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Abstract

This study explores how women seafarers’ identities are affected by their work. For a
long time seafaring has been a male-dominated profession all over the world.
However, due to market factors relating to a shortage of ship officers and to factors
relating to their strategic promotion within the labour market, women seafarers have
recently drawn more attention. Despite this economic and political trend, there is very
little research about women’s experience of seafaring, which is why I believe my study
on this population is important and can contribute new knowledge to this area of

research.

The seafaring profession is highly mobile which allows seafarers to regularly move
between ship and shore. These two spaces may have different gender norms and
values which could pose a number of challenges for women seafarers in managing their
identities. This research, therefore, begins by shedding light on the occupational
culture of seafaring using the accounts of both male and female seafarers. Within the
wider framework of gender identity issues of female workers in male-dominated
professions, this study explores how women seafarers’ identity management is affected

by the occupational culture.

The research employs qualitative feminist methods, particularly in-depth interviews, in
order to examine the identity management strategies of women seafarers. The analysis
then focuses on patterns of identity management strategies: how women changed
strategies chronologically as well as multi-dimensionally (e.g. across space as well as
time). The project concludes with several suggestions for future research. The
findings of this study emphasise the need to increase the employment of women
seafarers in the industry in order to improve living conditions of life on board for both

male and female seafarers.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

1.1. About this thesis

The focus of this thesis is women seafarers’ identity management and the impact that
the occupational culture of seafaring has upon their identities. In particular, the study
examines what kind of identity management strategies are utilised by women in order to
cope with gender-related issues both on board and ashore. The analysis attempts to
find patterns within women seafarers’ identity management strategies, especially how
they may have changed strategies in chronological and multi-dimensional processes.
In order to develop this analysis, I have used “ideal-type” categories, which allow me to
explore patterns of identity management. The analyses and discussions are developed
within the wider framework of gender identity issues of female workers in

male-dominated occupations.

Seafaring is an extreme example of a male-dominated profession. Indeed, for many
years women were almost totally excluded from all seafaring occupations. -Apart from
as wives of high-ranking officers or disguised as men, women were rarely seen on board
merchant cargo ships. Recently, the International Maritime Organization (IMO) has
led campaigns promoting the recruitment of women seafarers and the shortage of
officers has encouraged more employers to recruit women to work on board. The
population of women seafarers, however, is still small, estimated at only one or two
percent of the total work force of seafarers (Belcher ef al., 2003). There are a number
of issues relating to women seafarers which have not yet been explored. This thesis
focuses on how the occupational culture of seafaring impacts upon women seafarers’

identities and the ways in which they cope with identity management both at sea and



ashore.

The inspiration for this research came originally from my awareness of the lack of
research into the personal aspects of women seafarers’ lives. Although one report
highlighted sexual harassment and discrimination women seafarers receive from their
male colleagues (Belcher ef al. 2003), it focused on social aspects of their lives rather
than personal issues. In addition, it only paid attention to shipboard activities within
the job, and the link between ship life and shore life has not been studied hitherto.
Furthermore, my own position as a former woman seafarer provoked much thought and
concern about this issue. Hence, unlike most studies in this area, attention in this
research is given to the experiences of women seafarers in terms of the strategies they
use to manage their identities on board and ashore, and involves an exploration of the

ways in which women seafarers’ identities are affected by their work.

The occupational culture of seafaring has been described from masculine perspectives
for many years. As a former woman seafarer, I think that certain aspects of life on a
ship are illustrative of masculine norms and values. For example, the design of ships
is informed by the assumption that seafarers are men. I am five feet and six inches tall,
the equivalent of a short or medium sized man; therefore I could reach most of the
places on board. One of my female colleagues, however, was less than five feet and
found some tasks difficult. For example, she could not place the ships’ flags where
they were stored on the shelves as they were attached to the ceiling of the navigation
bridge. The design of space, therefore, reflects an assumption that the environment of

the ship is a male territory.

In addition to such physical shocks when entering ship culture, to our surprise my
female colleagues and I experienced a mental culture shock when leaving the ship.
When embarking a ship, we were prepared to behave as seafarers and it was a relatively
easy transition. On the other hand, when disembarking for either a half-day shore

leave or a couple of months’ vacation, we often felt as if we were different species of



“women” while ashore. Normal “women” who we saw on the streets, in department
stores, and in cafés, dressed decently, used beautiful make-up, and smiled more than us.
These women seemed to enjoy their lives as “women”, compared to us, who had
become accustomed to being dressed in working clothes (often a boiler suit or similar),
going without make-up and generally de-feminising our appearance. This shock hit us

every time we left the small ship-based culture for the larger shore-based culture.

While ships have been overwhelmingly dominated by men for hundreds of years, it is
problematic to make assumptions about seafaring culture using such ‘man-made’
knowledge. Hence, this research first examines the occupational culture of seafaring
through both male and female seafarers’ own words and interpretations, before
exploring the relationship between the work culture and women seafarers’ identity

management.

The study mainly utilised qualitative feminist methods of in-depth interviews in order to
explore the experiences of women seafarers. The participants in the research included
women seafarers of various nationalities, age groups and job ranks. The sample of
women seafarers was mainly drawn from European countries (and included a few
women from Japan and an African country); the participants were deck officers,
engineers or radio officers between nineteen and fifty-four years old. The analysis was
undertaken with an awareness that participants’ different social and cultural
backgrounds might produce different views and reflections and could affect their

responses.

1.2. Women seafarers — historical background and statistics

The term ‘women seafarers’ may carry different images of women at sea depending on

what kinds of sailing crafts are concerned, for example, Navy women (warships),

female officers/engineers (merchant cargo vessels), fisherwomen (fishing boats), and



female crews (sailing yachts and cruisers). With such a diversity of seafaring women,
this research focuses on those women working in the operational sections of merchant
cargo ships (i.e. on deck or in the engine and radio departments). Women seafarers in
this study, on a typical merchant cargo vessel, tend to find themselves the only female

among fifteen males or more working at sea for several months.

The history of women seafarers is sparsely covered in literature. There are a few
documented cases of early women seafarers on merchant ships around the 19" century,
for example, Mary Ann Arnold' and Ellen Watts®.. However, most of the earliest
records about women seafarers are those who served on warships, including female

pirates, such as Anne Bonny (Cordingly, 2002).

Several Navy women’s biographies highlight the significance of women on board
during the Age of Sail. In the eighteenth century, a famous Navy woman, Hannah
Snell, dressed like a man for four and a half years but later revealed her true gender.
At twenty-seven, she became a celebrity and entertained audiences with her singing at a
theatre in North London (Cordingly, 2002:77-85). Mary Ann Talbot also became
famous for her adventures at sea, but she was not as successful as Snell (pp.85-9). The
black, married able sea(wo)man, ‘William Brown’ (real name unknown) was renowned
for her distinctive talent and sea(wo)manship and became a Captain of the foretop on
one of the largest ships in the Royal Navy (pp.62-3). Mary Lacy pretended to be a
man called ‘William Cavendish’ and joined a 90-gun ship as a carpenter’s servant and
later worked in the dockyard. Although early literature about Navy women included
many fictional stories, Stark (1996) identified twenty examples of women seafarers in
the Royal Navy between 1650 and 1815, and most (excepting two) seemed to be

“genuine”.

These women are probably just a few of the anonymous Navy women around the period,

! The Charter on 29" December 1839.
? Freeman’s Journal on 24™ July 1841.



because the only ones we know about today are those who disclosed their true gender
and talked openly about it in public. There might well have been many more women
who cross-dressed and lived at sea. Some might have been wounded or killed without
being identified as women. In addition, whether fictional or non-fictional, stories of
outstanding Navy women continued to fascinate the public. Women seafarers gained
popularity and respect and were treated as heroines. These male-looking Navy women
also went to bars ashore with other male seafarers and socialised as if they were men
(Cordingly, 2002:54-62). However, even though their lives were sensationalised, they
were successful in remaining at sea only because they concealed their feminine identity

and acted like men.

Employing women in the Navy became common in various parts of the world in the
twentieth century. Quoting records from 1930, for example, Aggrey (2000) notes that
Russia made good use of women seafarers. When World War II started, some women
radio officers served on the Allied ships although in the United States women were
excluded from certain military jobs, for example, working at sea, or in combat in the air
or on land. Permanent positions in the US military, however, became open to women
after the Armed Services Integration Act of 1948. Unlike the US Air Force, where
women have been fully integrated into the high-technology sector, the US Navy has a
more traditional structure despite its own high-technology base (Segal and Segal, 1983:
255). And today, Iskra (2007:220) points out that, although American women are now
at the forefront of combat at sea, they are still excluded from permanent assignment to
submarines. She considers submarine culture in the United States to be outdated since
women serve on submarines in other countries, such as Australia, Canada, Norway, and

Sweden (see also Pettersson et al., 2008; Winslow and Dunn, 2002).

The increasing number of women seafarers on merchant cargo ships reflect a broader
trend of more women entering traditionally male-dominated professions. From the
beginning of the twentieth century, more women have been recruited to the merchant

navy, mostly on cruise/passenger ships. These women did not generally work in the



marine department of vessels and worked mostly in the service sectors (e.g. hotel and
catering sections). Wu (2005) reports that 19% of the cruise seafarers in his study
were women: the highest proportion worked in guest services (34%), followed by the
cabin department (23%), bar and food section (20%), “other” departments (mainly
concessionaire) (17%), and galley (4%). Fewer than 2% of women were in marine
sections, where navigation or engineering operations take place. His research reveals
that women workers on cruise ships are under-represented at senior levels in both
absolute (number) and relative (percent) terms. There are fewer women seafarers
working in ship-operational sections (i.e. on deck or in the engine and radio
departments) than in the service sectors on cruise vessels. Hence, it is necessary to
consider these two groups of women seafarers separately in terms of the degree of

male-dominance in their workplaces.

Generally, data about the number of women seafarers on merchant ships are scarce.
Only an estimation could be made by IMO in 1992, when it considered the
under-utilised resource of women, who represent just one to two percent of the world’s
1.25 million seafarers. In the post-war era, Scandinavian countries tended to recruit
more women on ships than other countries. An ILO-commissioned study of women
seafarers (see Belcher e al., 2003) found that Sweden was the top supplier of women
seafarers, who represented 23.3 percent of the Swedish maritime workforce in 1997.
In other Scandinavian countries, such as Denmark (1997) and Norway (2001), women
were reported to constitute more than 10 percent of the total seafarers’ population:
This contrasts with only 8.3 percent in the UK (2000), 4.2 percent in Germany (2001),
and 1.2 percent in Italy (1998). Fairplay® reported that in 1988 only three out of
43,000 seafarers registered in India were women, and by the end of 2002 the number
had only increased to twelve. The largest supplier of seafarers is now the Philippines,
where a mere 225 out of 230,000 mariners registered during the period from 1983 to

1990 were women. However, most women seafarers in the Philippines who appeared

% Fairplay International Shipping Weekly on 05 February 2004.



in these figures were assigned to the hotel or catering sections, and were considered as
ratings. Women’s representation in the officer class in the Philippines was even lower;

only seven percent of women seafarers held the status of officer.

A report by the International Transport Workers’ Federation (ITF) (2006) reveals that
more women joined the seafaring trade union between 1998 and 2004/5 proportionately
than men. The figures in 2001 showed an increase of 7.7 percent (from 22,390 to
24,110) compared with only one percent (from 671,587 to 678,474) respectively.

Unfortunately there have not been any regular surveys conducted to monitor women’s
participation in shipping; therefore the presence of women seafarers remains largely
invisible, despite these diverse estimates and figures. Nevertheless, women seafarers
have recently been attracting much more attention than ever before partly due to
political movements and their strategic promotion as workers, and partly due to market
forces and an associated shortage of ship officers. The political factor relates to
worldwide trends of promoting women. For example, following the United Nation’s
promotion of women’s employment in the late 1970s, the IMO implemented the
program ‘Women in Development’ in 1988. Market forces have been a more recent
factor because in recent years, there has been a critical shortage of seafaring labour,
particularly officers. The Baltic and International Maritime Council (BIMCO) and the
International Shipping Federation (ISF) reported in 2005 that the shipping industry as a
whole would face a serious shortage of labour. For example, by 2015, a 5.9 percent
shortfall was estimated, which corresponds to 27,000 officers. Accordingly, entry to
maritime academies and universities has become more open to women than ever before
(Belcher et al., 2003). Nevertheless, the status of women seafarers may not

necessarily be improved “significantly”.

Despite the trend to employ more women in onboard jobs, the literature about women’s
sea experience is scarce. Only a few international studies have been conducted on

women seafarers on merchant vessels (Aggrey, 2000; Belcher et al., 2003). Although



some research studies on women seafarers have been published in other languages, for
example, in Swedish (Kaijser, 2005), many issues relating to their lives and experiences

remain unknown.

This should not, however, be misunderstood to mean that there is no history of women
at sea. Rather, it would suggest that women have rarely participated in seafaring and
their presence has been substantially overlooked within accounts of the male-oriented
culture of the seas. There are some publications from the early eighteenth century in
the UK about woman sailors, for example the fictional Lucy Brewer and Almira Paul,
who disguised themselves as men for years with her hair tied up and breasts bandaged
(Cordingly, 2002). Today, to join the shipping industry (or Navy), women no longer
need to wear the mask of a man. However, the seafaring culture seems to retain strong

male features just as it did in the eighteenth century.

For example, my strong enthusiasm to study nautical science and become a seafarer was
neutered by a Captain who was a professor at the maritime university in Japan. He
assumed that in order for women to be happy they needed to marry and raise children.
The fact that I was not welcome in the academy even before joining the industry seemed
to come from the notion of gender roles and patriarchy, but it did not stop me in my
dream to become a seafarer. Such uncomfortable experiences caused by the words of

male counterparts are not unique.

In fact, many women seafarers have some experience of being sexually harassed and
abused by the words and/or actions of their male colleagues (Belcher et al., 2003).
Some male seafarers and non-seafarers still believe that women should not be on the
ship (Thomas, 2004, 2006). Although they do not have to hide their gender identity
any more, women seafarers are still aware of the importance of playing down their
femininity in order to overcome or avoid bullying by men, and many women seafarers
are annoyed by male assumptions of women’s incompetence at work (Belcher ef al.,

2003).



The history of women seafarers informs us that they have, at times, intentionally utilised
male identities to become a member of a crew on ships. There are no data, however, to
help us understand what happened to their female identity while they were on board as
men. It is also a mystery why some women seafarers revealed their female identity in
the end. Where had it been hidden while they behaved as “men” and what convinced
them to finally disclose the truth? Whilst this research cannot shed light on these past
events, it can consider what happens to the gender identity of women at sea in the
contemporary world and how they manage identities to allow them to survive in a
male-dominated world of work. Women seafarers may have conflicting identities and

these need to be understood through their own words and interpretations.

There are all sorts of ships where women seafarers can be found. Nevertheless, I have
chosen large merchant cargo ships (which may be as long as 300 meters) but their crew

size be only twenty on an average. I have focused on them for the following reasons:

1. Unlike most ferries and leisure crafts, seafarers on merchant cargo ships are
committed to work on board for a long period of time, typically several months at a
time, which would not afford them to have a “normal” shore-based life.

2. On merchant cargo ships, cooking and cleaning are not normally undertaken by
women. Therefore in effect, there are no ‘typically’ female roles on board cargo
ships. This compares with hotel and catering service sectors on cruise ships and
cross-channel ferries etc.

3. The organisational structure on merchant cargo ships is a classic example of a total

institution (Chapman, 1992:115).

I am particularly interested in these kinds of ships in order to investigate the'ways in
which women seafarers in the male-dominated work environment manage their

identities (see also Appendix One: ‘A Typical Merchant Cargo Ship’s Hierarchy’).
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1.3. Structure of the thesis

This thesis is organised into eight broad chapters, with an introduction and a conclusion.
Chapter two considers the relevant literature on gender and identity, and provides the
background to the research and the platform upon which it is located. It begins by
theoretically exploring how gender norms and values are socially and culturally
constructed, and how they relate to our understanding of gender roles and patriarchy.
This is followed by a discussion about occupational cultures and seafaring. Other
sociological and feminist empirical studies of women workers in male-dominated
occupations are also reviewed in order to explore issues and problems in relation to
gender identities. The chapter then focuses on the literature of gender identity
management employed by females and discusses women seafarers and gender identity

issues.

Chapter three provides an outline of the research questions, and discusses the
methodology and methods employed in this research. The chapter attempts to respond
to some of the epistemological questions in qualitative feminist research. The main
research questions are presented with three sub-questions. In order to answer these
research questions, the research design and methods of data collection and analysis are
discussed. The limitations and challenges associated with the research design and

fieldwork are considered, as are the ethical issues.

Chapter four presents an overview of interview data from male and female seafarers in
relation to how they understand the occupational culture of seafaring. This chapter
draws attention to how the seafaring culture reflects masculine norms and values, which
may pose various gender-related problems for women. It provides general background
information about the reasons why women seafarers tend to feel the need to manage

their identities by modifying their behaviour and attitudes.

Chapters five and six, as a set of data analysis chapters, explain the categorisation of
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women seafarers’ identity management strategies. Chapter five gives an outline of
four distinct typologies used in this thesis, and women seafarers’ identity management
strategies while at sea, whilst chapter six discusses their strategies ashore. Each
chapter uses examples of women seafarers’ quotes to illustrate their strategies and their

feelings about using the strategies.

Chapters seven and eight present further analysis of my interview data in terms of the
process of women seafarers’ identity management. Chapter seven takes particular
interest in how they utilise various identity management strategies over time, and
patterns of identity management are explained. Chapter eight looks at how some
women seafarers employ more than one identity management strategy in the same space

in the same period of time (“multiple identity management”).

Chapter nine presents the discussion of the research findings and attempts to combine
these with the findings from the literature review in order to address the research
questions. The chapter examines how the occupational culture impacts on women
seafarers’ identity management. In exploring the relationship between seafaring
culture and women’s identity management, the chapter seeks to theorise how this
research could respond to challenges in feminist knowledge in these areas of

sociological inquiry.

The final chapter summarises how this thesis has responded to the research questions.
It addresses the limitations and the significance of the findings as well as identifying
suggestions for future study. The concluding chapter emphasises the key findings
from this project and assesses the extent to which the masculine norms and values
underlying the occupational culture of seafaring affect women seafarers’ identity

management.
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CHAPTER TWO

‘She’ in Distress — In the Gales of a Man’s World

2.1. Introduction

In the twentieth century, particularly since the 1970s, more women have started to
participate in labour markets formerly dominated by men (Adams, 1998). Seafaring,
despite being highly traditional and male-dominated, was no exception to this trend, and
the shipping industry became increasingly aware of women as a potential source of
labour. This chapter examines the literature on gender, and looks in particular at
male-dominated environments in which heightened awareness of gender is an issue.
This has the potential for a considerable impact upon women’s self identity and notions
of femininity and masculinity. Therefore, understanding gender is essential to any
understanding of women seafarers’ experiences. This chapter outlines the subject of
gender and identity in wider contexts in relation to occupational cultures. Various
identity management strategies that women in male-dominated environments adopt will
be explored. This chapter also provides a sociological framework within which to
explore women seafarers’ experiences and identity issues in relation to gender, national,

and occupational culture.

2.2. Why gender matters

The term ‘gender’ is relatively new in social science and came into popular use among
social and cultural anthropologists in the early 1980s (Udry, 1994). Money and
Ehrhardt (1972) are regarded as the first authors to propose a differentiation between the

words ‘gender’ and ‘sex’. They suggested the term ‘sex’ should be used to refer to the
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biological classification of males and females whilst the term ‘gender’ should refer to
differences in behaviour by sex. Holdstock (1998:61) places more emphasis on the
process of gaining the sense of ‘gender’.  This understanding suggests that gender is
“acquired” in the process of learning with the encouragement of parents, peers or
teachers, and emphasises the importance of these groups in determining social
behaviour. Greed (2005:303) also notes the importance of gender as ‘gender should be
seen as one of the most important ‘minority’ categories because it affects the entire

population’.

Gender identity has also been discussed among researchers. Diamond (1977:13)
explains gender identity as ‘the sex, male or female that we feel ourselves to be’.  This
definition is more specifically given by Bem (1974) who offers several options of
gender identity: masculinity, femininity, and androgyny. On the other hand, the term
‘sexual identity’ refers to sexual orientation, for example, heterosexual, bisexual,
homosexual and lesbian (Stacey, 1993) and this should be considered separately from

‘gender identity’ used in this thesis.

In this research the term ‘women seafarers’ is used to emphasise two issues. The first
is the ‘sex’ of female seafarers. The industry is overwhelmingly male-dominated and
women are still treated as a special or unusual case in entering the shipping industry,
thus their sex is crucial in this context. The second is the ‘gender’ of women seafarers.
Ships’ culture is often regarded as a reflection of masculine norms and values. The
pressures and norms of seafaring occupational culture might even “force” women
seafarers to acquire masculine ways of behaviour on board in order to succeed or even
to “survive” (Belcher er al., 2003). This may impact significantly upon women

seafarers’ identities both at work and at home.

In this dissertation, the term ‘female seafarers’ is occasionally employed in order to
contrast them as a group with ‘male seafarers’. The expression ‘female seafarers’ may

carry nuances of femininity to which I am not necessarily referring. Although the term
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‘women seafarers’ is preferable, the opposite term to ‘women seafarers’ could be ‘men
seafarers’. However, this sounds nonsensical because the term ‘seafarers’ is almost
automatically translated into ‘male seafarers’. In other words, the word ‘seafarers’
excludes ‘female seafarers’ and ignores their existence and presence. This is why I call
the female participants ‘women seafarers’ in order to emphasise their active

participation in such a male-dominated industry.

Furthermore, in employing the term ‘women seafarers’, I do not seek to categorise all
women in one homogeneous group, and this study strongly emphasises the great
diversity of women, as has been argued elsewhere. For example, Jackson ef al.

explain:

A major reason why the category ‘women’ was called into question was that it
often served to conceal differences among women. Analyses of the
subordination of women had often been framed from the perspective of white,
Western, middle-class heterosexual women. Not all women share a similar
position, have similar experiences or similar political priorities. (1993:5-6)

Gender roles and patriarchy

The idea of gender roles can be found in many cultures and tends to centre on issues of
work and family. The question of how and why gender roles develop and change has
been addressed by several scholars. Some sociologists, for example, suggest that the
female gender roles are constructed as an opposite to an ideal male role and so helps to

perpetuate patriarchy (Delphy, 1984).

The term ‘patriarchy’ has been adopted within social science to describe ‘a system of
social structures and practices in which men dominate, oppress and exploit women’
(Walby, 1990:20). This definition is a little different from the original meaning of

patriarchy, which was based on the authority of father over his sons in early societies in
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Western Europe (although the relationship between the two meanings is self-evident).
It is relevant that the term ‘patriarchy’ in its original sense can be applied to social
relationships aboard single-sex (male) ships. The relationship between the Master
(Captain) of a modern-day vessel and “his” crew (the rest of the seafarers) resonates
strongly with the idea of an authoritarian father figure whose rule cannot be challenged
but who is expected to act in the best interests of those in his “care”. Within ship

culture, the authority of the Master over the crew is absolute.

On the other hand, the term ‘patriarchy’ also implies that men’s oppression over women
in the private sphere is generally extended to include domination outside the home in
the realm of the ‘public’ (Cockburn, 1991). Notions of ‘natural roles’ within the family,
the ‘private’, are frequently thought to underpin a gendered division of labour within
and outside the home (Collinson et al., 1990). In the case of women seafarers, they
may be considered as not being fully incorporated into a patriarchal system on a daily
basis because of their absence from home. This assumption, however, may not be
correct since the notion of patriarchy can also be observed outside the home.
Therefore, as long as their onboard and on-shore environments are possibly influenced
by patriarchal mechanisms, patriarchy and its potential impact upon women seafarers

should not be ignored.

Unlike traditional gender roles, which establish clear distinctions between masculine
and feminine, contemporary society seems to accept a greater diversity of different male
or female gender roles and blurs some of the clear distinctions between masculinity and
femininity. Yet, patriarchy still persists. This problem has been observed in various
parts of our lives, and Salisbury and Riddell (2000:307) discuss it primarily in the
context of education: ‘gender relations, both within and outwith the sphere of education,
have in some respects, changed radically and in other ways not at all’. Since women’s
domestic roles have barely changed, many of them have a “double burden” of child care
and work (Rees, 1992). If their partners were contributing equally to child care,

perhaps this would not be the case and women would have no reason for suffering from
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associated “guilt”. But in fact, many women are reluctant to get a job, even if offered
one, because of their children and family (Marshall, 1995). Visible and invisible
gender roles can become affirmative conditions for the existence of patriarchy,
politically and economically. The assumption that women are in a subordinate
position has shaped the labour market and wage structures (Pateman, 1988), and this has
altered their relationship with ‘the state’ for example, in relation to taxation and social

policy.

The relationship between a breadwinner and a homemaker will affect people’s way of
thinking and control behaviour and manners against the opposite position. Where
roles are reversed and men are unemployed and reliant upon the wages of women,
research indicates that they often fail to thrive and may become depressed and unwell
(Jump and Haas, 1987). This does not apply to women seafarers because they are
breadwinners. Thus, this could make an impact on shaping their identities and their
way of thinking as well as on the ways in which they are understood and seen by their

partners, families and friends.

Gender segregation

The division of labour has been thought of as a common problem, particularly for
women, in Western economies. Understanding the maintenance of gender segregation
at work is central to explaining the sexual division of labour (Walby, 1988). Gender
segregation is often categorised in different forms: vertical and horizontal segregations
(Cockburn, 1991; Crompton, 1988; Hakim, 1979) and contractual segregation (Rusconi
and Solga, 2008).

Vertical gender segregation can be observed in jobs which accept women but in

assistant roles to male “managers”. Furthermore, this structure of men at the top and
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women at the bottom remains for the rest of their career. Some feminists argue that
even though both men and women are assigned to the same rank within the organisation
at the first stage of work, men will possibly be promoted faster than women or women
may not be promoted in the real world (Hearn et al., 1989; Powell and Graves, 2002).
This has been evident among politicians (Cohen, 1979; Krook and Childs, 2010),
lawyers (Coffey and Walker, 2009; Spencer and Podmore, 1986, 1987), doctors (Allen,
1988; Kilminster et al., 2007), professors and teachers in higher education (Hampton,
1982; Monroe and Chiu, 2010), and other higher educated and qualified jobs.

Horizontal gender segregation refers to occupations where one sex numerically
dominates the working population, while the other sex is excluded (see ‘2.5 Other
“gendered” occupations and identity issues’). Seafaring is a good example as women
represent at only one or two percent of the total seafaring population (Belcher et al.,
2003). Women’s entry into male-dominated jobs is considered as part of
“feminisation” from the viewpoint of masculine culture (Webster, 1996). Women

seafarers in this position may also be considered to be “invading” male territories.

Various social scientists have attempted to explain why and how gender segregation is
socially constructed in relation to patriarchy and gender roles. In many cultures,
women’s role at home prioritises taking care of husband and rearing children. Brannen

and Moss explain:

Dominant ideologies about motherhood emphasise women’s primary
responsibility for children and remain highly ambivalent about women with
very young children having full-time jobs...Fathers did not equally share
childcare or other domestic tasks, nor did they accept equal responsibility for
these areas...Many women who returned to work experienced hostile
attitudes from relatives, friends and work colleagues...women were forced by
circumstances to rely largely on personal solutions to the demands and
tensions of managing the dual earner lifestyle, which fell largely upon them.
(1991:251-252)

Whilst such issues relating to the balance between family responsibilities and work are
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of tremendous significance for all women, for women seafarers the tensions between
work and home life are all the greater due to the enforced long absences from home.
The role of the extended family in certain cultures, for example in West Africa, where it
may (or may not) be seen acceptable for women to leave children with grandparents for
the sake of earning dollars for the greater good of the whole family may be of some
significance (Isiugo-Abanihe, 1985). How far this is true or how far it is the case that
across a broad range of cultures contemporary women are torn by a desire or need to
both work and take care of young children is an area of focus within the fieldwork
underpinning this thesis, where, throughout, issues of gender roles and patriarchy are

brought into stark relief.

2.3. Cultural impact in gender studies

The increasing number of women seafarers means that ships are more diverse
workplaces than they were in the past. However, this needs to be examined in relation
to today’s shipping industry which is culturally more heterogeneous environment than
in former times as a result of globalisation. Whilst globalisation is a contested norm
(Giddens, 1999; Hirst and Thompson, 1999; Saul, 2005), its impact has been observed
in the shipping industry (Alderton et al., 2004; Sampson, 2003; Sampson and Schroeder,
2006). Ships are no longer homogeneous communities occupied by single nationality
crews. Multinational crewing has become more common in practice worldwide
(Alderton et al., 2004). The biggest reason for this phenomenon is the spread of the
Flag of Convenience (FOC) system since the late 1960s, allowing ship owners to exploit
global differences in regulation and taxation, and increase more flexible crewing
(Alderton and Winchester, 2002; DeSombre, 2000). This has enabled many modern
ships to accommodate two, three, sometimes even more, different nationalities to work
on the same vessel (Sampson and Zhao, 2003). It also implies dynamic geographic
movements from home country to others in search of work, as seen with trans-migrant

seafarers in northern Germany (Sampson and Schroeder, 2006) and Filipino seafarers in
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transnational communities (Sampson, 2003).

It has been rarely discussed how women seafarers are regarded within such mixed
cultures aboard ships. Many studies have shown that women are not a homogenous
group although their experiences may be shared in similar ways (Thomas, 1999).
They indicate that women are still different under the same cultural environment.
Even within single nation states, monolithic cultures do not prevail, but several different

cultures/subcultures affect gender norms in complex ways.

Williams (1961) defines ‘culture’ as the ‘whole way of life’ of a social group as it is
structured by representation and by power. It is also ‘a network of embedded practices
and representations’, for example, ‘texts, images, talk, codes of behavior, and the
narrative structures organizing these’ (Frow and Morris, 2000:316). Culture contains
complex relationships between various elements of life, which are, of course, diverse.
Likewise, women’s experiences may vary by culture and cannot be compressed into a
single and simplistic form. This applies equally to women seafarers who may come
from various cultural backgrounds in terms of geography, religion, ethnicity and

politics.

However, the idea of ‘difference by culture’ is ignored by some feminists who treat
white middle class women’s experience as representing all women in the world (Amos
and Parmar, 1984; Hooks, 1982). Stanley and Wise (1983), for example, emphasise
the commonality of women’s experiences, allowing research to be “feminist”.
Wrapping up women’s experiences as if all women feel the same way is problematic
and may limit our understanding of women and invite misinformation. Cultural
diversity and the fact that notions of gender vary by cultural backgrounds should be
central to any account of gender in an international or multi-ethnic context. Several
comparative studies conducted by Goodwin (1990, 1998), Evaldsson (1993), and
Corsaro (1997) showed that children of various cultures differ in their construction of

gender and behaviour. Maynard (1994) alerts us to researchers’ behaviour in dealing
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with gender, because they sometimes attempt to include all the different categories of
women to express their opinions. Their excessive stress on women’s differences

causes bundling every issue together unnecessarily under the category of “difference”.

Some scholars emphasise that men and women have different cultures. For example,
Michaud and Warner (1997) and Basow and Rubenfeld (2003) develop the idea that in
different cultures, men and women have different forms of “troubles talk™ and that they
should be regarded as members of different communication cultures or speech
communities. Women are taught that talk is the primary vehicle through which
intimacy and connectedness are established and maintained (Maltz and Borker, 1982).
Men, on the other hand, are socialised to regard talk as a mechanism for getting work
done, accomplishing instrumental tasks, imparting information, and maintaining status
and autonomy (Wood and Inman, 1993). Thus, each gender has preference to its
community’s own unique style of expressing and communicating emotions and feelings.
For instance, when women are trying to express understanding and sympathy, men
allegedly perceive it as demeaning or self-focused. Likewise, when men are trying to
offer support with respectful and non-assuming manner, women allegedly perceive it as
dismissive or belittling. Therefore, each gender feels comfortable in its own style of
providing support and prefers members of their own culture as support agents (Wood,

1997).

This view is criticised as a myth by MacGeorge et al. (2004) who reveal that gender
differences for a variety of communicative behaviours are generally of small magnitude.
‘Although men and women exhibit differential skill with respect to the provision of
supportive communication, they are not members of different cultures (p.171).” This
research into women seafarers does not contribute to the discussions of different
cultures for each sex; however, these arguments are worth considering when
understanding gender-related problems in the occupational culture of seafaring. For
example, the ways in which male and female seafarers think, feel, talk and communicate

may present gender difference, which would be useful when examining how women
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seafarers adopt identity management strategies within the occupational culture of

seafaring.

Occupational cultures

An occupational culture is broadly called a subculture in sociology, and Paoline
(2003:2) defines it as ‘a product of the various situations and problems which all
vocational members confront and to which they equally respond’. Studies of
occupational cultures include nurses (Lembright, 1983), teachers (Carlson, 1986; Osam
and Balbay, 2004), police (Bellingham, 2000; Goldsmith, 1990), and journalists (Marr
et al., 1999). These studies verify that occupational cultures make a huge impact on
the values, attitudes, norms, shared issues and problems of the group members, which
are developed and transmitted across them. Salacuse (1998) conducted a survey of
310 persons of different nationalities and occupations about their negotiation styles and
process. His research appears to support the proposition that culture, occupational
background, and gender can influence their negotiating styles. He concluded that
professional and occupational culture is as important as national culture in shaping a

person's negotiating style and attitudes.

Occupational culture is also frequently discussed in relation to gender, because ‘jobs are
not gender-neutral’ (McDowell, 1999:135). Occupational gender segregation tends to
label a job either more suitable for a man or a woman, thus occupational cultures are
also characterised either as ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’. For example, John (1980)
discusses women workers in the coal mining industry of South Wales who performed
hard and heavy labour which was characterised as “unwomanly” work in the
seventeenth century. Brown (1998) and Holdaway and Parker (1998) surveyed police
women’s experiences and concluded that the male-dominated occupational culture

related to the imagery of danger and physical strength, turned the workplaces of
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policing into engendered spaces that disadvantaged women police officers. From this

viewpoint, occupational culture and gender are closely related.

Dellinger  (2002) explored the origins of workers’ definitions of
appropriate/inappropriate expressions of gender and sexuality at work. This highlights
the ways in which organisational cultures, as well as occupational cultures, play a large
part in determining notions of gender in unwritten and informal ways. Whilst
recognising this and taking it into account in the course of data analysis, my intention is
not to dig into organisational culture as such, but to focus upon occupational culture and
its impact upon women seafarers. The occupational culture of seafaring contextualises
this research to provide an understanding of the ways in which individuals are
influenced by entering this specific occupational group. Shaping women seafarers
themselves into the occupational culture of seafaring may require a certain adjustment
of their gender identities. If any particular patterns of behaviour and attitudes are
expected and standardised within the occupational culture of seafaring, especially when
it relates to gender norms and values, it may be a good starting point to understanding

why, and how, women seafarers manage their gender identities.

Seafaring culture and gender

Seafaring has its own jargon, laws, traditions, and working conditions. For both men
and women, joining a ship requires a certain degree of self-adjustment from a
shore-based, larger culture to a ship-based, “micro” culture. The process of seafarers’
assimilation into their occupational group can be seen in the sociolinguistic theory of
‘language code’ by Basil Bernstein. He explains how the language people use in
everyday communication reflects and shapes the assumptions of a certain social group.
Lutz (2003) in writing about her experience as a woman seafarer on a merchant ship

refers to her conversation with the Captain when he apologised to her for swearing and
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using inappropriate words in front of her. He explained that he uses such language
only at sea, never around his wife or mother. Relationships established within the
social group affect the way that people in the group uses language, and the type of
speech that is used (Bernstein, 1975).

Individuals are less important than work on board ships, and this reflects the ways that
seafarers call each other by rank, rather than name, for example, a Captain, chief officer,
motorman etc. Seafarers work according to their rank within the ship’s hierarchy, and
this can encompass and dissolve their individuality. Alderton et al. (2004) highlight
the hierarchical structure in human relationships on board, both in public and private.
This aspect of seafaring culture lies in the very traditional context of ship’s culture, even
in the new era of globalisation. Ships have tightly retained formal hierarchical

structures of rank, which are often inflexible and essential.

Shipboard life is contained, and Goffman (1961)’s theory of a total institution resonates
with the seafaring culture (Chapman, 1992:115). A total institution exerts absolute
control over seafarers’ onboard lives, including their behaviour and language. It also
makes their lifestyle on ships extremely routinised and scheduled, allowing little
individual freedom. All the shipboard activities are rigidly regulated according to
ship’s schedules. An onboard “team” must fulfil official goals and the needs of the
institution; many restrictions apply and most prohibit privacy. Within the hierarchical
structure, a Captain is a “father” over Ais crew in the original rule of patriarchy and this
authority controls the total institution of a ship, even in relation to tiny decision making
processes. In fact, seafarers are on board for 24 hours a day in their workplace, and
they live in a space over which they have no control (e.g. making or choosing their own
meals and accommodation). Such extraordinary hyper-penetrating circumstances
make the ship a total institution and influence seafarers’ values and norms (Goffman,

1961).

Ships as total institutions may limit women seafarers’ access to resources that assist
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them in maintaining their own female identities. The absence of femininity from a
total institutional setting of ships is evident and the hegemony of masculinity is likely to
affect women seafarers’ lives in various ways. Besides divisions of shipboard spaces
and permitted use of facilities strictly by rank, women may be informally excluded or
may not feel comfortable in a certain area of ships where particularly male habits (e.g.
watching pornographic films, displaying naked women posters on walls) are practised in

male seafarers’ everyday life.

2.4. Understanding identities

The word ‘identity’ is popularly used in relation to a multiplicity of sources, for example,
race, class, gender, nationality, ethnicity, religion and any other particular communities
(Woodward, 1997). In considering gender identities, a personal sense of what is
feminine or masculine depends upon each respondent, because a person is the one who
determines who she or he is and extracts the individual from the generalised other
(Mead, 2003). Therefore this research focuses upon the way in which women
seafarers describe themselves in relation to their ideas or concept of gender, for instance,
femininity, masculinity or others. This research also attempts to reveal the way of
choosing gender identities; how interviewees maintain their original gender identity and

how much they retain or lose.

Questioning identity

Clarke et al. (2007) considered how people construct their identities, and asked whether
we can choose our identity or if it is beyond our control. They found that the notions
of identity and community are based in an extremely strong sense of boundary in both
physical and mental ways: belonging and not belonging; in-groups and outgroups. An
emotional attachment to certain ways of life or to, what they call, “tradition” relates to

how people feel they create and maintain their identities. Their study also reveals ‘a
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strong emphasis on the notion of a shared identity that linked in with the notion of
community’ where ‘people have often created their perceptions of others in their own

imagination, which helps them create who they are’ (p.100).

Identity, recognition of alikeness and disparity between self and others in social
interaction, may be a good starting point for understanding women seafarers’ identity
management. Mary Douglas (1966) argues that cultural order is not stable when things
appear in a wrong category or when things fail to fit any category. In such an event,
women seafarers may need to question their identities and constantly modify their
behaviour if necessary; otherwise, they would be trapped as ‘matter of out of place’
(Kristeva, 1982). Holly Devor studied fifteen (mostly heterosexual) “gender blending”
females whose gender role patterns incorporate the attribution of both the standard
feminine and the standard masculine gender roles because of their mixed characteristics.
She points out female adults are expected to discard their tomboy behaviour and

reproduce their femininity and support patriarchy:

Before they reached reproductive age, there was no loss to patriarchy in their
learning to enjoy masculine pursuits. Once they began to reach adulthood
they were expected to leave behind their youthful “tomboyishness” and
become feminine adults. A major component of that adult femininity
revolved around the requirement that they should be heterosexually active so
that they might perform their appointed support roles to men and to patriarchy.
(Devor, 1989:103)

Devor explains that women who have developed a masculine type of identity may feel
excluded from their local community because of their constant participation in a more
male-dominated world. Consequently, women may have pressures to conform to
gender stereotypes in relation to feminine appearance and behaviour. Such dilemmas,
experienced by masculinised women, may be seen in women seafarers. Because of
practical necessity, women seafarers, when being dressed for work and having their hair
short or tied back at work, might be misidentified or mislabeled as tomboys or lesbians.

Goffman (1963) considered stigmatized individuals who are told that they are members
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of a wider society in the same manner as “normal” human beings, but who are still
regarded as different to some extent. Such contradiction and challenges of the
stigmatized individuals resonate with the politics of women seafarers’ identity
management in the male-dominated environment. This point will be discussed later in
this thesis, with an examination of the ways in which women seafarers perceive and feel
about their masculine and feminine attributes in their characters both in the shipboard

and shore-side cultures.

Multiplicity of identities

In this research, the term ‘identity’ may be used in the plural form, emphasising the
multiplicity of women seafarers’ identities. This allows us to accentuate the diversity
of women seafarers and their strategic options to present a particular personality in
terms of gender identity management. One of the challenges in feminist research

today is not to simply refer one category of women (Butler, 1999).

Multiplicity of identity has had more scholarly attention recently, because the concept of
identity is particularly complex in today’s multicultural societies (Parekh, 2007). ‘It is
commonly said that an individual has multiple identities, and that which of these one
emphasizes depends on the context’ (p.132). Brah (2007:144) also states that ‘people
will admit that identities are plural’ but reification of multiple identities, by addressing
‘we have multiple identities’, can be problematic. Such a statement implies that
‘identities are possessions rather than forms of relationship; also that they are fixed and
objective rather than constantly in the making and products of human decisions’ (Parekh,
2007:132). Parekh anticipates that the notion of possession of identity may trigger an
image that people can somehow transcend all of their multiple identities and have one
elusive core of selves. He understands that ‘identities do not and cannot passively

coexist’ because ‘they form part of an individual’s life and cannot be neatly
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compartmentalized’ as identities which ‘overlap, interact and shape each other’ (p.132).

The theory of a dual identity is proposed by the idea that individuals’ representations of
their multiple group memberships are complex, and overlapping subjectivities between
groups are perceived (Hewstone et al., 2007). The idea of multiple identities is also
explored in this research. Understanding the ways in which women seafarers utilise
identity management strategies will reveal crossover interactions between their multiple
identities. For example, Beckwith (1998) attempted to study the identities of
working-class women in the coal-mines of South-western Virginia, who supported a
strike during the late twentieth century. Their identities, ‘working-class’ and ‘women’,
are used in the different contexts. While their ‘working-class’ identity comes from
their status of coal-miners, their identity as ‘women’ is treated as a ‘collective identity’
which can be seen as ‘a negotiated process in which the “we” involved in collective
action is elaborated and given meaning’ (Gamson, 1992:56-57). The collective
identity of these women had been constructed during the process of gathering and
fighting against the company on strikes as activists, and this specific political action

against authority helped women coal-miners to shape and evoke their collective identity.

Fluidity of identities

The idea that identities are not fixed but fluid (Parekh, 2007) was illustrated by
Bradatan et al. (2010) who discovered that the social identity of transnational migrants
is flexibly defined and redefined according to the audiences. McDowell (1999:134)
points out that ‘gendered identities are created and recreated at work, rather than
individuals entering the labour market with their unchanging gender identity fixed
firmly in place’. It is highly unlikely that women seafarers’ gender identities are fixed
firmly in place without having any impact from masculine norms and values in the

occupational culture of seafaring.
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Bernstein (1996:79) explains that social identities are ‘not necessarily stable positions
and shifts can be expected depending upon the possibility of maintaining the discursive
or in some cases on the economic base of the identity>. Women seafarers’ gender
identities are part of their individual identity and on the constant negotiation by its
capacity of being changed, reshaped and redefined (Woodward, 1997). This may
suggest that women seafarers’ gender identities are fluid rather than fixed, and gender

identities may be flexibly managed within one’s capacity.

2.5. Other gendered occupations and identity issues

Gendered occupations refer to those horizontally segregated jobs occupied
predominantly by one sex and excluding the other at the stage of recruitment.
Gendered occupations include two extremes: masculine-type and feminine-type of work.
Masculine-type careers are represented by, for example, engineers and carpenters
(Goodwin and O’Connor, 2005), surveyors and construction workers (Fielden et al.,
2001; Greed, 1991), military officers (Suter et al., 2006; Weinstein and White, 1997),
politicians (Cohen, 1979; Krook and Childs, 2010), lawyers (Coffey and Walker, 2009;
Spencer and Podmore, 1986, 1987), doctors (Allen, 1988; Kilminster et al., 2007), and
professors and teachers in higher education (Hampton, 1982; Monroe and Chiu, 2010).
Feminine-type jobs often reflect the spheres of domestic labour, for example, cleaning
and cooking, caring jobs like nurses (Simpson, 2005), and assisting jobs like secretary

(Judd and Oswald, 1997; Lee et al., 2009).

In the case of seafaring, where men are preferred and women rarely accepted as
members, there is little academic literature and limited interest in output from other
organisations, such as governments’ reports and media. Therefore, it would be
worthwhile to looking at other gendered occupations to allow us to understand what

happens to people in such workplaces and how it impacts on their identity management.
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Negotiating gender boundaries at work

Women who enter the male domain of work are likely to encounter various
gender-related problems. Weinstein and White (1997: xvii) explain that ‘military
women are expected to be strong and independent (masculine norms)’. However,
while an overly strong and independent manner is problematic, being ‘too weak and too
dependent on the men (feminine norms)’ is viewed as incompetence. Maddock
(1999:66) argues that a woman in a male-dominated profession cannot be a ‘proper
woman’ as soon as she behaves as a man. However, she cannot join a group of men if
she is a woman. She called this dynamic, where women tend to be trapped by
traditional gender cultures, a ‘Catch 22’ situation. Martin (1980:185-6), who studied
police women, also emphasises that women police officers confront a number of
dilemmas related to the conflict between the norms of behaviour appropriate for a police
officer and those appropriate for women. The “defeminized” policewomen work the
same as men under the limited interaction conditions and with little support, although
they still remain a ‘sex object’ and outsider. The “deprbfessionalized” policewoman,
on the other hand, needs to work as a junior partner and accept receiving men’s
treatment and exemptions appropriate for being a “lady”. Thus, she would not threaten
the subcultural solidarity of the men. Her feminine behaviour is, however, categorised

as unwillingness or incapability to perform her professional role.

Davis and Thomas (1998), who studied Canadian females in the Army, point out that
physical strength and stamina are not issues, because their research suggests that ‘when
women meet the standards, the standards are questioned, the social and sexual activities
of women are scrutinized, women’s leadership ability is questioned, and women’s
perceptions of harassment and inequitable treatment are questioned (p.7).” ‘A woman’s
motivation to take on a ‘male role’ is suspect’ but at the same time ‘they will have to
become ‘one of the guys’ if they are going to succeed. In the end, there is nowhere for

them to go because they cannot achieve either of these conflicting roles (p.13).’
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Yoder and Aniakudo (1995,1996) examined the experiences of African American
women fire-fighters. The most significant claim is that they have experienced a
variety of sexual harassment by the words and actions of their male co-workers, and
such bullying attitudes seemed to include the male workers’ assumption that she was
employed because she was a black woman. For example, sometimes women
fire-fighters were not provided with proper gear or facilities and ignorance of women’s
presence at work was also occasionally practised. Their competence at work was
generally disregarded or disrespected while their mistakes were often deliberately
magnified and exaggerated. Many women fire-fighters perceived the existence of
“double standards”, which apply only to women to rigidly keep the rules in spite of

allowing men much looser enforcement.

Pettersson et al. (2008:202-203) studied Swedish female officers’ experiences in the
Army and illustrated various gender-related challenges for female officers. Threats of
anonymous telephone calls at night, whispering ‘we don’t want any female officers’ and
‘we will do anything to get rid of you’ represent a few examples. Another officer who
was the only woman working alongside ten male colleagues described how viewing of
pornographic magazines and films was an everyday pastime. She found this insulting,

but her male colleagues blamed her for choosing the wrong career.

Likewise, other literature highlights women’s experiences of sexual harassment in the
police (Brown, 1998; Holdaway and Parker, 1998) and the Navy (Newell et al., 1995).
These studies also illustrate how gender stereotypical actions have been practised on
daily basis in the male-dominated world and highlight examples of gender
discrimination and sexual harassment. As Greed (1991) states, issues of identity in
this context are considered less frequently; the investigation of the impact on women’s

identity were often missed out.
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Acquiring different personalities

One of the small number of studies to explore women’s identity issues was conducted
by Suter ef al. (2006). Their research considered twenty-eight American Navy women
who registered in the regional veteran organisation, the Women Accepted for Voluntary
Emergency Services in the Navy (WAVES). The paper reports that their military
experiences contributed to the development of a new, transformed identity. These
female veterans described how they almost became totally different persons, because
the military service trained them to be self-confident, strong and capable. They felt
growing from ‘shy, naive young women’ to ‘mature, self-confident adults’ (p.10).
They discovered that the female veterans constructed a collective identity in the Navy,
but at the same time, they maintained and reproduced ‘the atypical gender identities
they constituted during their time of service’ (p.14). Their research took a linguistic
approach to identify the construction, maintenance and reproduction of women’s
identities, for example, by ‘sharing sea stories, commiserating, and affirming one
another’s transformed identities’ (p.14). Many participants, however, found it difficult
to adjust back to civilian life at the transition moment from work to home, and some
missed their military service and the sense of being special. A few women reported

that they re-identified themselves with their pre-service identities.

This research is probably the closest to my project, yet it investigated the quite specific
context of Navy women in the United States and my research aims to explore women
seafarers on merchant ships internationally. How women manage their identities at
work is reported by other literature, specifically, discussing “strategies” that they
employ in male-dominated workplaces. The next section focuses on identity
management strategies and conceptualises the usage of strategies in relation to

occupational cultures.
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2.6. Identity management strategies

Identity management is not a new topic in social sciences and one of the most
distinguished theories is ‘code switching’, addressed by Bernstein (1975). He studied
the ways in which school children use language, and found that the working class group
use less formal speech with shorter phrases (‘restricted code’) and do not have an access
to complete well laid out language (‘elaborated code’). On the other hand, middle
class individuals use both codes, because they are supposed to be more geographically,
socially and culturally mobile. Middle class children switch these codes strategically
by location; therefore, they use ‘restricted codes’ at school in a wider social setting
whereas ‘elaborated codes’ are used at home in narrower social interaction. This
illustrates how identity management can take place by switching speech codes, and this

research aims to identify how women seafarers feel about utilising such strategies.

Another theory of significant for this thesis was developed by Goffman (1959) on
‘impression management’ where a person attempts to influence the perceptions of other
people about them. In the expression of self-presentation, Goffman explains that
people construct an image of themselves to claim personal identity and present
themselves in a manner that is consistent with such images. In order to achieve this,
people use strategies, which are often defensive or assertive. Hence, they are able to
establish and maintain impressions that are congruent with the perceptions they want to
convey to their publics. Furthermore, Goffman illustrates such behaviour of
impression management in ‘stages’ or ‘regions’ where the performance takes place and
the performers and the audience are present (‘front stage’) or where performers are
present but audience is not, and the performers can step out of character without fear of
disrupting the performance (‘back stage’). This understanding of self-presentation will
be useful when analysing how women seafarers manage their identities during on-duty

and off-duty.

Various literatures suggest that female workers in male-dominated occupations tend to
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encounter problems at work related to their gender identities. Cockburn (1991:164)
states that ‘if you want to join men as equals in the public sphere you must leave behind
womanly things, you must be indistinguishable from a man, you must, in short,
assimilate’.  Such techniques of women being accepted in male-dominated workplaces

are sometimes called ‘strategies’.

The strategies used by female workers to manage their identities are widely documented.
For example, Cassell and Walsh (1993:111) point out that women who have reached the
higher echelons of organisations tend to use ‘gender management strategies’ to modify
their behaviour when matching organisational expectations and coping in

male-dominated cultures.

Hall (1989:135-7) studied lesbians’ sexual orientation within the work culture and found
they adopted a variety of strategies to manage their sexual orientation. For instance,
For example, in their neutralised strategy, some chose computer-related jobs, which
allowed them to work in a masculine aspect of technology as well as in a feminine
aspect of keyboard work, because ‘femaleness is the discredited and visible side of
one’s lesbianism’. Others strategically emphasised their masculine qualities from their
gender identities in the workplace, because being a man was likely to be more
advantageous at work, or at least, a masculine strategy reduced the chance of being seen
as feminine. In Hall’s study, lesbians are socially a minority group and their coping
strategies are carefully selected through the thorough observation of others. Disclosing

or behaving who they really are is rare unless they feel secure.

Although Hall’s example is limited to the specific context of lesbians and their sexual
orientation, there seem to be issues which resonate in the case of women seafarers.
Both are minority groups of women at work and both seem to consider carefully how to
behave in terms of their identities within their local settings. In women’s identity

management, the use of masculine strategies has also been discussed in other literature.
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"Assimilation” — masculine strategies

Women in male-dominated occupations need to forget about their female qualities in
order to assimilate into a man’s world (Cockburn, 1991). Making themselves as
invisible as possible is the key issue for many women when entering a male profession.
In the process of this assimilation, women are inclined to use masculine strategies to
present themselves in a less feminine and more masculine way. ‘A female graduate
engineer cannot dress in lace and frills because she won’t be taken seriously’ (Kvande,
1999). Hacker (1989) found that in the occupational culture of engineering, women
had to work hard and suppress emotions to ‘become one of the guys’. She explains
that having suppressed their feminine qualities, they take on a core element of the
identity for the ideal middle-class white men in these situations; that is ‘arid technical

rationality’. Marshall studied female managers and states:

Whatever women do, it will never be ‘right’. ... Women are also faced with a
series of double-binds, which essentially encourage them to copy men’s
characteristics and behaviour to become acceptable managers, but punish
them for departures from stereotypes of female behaviour. (1984:40)

In Marshall’s study, masculine strategies are described by some female managers: they
utilised ‘male tactics’ which included ‘aggression, shouting the odds, and playing
political games’ (1984:164-6). Although copying men’s aggressiveness may be seen
as out of date by younger female managers, this survival strategy seems still to be
effective at senior levels. ‘Shouting the odds at meetings’ is another effective
technique for female managers to gain attention when they do not have much to say.
Marshall explains that men play political games and this is a reflection of men’s
traditional societal positions. However, no further explanation about the male tactics
of playing political games was given in Marshall’s literature and the description of how

women played political games like men was omitted.

The use of masculine strategies by women is understood as the process of assimilation
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into a man’s world. Such ‘male tactics’ seem to be effective for female workers to
enter a male-dominated workplace. However, the importance of feminine strategies
should not be underestimated, as ‘femininity’ can be highly valued in male-dominated

occupations.

“Self-redefinition” — feminine strategies

In terms of women’s identity management at work, feminine strategies have been
discussed in various studies. Sheppard (1989:143-7), who studied Canadian women
managers and professionals, noted that femaleness was a central issue rather than
maleness when she interviewed both men and women about their perceptions of gender
and sexuality. Sheppard states that such a focus on femaleness is because it is
considered as problematic in the organisational culture where ‘maleness remains
embedded’. In her theory, women “immigrants” moving into male-dominated culture
deploy the strategies to manage the personal boundaries in relation to sexuality and
gender by redefining ‘femaleness’. Such strategies include various versions, from
‘blending in’ by being ‘feminine enough’ in appearance and self-presentation as well as
‘businesslike’ in behaviour, to a level of asserting or raising femaleness to awareness

that is challenging and threatening to men.

Marshall (1984:159-164) describes the elements of ‘feminine’ strategies as a “softer”
technique in personal relationships; listening and empathising with others; and
perceiving freedom of choice (being flexible in adopting a feminine methodology as
well as an existing masculine one). In her study, female managers used gender
management strategies of redefining and managing their ‘femaleness’. Furthermore,

this includes non-managerial female employees (Cassell and Walsh, 1991).

These studies reveal that women in male-dominated occupations are likely to
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experience a certain degree of identity problems within the organisations, regardless of
their positions. Gender management strategies seem to be used by many working
women in male-dominated workplaces, and managing ‘femininity’ may be the key to

coping with their gender-related problems at work.

Sameness and difference strategies

Some strategies employed by women in male-dominated workplaces do not have clearly
distinguished categories of either masculine or feminine strategies. For example,
Pettersson et al. (2008) found that Swedish Army women utilised either the ‘running
track’ or the ‘take the heat’ strategy. A ‘running track’ strategy is to challenge
colleagues who question one’s competence and gain individual acceptance. One of
their interviewees actually ran around a track and beat her male colleague. As a result,
he admitted her competence yet only at an individual level and did not change his whole
view towards women’s ability. A ‘take the heat’ strategy is to accept and participate in
the established culture and jargon, and this adaption to the norms and values in the
occupational culture is also practised amongst women in the Swedish Army. These
examples show strategies adopted by women in a male-dominated environment cannot

be clearly assigned to either masculine or feminine.

Whilst various examples of gender management strategies in male-dominated
occupations are addressed elsewhere, Kvande (1999) investigated such strategies in
relation to the occupational culture of engineering. Instead of ‘masculine’ or
‘feminine’ strategies, she calls them ‘sameness’ or ‘difference’ strategies in terms of
assimilation into a man’s world or distinguishing themselves from men. The focus of
her research is on ‘the dilemma of difference’ which women engineers face and how
they need to ‘negotiate whether the meaning of gender should be sameness or difference

from men’ (p.306).



-37-

Kvande developed a further analysis of women’s coping strategies by using the concept
of ‘ideal-types’. She identified four ideal-typical behaviours in Norwegian female
graduate engineers who utilised gender identity management strategies at work. The
ideal-type of “homeless” women engineers includes those who are in the early career
stage and adopt the rules of behaviour and take on assignments in order to fit into the
male-dominated work environment (sameness strategy). “One-of-the-boys” indicates
the ideal-typical behaviour of Norwegian women engineers who have adopted a strategy
of behaving like male colleagues (sameness strategy). “The compensators”, on the
other hand, keep a low profile without support or feedback about their professional
work. For them, ‘the problem is so large and the opportunities so few that their main
strategy is escape or withdrawal’ (p.318) (difference strategy). “The challengers”
appear to be highly motivated women in managerial positions or on the way to give
such positions. They often have a family and children that, they believe, have given
them a wider perspective and a stronger foundation in order to challenge the work
culture. The strategy of “the challengers” is to ‘meet the men’s domination head on’
and ‘construct themselves as different’ from men as professionals (p.320) (difference

strategy).

Kvande’s research is significant in terms of demonstrating a way of understanding
women’s identity management strategies by using ‘ideal-types’. This research will

also use this analytical method, and it will be discussed further in chapter three.

Confusion of switching identities

Whilst the literature on gender management strategies in other male-dominated
occupations provides knowledge of women’s common problems when working in such

environments, my concern is how they use identity management strategies in their
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everyday lives. If identity management strategies are utilised in public, do they

influence women’s private lives and to what degree?

Marshall (1984:167-8) notes that female managers in retailing experienced great
pressure outside work. Their traditionally valued skills of being competitive and
assertive led them far away from socially acceptable female behaviour. The masculine
profile (e.g. competent, professional, business-like, unsentimental and managing) was
not acceptable to others outside work and ‘conflicted with their own images of
womanhood’ (p.168). Young and single female managers tended to face ‘general
difficulties of social unease and inability to find an identity which was both acceptable
to others and compatible with their views of themselves’ (p.169). As a result, this
impacted on their intimate relationship with potential sexual partners, and most of them
felt dissatisfied with this area of their private lives. This point raises the question of
whether women seafarers’ shipboard identity management affects their shore-based
lives where certain gender roles may be expected. This will also be examined in this

research.

Furthermore, Marshall reveals that most of the difficulties for women in retailing come
from the nature of the industry: particularly, geographic dispersal and small
management teams. These prevented female managers from forming ‘a ready-made
circle of friends based on work to mix with’ and ‘regular geographic moves also
confounded people’s efforts to establish viable social lives’ (p.167). This resulted in a
‘sharp divide between their work and private lives’, because aspects of their identity
appeared to be accentuated in ways which ‘inhibited or shaped their private and social
lives’ (pp.167-8). Thus, married women were likely to lead highly self-contained
lifestyles with their husbands, allowing them to socialise with only a few close friends
and family members. However, single women did not follow such a lifestyle, as it

seemed inevitably to lead to a miserable life and lonely old age.

The impact of regular geographic moves on women’s identity, therefore, seems



-39 -

significant. This would be one of the major concerns for women seafarers, especially
when they start thinking of marriage and family commitments. While women
seafarers are isolated from home for weeks or months, women in shore-based
male-dominated occupations (e.g. coal-miners, fire-fighters) are situated within the
community where the distance between work and home is minimal. Such mobility
may allow shore-based workers to switch their occupational identity on and off on a
daily basis, either in work-mode or home-mode, without being absorbed in a particular
identity for a long time. Ship culture constitutes the life of seafarers for twenty-four
hours a day, seven days a week, therefore the intervals of negotiation, penetration, and
re-negotiation of their identities on ship could be extraordinarily long compared to other
occupations. The differences in time and distance may significantly influence
women’s mental detachment from the traditional women’s domestic roles as well as

accentuate their identity problems.

2.7. Summing-up and locating my study

Women seafarers can be seen as a minority group in the male-dominated workplace,
thus notions of gender and sex are very important. Under such conditions, the
descriptions of how women seafarers perceive their identities in relation to the

occupational culture of seafaring will be the focus of this research.

The findings from other studies on female workers in male-dominated jobs illustrate
that many have faced a number of difficulties, for example sexual harassment and
discrimination from their male colleagues. Hence, in order to cope with gender-related
problems, many women in male-dominated environments tend to utilise identity
management strategies. Some changed their appearance, making them less feminine,
and showed aggressiveness at work (masculine strategies); others redefined their
femininity, for example by keeping a low profile, and thus incorporating their expected

gender roles (feminine strategies).
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One of the closest studies to this research into women seafarers’ identities is the recent
study of American Navy women veterans (Suter et al., 2006), which extends
sociological inquiry by exploring women’s identity issues in a similar situation. In
particular, the emotional gap between civilians and these Navy women when they
returned ashore suggests changes in personality. The research into Norwegian female
engineers (Kvande, 1999) uses ‘ideal-types’ to analyse identity management strategies.
Her approach of understanding identity management strategies exhibits how the
occupational culture of engineering impacts on female engineers shaping their

identities.

This review of the literature highlights the need for research into women’s identities in
relation to specific occupational cultures. Seafaring is a unique occupation in terms of
the nature of the work, as it demands that women leave home for extended periods.
Additionally, ships, as total institutions, rigidly regulate their onboard lives both in
public and private, and this may also make an impact on management of women

seafarers’ identities.
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CHAPTER THREE

Researching Gender, Work and Culture

3.1. Introduction

This research aims to explore how women seafarers’ gender identities are affected by
the occupational culture of seafaring. In order to do this, the thesis examines the ways
in which women seafarers manage their identities between ship and shore. The
literature explains that women in male-dominated occupations tend to use ‘gender
management strategies’.  Therefore, this research carefully investigates whether
women seafarers also utilise such strategies to manage their identities and their feelings.
The primary method employed in the data collection for this project was qualitative
in-depth interviews and other methods, including group interviews, telephone
interviews and e-mail interviews, were used as alternatives when necessary.  These
data were transcribed and analysed using ideal-types after coding by qualitative research

software (NVivo).

The literature review reveals that gender-related problems faced by women in
male-dominated occupations tend to be connected with occupational -cultures.
Therefore, this research investigates how seafarers experience their work culture and
define it in their own words. Even though the occupational culture of seafaring is
often described as masculine, the norms and values of the seafaring culture have been
under-researched in relation to gender and identity. Understanding the occupational
culture of seafaring from the seafarers’ point of views is, therefore, essential and this
part of the research will be accomplished by listening to both male and female seafarers’

voices.
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This study focuses on the identity management strategies of women seafarers which
they may adopt in order to cope with gender-related difficulties associated with working
at sea. In order to examine how the male-dominated work culture affects women
seafarers’ identity management, this research only targets women in the operational
sectors of cargo vessels (i.e. deck (navigation), engine, or radio departments). Female
sailors on cruise ships, in particular those who work in hotel or catering sections, are
excluded in this study, because their work environment is different in terms of the
gender ratio at work. This approach allows me to explore how the male-dominated
workplace where women seafarers live relates to their gender identity management.
The qualitative data are collected by interviewing women seafarers from various
backgrounds (e.g. nationalities, age groups, ranks, lengths of seafaring career, type of

vessels, marital status).

This chapter provides a discussion of the research design and description of the research
process, including an outline and discussion of the methods used for data collection and
analysis. The chapter starts with the reasons why qualitative feminist research
methods are important and preferable in this study. The research questions are then
presented and the research design, including the suitable methods for data collection and
analysis, are discussed. A detailed description of the research process is provided and
the justification of the data collection and analysis is briefly explained. Finally, a
discussion of the challenges, limitations and ethical considerations in conducting this

research is presented as well as a critical assessment of the research process.

3.2. Qualitative feminist research

Qualitative research is generally recognised as the most common approach adopted by
feminist social science researchers. Maynard (1994) expresses her preference for
qualitative over quantitative research and explains that surveys and questionnaires in

particular often generate data via the detachment of the researcher and the collection
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and measurement of ‘objective’ social facts. Natural science or positivist social
science fails to investigate social processes by which ‘objective’ social facts arise as
data (McLennan, 1995). This view is also stated by Bernard (1973), who realises that
most of what we have previously known as the study of society is only the male study
of male society. This problem, that the experiences and understandings of the female
half of the world’s population are not reflected in the description of the world has been

acknowledged by many feminist researchers (Harding, 1987; Spender, 1981).

However, there are many researchers, for example, Dale et al. (1988), who make a very
good case for possibilities of a feminist methodological approach using quantitative data
(i.e. survey data for secondary analysis). Using questionnaires in feminist research
itself is not problematic; as Kelly et al. (1994) mention, it may produce more reliable
data than interviewing because questionnaires promise participants’ anonymity when
revealing sensitive and painful experiences. The authors attempt to challenge
qualitative feminist methods by utilising quantitative methods in feminist research
practice, and put more emphasis on the view that ‘feminist research is ‘on’ and ‘with’
women’ rather than on the accuracy, complexity, depth and integrity of data (p.34).
Indeed, in-depth interviews, ethnography, grounded theory and other methods which
have been endorsed as ‘feminist’ were not born from feminists. This suggests that
feminist research does not consist of the methods as such, but the framework within

which they are located and the particular ways in which they are displayed (p.46).

In the course of choosing the methods, the nature of research is one of the most
important factors. Denzin and Lincoln (2000) remark that the differences between
feminist-based interviewing and positivistic research relate to levels of detachment and

involvement;

British sociologist Oakley (1981) and other feminist scholars have identified
a major contradiction between scientific, positivistic research, which requires
objectivity and detachment, and feminist-based interviewing, which requires
openness, emotional engagement, and the development of a potentially
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long-term, trusting relationship between the interviewer and the subject.
(Denzin and Lincoln, 2000:633-634)

This research is more engaged than detached and I endeavour to build a relationship of
trust with my participants. Qualitative research enables the researchers to generate
such rich, in-depth data. By contrast, quantitative research strategies emphasise the
measurement and analysis of causal relationships between variables rather than the
exploration of meaning and experience (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000). In this study,
quantitative research is not particularly applicable, because the themes cannot be
explored convincingly with quantitative methods. Nevertheless, rejecting quantitative
methods does not imply that it is impossible to do feminist quantitative research.
Rather, they are simply inapplicable to this research and the feminist qualitative

approach to data collection is far preferable.

Whilst this study follows the qualitative feminist approach, I must make it clear that this
research is not set up on the basis of any polarised understandings of quantitative versus
qualitative. My position does not support ‘masculinist’ forms of research, yet this does
not suggest my endorsement of the supposed competitive struggle between two
methodological paradigms. I would rather encourage the selection of appropriate
methodologies for particular studies. In this thesis I am concerned that the limitations
of quantitative research design might allow me to construct a simple matrix of
standardised variables and pre-categorised questions but would not offer an opportunity
to acquire an in-depth understanding of women seafarers’ lives. Denzin and Lincoln
(2000:8) claim that ‘the word qualitative implies an emphasis on the qualities of entities
and on processes and meanings that are not experimentally examined or measured (if
measured at all) in terms of quantity, amount, intensity or frequency’. Qualitative
research, thus, is regarded as being full of potential that quantitative research may not be

able to claim.

Consequently, how can we explore women’s experience as women’s knowledge?
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Hartsock (1984;1997), and other feminist standpoint theorists, insist that systems of
male domination allow men as rulers to have visions which are “partial”.
Deconstructing existing research styles encourages our knowledge to be more
provocative and productive and to unpack taken-for-granted ideas about women in
specific cultural contexts (Olesen, 2000). This has encouraged me to conduct this
research within a more qualitative social science framework so that I can explore

otherwise invisible aspects of women’s lives, especially the identity issues they face.

In addition to my methodological affiliations, there are two practical reasons why I have
chosen to adopt a qualitative approach. Firstly, the population of women seafarers is
very small; only one or two percent of the whole seafaring labour force is made up of
women (Belcher ef al., 2003). Hence, the expected number of participants rules out
any possibility of a statistical analysis or even creation of an overview. Informants in
the sample will not be particularly suited to quantitative research. Secondly, this study
investigates gender identity management and this kind of rich and nuanced data are, 1
believe, only accessible by qualitative research. Researchers requiring such data have
long-since recognised the value of qualitative approaches in data collection. Maynard
(1994:11), for example, highlights the necessary centrality of qualitative methods in
feminist research. She explains that the use of qualitative methods, which ‘focus more
on the subjective experiences and meanings of those being researched, was regarded as

more appropriate to the kinds of knowledge that feminists wished to make available’.

Furthermore, qualitative feminist research has rejected a power relationship between the
researcher and the researched (Maynard, 1994; Stanley and Wise, 1983). Researchers
could influence responses of participants and even sometimes participants may know
what is expected to say according to what researchers want to hear from them.
Feminists have been for a long time critical of such practice in which sociological
research involves hierarchical power relationships (Oakley, 1981). ‘A non-exploitative
relationship, where the person being studied is not treated simply as a source of data’ is

more emphasised and encouraged in qualitative feminist research (Maynard, 1994:16).
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Thus, for researchers ‘just listening to’ and ‘sharing information with’ their participants

is crucial, and allows them to obtain good quality data.

3.3. Knowledge — women'’s studies

Researching women seafarers embraces the possibility of adopting one of various
epistemological stances. Since the subject of traditional sociological research often
appears to be assumed to be a man (Harding, 1987), men’s domination of social science,
as both researchers and researched, has influenced many theoretical developments
including what counts as knowledge. Women have long been excluded from the
practice of science either because it is described as a masculine activity or because of

views about women’s unsuitability to engage in it (Longino, 1996).

Feminists have sought to develop an alternative understanding of epistemology that
allows for the production of a more feminist social science. Sandra VHarding
(1987:181) attempts to answer the question, ‘how should the analyses produced by
feminist research in the social sciences be justified?’ and goes on to consider a variety of
related issues such as: ‘who can be a knower?’ Traditional androcentric biology and
social science largely excluded women’s participation and their epistemological

traditions insisted that only men could be “knowers”.

Before women seafarers started to actively participate in the shipping industry in
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