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This article examines the organizational dynamics responsible for maintaining the gender asymmetry
in organizations, by considering the narratives of women and men working in male dominated jobs and
positions. Using a symbolic-interpretative approach we analyze the rules and the rituals by which
gender is created and recreated in organizations and we show the ambiguity that characterizes social
expectations towards women entering traditionally male territories. We present gender as a set of social
practices which define the relations between men and women and which, in the organizations that we
studied, are based on a dichotomous and hierarchical symbolic order. Viewing gender as something
organizations ‘do’ and not as a natural attribute of people, can help organizational actors, and in
particular the management, to be aware of the hegemonic masculinity underlying the dominant social
practices and, therefore, to change the strategies for change.

I n recent decades labor market par-
ticipation by women has increased,

with the concomitant disappearance of
many of the material, social and psy-
chological barriers that obstructed entry
by women and confined them to domes-
tic responsibilities and care work. How-
ever, the persistence of occupational
segregation, both horizontal and verti-
cal, is still very evident. There are oc-

cupational sectors in which the female
component is still very small, and oth-
ers in which it is over-represented.
Above all, there are numerous situa-
tions in which the female presence di-
minishes as levels of responsibility and
prestige increase (Davidson & Burke,
1994; Vinnicombe, 2000).

The aim of this article is to describe
how gender asymmetry in organizations
is produced and reproduced through
cultural and symbolical practices, rather
than based on motivational and struc-
tural reasons. We shall demonstrate
some rules and rituals by which gender
is “done” in organizations through the
analysis of narratives (discursive prac-
tices) told to us by men and women
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working in traditionally male settings
and jobs. Analysis of these stories
brings out the rules, recipes and tactics
that keep women in their place and re-
produce a dichotomous order of gender
where maleness and femaleness are per-
ceived as opposites and attributed dif-
ferent forms of behavior, different roles,
and different places.

We use the metaphor of a dance to
describe the positioning process that
characterizes gendering in male domi-
nated organizations, and we will show
that organizational cultures are not gen-
derless, but rather characterized by spe-
cific gender expectations that, for
women working in male dominated
roles or positions, are ambivalent and
contradictory. Finally, we shall intro-
duce the concept of ‘ceremonial’ and
‘remedial work’ to interpret how the
gender order is ratified and how break-
downs are repaired by social and orga-
nizational rituals.

Recognizing these dynamics helps
organizations and their actors to be
more aware that gender is not a natural
attribute of people, but something we
create and recreate in our everyday
work interactions and discourses and
that equal opportunities programs are
bound to fail if they are implemented in
organizational cultures that reproduce a
dichotomous symbolic order of gender
keeping women to ‘their place’.

LOOKING THROUGH THE CULTURAL

LENS: A SYMBOLIC INTERPRETATIVE

APPROACH

Many of the traditional explanations of
the problem of segregation no longer

seem able to provide thorough explana-
tion of this phenomenon. Particularly
weak are economic theories—like the
neoclassical paradigm—which consider
segregation to be the ‘natural’ product
of a different distribution of human
capital—that is, differing investments
by men and women in education
(Becker, 1964). This explanation seems
questionable given that the young
women who today seek to enter the
world of work are just as well educated,
or even more so, than men (Vinni-
combe, 2000).

Nor are structural explanations suffi-
cient to account by themselves for the
persisting dynamics of segregation.
Many of the studies that use this ap-
proach emphasize the importance of the
number of women in organizations (nu-
merical composition) to explain the dif-
fering career opportunities of men and
women. The asymmetrical distribution
of responsibilities is attributed to the
fact that women are in the numerical
minority (Kanter, 1977). The direct
consequence of this line of argument—
that discrimination will decrease as the
numerical gap narrows—is contradicted
by the facts: the growing labor-market
presence of women, as said, has not
been accompanied by an equivalent re-
distribution of roles and of the gender
composition within employment sectors
and organizations.

The shortcomings of these and other
interpretations, which explain gender
segregation in the labor market and or-
ganizations in terms of either individual
investment or socio-structural factors,
have prompted a search for new inter-
pretative routes to understanding both
the complexities and the ambiguities
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distinctive of gender issues in the labor
market. In this paper we will develop
insights provided by cultural studies on
organizations, particularly those that
adopt the symbolic-interpretative ap-
proach (Gherardi, 1995; Alvesson &
Billing, 1997). This approach does not
seek to describe the dimensions of the
phenomenon and quantitative changes,
or to infer causal connections among
the variables concerned. Rather, it ex-
amines how organizational actors—
men and women—produce interpreta-
tions and attribute meanings to gender
relationships in organizations and how,
in turn, meanings and interpretations
give rise to interactions among organi-
zational actors.

Studying a culture means examining
the “symbols, beliefs and patterns of
behavior learned, produced and created
by the people who devote their energy
and labor to the life of an organization”
(Strati, 1992: 1–2). Studying gender
cultures therefore means focusing atten-
tion on how the members of an organi-
zation acquire and then produce and
reproduce symbols, beliefs and patterns
of behavior connected with gender
membership. The cultural approach
therefore enables us to see how segre-
gating attitudes and behaviors in orga-
nizational settings are constructed and
consolidated, or alternatively modified
or weakened, through various symbolic
means (language, values, images of the
world, norms, and so on).

On this view, gender is not a simple
property of people, a ‘given’, but an
activity and a social dynamic, some-
thing that we do in everyday reality, and
something that we makeaccountableto
others, that is we explain, justify and

give meaning to by discourses and nar-
ratives.

In the definition provided by West
and Zimmerman, gender “is the activity
of managing situated conduct, in the
light of normative conceptions of atti-
tudes and activities appropriate for
one’s sex category” (West & Zimmer-
man, 1987: 125) and the expression of
‘doing gender’ is used to mean a set of
social activities, perceptive, interactive
and micropolitical in character, which
seek to define particular aspects as ex-
pressions of masculine and feminine
‘natures’. (West & Zimmerman, 1987).

Therefore, gender may be viewed as
a social practice, or better as a set of
practices, which jointly help define the
relations between men and women, and
between male and female. By means of
these practices, people position them-
selves by aligning themselves according
to the positionings of others within sit-
uated discourses; that is, discourses
which have a precise location in space
and time. By means of the concept of
‘positioning’ (Davies & Harre´, 1990)
the production of self can be analyzed
as a linguistic practice within the dy-
namic occasion of encounters. A posi-
tion is what is created in and through
conversations as speakers and hearers
construct themselves as persons. Gen-
der is an important element in the posi-
tioning process, because the gender
identity is constructed by a comparison
activity in which male and female are
perceived and positioned as alternative
categories, so that belonging to one nec-
essarily entails a discourse which high-
lights nonbelonging to the other. By
means of this positioning process,
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therefore, individuals construct their
identities through difference.

By saying that also organizations ‘do
gender’ we mean that organizational
cultures contain specific rules, values,
meanings expressed in social situations
in which gender-positioning processes
are realized as interpersonal relations in
a public process whereby gender mean-
ings are progressively and dynamically
achieved, transformed and institutional-
ized. It should be emphasized that gen-
der is not located solely at the level of
interactional and institutional behavior
(the gender we do); it also lies at the
level of symbolic structures (the gender
we think). Accordingly, the static sym-
bolic order of gender separates the sym-
bolic universes of male and female but
at the same time maintains them in hi-
erarchical interdependence. Yet the
meaning of gender is never defined
since the dynamic symbolic order of
gender is a cultural, historical, and sit-
uated product performed by cultural
practices (Gherardi, 1995; Bruni &
Gherardi, 2001).

The work experience of women in
male-dominated sectors and roles is
governed by what has been called the
microprocesses of power(Foucault,
1979), which reflect the socially con-
structed image of maleness and female-
ness and specify power relations among
them. The narratives of men and
women about the work entry and ca-
reers of women newcomers throw light
on these aspects. Particularly useful are
challenge accounts, or in other words,
narratives about episodes in which the
symbolic gender order is challenged.
Bruner (1990) writes that every system
of norms has interpretative procedures

with which meaning is attributed to sit-
uations in which those norms are
flouted. Thus, while the rules are usu-
ally taken for granted and therefore not
explained or made explicit, when peo-
ple witness or commit breaches they
seek to assign meanings to them, to
make them comprehensible. The task
of narrative is just to establish a
connection between the exceptional and
the ordinary. Thus if we wish to study
the ways in which gender norms and
values are created and recreated within
organizations, we should consider ex-
ceptional situations: those, that is, in
which gender norms and values are
challenged—as happens, for example,
when women enter traditionally male
settings and positions.

STUDYING GENDER NARRATIVES IN

ORGANIZATIONS

One way to analyze how gender is con-
structed in organizations, and how the
symbolic gender order is reproduced, is
to examine the narratives (or discursive
practices) of the men and women who
work in them (Gherardi, 1996). Cultural
approaches pay particular attention to
the language and discursive practices
that characterize organizational interac-
tions. Discourses and narratives, in fact,
are treated as ‘artifacts’ by means of
which it is possible to understand and
interpret cultures, and to identify their
dominant values and norms (Piccardo,
Varchetta, & Zanarini, 1990; Czarniaw-
ska, 1997).

Analysis of the stories (discursive ar-
tifacts) produced by the members of
organization may therefore be a means
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to show how the gender culture is con-
structed and legitimated in workplaces.
One of the aims of our analysis was to
demonstrate how discursive practice
positions women within an organization
by producing implicit and explicit rules,
which regulate their behavior and atti-
tudes, and thus create and recreate the
predominant gender culture of the orga-
nization.

In our research we analyzed some of
the ways of ‘“doing and thinking gen-
der”’ in organizations by collecting the
narratives of men and women working
in male dominated professions, about
their professional and organizational
histories, and in particular their organi-
zation’s reaction to the entry of woman
into traditionally male jobs.

The purpose was to analyze the dis-
cursive construction of gender in orga-
nizations where maleness occupies a
hegemonic position (Gherardi & Pog-
gio, 1998). This particular sample was
selected because we wanted to examine
situations in which women had man-
aged for the first time to enter occupa-
tions hitherto regarded by organizations
to be a male preserve. It would thus
enable us to conduct simultaneous anal-
ysis of successful women and segre-
gated organizational settings: a combi-
nation that sheds particularly interesting
light on the organizational construction
of gender.

The research was carried out in Italy,
a socio-economic context in which the
labor-market entry of women was at
first somewhat belated compared with
other Western countries but has never-
theless accelerated substantially in re-
cent decades.

We selected a set of workplaces char-
acterized by female segregation, both
horizontal and vertical, and therein we
collected the narratives of a group of 34
women occupying traditionally male
roles and positions, and those of an
equal number of their male colleagues.2

A rich body of material was collected
and subjected to various kinds of anal-
ysis (Gherardi & Poggio, 1998, Poggio,
2000) which concentrated on structural
and formal aspects of the narrative - like
plot and style –on the one hand, and on
its contents on the other. In particular a
first analysis was performed by compar-
ing the narrative patterns of the ac-
counts by the men and women. Then
examined were the rules in the organi-
zations that shaped their members’ be-
haviors according to gender, and the
breaches—more or less deliberate—of
these rules by women. Finally a third
type of analysis concentrated on com-
parison among the organizations’ dif-
ferent gender cultures.

Here we shall present a selection of
extracts, which shed light on how gen-
der differences are constructed and
maintained by the discursive and rela-
tional practices of men and women. We
shall concentrate in particular on the
concept of positioning, considering how
gender is ‘done’ in a kind of ‘dance’
involving both women and men and
based on the gender power relations
with the organization. We shall also an-
alyze, and show the ambiguity of, the
rules that define ‘proper’ behavior by
women in traditionally male organiza-
tional settings or positions.

The extracts presented are not repre-
sentative of all the accounts collected,
nor are they intended to draw inappro-
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priate generalizations, nor to propose an
exhaustive analysis of the topic ad-
dressed. Rather, they are examples of
the discursive practices with which the
interviewees accounted for how gender
was constructed and regulated in the
specific organizational settings consid-
ered.

‘DOING GENDER’ IN ORGANIZATIONS :
THE POSITIONING DANCE

The literature offers various metaphors
with which to describe women who en-
ter male-dominated settings or occupa-
tions: women as intruders or foreigners
(McIntosh 1984, Kvande & Rassmus-
sen, 1994), women as pioneers (Gher-
ardi, 1995), or women as travelers
(Marshall, 1984) are some of the most
evocative images of the experience of
women as outsiders in alien cultures.

Our analysis concentrates on the ac-
counts provided by men and women
when asked to describe the entry of a
woman into a previously male occupa-
tion. It seeks in particular to show the
positioning process that takes place,
considering it as similar to a ‘dance’
involving the various actors present.
This is an overtly gendered dance where
gender is accentuated and/or denied in a
sequence of steps.

In the account that follows, a female
engineer describes her entry into the
organization where she now works. Her
narrative highlights the process by
which a woman is accepted through ne-
gation of her femaleness. It can be di-
vided into two phases, in each of which
the attitude of the members of the orga-
nization and the reaction by the narrator
are defined.

“ It’s like when a new animal joins a herd,
the others must first work out who the
newcomer is.

Then I understood, it’s certainly not
easy. You have to show what you know,
then you feel that you’re being watched.
You have to be careful about what you
say. You feel watched as an engineer, as a
woman, as a person“ (Vittoria, engineer)

Vittoria defines the initial context in
this first phase: she compares the mem-
bers of the organization to a herd of
animals, thereby emphasizing their ho-
mogeneity and cohesion as a group.
When a “newcomer” arrives (and in this
case the novelty is greatly increased by
the fact that this newcomer is a person
of different gender), the group adopts a
‘wait and see’ attitude: it must first
“work out” who the intruder is before
accepting him or her or otherwise. The
newcomer feels that she is under scru-
tiny by the group. She must therefore
act cautiously, carefully gauging her ac-
tions and words. The scrutiny concerns
not only abilities to do with her job
(“You feel watched as an engineer”) but
also other spheres to do with personal
identity (“as a person”) and with gender
membership (“as a woman”). It is there-
fore important to “show” that you are
up to scratch but also to evince similar-
ities with respect to the group so that
distance and difference are reduced.

“Then, at a certain point they calm down.
They now understand what I know how to
do and what I don’t, how far I can go and
what I can give. And they’ve also realized
that I’m no longer a woman, I’m an en-
gineer. So they’ve stopped at the ‘engi-
neer’ stage.

Okay, that’s fine by me: they disregard
the fact that I’m a woman and that they
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are all males. I don’t want to say ‘I’m a
male as well’, but we work on an equal
footing, we’re treated as equals, and
that’s fine. Only that you can’t ignore the
fact that I’m a woman“ (Vittoria, engi-
neer)

In the second phase the process of
integration takes place. The group ac-
cepts the newcomer, but the cost of
acceptance is denial of her femininity.
If the results of the scrutiny are positive,
the group “calms down.” That is to say,
it lowers its guard and accepts the new-
comer, whose abilities but also limita-
tions (“what I know how to do and what
I don’t”) are important to know. Accep-
tance into the group, however, entails
attributing the newcomer with a differ-
ent status—based on a male type of
professionalism—which implicitly de-
values her gender membership (“I’m no
longer a woman, I’m an engineer”3).
In the final extract, the narrator’s am-
bivalent state of mind emerges. On the
one hand she expresses her satisfaction
with being accepted and with the fact
that her femaleness—and, therefore,
diversity—is disregarded; on the other,
she expresses her discomfort at having
her gender identity ignored (“you can’t
ignore that fact that I’m a woman”).

What is happening in this narrative?
What type of dance is being described?
How does Vittoria position herself by
narrating? What we observe is first a
rejection and then a denial of gender
identity. The woman newcomer is at
first treated with suspicion because of
her diversity and then accepted by the
group as an ‘honorary man’, so that her
femaleness is denied. Her account ex-
presses frustration with this arrange-
ment and a demand not only for non-

discriminatory treatment but also for
recognition of her gender membership.

This is just one example of the gen-
dered nature of both the narratives col-
lected and of the organizational settings
described. The gender asymmetry is
also produced by acceptance practices
imbued with the stigma of difference:
acceptance as an engineer at the cost of
the negation of gender identity. It is a
collaborative process (like every
dance), where the positions and figures
assumed by the dancers reflect the
power relations of gender in the organi-
zation.

In very different ways, the other nar-
ratives, too, express the ambivalence
characteristic of the construction of the
gender identity of the women interview-
ees, and the attitude of their organiza-
tions and colleagues towards them. In
the next section, we shall show how this
ambivalence also traverses the gender
rules of the organizations considered.

GENDER RULES IN MALE DOMINATED

ORGANIZATIONS

An organizational culture comprises
discourses, practices, norms, languages
and values which reflect the socially
constructed images of maleness and fe-
maleness and define specific power re-
lations among the members of an orga-
nization according to their sexual
membership (Martin & Meyerson,
1997). This action operates through a
series of well-established rules, both ex-
plicit and implicit, which define gender
contents relative to the male and female
behaviors appropriate in the organiza-
tional context. By defining who should
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do what, the rules express the normative
order inherent in the organizational gen-
der culture.

Women who enter traditional male
organizational cultures are faced by
consolidated rules, which define the ex-
plicit, and implicit gender contents of
their role and of the surrounding orga-
nizational context, and express a sym-
bolic order of gender in which maleness
is dominant. Women challenge the
symbolic order of gender merely by en-
tering these organizations and assuming
a traditional male position. In fact, the
stories that we collected about women
in male dominated organizations or role
are often stories of challenge, and they
comprise statements, descriptions and
remarks about the rules which define
gender rules and attributions in the or-
ganizational culture.

Analysis of the narratives revealed
three main types of rules: necessary
conditions, recipes, and tactics. We now
show how each group of rules plays a
part in the construction of an invisible
but normative glass ceiling.

The Necessary Conditions: Rules for
Everyone

The first group of rules comprises
what may be called the necessary con-
ditions to be respected within an orga-
nization. The range of application of
these rules is apparently genderless be-
cause they seemingly apply equally to
men and women. Both women and men
are required to commit themselves to
the company, work longer hours than
their contracts oblige them to, and give
priority to work over their families. In
the extract that follows, the interviewee

describes this type of rule, which he
describes as acondition sine qua nonof
the type of work performed and of the
organizational culture.

“ If you want to work for this company,
working hours don’t count for very much.
You have to adjust to working hours,
which aren’t 8–12 and 13–17. My work
closely affects my family life because I’m
often away from home. My job requires
me to meet people for dinner, even four,
five dinners a week, even in towns a long
way away. Events are held on Saturday
and Sunday. I devote eighty percentage of
my time to the company” (Carlo, head of
external relations)

The organization’s demand for un-
stinting devotion is highlighted by
many of the stories recounted. In the
next extract, a woman interviewee em-
phasizes that work and family are in-
compatible.

“ I don’t have a personal life, I’m not
engaged, there wouldn’t be time, I’ve
completely given up that side of life. I’ve
chosen work. If you make the right choice,
you’ll succeed somehow, but you cer-
tainly have to make enormous sacrifices,
but you must have priorities. Yes, I be-
lieve a man can have a family, but a
woman must make choices if she wants to
do a certain kind of job” (Marina, veter-
inary surgeon)

It is interesting to note how the first
extract stresses the inevitably of the
speaker’s organization of time (“my
work requires”, “the work affects”,
“working hours don’t count for very
much”), while the second emphasizes
the element of choice (and of renuncia-
tion). In the first case the job affects
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family life, in the second it excludes
any ‘family life’.

Women, says the female interviewee,
are faced with an explicit alternative
between work and the family as two
irreconcilable spheres of life. Conse-
quently, although organizations seek to
present these rules as genderless, they
are in reality markedly gendered be-
cause they have differing consequences
on men and women by operating within
cultural models that are not egalitarian.
The demand that women must show a
manifest preference for work rather
than the family entails a choice for them
which—at least until the present day—
men have not been explicitly obliged to
make. The rhetoric that gives priority to
the organization and its command over
individuals is a discursive resource that
legitimates the existence and persis-
tence of the glass ceiling.

The Recipes: Behave Like Men

The second group of rules suggested
and legitimated by the narratives col-
lected concerns the sort of behavior that
women must display if they are to be
successful. These rules are prescriptive
in character because they specify the
actions necessary if women are to
achieve their goals. They constitute a
set of suggestions, which tend to con-
struct an image of womanhood closer to
the male ideal type and therefore char-
acterized by behaviors and attitudes
normally associated with men. The fol-
lowing extracts show this very clearly.

“Men have an attitude towards risk,
which women don’t have: men take risks.
Without a spirit of initiative you can’t do
anything even if you’re very good (..). You

must try to stand out. When a woman
comes in, she settles down, does her work
and that’s it. It’s difficult to find women
who try to get on, to gain promotion, to
acquire responsibility. My colleague
wants to get ahead, I see that she really
works hard to get ahead, while the others
just sit back” (Alessandro, head of com-
mercial department)

The assumption underlying this ex-
tract is that men and women have dif-
ferent attitudes to risk, an element
deemed crucial for success at work.
Women are represented as more pas-
sive, less enterprising, less career-
oriented. There exist exceptions, how-
ever: there are women, like
Alessandro’s colleague, who distin-
guish themselves from the others by
assuming attitudes similar to male ones
and thereby manage to succeed.

In this as in other cases, women are
required to shed their traditional ‘fe-
male’ qualities (like gentleness, docil-
ity, maternalism, passiveness) and to
put on ‘male’ clothes, thus adopting be-
haviors and attitudes, which the collec-
tive imagination attributes to men.
Hence women are required to be deter-
mined and assertive, to take risks, to
value aggressiveness, to show grit and
competitiveness—as well expressed by
the next extract:

“ I managed because of my cussedness. I
fought the unfightable (..) instead of giv-
ing in I attacked, and I must say that I’ve
always attacked. Afterwards it escalated
into shoving. . . shoving and fighting. Fe-
male identity you have to give up, even
more so if you’re working with twenty
men, it’s absolutely impossible. The fact
that I haven’t lapsed into male logic, that
I’ve tried to impose my different mental-

Gender Order in Organizations253



ity, to conceive a different way of work-
ing, collapses. You become just like men.”
(Lara, television editor)

In the above two extracts, a ‘male
attitude’ and ‘male identity’ is counter-
posed to a ‘female attitude’ and a ‘fe-
male identity’. In the first extract, the
speaker emphasizes that the (positive)
characteristics necessary to succeed in
work are typically male ones; in the
second, the speaker asserts the impossi-
bility of maintaining a female model in
an environment with (negative) male
features. Although the value judgment
of a ‘male model’ differs, the outcome
is the same in both cases: that of its
dominance. To be successful, concludes
Lara, “you have to give up female iden-
tity (..) you become just like men”.

This second set of rules is therefore
explicitly gendered, and it invites
women who enter male settings or oc-
cupations to acquire their dominant
models of gender, hanging up their fe-
male clothes and donning male ones.
The former become invisible to the or-
ganization, and the latter are allowed to
compete only if they wear the clothing
of invisible but hegemonic masculinity
(Connell, 1993). The glass ceiling is
reproduced through the norms associ-
ated with masculinity assumed to be the
universal, and therefore genderless and
invisible, cultural model.

The Tactics: Assuming the Female
Position

Finally, there is the third group of
rules, which we have calledtactics.
These are the attitudes and behaviors
effectively enacted by women to mark
out and defend their space within orga-

nizations. They are therefore neither or-
ganizational decrees nor recipes for suc-
cess, but rather a straightforward list of
actions that the women interviewees
performed to survive and, perhaps, get
ahead in settings, which tended to be
hostile towards them, or at any rate
treated them with suspicion.

This group of rules advises women
not to embark too rapidly on a career,
thereby avoiding direct competition
with males. It is also important for
women to establish relationships on an
equal footing, seeking to obtain with
politeness and tact what it is preferable
not to claim by authority.

The accounts that follow (both ex-
tracts are from narratives by women)
highlight the need for women to adopt
‘one down’ strategies, or in other
words, to deliberately take up a female
posture, showing meekness and humil-
ity.

“ I’ve never conformed with male rules. . .
I’ve seen so many women who are ag-
gressive and competitive, and defeat men.
I behave as I am; I’m obviously different
from a man. I’ve never taken over their
mechanisms and schemes. So they don’t
feel in danger, because I’m not competi-
tive. Men are different, it’s pointless try-
ing to get on the same wavelength as
them, because you can’t. . . It’s only a
great waste of energy.”(Anna, agricul-
tural technician)

In this extract, Anna emphasizes her
difference from men and argues that the
best strategy is not to obey male rules
and not to compete with men, so that
they do not feel threatened. The follow-
ing extract describes tactics that can be
used to put men at their ease and obtain
their acceptance and trust.
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“ I try to feign ignorance, asking for an
opinion, trying to make the other person
feel superior, so that I can get better
treatment, because if you as a woman
enter a male work setting and you’re an
analyst and begin to make comments, they
cut you out. After which, after some time,
when you manage to get yourself trusted
again, then you can put yourself forward
again and they’ll listen to you.” (Simona,
electrical engineer)

Therefore, it is necessary to know
how to handle the ambivalence of gen-
der models intrinsic to many organiza-
tional cultures, particularly those that
have been created by and for men. Here
too we observe a sort of gender dance in
which women enter male territory and
breach the symbolic gender order but at
the same time decide to assume a ‘one
down’ position to repair the breach and
safeguard their space with machiavel-
lian strategies.

Once again the difference between
men and women is affirmed: in this
case, however, not to assert that assim-
ilation is necessary, but rather to high-
light the usefulness of less aggressive
behavior and repair strategies. Both in-
terviewees stress the need to avoid di-
rect competition, a head-on clash with
men. Women’s narratives tell stories of
resistance, of tactical use of ‘female’
stereotypes to disguise the difference
and comply with the perceived organi-
zational rules. In so doing, resistance
and compliance are intertwined; the
gendered organizational culture may be
merely reproduced and legitimated as
before, or a subtle element of irony and
delegitimation may be introduced. The
glass ceiling is believed to be an immu-
table and ‘objective’ phenomenon as

long as the discursive practices of a
community of narrators portray it as
such.

These three groups of rules obviously
display significant dissonances. Women
who enter organizations or traditionally
male roles encounter the dilemma of the
‘double bind’ (Gherardi, 1994; Jamie-
son, 1995). That is to say, they may
behave ‘as women’, thereby accentuat-
ing their diversity with respect to the
male organizational culture, or they can
try to conform with the norms associ-
ated with masculinity, but in doing so
arouse the disapproval of the organiza-
tion, which views them as women try-
ing to behave like men (Martin & Mey-
erson, 1997). The recipes proposed—
which resemble the advice given by
certain guidebooks for women
managers—apparently contradict the
concrete actions made by women to op-
erate in organizations, and which seem
partly intended to repair an order, which
has broken down.

THE AMBIGUITY AND AMBIVALENCE OF

ORGANIZATIONAL GENDER RULES

The examples considered show that
‘doing gender’ entails shuttling between
a symbolic universe coherent with one
gender identity and the symbolic realm
of the ‘other’ gender. The ‘gender we
think’ is organized by a sexual segrega-
tion, which takes account of ‘natural’
differences between the sexes but at the
same time allows and directs the inter-
active production of this difference.

In everyday social situations we both
produce a social presence coherent with
the attribution of gender and handle the
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incoherencies in such a way that they do
not subvert the fundamental gender be-
liefs of our society. So adept are we at
this behavior that it is difficult to grasp
the effort involved. At issue here are the
beliefs, which sustain social practices,
and how social practices, which openly
contradict beliefs about gender, are
‘pardoned’, minimized, remedied, and
concealed.

In this process male and female are
never defined once and for all; rather,
the meaning of one is constantly de-
ferred to the other (Gherardi, 1995).
The constant deferral of meaning thus
generates a situation of ambivalence in
which the definition of gender, and
therefore the consequent attributions
and expectations, are ontologically am-
biguous: male and female are separate
but inseparable because the two terms
are indispensable to each other (Gher-
ardi, 1994).

Our analysis shows this ambiguity:
the rules that we have considered make
contrasting demands of women new-
comers. We may usefully cite here Go-
ffman’s analysis of rituals (Goffman,
1967), which provides two useful keys
to interpret our findings and describe
the way in which gender is ‘done’ in
organizations: the concepts of ceremo-
nial and remedial work (Gherardi,
1994). The first is the process by which
the symbolic order of gender is pro-
duced and transmitted in organization,
and by which individuals enact behav-
iors and attitudes suited to their gender
while expecting the others to do like-
wise. In ceremonial work, men and
women behave in accordance with the
etiquette: they comply with the rules
and they act consistently with their gen-

der identities. By means of ceremonial
work, people celebrate their member-
ship of the symbolic order of gender
defined as the archetype of separateness
between what is male and what is fe-
male, and the supremacy of the former
over the latter. Ceremonial work there-
fore serves to sanction and enshrine the
distinction between reference ambits, so
that, for example, extradomestic work
pertains to men and domestic care work
to women. By virtue of this distinction,
organizations are male domains, or at
least ones dominated by men.

Entry by women into traditionally
male organizational territory is altering
the gender configuration of organiza-
tions. However, this has not given rise
to any real questioning of the symbolic
gender order, which by and large has
preserved its dichotomous structure.
What guarantees the survival of the
symbolic gender order, even when
women enter organizations in conspic-
uous numbers, is remedial work, which
helps render the presence of women dis-
creet and possibly invisible, and muffles
the echo of their entrance. By means of
remedial work women who enter orga-
nizations tend to accept subordinate
roles and segregated jobs. They empha-
size their femaleness and their capacity
for care, and they adapt to forms of
male sociability. The presence of
women in male dominated jobs repre-
sents a breakdown in the symbolic gen-
der order: remedial work is a ceremo-
nial designed to repair that breakdown.
The difficulty of remedial work is safe-
guarding difference without reproduc-
ing inequality, as happens when accep-
tance of women entails the use against
them of behavioral patterns that are usu-
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ally exclusively male, as in the Vit-
toria’s story.

CONCLUSIONS

This paper shows that organizational
cultures are not genderless. Rather, they
define settings, tasks and behaviors spe-
cific to the men and women who work
within them, and they presuppose a set
of already hierarchically normed inter-
actions based on the sexual division of
labor and on gender expectations.

Gender is presented as a set of prac-
tices situated in specific historical and
cultural contexts and sustained by ritu-
als conducted by men and women. Rit-
uals, which on the one hand recognize
and ratify the symbolic order of gender,
and on the other seek to undermine it,
while at the same time undertaking re-
pair strategies and practices. When
women enter male territory, overstep-
ping the limit set by the symbolic gen-
der order, they acknowledge their tres-
pass by excusing and justifying their
action, and by performing repair work.

In our research we showed that the
production and ritualization of gender
practices within organizations displays
ambiguity. Women who enter tradition-
ally male organizations find themselves
in a double-bind situation in which they
are required both to assume male pat-
terns of behavior and to preserve their
distinctively female characteristics. The
ambivalence and uncertainty of this sit-
uation are the constitutive components
of the opposition/interdependence be-
tween male and female. Gender
segregation—or the delimitation and at-
tribution of specific forms of behavior,

roles and places according to gender
membership—is the direct consequence
of a symbolic order of gender which
opposes men and women in a constant
deferral of meaning, where the two
terms are simultaneously separate and
inseparable because they draw their ex-
istence precisely from their contraposi-
tion.

Bringing out the ambivalence present
in the rituals, rules and narrative de-
vices of gender production serves to
highlight not only the intrinsic ambigu-
ity of the concept of gender but also the
ambivalent and manifold nature of so-
cial reality, which cannot be understood
by being reduced to dichotomous cate-
gories but instead requires interpretative
keys and metaphors able to convey a
plurality of differences.

What are the implications for man-
agement? The first is that gender should
be viewed as a practice and not as a
natural phenomenon, as something that
is ‘done’ and not as something that ‘is’.
As they produce goods and services,
organizations also produce social be-
liefs about gender relationships and
about their equity, and they also provide
settings in which to experiment with
and alter these relationships. Gender re-
lationships in organizations, and the
rhetorics used to describe them and ex-
plain them, not only reflect the sym-
bolic order of gender in society; they
also actively help to create and alter it.
It is therefore important to be aware that
at precisely the moment when one talks
about gender relations, one is fostering
their reproduction or their change.
Learning to talk about them differently,
giving visibility to the hegemonic mas-
culinity underlying the dominant lan-
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guages and discursive practices, is
therefore a route to change.

NOTES

1. The present article is based on research into
narratives by men and women in male dominated
professions promoted by the Servizio Formazi-
one e Addestramento Professionale of the Pro-
vincia Autonoma di Trento and funded by the
European Community. It is the outcome of joint
and indivisible work by the authors, whose
names appear in alphabetical order. However, if
for academic reasons individual responsibility is
to be attributed, Silvia Gherardi wrote Section 2;
Barbara Poggio wrote all the other sections.

2. Interviews were conducted with 34 pairs of sub-
jects working in the following sectors: building,
agriculture, banking, commerce, information
technology, communications, chemicals, engi-
neering, food.

3. There is no ending to denote a female engineer in
the Italian language. Consequently, when the
word ‘ingegnere’ is used without specifying the
gender of the person concerned, it tends to have
a male connotation. Thus, when the interviewee
came to be considered an engineer, she was
‘ushered into’ a male world.
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