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Introduction 

Thank you very much for the invitation to speak here and to give a comment to the background 

document of the conference: I want to focus on the two crucial questions of the document: why is 

change so difficult? Let me already say in the beginning, that it has to do with long-term 

developments and with specific ambivalences of the change between the sexes and the figurations 

they build. And the second question is: Why is change possible? Let me here already say: it is 

possible because change and also power is a social long-term but inevitable thing. It makes up 

society! 

 At first sight observing gender relations in today’s work life one might ask if things have 

changed very much. Do men behave like primitive barbarians in business life rejecting gender 

equality? And do women have to bear the burden of civilising them and the whole culture of 

business? Do we have to face gender war everywhere?  

 We know that although the rate is increasing only 6% of positions of leadership are held by 

women worldwide and that 56 % of men think that children suffer as a result of their mother’s ca-

reer (Statistisches Bundesamt 2001, Gallup Poll 1996). I read in the programme paper of this con-

ference that also in Italy we have to face ‘widespread vertical segregation’ (Roma, 2008: 13). 

Therefore it’s no surprise that in most of the western societies, esp. in the U.S. a ‘majority of 

women do not believe women have job opportunities that are equal to those that men have’ (Saad 

2003).  

 However whilst 9 years ago 34 % of men in Germany were convinced to give up their own 

career in favour of that of their wives’ (GRP 1999), meanwhile, up to 10 % of the young fathers in 

Germany take up of the new regulation of the so-called ‘father months’.  

 How would one start to explain these statistics besides other than through moral or political 

explanations? How would one explain the fact that if women enter the higher ranks, at the same 

time ‘hold jobs with fewer prestige points’ within the same category or that they are being excluded 

from the strategic level of management? (HØjgaard 2002: 34, Pasero 2004). 

1. Historically women have been underrepresented in the man’s world of power, leadership 

and business.  

2. There exists a ‘Glass Ceiling’ in the leadership arena and women are often critically 

regarded by men in the workplace as - outsiders.  

3. Nevertheless, women are neither victim nor are they excluded form society as something 

that Elias called homo clausus. They are embedded as actors but with less power in this 

figuration with an unequal balance of power.  
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4. For a better understanding one has to analyse not only gender relations in business life as a 

whole, but also the long term processes of exclusion and inclusion. This demands a 

reconstruction of the long-term process of civilisation between men and women.  

5. It also means analysing to what extent this implies a change of the power balances in the 

spheres of organisational life.  

 

In the following time I will line out some of the main points of the figurational approach to power 

and social inequality and its relevance for the investigation of the changing shape in the social con-

struction of femininity and masculinity. Then, after briefly mentioning the actual research on stereo-

types, the long term process of exclusion and inclusion will be illustrated with a few of typical ex-

amples from the empirical data of etiquette books and modern career guides.  

 

1. The relational concept of power and gender relationships 

Before I refer to the concept of Established and Outsiders to understand the current ‘gender trou-

ble’, I want to line out in some brief remarks the figurational concept of power by Norbert Elias. 
 Power is usually associated with politics, mostly dirty politics. Power seems to belong to one 

group and lacking to another. Power has been treated as a thing, as ‘something to be carried around’, 

which some have and others are lacking. As long as power is only seen in its instrumental use, it is 

impossible to detect power in unexpected places. This ‘unpleasant taste’ (Elias 1971: 76, cf. 2005: 

311 ff.) of the term results from the experience that past history appears as a misuse of power. It is 

assumed power has to be overcome because power is ‘non-ethic’ and ‘suspect’ (Elias 1971: 97). But 

in this view one does not recognize that to overcome power it is power which is needed.  

 For Elias, the idea that power in itself is a substantial thing affecting people is socially con-

structed. It is refers ultimately to the traditional image of the homo clausus. In contrast, power in the 

figurational perspective is defined as a dynamic and complex relation of human societies with gradual 

changes. Elias states that  

 

‘a more adequate solution to problems of power depends on power being understood 
unequivocally as a structural characteristic of a relationship, all-pervading and, as a 
structural characteristic, neither good nor bad. (...) In so far as we are more dependent 
on others than they are on us, more directed by others than they are by us, they have 
power over us, whether we have become dependent on them by their use of naked 
force or by our need to be loved, money, healing, status, a career, or simply for excite-
ment’ (Elias 1971: 93) 
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The transformation of external constraints into more comprehensive self restraints contains a reduc-

tion of power inequalities between social groups (functional democratization). Through this devel-

opment, the analysis of power and subjectivation in organizations as for example in the policy arena 

is placed into the context of hierarchy and figurational change. In addition, a reduced, predeter-

mined view on power processes and organisational life is overcome. The traditionally one-sided and 

narrow view of power in its economic, disciplinary or repressive developments excludes the percep-

tion of the varieties and refinement of power.  

 Moreover, even in circumstances where no or small economic inequalities in a social rela-

tionship exist, power is present. It refines itself, so that the smaller ‘the power differentials become 

the more clearly (...) other, non-economic aspects of tensions and conflicts occur’ (Elias/Scotson 

1990: 29). Power is therefore to understand in form of ‘sliding scales’ as a dynamically, multilay-

ered of interpersonal relation (Elias 1986: 427). In the ‘centre of the changing figurations or (...) the 

figurational process’ a ‘fluctuating balance of tensions, the back and forth of the power balance is 

located’ (Elias 1971: 142 f.). Thus, power can be examined in its ‘many kinds of play in which hu-

mans are interconnected’ (Goudsblom 1979: 74). 

 In spite of his dynamic and relational concept of power, Elias thinks that ‘gender is not dy-

namic but static, biologically fixed and unalterable’ (Treibel 2001). Also in society we can find this 

belief: it is assumed that men hold the monopoly of power, whereas women seem to be subject to male 

control. If we accept that in The Civilising Process the human interdependencies increase it is also 

worthwhile to analyse the increase of interdependencies between the sexes that have taken place.  

 A figurational interpretation of the change of gender relations refers to the fact that feelings - 

seen in the long-term perspective of the civilization process - always had a central meaning and thus 

are culturally and historically determined. ‘Emotions in fact have been placed under more conscious 

but less rigid control’ (Mastenbroek 2002: 175, 180); the intensified self-controls in the manage-

ment world became nevertheless second nature via obligation and pressure. Men and women today 

in most situations do not meet each other armed with weapons like in interstate military conflicts. 

 In gendered organisations women as employees, on the co-worker or on the leadership level 

were attributed emotional and talkative attributes, which legitimized not only the authentication of 

sex difference but also women’s exclusion or inclusion (Ernst 2005).    

 Moreover, the gender gap is expressed with symbols: as Robert Connell describes, the ‘patriar-

chal dividend’ of men finds expression in their money, their income, their prestige and their influence 

(1999: 103). The popular type of hegemonic masculinity was developed in Europe and North-America 

and focussed on gender difference and not on gender equality. Moreover, the traditional male was con-

structed as the patriarchal bread-winner of the family with woman as housewife (Connell 1999: 209 f.)  
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The tension pressure between established one and outsiders grows, ‘if members of the group of out-

siders ascend socially or if the outsiders aim legal and social equalization’. ‘In this case, the natural 

arrangement falters for the superior group.’ (Elias 2005: 60)  

 

2. Men and women: Established and Outsiders? 

The figurational model of Established and Outsiders relations was developed in order to understand 

social inequality. It was based on the idea that the social techniques of superiority and subordination 

are dependent with power relations. Elias and Scotson pointed to the interdependence of praise-

gossip towards ones own and rejecting gossip towards the outsiders. The position of the group 

members was dependent on the duration of residence and the belonging to the group. These soci-

ologists claimed that in this socially equal class formation the rejecting gossip and praise gossip are 

internalised by the group members in a long-term process. The Established feel superior, more 

qualified and better – the outsiders have a lower self-confidence. Women very often suffer from 

rejecting gossip and prejudices because they are newcomer’s in particular social situations like 

leadership. If they enter male domains of power their behaviour is judged more severely.  

 Elias’s and Scotson’s useful model can only be summed up by using structural regularities 

which allow a comparison of social class differences and gender differences in leadership posts. 

The empirical paradigms set out in Established/Outsiders relations theory are a useful tool to inves-

tigate the relations between men and women in leadership positions especially in view of the fol-

lowing factors: 

 

1. Men in leadership positions tend to operate as a stronger and more homogenous group than 

women. Although the latest research (Connell 1999) shows that a great variety of masculinity 

exists, this has not completely led to the decrease of gender inequality. Historically, in Germany 

men have had earlier access to higher education compared to women. Males were not supposed 

to do housework or take on child care responsibilities. But every woman was and continually is, 

in contrast, supposed to bear children at the expense of a senior career (Hite 2000: 63). 

2. Men tend to be promoted more rapidly and are expected to stay in senior positions for longer. 

Men are assumed to be experts while women often have to prove that they are (Hadler 1995). 

3. The way in which each group has been characterized in history is comparable to the notion of 

praise gossip and rejecting gossip. One can find forms of group charisma and group disgrace. 

Men are by tradition the ‘monopoly holders (Elias/ Scotson 1965: 151)’ and old residents in 

senior positions with a specific old-boy network. The integration or the exclusion of newcomers 

is connected with the ‘length of residence (Elias/Scotson 1965: 150)’ in the leadership world.  
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4. Women in leading academic and business positions suffer from the established male superior 

power: it not only enabled men to reserve social positions but to regard and treat women as 

newcomers, as strangers and as the least favoured of a group (Douglas 1987; Cockburn 1993). 

Although women themselves may not feel like outsiders and act as actors, they are being con-

fronted with the very ambivalent structure of organisational life: being outsiders because of the 

traditional bourgeois structure of business and family life. 

5. Nevertheless, women nowadays have the same and often better qualifications as men and acces-

sibility to more equal career entry structures and opportunities. Today it is easier for women to 

enter such professions as ministers, lawyers, professors and business executives. With the social 

changes between the sexes, plurality and ambiguity has led to the diminishing of contrasts. 

6. Because women's place in the model of Established and Outsiders is not at all clear, further in-

quiry into the gender gap of this specific model of figurational interdependency has to be carried 

out. I would argue that women in leadership positions have started the process of transition from 

being outsiders in the scientific and business world to moving towards being established in cer-

tain leadership posts.  

 

Another aspect that should be taken into account is that in organisational theory the prevailing 

frameworks are the parties and the systems models (Mastenbroek 1995: 8). On the one hand in the 

systems model gender differences seem to be irrelevant because the organisation appears to be ‘an 

entity with certain functional requirements’. In the parties model on the other hand the ‘subgroups 

with self-interests’ are predominant (Mastenbroek 1995: 9). Gender seems to be one of the main 

dividing and conflicting factors in organisational life. Therefore the organisational life’s structure 

should be regarded as an interdependent network with elements of several spheres and power bal-

ances between several sections.  

The relations between men and women in leadership positions are characterized by the 

men’s oldness in higher education and leadership posts. Moreover, the structure of the organisa-

tion’s system is dominated by male monopoly holders.  

 

3. Etiquette books and the gender relations 

Traditional etiquette books as well as modern career guides have had to face current problems of 

society and social change: whereas in the 18th century people were confronted with a scientific 

revolution, in the 21st century globalisation is the great enterprise of humankind. These popular 

sources paradoxically implicate traditional images ans are predominant even though social reality 
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have changed. The social constructions of gender differ from modern individual self-images of men 

and women, but they cause a dynamic of decision-making in leading positions.  

 

4. Women’s under-representation and research on stereotypes 

In the Established/Outsiders figuration one can assume strategies resulting from a minority status, 

network- and mentorship-system. These factors regulate the opening and closing of power re-

sources, problems of membership and tradition, phenomenon such as gossip and so on. 

 Gender Studies show that the typical ‘male’ career and its advantages are favoured by or-

ganisational life, such as promotions, coaching and mentoring-systems. Therefore the ‘Glass-

Ceiling’ is the most important reason for women’s under-representation in leadership-positions. 

 Men and women are members in ‘networks of interdependent groups’ (Mastenbroek 1995: 

9). Here it is possible to apply, at first, the rational system level, that is stereotyped as to belong to 

the male domain. Women’s abilities in this field have been completely denied by tradition because 

common belief has taught women to be emotional and people oriented. Secondly, the socioemo-

tional level is the women’s world, because they are expected to have special ‘soft skills’ and to be 

better qualified in this arena (Ferrario 1991: 17). The power and interdependence model, thirdly, 

focuses on the power struggle, that is traditionally characterized as male. In this conflicting arena 

the power struggle between men and women has increased due to the heightened awareness of 

women’s discrimination (Faludi 1993). And last but not least, the negotiating level of organisations 

is a market sharing all kinds of ‘ >scarce resources<’ (Mastenbroek 1995: 14).  

 

5. Gender relations in the workplace: the past and the present 

In order to investigate this relationship I have studied the changes and resistance to behavioural 

practices between the sexes and their connection to techniques of gossip and gossip control. In the 

18th century the intellectual bourgeois woman was an ambivalent figure - hated and idealised at 

the same time; standing on the border of science, neither integrated nor completely excluded. Since 

then femininity figured as an ambivalent construction to separate and stigmatize women. As the 

‘minority of the worst (Elias/Scotson 1965: 159)’ the intellectual woman was an expression and 

decline of the fantasies and fears of established scientists and writers of etiquette books. Every male 

author - and as a growing minority - female, bestowed the praise-gossip on male scientists while the 

academic women suffered from blame-gossip. One of the most popular German authors, Knigge 

(1788), blamed the intellectual woman for being a torture for every man. He states that a woman 

may try to ‘perfect her writing and speech by her own studies and chaste literature (...)’.  
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‘But she ought not to make a profession of it; she ought not to stray in all kinds 

of erudition. It causes not only disgust but compassion, if one realises the way 

in which these poor beings dare to discuss the most important things which 

during all the centuries have been a result of troublesome research by great 

men (...) (Knigge 1788: 196)’.  

 

We can find a diametric opposition in the attitudes towards the young working men however: this 

ideal stands in contrast with the women’s life of ‘leisure and lightness’. In 1804 Lafontaine laments:  

 

‘... the doctor, the lawyer, the teacher, they all must be in their place; the carpenter, 

the farmer, they should never delay their work, if they do not want to loose their cli-

ents or their harvest (Lafontaine 1804: 110)’. 

 

In the following 19th century women scientists were given the status of outsiders, who were not al-

lowed or able to study at all. Working women outside university have been addressed in etiquette 

books balancing the different expectations of work life and home life which were emerging. As a 

consequence of industrial and structural change, bourgeois women had to start working. But their 

work had to be denied, as bourgeois society favoured the housewife working for love. Under these 

new circumstances, the ideal came to exist that women who had to work should work in so-called 

feminine and morally acceptable jobs in the welfare, health and the educational system. The self-

image of 19th century bourgeois women whether oriented towards emancipation or not, shared this 

common gender arrangement and favoured a specific ideal of motherhood and femininity. This 

ideology was connected with issues of using female resources to solve the social crisis of modern 

society. Femininity figured as an ambivalent construction to separate and stigmatize women in sci-

ence. The internalisation and constant ambivalence of the rejecting gossip found in 19th century 

literature is expressed in the following illustration of 1910: on the one hand, for a woman being 

intellectual means being unattractive, prudish and lonely. On the other hand, the typical role of a 

woman is motherhood. This model is also preferred by many female bourgeois politicians in past 

and present Germany.  

 In the women's liberation movement from the outgoing 19th century onwards, femininity 

constantly was an ideal. But despite the conservative and later fascistic image held of motherhood 

during both World Wars, in the decades following, femininity comes to symbolize an alternative 

and a solution to the crisis of (post-)modern society. It figures, as an alternative to the increasing 

difference between private and public life. The women outsiders value their position seeing it as a 
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chance to construct a positive self-identity and gain success in the established monopolies of 

strength. They prefer integration with respect for difference. Women’s difference to men runs under 

the name of inclusion in the senior positions in business whereas previously it was an argument for 

women’s exclusion. The slogan, ‘being the boss and a woman at the same time’, expresses this ex-

traordinarily ambivalent position. And after she was elected our Federal Chancellor, Angela Merkel, 

expressed that it was a great compliment for her to succeed although she is a woman (Richter 

2006). The fear of losing femininity and become masculine also nowadays is widespread. For ex-

ample, in another etiquette book from 1955 you can find the idea that many of the female employ-

ees 

 

‘try to imitate their male colleagues, not only in the case of performance but also in 

the case of behaviour. They talk like men, behave like men in their posture and their 

movement, they favour over feminine charm a kind of male care freeness, their aim 

is to know and do everything and to make men’s jargon their own’ (Oheim 1955: 

386).   

 

Expressed in terms of informalization and formalisation, this attitude portrays a severe stage of 

formalisation in which a woman’s right of becoming equal is denied: women’s loss of self-control 

means - in this sense smoking a cigarette - losing feminity. Moreover, really being a woman in 1963 

means that women in leading positions have to be careful in order to create a good working atmos-

phere especially if they are superior to men:  

 

‘Grace and agility which also implies strength of character and professional 

efficiency is always better for a woman to employ than to play with feminine 

coquettishness. Men like real women with motherly instincts more than out-

moded piles of files, grouchy old spinsters who are eaten away by ambition 

and craving for recognition (Andreae 1963: 114)’.   

 

Confronted with this antagonistic expectation in organisational life the result is that no matter what 

intentions a woman has, her actions are interpreted in the framework of infringing or confirming 

femininity.  

 The parallels between historical ideals and the popular belief of so-called specific women’s 

skills in the workplace can be observed. In the past it was thought that because of women's sensitiv-

ity, emotionalism and altruism, women were better qualified to work in typical women’s jobs like 
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nursing, teaching and taking care of those in need. In recent debates on gender equality, we can 

find, for example, the suggestion that businesswomen suffer from the loss of their personality, and 

their ability to be spontaneous, affectionate and sensitive. Men, on the other hand are expected to 

develop and to enact their abilities (Ferrario 1991: 19)’. 

Since the 18th century the topic of the decline of family life being caused by women’s out-

side life and work is an important and constant motive. It has been allocated between the sexes and 

it was internalized in the self-descriptions of men and women and was also perpetuated by the judi-

cial system in Germany: Until the 1950s female teachers who wanted to marry had to give up work. 

Only since 1977 have married women and mothers been allowed to work without their husband’s 

permission. The actual conflict nowadays seems to be that mostly the women have to make a 

‚choice between less investment in children and more investment in work, or more investment in 

the family and less in work’ (Morgan 1997: 88). This conflict is interwoven with the defence strat-

egy of men in leading positions: they protect their work life from family tasks (Liebold 2001). This 

behaviour correlates with the results published recently in the European Commissions Guideline 

called ‘Gender Stereotypes Overcoming’ (2005: 33): we have to face the stereotypes in Work as 

follows: 

• women’s familiar role and duties remain more important than their working life and career 

• care work is completely under women’s charge, and remains their duty 

• women are unable to do certain kind of jobs due to their so called ‘nature’ 

• women show no creativity whatsoever in work, so they are not inclined to artistic jobs 

• women’s working choices are influenced by their previous educational choices, oriented 

mainly to humanistic fields, towards which they are by nature more inclined . 

 

Nevertheless one can also observe that there is a change in the generations of women who cope 

with these expectations. This is a further hint to the ascent of formerly outsiders becoming estab-

lished (Mueller 1999). But the central underlying opposition of functionality and impersonal behav-

iour in a ‘Man’s World’ (Spencer/Podmore 1987) on the one hand and femininity in the sense of 

taking care of others in private and public life on the other hand is also predominant (Wajcman 

1998). Private and public behaviour are mixed together and compensate for women’s presence in 

business life and leading positions. In this respect, flirting at work, problems of sexual harassment, 

gender-working lessons in management and training in soft skills especially for men express, that 

the established men have to find a new role and place in business and university life. 

Female leadership and women’s way of using power is a metaphor and rhetoric for women's 

success and women's new self-identity in male domains of power. The once stigmatized inability of 
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females to do research and intellectual work, to make decisions and to lead subordinates has been 

replaced in the present day by an overestimate of their ability to rescue the world. In one of the best 

selling career guides for women it is stated that the future demands ‘intuition, prudence, the ability 

to sympathise, and the appreciation of ecology concerns or unemployment’. And here, we have to 

realize, ‘that the male domains of economic power sway. All these future qualities are the so-called 

typically ‘feminine’ qualities’, which ‘until now have been responsible for women’s difficulties to 

succeed in the management-world’ (Henes-Karnahl 1989: 139 ff.).  

This figurational-ideal expresses the reciprocal dynamics between Established and Outsid-

ers, by how women have adopted prevailing ideals of femininity which is constructed through dif-

ference by men, as something that seems to be common sense. But it is an aim of modern manage-

ment culture to succeed in facing the great problems resulting from an obsolete authoritarian leader-

ship style. One may assume that this is a chance for women to prove their special abilities, and the 

business guides and the mainstream imply this. But they also mention that one should not go so far 

as to suggest that women make mistakes because they are too naive, insecure and too hardworking 

(Huber 1995). Others demand to make use of the capability of caring for others, sympathy and in-

tuition (Heim/Golant 1995; Bown/Brady 1995).  

 Nevertheless, several studies show that there is not an increasing amount of women in man-

agement or science because of their special resource, but because of socioeconomic change (Fer-

rario 1991; Nerge 1992; Hadler 1995: 37). Therefore, feminine leadership is more an ideology than 

social reality in the world of business and it reflects a particular period in the battle between women 

who want to be the Established and men who want to defend their privileges against the competing 

women. Citing Elias again: ‘Their superior status, which forms an integral element of the individual 

self-respect and the personal pride of many for its member, is threatened by the fact that the mem-

bers of one despised group of outsiders not only demand social equality, but also human equiva-

lence.’ (Elias 2005: 60)  

 

6. Conclusion 

Seen with detachment, to favour a female leadership style, is a strategy of Outsiders building up a 

new identity by destroying the group-charisma of the Established. But at the same moment it is also 

rhetoric employed by the Established to genderize leadership posts. This ideal is allocated on the 

socioemotional level of organisations. Future investigations should question whether this new lead-

ership style is really acceptable and efficient in all spheres of organisations, for example the task-

oriented, the system-level or the negotiating level. To establish a new alternative, organisational 

order appears to be the women’s genuine strategy. Steffens (2003: 184) for example stated that if a 
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new leadership style favouring social competence wins recognition this could raise women’s 

chances for inclusion.  

 However, I want to ask whether this not an ambivalent kind of counter-stigmatisation of the 

formerly established group which is not allowed to enter the new ranks. It has attempted to with-

draw all the blame-gossip that women neither have the qualifications nor the historical right nor 

morals and privilege to be in leading and decision-making positions. But here mostly male manag-

ers resist: female managers have integrated ‘a more androgynous view of leadership’ whereas males 

have not (Sczesny 2003).  

 Here we have to consult again socio-psychological research: Waenke et al. (2003: 187) 

found out that processes of subtyping ‘undermine the inclusion of the career woman exemplar and 

thus stereotype reduction’. Furthermore a qualitative interview study about explanations for 

women’s underrepresentation showed that both female and male top managers ‘used attributions 

which blamed the other gender group as mainly responsible. While female interviewees considered 

discrimination of women in society in general and from superiors in particular as most important 

causes, their male counterparts conceived of a lack of qualified women who are eager to lead’ 

(Hannover/ Kessels 2003: 197).   

 Nor nowadays and in Germany, due to the fact that the ideology of motherhood is still very 

popular, has the problem of private and public caretaking and housework been resolved. And this is 

not only a social risk but also an economic one because the capabilities of female high potentials 

could not be skimmed if they should completely stay at home for the benefit of the child’s growth. 

The current state of development is best described by the ambivalent concept of ‘harmonious differ-

ence’, which on the one hand praises even the minor influence that women have gained during the 

last years, while on the other hand, is employed as a new form of rhetoric by insiders who still try to 

keep women as outsiders at bay.  
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