
 

Re-thinking the possibilities  
of feminist scholarship  

in the contemporary  
Australian university 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Kate Bower 

 

 

 
A thesis submitted in fulfilment of  

the requirements for the degree of  

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

 
Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences 

University of Technology, Sydney 

 

2010 



  
 

 

 

 

 

 

Certificate of authorship/originality 

 
I certify that the work in this thesis has not previously been submitted for a 

degree nor has it been submitted as part of requirements for a degree 

except as fully acknowledged within the text. 

 

I also certify that the thesis has been written by me. Any help that I have 

received in my research work and the preparation of the thesis itself has 

been acknowledged. In addition, I certify that all information sources and 

literature used are indicated in the thesis. 

 

Signature of Student 

 

_________________________ 

 



  
 

 

Acknowledgments 
Many people have helped me to produce this thesis, and along the way I have made 

many new friends and colleagues. Several are worthy of special thanks.  

 

Firstly, I would like to thank my supervisor Alison Lee for her incomparable guidance and 

support and for pushing me out my comfort zone. I canʼt imagine a better supervisor, so 

Iʼd also like to thank Claire Hiller for recommending her. Thanks are also due to Devleena 

Ghosh and Clive Chappell for their brief but valuable contributions when Alison was away 

on study leave. 

 

I have benefitted greatly from my involvement in a doctoral writing group and would like to 

thank group members Ishbel Murray, Lorraine West, Maria Harissi and Teena Clerke and 

our brilliant facilitator, Cynthia Nelson.  

 

Teena Clerke has been a great friend, colleague and collaborator throughout the doctoral 

journey and I would like to thank her for her support at critical times, including formatting 

of the thesis. I would also like to thank Nicole Davis for her editorial assistance and 

Sophie Loy-Wilson who offered her comments on early drafts. Thanks also to Carl 

Rhodes who shared his time to discuss ghostwriting.  

 

Thanks are also due to the seven feminist scholars who shared their time with me to 

contribute their accounts to my research.  

 

I would also like to make mention of the many FASS research students who Iʼve got to 

know and shared time with over the past five years – there are far too many to name, but 

each of you has been an important part of my doctoral experience and I thank you for 

making it an enjoyable one. Iʼd also like to thank Kitty Te Riele for her contribution to 

building a vibrant and friendly research student culture.  

 

Close friends Lexine Stapinski, Nicole Davis, Sophie Loy-Wilson and Zoe Anderson have 

always been ready with a glass of wine in hand to offer their encouragement. Our weekly 

dinners made Wednesday my favourite day of the week.   

 

Finally, I would like to thank my partner, Alfonso Pallone and my parents, Gail Batman, 

Gordon Bower and Maggie Jones. Without their patience and support this thesis would 

not have been possible.  



  
 

 

Table of Contents 

Certificate of authorship/originality .................................................................. 2	
  

Acknowledgments .............................................................................................. 3	
  

Abstract................................................................................................................ 6	
  

Chapter 1 – From crisis to possibility?............................................................. 8	
  
Why ʻfeminist scholarshipʼ? ......................................................................................... 11	
  
Why me and why now?................................................................................................ 14	
  
The current conditions of the university ....................................................................... 17	
  
Unexpected challenges................................................................................................ 19	
  
Critiquing crisis............................................................................................................. 21	
  

The problem of generational succession................................................................. 22	
  
The problem of ʻoriginʼ ............................................................................................. 24	
  
The problem of abstraction...................................................................................... 25	
  

ʻThe personal is politicalʼ: research methodologies ..................................................... 26	
  
Conceivable futures ..................................................................................................... 28	
  

Chapter 2 – Producing crisis: origin and abstraction in feminist  
literatures........................................................................................................... 32	
  

Introduction .................................................................................................................. 32	
  
How has the history of feminist scholarship been written? .......................................... 33	
  

The ʻbirthʼ of womenʼs studies ................................................................................. 34	
  
The ʻofficialʼ history of Australian academic feminism ............................................. 36	
  
The problem of origin............................................................................................... 38	
  
The ʻofficialʼ history of the development of feminist scholarship.............................. 40	
  

The idiom of failure: re-reading the crisis literature...................................................... 46	
  
Re-thinking feminist scholarshipʼs history .................................................................... 57	
  

Chapter 3 – Re-thinking ʻthe personal is politicalʼ: generating accounts  
of feminist scholarsʼ experiences ................................................................... 64	
  

Introduction .................................................................................................................. 64	
  
Experience as the construction of subjectivity ............................................................. 66	
  
Interviewing from within a poststructuralist epistemology ............................................ 68	
  
Ghostwriting ................................................................................................................. 70	
  
Selecting participants: those that set the boundaries of discourse .............................. 73	
  
Practical considerations ............................................................................................... 76	
  

Chapter 4 – Feminists of influence: reading the accounts........................... 83	
  
Introduction .................................................................................................................. 83	
  
Ann Curthoys ............................................................................................................... 87	
  
Catharine Lumby.......................................................................................................... 90	
  
Erica McWilliam ........................................................................................................... 93	
  
Kalpana Ram ............................................................................................................... 96	
  
Kate Lilley .................................................................................................................... 99	
  
Sheila Jeffreys ........................................................................................................... 101	
  
Terry Threadgold ....................................................................................................... 104	
  



  
 

 

Chapter 5 – Becoming feminist, becoming academic: re-thinking the 
relations between feminist scholarship and feminist movement. ............. 107	
  

Re-thinking the origin of feminist scholarship ............................................................ 107	
  
Re-thinking the decline of the womenʼs movement ................................................... 115	
  

Chapter 6 – Gendered to general: re-thinking contemporary feminist 
academic practice ........................................................................................... 132	
  

Introduction ................................................................................................................ 132	
  
Re-thinking what happened to feminist scholarship................................................... 133	
  

Feminism and theory in the 1980s: “a time when theory really mattered”............. 133	
  
The restructured university: “an organisation run by Joe Stalin and John Elliott” . 137	
  
Effects on academics: “the feeling is that itʼs never okay”..................................... 138	
  
Effects on scholarship: “we were no longer able to do the theory”........................ 140	
  
Effects on womenʼs studies departments and dedicated feminist spaces: “It was 
seen as a kind of luxury to have these women off thinking about themselves”..... 143	
  

Re-thinking contemporary feminist academic practice .............................................. 146	
  
Mentoring as a strategy of resistance: “I try to fit my students into niches and 
massage them in” .................................................................................................. 146	
  
Non-academic work as a strategy of resistance: “I turn to poetry as some way  
to avoid that pressure”........................................................................................... 148	
  
Feminists becoming managers: “we canʼt afford to say letʼs just stay out of 
management” ........................................................................................................ 148	
  
What happened to theory: “the stakes have changed”.......................................... 152	
  
The problem of integration: “the utopian idea of a gender-integrated curriculum  
is all well and good but itʼs very hard to achieve” .................................................. 153	
  
Uncertainty about what counts as feminist: “I had a lot more certainty when I started 
out as an academic about what I should be doing and what must be taught”....... 155	
  
Gendered to general: “I probably feel more passionately about the  
non-canonical generally than I do about gender specifically”................................ 156	
  
Feminist academic practice: “that is not to say that theory doesnʼt still inform  
what Iʼm doing but I am very much concerned with more practical solutions”....... 159	
  

Chapter 7 – Conclusion .................................................................................. 164	
  

Volume 1 Reference List ................................................................................ 175	
  

Volume 2 .......................................................................................................... 186	
  

Itʼs the questions you ask that matter: Ann Curthoys................................. 187	
  

Negotiating the space between academia and the public world:  
Catharine Lumby ............................................................................................. 208	
  

Whatʼs the most strategic way to say things that need to be said:  
Erica McWilliam ............................................................................................... 237	
  

A conduit between Indian and Australian womenʼs movements  
and academia: Kalpana Ram.......................................................................... 263	
  

I donʼt know what Iʼd do if I wasnʼt an academic, I suppose Iʼd be  
some other kind of writer: Kate Lilley ........................................................... 282	
  

That dirty postcard woman: Sheila Jeffreys................................................. 301	
  

It will always need doing again: Terry Threadgold ...................................... 317	
  

Volume 2 Reference List ................................................................................ 345	
  



  
 

 

Abstract 
This thesis explores the possibilities of feminist scholarship in the 

Australian university in a time when the conditions of the university are 

sufficiently different from those at womenʼs studies inception as to warrant 

a re-assessment of the field. Feminist scholarship is being re-thought in 

response to the epistemic transformation of feminism from a social 

movement into an institutionalised practice of feminist knowledge 

production (what I refer to as feminist scholarship) and the effects 

produced by this transformation over the past 40 years.  

 

The research begins from the observation that contemporary feminist 

literature is framed by a ʻcrisisʼ narrative. This is understood as 

problematic because it elides the complexity of the field and limits its future 

possibilities. By relying on an unproblematised  ʻoriginʼ for feminist 

scholarship, the crisis literature fails to account for its more diverse history 

and intellectual premises. Furthermore, through the general absence of 

personal or biographical accounts, the literature does not account 

sufficiently for the diverse trajectories of the lives of women who 

constitute(d) the field. This thesis argues that we need more multifaceted 

and nuanced accounts of feminist scholarship in order to attend to the 

complexity of what the field has become.  

 

This thesis has four methodological components: to re-theorise the 

ʻpersonal is politicalʼ by generating personal accounts of the field to 

address the problems within the literature; to produce accounts of 

individual scholars to address the absence of biographical accounts in the 

literature; for these accounts to be on-the-record, thereby contributing to 

the public record and producing a more complex account of the history of 

the field and finally, to focus on influential scholars whose experiences 

provide insight into the epistemic transformation of feminism as a 

movement into feminist scholarship.  

 



  
 

 

This thesis is presented in two volumes. The first explores the possibilities 

of feminist scholarship by critiquing the ways in which it has been 

discursively produced in the feminist literature and through analysing the 

texts produced by this research to provide an account of contemporary 

feminist academic practice. The second volume re-presents, in 

ʻghostwrittenʼ form, the personal accounts of the seven influential 

Australian feminist scholars who participated in this research.  

 

What is produced by this research is not an alternative ʻhistoryʼ but a 

collection of accounts and engagements with the field of feminist 

scholarship by key players within the field that seeks both to challenge the 

existing literature but also to re-imagine the field in ways previously 

unwritten and thereby produce different conceivable futures.  
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