral and communal nature of Maori culture. 1 Working-class 
women find their representation primarily through government docu­
ments such as magistrates', coroners' and asylum reports which, de­
spite the formal language, give some insight into the trials of these 
women during the period. Despite the disparity of material held in 
archive libraries, My Hand Will Write manages to strike a rough bal­
ance between Pakeha women's letters and diaries and the more 
marginalised material. 

While the diversity of the material at times gives the collection a 
fragmented and uneven quality, the editors make no claim for seam­
less unity. Rather, they see the project as a 'capacious patchwork 
quilt' which, while acknowledging the common patterns of women's 
lives in nineteenth-century New Zealand, is also a testimony to the 
multiplicity of experiences and attitudes these women encountered 
and recorded. It is a credit to the editors that they have retained mate­
rial which allows the women's voices to speak in conflict as well as 
in unison. In cases where large bodies of material from one family 
are held in manuscript collections (such as the Williams and Rich­
mond-Atkinson families), readers of the collection are able to trace 
the currents of several family groups of women through the various 
phases and occurrences which make up the fabric of their colonial 
experiences. 2 The fact that several of the women represented are re­
lated to or acquainted with each other aids in the cohesion of the 
collection and gives a sense of a web of interconnecting relation­
ships and close-knit community ties despite the distances between 
correspondents. 

While many of the themes explored in My Hand Will Write are 
not new, what emerges from the multiplicity of women's voices which 
comprise this densely textured collection is not merely a repetition 
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of issues relating to the ewomen's spherei exhausted by other literary 
sources of the period. In an important sense, the collection speaks 
against the primacy of an historicised European male subjectivity, by 
allowing ordinary women to give voice to their own sense of their 
particular experiences. As such, My Hand Will Write is a significant 
recuperative project which, while linking up with broader social, re­
ligious and domestic themes in nineteenth-century women's writing, 
filters these themes through a colonial lens, giving a specific light to 
their experiences. For the women speaking here, settlement neces­
sarily encompasses unsettlement, and their sense of displacement is 
tellingly reflected in their responses to the New Zealand landscape: 
despite continuing to yearn for the 'finished garden-like appearance 
that years of cultivation can alone give' , Maria Richmond also speaks 
for many of the women represented in My Hand Will Write when she 
writes in November 1853: 'I certainly have never felt so wide awake 
as I have done since I landed in New Zealand' . 

TIFFANY URWIN 

Department of English, University of Queensland 

NOTES 
Maori material, where available, is given in both original and trans­
lated form. While common Maori words used in the editors' pref­
aces are usually not translated, a glossary for non-Kiwi scholars 
would have been helpful in these instances. 
Biographical sketches in the index aid this sense of continuity. 
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Auckland Unlve~/ty Press/Bridget Wllllams Books, 
Auckland, 1995 

I've always thought that a bit of history (better still, herstory) is a 
good thing. History is Pauline O'Regan's forte and she is also a good 
story-teller. Pauline O'Regan would be known to many readers of 
Women s Studies Journal as a commentator on National Radio and as 
a writer about her community development involvement. The quality 
of writing in this collection of personal reflections on change in the 
Catholic Church and other events in the life of the author ensures 
pleasurable reading. 

However, I must be honest and say that, for me at least, the book 
misses its mark. The book is written if not for, then with in mind, 
those Catholics who have left the Catholic church and have found no 
other spiritual home. Essentially it is about making sense of and be­
ing reconciled with the Church which itself is experiencing change 
and struggle within itself. The author's method is to situate the Church 
and aspects of Catholicism in an historical context. In this way, 
O'Regan seeks to illuminate things like the development of the doc­
trine of papal infallibility and to place in a more adequate perspec­
tive the papal encyclical Humanae Vitae. Does she succeed? 

O'Regan recounts her travels to Ireland and Scotland, and her 
experiences in Ireland of the Protestant-Catholic divide and of the 
papal visit to Dublin in 1979. From this temporal and geographic 
grounding, she reflects on the human condition, and, in particular, on 
the place of Catholicism in fostering peace and justice. The particu­
lar experiences associated with O'Regan's travels are intensely per­
sonal and held less interest for me than other excursions into differ­
ent periods of the history of the European west. 

Certainly, hers is a fascinating account of the wider historical 
milieu in which the Church finds itself - in the nineteenth century 
and earlier, in the early twentieth century, and in the 1960s. There are 
also glimpses of the features of individual biographies which have 
influenced the character of particular papacies. We learn of the Ger­
man Church's acknowledgment of its role in allowing the Holocaust 
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to take place through its support of anti-communist Hitler. All this 
reinforces the point that the Church is an institution made up of im­
perfect human beings. What this does not exonerate, however, is its 
persistent refusal to address the iniquities of male-dominated hierar­
chy (indeed an exclusively male hierarchy). The Roman Curia is pre­
sented as the villain in O'Regan's attempt to rationalise the 1968 
papal encyclical Humanae Vitae which condemns the use of contra­
ceptives (a position which remains unchanged nearly 30 years later). 
Yet other mainstream Christian churches have responded to the im­

peratives of justice and participation for all members. Not even the 

notion of co-responsibility (shared decision-making by all the bish­

ops, in which the Pope as Bishop of Rome is but one participant), 

which O'Regan promotes as a means of ensuring authentic teaching, 
is adequate when we are talking about an all-male club of bishops. 

The title, There is Hope for a Tree, reflects one of the core ele­
ments of the author's Catholic faith and of her vision for the Catho­
lic Church. One has to admire O'Regan's faith and optimism that 
the Catholic Church has the resources and capacity to confront the 
contemporary challenges which it faces. At the same time, one has 
also to acknowledge the empirical evidence of a Church (albeit like 
many mainstream Christian denominations) which is increasingly 
being deserted by women and men who expect justice for women 
and for lay people in general. In addition, the Church faces finan­
cial crisis as a result of declining support and moral bankruptcy in 

its belated acknowledgement of sexual abuse by its clergy and other 
church workers. 

The final chapters focus on dissent in the Catholic Church and 
the most recent pronouncements about the status of women. I find 
these discussions somewhat irritating in their reticence about the psy­
chological and spiritual violence done by aspects of the Church's 

teachings. Without doubt, there is criticism in these chapters of the 
Church's treatment of divorced and remarried Catholics and of women 
generally, and O'Regan points to chinks in the edifice which suggest 

a possibility that punitive teachings may be revised ... but this is pre­
cisely the problem. Mild criticism and informal obviation of unjust 
rules need to be replaced by outrage, unambiguous rejection and public 

repudiation of such teachings. O'Regan's final comments about the 
Church's treatment of women leaves begging the question of why 
any women would remain in the Catholic Church because, as she 
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does acknowledge, even in the mid 1990s there appears to be no 

willingness to promote women's leadership and equality within the 

Church. 
In the end, the question is one not so much of whether there is 

hope for a tree but whether it needs radical pruning (to continue the 

biblical metaphor) and possible uprooting. Those who have left have 

done so largely because the necessary spraying and pruning have not 

taken place and the specimen is becoming highly diseased. This book 

then is really only for those who remain and need to be persuaded to 
challenge the institution and demand change. 

CHRISTINE CHEYNE, Social Policy, Massey University 
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