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Femina Academica: women ‘confessing’ leadership in Higher
Education
Emanuela Spanò

Social Sciences, Universita degli Studi di Napoli Federico II, Napoli, Italy

ABSTRACT
This contribution explores how different policy discourses produce
site-specific representations and self-representations of gender
and leadership, which may reveal forms of subjectivation as well
as spaces of resistance to hegemonic discourses. I will consider
two different Higher Education policy systems: the UK system that
since the 1980s has undergone rapid and radical changes that
introduced market-oriented reforms profoundly influenced by the
managerialist discourse in the form of New Public Management;
the Italian system that still remains rooted in the bureaucratic and
professional discourses despite some timid attempts to import the
‘managerial recipes’. This contribution focuses on the construction
of gender and leadership in different academic contexts
‘mapping’ different aspects connected to the gendered self-
narration of leadership. For this purpose, nine interviews of
women occupying roles as middle managers in one of the largest
universities of the South of Italy and in different universities in the
UK, are discussed and compared.
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1. Introduction

This contribution explores how different policy discourses produce site-specific represen-
tations and self-representations of gender and leadership, which may reveal forms of sub-
jectivation as well as spaces of resistance to hegemonic discourses. To this end, a
juxtaposition of narratives of women in middle-management positions within different
university contexts has been proposed in order to understand what concepts of gender
and leadership the women held. More specifically, I consider two different Higher Edu-
cation (HE) policy systems: the UK system that since the 1980s has undergone rapid
and radical changes that introduced market-oriented reforms profoundly influenced by
the managerialist discourse in the form of New Public Management (Hall et al. 2015);
the Italian system that still remains rooted in the bureaucratic and professional discourses
despite some timid attempts to import the ‘managerial recipes’ (Clark 1983).1

To create a theoretical toolbox, firstly, I conceptualise policies as discourses. Discourses
can be considered as heuristic tools which allow the different, sometimes contrasting logic
underlying the policies and their implications, to come to light (Ball 2006).2 Secondly, I take
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into account the new forms of educational governance (Newman and Clarke 2009, 18;
Serpieri 2012). Thirdly, being inspired by Tamboukou’s Foucaultian approach to narratives
(2003), I interpret women’s practices of self-narration as specific forms of self-verbalisation,
as ‘renewed’ examples of the confessional techniques (Foucault 1984, 1988).

The contribution draws from an empirical work that mapped the policy discourses
mobilised by UK and Italian governments and universities around academic leadership
and tries to unveil the role that those discourses play in shaping women leaders’ subjec-
tivities. Nine of the 24 narrative interviews of women occupying roles as middle managers3

in one of the largest universities of the South of Italy and in different universities in the UK
are discussed and compared.

Among the most important findings, the analysis of the empirical material previously
collected, identified an interesting myth that emerged from the intersection of gender
and leadership: the myth of leadership. This myth advocates new ‘forms’ of leadership
in order for an organisation to survive in a more complex and more competitive environ-
ment: leaders are expected to demonstrate authority and affective agency, but differ-
ently from the past they should also possess excellent interpersonal and
communication skills. Those traits are still assumed to be the ‘natural’ domain of
women. Moreover, figures used to describe other women leaders in both contexts
were recognised and interpreted (Martin 1990).

Starting from this finding, in the first section of this work I critically analyse some
aspects connected to the myth of leadership, trying to bring out concepts of gender
and leadership the women of different university contexts held. In the second
section, I explore another recurring theme in gender self-representations of intervie-
wees connected to the stereotypical idea that women lead in particular ways thanks
to their ‘innate’ soft skills. This is that women are ‘naturally’ competitive with other
women and for this reason sisterhood and solidarity among women that much of
the literature on women and leadership uncritically assumes, does not exist. Trying
to understand whether these stereotyping assumptions ‘travel’ across the boundaries
of the two different contexts considered, I also discuss some of the figures used to
describe other women that have emerged in the narratives of both contexts. In con-
clusion, trying to be aware of not giving a universalistic interpretation of the empiric
materials previously collected, I highlight some similarities and differences emerged
from the juxtaposition of women leaders’ narratives within the two different university
contexts considered.

2. Leadership: epimeleia or resistance?

The UNESCO (1998) Declaration on Higher Education included a statement that HE ‘should
promote solidarity and equity’, and it also included equality of access. Moreover, the
restructuring of the HE field, supported by ‘democratising’ discourses such as merit or
opportunity, diffused a natural ‘faith’ that the new university would provide the ‘natural’
achievement of gender equality (for example, through quality assurance polices). Conse-
quently, gender equity has become frequently absent, as a category of analysis both in
many research studies on HE and in the complex attempts of appraisal of the changing
processes in place.4 However, the assumption that women have secured a level of oppor-
tunity and advantage in the workplace collides with the pattern of male prevalence in
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senior and middle leadership positions that is still visible in countries with diverse policies
and gender equality legislation.5

Re-reading the narratives collected and following Fitzgerald (2014), I examine a specific
aspect of the ‘myth’6 that emerged on women and leadership, suggesting that women
lead in particular ways. Trying to understand whether this stereotyping assumption
‘travels’ across the boundaries of the two different contexts considered, the central
thesis that emerged is that women possess leadership ‘natural qualities’ that ‘either
confine them to roles as institutional housekeepers or limit their potential effectiveness
at senior levels’ (ivi, 22).

In the last decades, management journals, business press and a large part of the wider
research literature advocate new ‘forms’ of leadership in order for an organisation to
survive in a more complex and more competitive environment (Kay and Shipman
2014). Potent cultural templates, or scripts, circulate on how leaders should be and
behave – often based on larger cultural and historical formations (Morley 2013). Leaders
are expected to demonstrate authority and affective agency, but differently from the
past they should also possess excellent interpersonal and communication skills.

Especially in the British context, where there has been a wider managerialist re-orien-
tation of academic leadership, those popular scripts have started to connect leadership
with traits that are collaborative, flexible and relationship oriented, and that can be sum-
marised in David Goleman’s popular term ‘emotional intelligence’ (1995).7

On the one hand, those traits are assumed to be the ‘natural’ domain of women. On the
other, however, the language of leadership still extols virtues such as rationality, strategic
vision, energy, commitments toughness etc., skills that women are expected to demon-
strate yet men are assumed to ‘naturally’ possess.8 More in general, the (feminine) leader-
ship myth reveals populist and essentialist discourses about women’s styles of leadership
that perpetuate a particular ideology about what leadership ought to look like and how
women leaders in particular have to ‘manage’ power. These discourses have emerged
in many of the narrations collected in the Italian context where paradoxically middle-
manager roles are still inspired by bureaucratic and professional discourses. In this
sense, the leadership myth assumes a cross-border and ‘cross-discursive’ dimension,
revealing his nature of transnational cultural ideology (O’Reilly and Reed 2010).

Despite the fact that in both contexts many women interviewed recognise the neces-
sity of undertaking repair work and mediate their own femaleness when ‘disrupting’ the
male terrain of management (Connell 2006), for many of them emotionality, sensibility
and power as ‘care’ represent virtues that women ‘naturally’ possess.

Self-narrations are complex and unstable discursive regimes in/through which the
subject emerges as multiple, contradicted and heteronomous in relation to the social
and cultural conditions that tend to define, control and dominate its very existence (De
Lauretis 1987). For this reason, it is impossible to reduce women’s ‘confessions’ to those
essentialist discourses. But interestingly discourses on women’s styles of leadership rein-
troduce ‘traditional’ gendered dichotomies opposing rationality/emotionality, mascu-
line/feminine. As F. (direttrice di dipartimento) points out, in her own experience being a
women leader means managing power as ‘taking care of others’. Moreover, in her
opinion the revaluation of ‘new’ feminine leadership qualities could undoubtedly advan-
tage women in their academic career. This conception of ‘feminine power’, seem to
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recall Foucault’s concept of epimeleia, interpreted as ‘taking care of oneself and of others’
(1984):

F (Italy): I think that I have been really influenced by gender because being a woman I have an
idea of power and authority as sharing, as taking care of other people… care of relationships,
of academic community, of students and so on… I realised that the restructuring of the Italian
university may represent an advantage for women that can now compete in the academic
workforce on the same terms as men. Merit, intellectual productivity, commitment, for the
first time in the Italian HE history will be really recognised and rewarded. Moreover, what
we need now is a feminine way of leading, that is to say more ‘flexible’ ways of managing,
paying attention to people needs and feelings… I think this could really help in this HE
process of transformation!

If it is true that more than in the past leaders are required to demonstrate attention to the
relational and emotional dimension of their leadership work, the need of managing and
camouflaging this emotionality in order to become ‘one of the boys’ reveals the persist-
ence of a negative perception of emotions, viewed as synonyms of irrationality (Putnam
and Mumby 2000).9

Conversely, in many narratives collected in the British context discourses on ‘women’s
styles of leadership’ are critically interpreted as part of the technologies of gender10 (De
Lauretis 1987) that reproduce and reinforce dominant gender regimes also in the aca-
demic field. The association of management and leadership work with qualities and
skills traditionally linked with masculinity and men are reinforced by the persistent evi-
dence of the under-representation of women in senior positions. Whereas women are
often taking responsibilities for the domestic labour of teaching, administrating and
more in general more likely to carry out activities of ‘institutional housekeeping’ that
mainly represent an invisible labour.

For many women interviewed in the British context discourses on ‘women’s ways of
leading’ rest on the dangerous assumption that women are ‘there for others’ and are ‘natu-
rally’ suited to promote and maintain the emotional well-being of the organisation. Less
clear is whether these leadership styles help or hinder women’s career progression in uni-
versities (Doherty and Manfredi 2006).

In La Volontè de savoir (1976), Foucault has argued that within relations of power, indi-
viduals and groups can find space to resist domination and exercise freedom. Power, in
fact, is inextricably linked to resistance. ‘Resisting’ dominant discourses on gendered lea-
dership can, for example, mean the adoption of a ‘feminist’, instead of ‘feminine’, way of
leading. As V. argues:

V (UK): With my female colleagues I have a very collegial approach to leadership I really believe
in team work and I always try to share responsibilities and duties… I don’t believe in a hier-
archy, but I try to adopt a collaborative and cooperative way of leadership, which is not a fem-
inine way of being a leader, but a feminist way, that’s a big difference! And that can be
extended also to other fields that are not just the academia… I think it could really change
things and be a way of resisting the performative academia, adopting a more inclusive and
less individualistic way of leading.

Feminist leadership is characterised by an attempt to challenge the competitive individu-
alism promoted by the performative academia that reproduces and confirms ‘natural’
characterisations of competition and jealousy and conflict among women. In the next
paragraph, this other facet of the myth of leadership will be explored.
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3. Women who hate other women: figures of ‘successful’ women

As mentioned above, another recurring theme in gender self-representations of intervie-
wees is that sisterhood and solidarity among women that much of the literature on
women and leadership uncritically assumes does not exist. If is true that, as Blackmore
and Sachs (2007) argue, the level of subjective perception and the one of system? interact,
these stereotypes on relationship among women can strengthen specific ‘gender regimes’
(Connell 2006).

For instance, E. who identifies herself with feminism admits she felt disappointed with
her female colleagues’ criticisms and scarce solidarity:

E (UK): I am a feminist and you know what? I am so disappointed! When I entered the
academy I thought that solidarity has to be there but it doesn’t exist anymore… The great-
est opposition and criticism that I had as a leader is from my female colleagues…What
they try to do is to be competitive to make you feel insecure as if you are not doing a
good job and that’s really sad and disappointing as a feminist! Coming back to my being
a mother is that you would expect women even if they don’t have children will understand
you, but this is just an illusion!

This perception of women as the worst enemies of themselves is also shared by A., an
Italian interviewee who interprets this ‘innate’ competitiveness as a prosecution of the
childhood competition with the mother:

A (Italy): In my opinion the problem is that women are always at war with other women. That is
why we still mean nothing in the academia! On the contrary, men create alliances to ‘conquer’
power, authority, career opportunities…Women cannot do this! In some way they uncon-
sciously reproduce the childhood competition with the mother, a mechanism that surely
exerts a negative impact on their possibility of entering and managing the academia. For
this reason when in the 70s Italian feminists’ slogan was ‘Woman is beautiful!’ I felt a bit dis-
appointed and jokingly replied: ‘Being a woman is beautiful but to a certain extent!’

Strictly connected to this perception, ‘disparaging’ figures used to describe other women
have emerged in both contexts. Among those, for example, in the Italian context the figure
of a ‘scoundrel’ has been used to describe women who have been ‘unscrupulous’ in
becoming successful in a male-dominated environment. A scoundrel is someone who
breaks the law, has no morals. Most villains in movies and on television can be put in
this category. Interestingly, this particular term is usually reserved for men.11 Feeling
excluded from their female colleagues the ‘scoundrels’ probably start to emphasise
their masculine characteristics (such as assertiveness, dominance or unscrupulousness)
and stressing their difference with other women.

Moreover, as P. critically observes, performative culture promotes a male way of leading
implicitly encouraging women to ‘lead like men’ and consequently distance themselves
from other women:

P (UK): When women become leaders, they then have to manage power, decision making,
they sort of start to act like men… and in some sense the way they behave… the fact that
they are women doesn’t make any difference… so in some sense they are much harder,
much more driven from the performative culture, so in a sense there is this notion that you
have to do this, you have to write, you have to… You haven’t done it so therefore there is
a punishment…which is a very male way of leading and what happened is that women
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feel that if they don’t do that, they don’t use this kind of discourse that men use they will not
be seen as equal to men because they will be seen as leading in a soft way.

The ‘police constable’12 is another gender-neutral figure that an Italian interviewee
proudly adopts to define her ‘a-gendered’way of leading. The ‘police constable’ represents
the ‘competent leader’ who re-establishes ‘order’ exerting the authority given by the insti-
tutional ‘uniform’ he/she wears. As E. recalls:

E (Italy): I like my role of ‘policeman-leader’ … I think is the best way of exerting my authority
… I remember last year my husband came to meet me in the department… There were some
colleagues obviously all men…My husband was very surprised at my assertive and pro-
fessional attitude… He told me: ‘You are not a woman, you are a police constable!’ … I prob-
ably wear this ‘uniform’ in formal situations… It is a kind of ‘armour’ I wear to protect myself,
trying not to be hurt!

In this case, the ‘police constable’ figure subjectivates women as ‘good’ at their work as
leaders for their capacity of camouflage their femininity, acting in a neutral and authorita-
tive way in order to conform to masculine implicit norms. In this sense wearing a ‘uniform’
is also a strategy to protect themselves from the ‘danger’ of not ‘fitting’ normative patterns
of femininity.

Some exclusively feminine figures, that are figures to which a masculine equivalent
cannot be found, have also emerged. Among those, in the UK context, the well-known
‘queen bee’ (Mavin 2006) label has been attached to women who are perceived to be
gatekeepers as they do not create pathways for their female colleagues. As M. recalls:

M (UK): There was a terrible woman professor when I started who when I was interviewed for
the position proudly said ‘you’re the first woman we have interviewed for this position since
I’ve been here’. She was one of those women who had got a position and kept other women
out. Bit like a queen bee really…

The ‘Erinys’ has also emerged as a ‘powerful’ figure. The ‘Erinys’ figure has been used to
describe women who adopt negative and even ‘ferocious’ behaviours towards other
women. This ‘brutal ferocity’ is recalled with fear by I.:

I (Italy): I wouldn’t imagine I could feel so scared… She is an Eryins! She exerts her power
through threat and intimidation… especially toward other women she is always cruel…
She makes comments on the way other women wear, or make-up… usually with her male
colleagues… For me is really embarrassing…Many times she pretends she doesn’t even
remember me and, for example, ask to an other (male) colleague with a loud voice: ‘And
who is she?’ … It’s a nightmare really…

In Greek mythology the Erinyes also known as Furies, were female chthonic deities of ven-
geance; they were sometimes referred to as ‘infernal goddesses’. Depending upon
authors, they are described as snake-hair, dog’s heads, coal black bodies, bat’s wings,
and blood-shot eyes. In this sense, the Erinys figure represents a kind of ‘ferocity’, a
‘fury’ without control usually associated to the irrational sphere of femininity.

Finally, in the British narratives, the figure of Margaret Thatcher has been used to
describe women who try to be ‘more men than men’, refusing any kind of gender identi-
fication. At this purpose, S. mentions a ‘Margaret Thatcher’s syndrome’:

S (UK): The main British narrative about women of success is Margaret Thatcher… is still the
stereotype of masculine leadership and I think it also dominates British academia…Women
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who have the ‘Margaret Thatcher syndrome’ usually refuse any gender identification and try to
be ‘more men then men’ by adopting a very hard and masculine style of leadership!

In this sense, this figure represents one of the clearest examples of the fact that a success-
ful woman does not always mean a step forward for women. Moreover, Margaret Thatcher
especially resented being defined by her gender. She wasn’t a feminist icon and she was
not an icon for women. She was a prime minister who ‘happened’ to be a woman. In fact,
she promoted only one woman to her cabinet, preferring instead to elevate men whom
‘spitting image’ memorably and, in certain instances, accurately, described as ‘vegetables’
(Freeman 2013).

4. Conclusion: findings in contexts

In drawing together narratives from women academics in Naples and across England, I
have tried to be aware of not giving a universalistic interpretation of the empiric materials
previously collected. In fact, it exclusively focuses on women’s self-representations prac-
tices, overshadowing on purpose male representations of female ways of leading and
exerting power.

Nevertheless and in conclusion, it is possible to highlight the ‘cross-border’ dimension
of the (gendered) myth of leadership: the analysis of the narratives reveals that in national
contexts characterised by different discursive configurations, such as Italy and UK, the gen-
dered myth of leadership emerges and subjectivates women in similar ways. In fact, in
both contexts women are paradoxically subjectivated as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ and valued for
their capacity of ‘fitting’ normative patterns of femininity.

More specifically, from the narrative collected this ‘transnational’ dimension can be
identified, firstly, in the ‘cross-border’ re-introduction of essentialist discourses of
women’s styles of leadership. In both contexts those discourses reinforce expectations
that women’s leadership should be based on care and nurture, on the control of emotions,
on being self-sacrificing and displaying ‘feminine’ qualities (Fitzgerald 2014). Secondly, it
emerges from the naturalisation of competition, jealousy and conflicts between women
that surely exerts a negative impact on how women are viewed across the organisation.
The fact that in both contexts women adopted negative figures – scoundrel, police con-
stable, Eryins – to describe other women leaders on the one hand, offers ‘evidence’ of
the naturalisation of competition and envy among them. On the other hand, those
labels subjectivate women as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ and their work as leaders is valued only in
the most marginal sense. Moreover, taking the ‘Erinys’ label as an example, it is interesting
to highlight that there is not an equivalent label or figure to describe men who behave
‘cruelly’ towards their peers. Indeed, Fitzgerald argues, ‘poor behaviour from men in lea-
dership roles can be deemed as competitive and is rendered acceptable’ (2014, 92). In
fact, men in leadership positions are neither expected to support their women colleagues
nor condemned when they fail to do so.

From the narratives collected it is also possible to highlight some differences between
the contexts considered: while in the UK context narratives of resistance against the domi-
nant discourse of managerialism have emerged, in the Italian one it is possible to record a
diffuse ‘faith’ in a renovated version of the discourse of merit that the managerialist ‘dis-
cursive imaginary’ brought back. For example, in one of the accounts selected – that is
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exemplificative of many other interviews collected but not presented in this work –
F. (direttrice di dipartimento) argues: ‘Merit, intellectual productivity, commitment, for the
first time in the Italian HE history will be really recognised and rewarded.’

As already showed, the British HE policy system seems to reveal the predominance of a
centralised managerialism with the consequent loss academic leaders professional auton-
omy. Not by chance narratives of resistance against the dominant discourse of manage-
rialism have emerged in the form of a critical representation of (gendered) performative
regime. Indeed, Italian HE policy system can be read as the result of the conflict
between the ‘old’ bureaucratic and professional discourses and the ‘new’ managerialist
discourses: it still remains rooted in the bureaucratic and professional discourses despite
strong transnational reform stimuli (the example of academic leadership represents a sig-
nificant confirm), with some exception of managerialist ‘contamination’ (the area of quality
assurance constitutes an exception).

Probably for this reason narratives of acceptance of a renovated version of the discourse of
merit that the managerialist discursive configuration brought back, have emerged exclusively
in the Italian context: the notion of merit places prominence on values such as self-reliance,
efficiency, competition and individual success producing normative expectations about what
is meant to be a successful academic. Consequently, faith in this idea of an unequivocal ‘best
person’ arises from the belief that merit is a gender-neutral and apolitical variable, reinforcing
essentialist discourses about women’ styles of leadership, or the naturalisation of the compe-
tition among women. As already mentioned, the Italian HE system only recently and in a very
contradictory way has imported some ‘managerialist recipes’. For these reason, my final
hypothesis is that Italian women leaders still believe in the opportunities that the ‘new’
process of restructuring could offer for women.

Notes

1. The diversity of the HE contexts selected is also evident when we speak about middle man-
agers. In the British context they are caught in ‘discursive tensions’ between the manage-
rialist discourse, which press them to become entrepreneurs, their professional heritage,
and the wider process of UK universities re-regulation through deregulation, and centrali-
sation through decentralisation (Morley 2003). Differently, Italian middle management
failed to see a coherent redefinition of its role in a managerialist sense. Critically reading
this process, it is possible to note the Italian case represents a peculiar and hybrid form
of re-centralisation without a real decentralisation, where the State is currently re-centralis-
ing professional appointments while, at the same time, the power of the ‘academic oligar-
chy’ has been reinforced to the detriment of the strategic steering capacity of university
management.

2.

Discourses are about the things that can be said, and thought, but also about who can
speak, when, where and with what authority. Discourses imply the meaning and use of
propositions and words. Thus, certain possibilities of thought are constructed. Words
are ordered and combined in particular ways and other combinations are displaced
or excluded. (Ball 2006, 48)

3. The ‘middle’ of the formal university structure in UK usually comprises the Deans of Faculties
and/or Heads of Schools or Departments, depending on the university, while in Italy refers to
the ‘direttori di dipartimento’. As noted above, these positions are ‘middle management’ in the
executive line but also expected to be part of the academic collegium.
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4. For Morley a ‘proof’ of this absence is that curiously in a culture of measurement and audit in
HE, women’s representation in different roles and grades is not always perceived as suffi-
ciently important to measure, monitor or map comparatively (Morley 2013).

5. In the EU, for example, She Figures (2009) noted how women’s academic careers remain
characterised by strong vertical segregation.

6. In this context, and following Watt (1996), I define myth as a popular narration that embodies
or symbolises some of the fundamental values of a specific society.

7. The term ‘emotional intelligence’ gained prominence in the 1995 book by that title, written by
the author, psychologist and science journalist Daniel Goleman. He defined emotional intelli-
gence as the array of skills and characteristics that drive leadership performance. More in
general, the term is used to describe the ability of an individual to recognise their own and
other people’s emotions, to discriminate between different feelings and label them appropri-
ately, and to use emotional information to guide thinking and behaviour.

8. In this sense, the persistence of the famous mantra think-manager-think-male (Sinclair 2004)
linking the ideal leader as male and masculine paradoxically co-exists with those popular dis-
courses on ‘women’s styles of leadership’.

9. As Putman and Mumby point out:

Rationality surfaces as the positive while emotionality is viewed as a negative. The
prevalence of these dualities contributes to treating emotion as a form of labour, or
as a tool of exerting influence in organizational settings. In organizations, emotions
are consistently devalued and marginalized while rationality is privileged as an ideal
of organizational life. Moreover, the devaluing of emotions and the elevating of ration-
ality results in a particular moral order, one that reflects the politics of the social inter-
action rather than a universal norm for behaviour. Rationality is typically seen as
objective, orderly, and mental while emotionality reflects the chaotic and bodily
drives. ( 2000, 39–40)

10. According to de Lauretis, ‘Gender as a form of representation and self-representation is con-
structed by various social technologies, power relations, discourses, epistemologies as well as
everyday practices (technologies of gender)’ (1987, 2).

11. I translated the Italian word ‘filibustiera’ with the word ‘scoundrel’. This particular term is
usually reserved for men similarly to the Italian one that expresses the translation of the mas-
culine image of the ‘pirate’: a ‘soldier of fortune’, hardened in getting what he wants. It is prob-
ably no coincidence that to describe this kind of ‘masculine’ attitude the figure of the
‘filibustiera’ has been chosen.

12. In this case the Italian word ‘Carabiniere’ – Italian police – has been translated as ‘police con-
stable’ in order to keep the a-gendered connotation of this figure.
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