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Rationalising the Postfeminist Paradox: The Case dfK Women Veterinary
Professionals.
Abstract

This paper critically evaluates how highly qualifieromen veterinary surgeons make sense
of their constrained professional career progressio a context of postfeminism.
Postfeminism posits that agentic individualism, bomed with professional accreditation,
generates a meritocratic pathway for career at@amnA dilemma emerges in the form of a
postfeminist paradox however, as this rhetoricggartunity is not translated into a reality of
achievement. To make sense of this dilemma, woraarether assume blame for their lack
of career-progression or accept the presence ofimimatory bias, contrary to postfeminist
assumptions of individual opportunities premisedrupgency. To illustrate these arguments,
we explore how these professional women rationdhsé constrained career-progression
and in the process, illustrate the impact of posifiesm upon the psychic lives of individual
women.

Keywords: Postfeminism, veterinary profession, postfemimpsradox, blame discourse,
postfeminist charade

Introduction

Since the 1980s, a postfeminist discourse has auesgggesting new possibilities for
extending women’s emancipation through the exeroisendividualism and agency in a
context of regulated equality (Bae, 2011; Kelled20 Postfeminism is a contested term. It
has alternatively been mooted as an historical lepothin feminism following second wave
feminism, an epistemological break within feminisemd, a backlash against feminism
(Lewis, 2018). However, the increasingly employead anost useful approach is one
regarding postfeminism as an object of study (Lew2€18). Scholars draw upon
contemporary notions of postfeminism as a ‘sengpil'discursive formation’ or ‘gender
regime’, terms reflecting that postfeminism is coisgd of related themes and discourses
that together describe the empirical regularities observable omtemporary beliefs about
gendef (Gill, Kelan and Scharff, 2017: 230). This appcharecognises that postfeminism
operates as a mode of governance at the indivigwal (Lewis, 2018; Dean, 2010). The

constellation of ideas, beliefs and discourses toaistitute the postfeminist sensibility
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typified by an emphasis upon individual choice agéncy, and a repudiation of sexism and
structural gender inequalities (Gill et al., 202772 Such postfeminist ideas are so pervasive
they have become fundamental organising principfessociety influencing the daily
behaviours and thinking of individuals (Gill, 201 &wis, 2018).

The postfeminist obfuscation of structural gendequalities underpins a shift from
the traditional, collective, feminist desire to ender external, social change that advances
the position of women as a group, towards an idd@iised, seductive postfeminist regime
where gender equality is assumed to have beenvachidhis postfeminist sensibility is
characterised by internalised self-regulation altiraonitoring as women are encouraged to
change themselves and their subjectivities in otal@chieve (Rottenberg, 2014). As such, it
impacts upon the ‘psychic life’ of individual womehat is, how postfeminism is registered,
negotiated and lived out on a subjective level I(@tl al., 2017); it polices acceptable
emotions and dispositions with positivity, resilbenand confidence deemed appropriate
while other emotions, such as anger, are prohil§@eit, 2017). Postfeminispthus, operates
as a form of governance placing dictates umamen’s identity construction and their
permitted subjectivities (Sullivan and Delaney, 20We, therefore, position postfeminism
as a sensibility which co-opts and subverts tradél feminist values of equality,
empowerment and choice in order to reproduce anikhtana traditional gender relations
(Sullivan and Delaney, 2017) and subordinate women.

Postfeminism has been explored in some depth nwithitural and media studies
(McRobbie, 2009; Negra, 2009; Butler, 2013) butyomlore recently within Gender and
Organisation studies (Adamson, 2017; Baker and rKe2®19; Lewis, 2014; Lewis et al,
2018). In this context, the postfeminist female as individualistic, entrepreneurial,
empowered woman who is responsible for and proacilout their own lives and careers

(Rottenberg, 2014; Lewis et al., 2018). Postfestidiscourses advocate that women can
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‘have it all (Rottenberg, 2014; Sullivan and Delaney, 2017)383&egrounding individual
endeavour. In contemporary society, women are déggdowantto work and to aspire to
career success which is portrayed as attainalheeyf expend sufficient effort. However, the
ability to attain that success is questionablegc frarely acknowledgéed(Lewis, 2018:27);

it is this disparity between rhetoric and reallgtt represents the postfeminist paradox.

The postfeminist focus on individualism does ndtrewvledge context; yet, permitted
postfeminist entrepreneurial subjectivities must le@acted within work contexts
characterised by patriarchal and oppressive carigins of women (Sullivan and Delaney,
2017) maintained by traditional and entrepreneuni@sculinities (Treanor and Marlow,
2019). Against such a backdrop, the requirementdoistant monitoring and self-regulation
and for women to change their subjectivity hasecithe issue of how postfeminism is
understood, experienced, negotiated and lived eabgective level (Gill, 2017; Gill et al.,
2017; Lewis, 2018). Unsurprisingly then, Lewis kt(2018) call for greater attention, within
organisation and management studies, to be focuped how postfeminism acts as a
contemporary sense-making vehicle to analyse wosn@wsitioning.

To contribute to this debate, we focus upon UK wometerinary professionals. We
use the veterinary sector as our case exampleltheugh dominated by highly qualified
female clinical practitioners since the late 198@s,exhibits persistent occupational
segregation to the detriment of women (Clarke amights, 2018; Treanor and Marlow,
2019). There is a well-rehearsed debate exploriegdgred bias within professional
occupations (Merluzzi and Dobrev, 2015; Baker arelaK, 2019). This illustrates how
diverse forms of structurally embedded discrimimatconstrain women’s career progression
and the strategies employed to navigate such @ntstr(Mavin and Grandy, 2012). Within
this paper, we take a different stance when foguspon how women make sense of limited

career attainment in the context of alleged postfet possibilities. In this context, the
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application of ambition, high levels of human capand objective accreditation equip highly
gualified women with the expectation of career pesgion. Yet, women remain stubbornly
segregated within lower status echelons of vetgyimeedicine (Begeny and Ryan, 2018). We
suggest this presents women with a sense-makiagdih given the pervasive contemporary
postfeminist rhetoric of agentic possibility ande theality of structural gendered bias. To
resolve the dilemma of constrained career prograssespite ambition and effort, we argue
women are faced with a stark choice of internadjsom externalising blame. That is, they
either adopt personal blame narratives suggestiag have either failed to appropriately
exploit their potential or that they are somehowakiag, or, they ascribe to the alternative
explanation that structural gender discriminaticrsgsts. The latter runs counter to the
postfeminist discourse whereby agency can addresdeged challenges, instead drawing
upon a subordinatioexplanation suggestingomen are at the mercy of external forces
which in turn, confers an undesirable ‘victim’ staifLeskinen , Rabelo, & Cortina, 2015). In
a postfeminist context, where women control thestohy, being passive is neither appealing
nor sustainable (Hunter, 2002). We capture thegenaents through our research question
focused upon: ‘how do women veterinary surgeonsensanse of their gender-constrained
career outcomes in a contemporary postfeministecomf alleged possibility?’

To explore these issues, the paper proceeds bgriieg our analytical framework,
outlining the foundations of postfeminism, highligly the dilemma between the possibilities
suggested by postfeminism and the constraintsngrisom gendered subordination and the
blame narrative this informs. We then outline ouetmodology before describing our
findings. These are presented as vignettes, wheraew veterinary surgeons reflect upon
their career attainments and associated constraWdsthen discuss the implications of our

results, concluding by outlining our contributiangrevailing debate.
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Postfeminism: Related Discourses and Discursive Maeuvres

Neoliberalism is characterised by the retrenchrneéi@overnment and the State in favour of
free market economics and individual endeavour. liNe@lism also extends the
operationalisation of power beyond the market ®gbcial realm, incorporating subjectivity;
such that market values are extrapolated into ka@menains and actions (Brown, 2006;
Adamson, 2017; Gill et al., 2017). It has becoraecalculated technology for governing
subjects who are constituted as self-managing, reartous and enterprisingGill et al,
2017: 231). Neoliberalism can then be regarded dgsrra of personal governmentality
emphasising individualism through the exertion otrepreneurial agency within a free
market to attain rewards (Marttila, 2013; Feattwrst Strauss and McKinnen, 2015). This
neoliberal ideology influences individual constians of a ‘good worker’ and (re)configures
worker subjectivities (Adamson, 2017). In a societgvocating individual endeavour
characterised by the mainstreaming of equal oppiies legislation and policies within
organisations, there is an assumption of meritgcvalcereby those appropriately qualified
and experienced will progress. As such, neolibgmalis gender-blind and advocates that
individual effort will result in meritorious advaement. Thishas created the space for the
related discourse of postfeminism which contends Women, having attained appropriate
gualifications and expending sufficient effort daamough their own agency, achieve success
in this environment where equality of opportungyenshrined in legislation. The assumption,
or contention, being that the existence of suckslagon and related organisational policies
has de facto secured gender equality, and thugrgssion is awarded on the basis of merit
with gender no longer relevaf®hl and Marlow, 2019). Thus, the self-regulatimgentic,
entrepreneurial postfeminist woman who enjoys frieeice and the ability to ‘have it all’

echoes the autonomous, enterprising, self-managgotjperal citizen (Gill et al., 2017).
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Such a focus on individualism and agency negabesideration of the context in
which the individual is located or the influencetbis context upon the potential actions or
likely outcomes for these individuals. Structuraliers are omitted from consideration; the
implication being that individual agency and effoan overcome. Applying this analysis in
the context of professional career attainment shife focus from structural subordination
and discriminatory bias as barriers to progressi®ather, the individual attainment of
professional accreditation combined with determamatind personal strategies to negotiate
existing hierarchies will enable women to progrddse postfeminist woman is an individual
responsible for her own success and, converselgt bauresponsible for her lack of success.

When faced with instances of discrimination or ua@dy in juxtaposition to the
postfeminist discourse of agentic possibility, wombkave been found to draw upon
interpretive repertoires to repudiate sexism and uphold theonowf a meritocratic
workplace. As postfeminism does not extend coNecpoliticised articulations of feminist
theory but rather, positions the individual womasa eentral to her own personal
emancipation, this necessitates distancing from rapudiation of, feminist axioms.

In their analysis of how a postfeminist sensibilihay be expressed in relation to
Gender and Organisation studies, Gill et al. (20iéntified the meta-level interpretive
repertoire of repudiating sexism. This, it was mlad, was underpinned by a collection of
four postfeminist interpretive repertoires. Thetirpasting’ is where inequalities are located
in the past, with sexism enacted by historical @;tsuggesting it is a problem attached to a
former generation. A second repertoire involvedotating’ inequalities bysuggesting they
occur geographically elsewhersexism occurs in developing, patriarchal societies,
example. Third, was the construction of ‘the femadeantage’ in the modern workplace due
to women’s ability to draw upon their sexual attnaeness, appearance or charm. This

effectively undermines the role of skill, experienbard work or qualifications of women in
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securing their advancement. This is clearly a sekiscourse that contradicts the pervasive
meritocratic logic but is obscured by claims of feised agency. Finally, the use‘@’est la
Vie’ accounting — a repertoire which presents iraitjes as ‘just how it is’, a status quo that
must be accepted, was frequently deployed. Indaliduganisations were not sexist, for
example; fewer women in executive positions wer@lared as the consequence of
individual women choosing to have families inste&ghursuing career progression. In using
the concept of postfeminism as the subject of amaiy this way, Gill et al. (2017) facilitate
our understanding of the accounts and justificatiprovided for the gender patterns and
inequalities maintained in the modern workplaceey lacknowledge however, that the
interpretive repertoires they identify are not coefensive; rather, they are reflective of the
psychic machinations employed by individual womerorder to make sense of their lived
reality (Baker and Kelan, 2019). In this paper, seek to explore the impact of the
postfeminist paradox upon women who do not readitgin their career ambitions in
professions that are gendered masculine. We, tireredeek to explore the influence of the
postfeminist sensibility upohighly qualified, agentic, women veterinary profesals when
they are making sense diieir gendered career outcomes and negotiating naleged

professional landscape.

Making sense of professional segregation

The persistent exclusionary practices thaeided women’s career progression within the
professions were highlighted in the academic litem of the 1980s and 1990s (Crompton
and Lyonette, 2011). The outcomes of such exwhasy practices were distinct gender
patterns i.e. evident horizontal (pooling withinbsactors deemed of lesser value) and
vertical (pooling within the lowest echelons of IMgtatus subsectors) segregation within the
professions. Crompton and Lyonette (2011) highlidpatt since the mid-2000s research has

neglected the effects of such segregation givennagsons that access to appropriate entry
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gualifications, and equality policies and practices the context of postfeminist
individualism, are ameliorating issues of strudtudsscrimination. However, evidence
highlights the persistence of occupational segregaicross the professions including law
(Muzio and Tomlinson, 2012), medicine (Ozbilgin, olisoufli and Smith, 2011),
accountancy (Flynn, Earlie and Cross, 2015) andheegng (Powell, Bagihole and Dainty,
2009). How women respond to such bias and relstradegies to navigate its effects have
also been explored at length for example, adogtingorary men’ personas (Baker, 2016),
‘Queen Bee’ syndrome (Mavin, 2006) or abandonirmgntd careers for alternative forms of
economic participation such as self-employment ¢Bes and Elliott, 2017). Thus, there is a
robust body of literature upon professional caréleas interrogates how structural gendered
biases generate discrimination, how status issueseebate this discrimination and the
strategies women employ to navigate them.

Within this paper, we adopt a different approachexploring how postfeminism
reconstitutes this debate when fragmenting strattdiscrimination into an individualised
challenge. Mackenzie-Davey (2008) highlights howf@ssional women in male-dominated
occupations draw upon organisational politics asans of making sense of gendered career
outcomes. This sense-making strategy positions egeddcareer outcomes as the result of
individual actors as opposed to systemic or strattissues. However, the existence and
outcomes of organisational politics undermine thstfgminist conceptions of meritocratic
workplaces and career progression. Drawing upotdeenge from the accounting and finance
profession, Baker and Kelan (2019) identify a psygdtial process of ‘splitting and blaming’
whereby successful, executive women dissociategbkms from discriminatory experiences
and internalise good outcomes, due to their ematidnvestment in upholding the
postfeminist ideal. As a result, they apportionnigadirectly to other individual women for

their lack of career progress, denying broadeccsitral discrimination.
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We contribute to this debate with an analysis ofm&a veterinary surgeons
struggling to achieve sualertical progression and in particular, highliglotahthey are more
likely to internalisea blame narrative to make sense of the dilemnsepted by the promise
of postfeminism and their experiences of discrirtiora As such, we suggest that personal
blame becomes the only logical explanation for &k laf vertical progressionfor many
women, but this must be reconciled with the eviegeraf both overt and covert
discrimination. This suggests a paradox wherebytf@omsnism promotes a pathway to
individual emancipation but actually serves to gateea camouflaged form of subordination.
As such, the pivotal emphasis within postfeminisfhemancipation through agency is

transposed into a damage discourse when interdaseorrosive blame for inadequacy.

The UK Veterinary Context

The context for this research is the UK veterinprgfession, which is undergoing
demographic feminisation. In 2018, women constitu@ound sixty percent of UK
veterinary surgeons in practice (Begeny and Ry@h8Pand 80% of undergraduate students
(Castro and Armitage-Chan, 2016). However, womemare significantly under-represented
in higher status roles (Treanor, 2016; Begeny apdnR2018); they dominate companion
animal work whereas men dominate higher value largmal, food safety and Government
roles (Treanor, 2016). This segregation emanates &rssentialist gendered assumptions of
‘fit work’ - work best suited to a particular sexial to essentialist or biological aptitudes
(Bradley, 2013). Regardless of speciality, vetayncareer ladders are quite short; once
gualified, employment is typically as an ‘Assistafgterinarian’ within a private practice or a
corporate chain. To advance within clinical prastibe next step is usually to become a
salaried or equity partner; a sole proprietor iivaie practice; or to progress within the

management ranks of corporate providers.
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Similar to most professions, there has beestractural shift within veterinary
medicine whereby large corporates are rapidly dispf small private practices (Begeny and
Ryan, 2018) since the Royal College of VeterinanygBons (the regulatory body) relaxed
association between the changing profile of thdgsion and increasing feminisation; the
decline of private practice has been associatdd avieminised reluctance to assume the risks
related to self-employment and a preference fotldlle working incompatible with senior
private practice/ownership roles (Myers and Gag¥l3; Treanor, 2016). Thus, whilst
feminisation is deemed at the root of structuraftsi{Treanor and Marlow, 2019), new
opportunities are emerging in the corporate sewtithh possibilities for advancement to
senior management or clinical directorships. Indéleel context of larger organisations with
formal equality policies should be advantageouswomen’s progression. Thus, although
notably dominated by well qualified women, the Uléterinary profession remains both
vertically and horizontally segregated to theirae¢nt. Our interest here, however, is not in
exploring the antecedents of such segregation nviginevailing socio-economic gendered
discrimination. Rather, we focus upon how highlylkfted women professionals make sense
of the ensuing detriment to their career progressigpirations, in the light of postfeminist
notions of meritocratic achievement through ageriny a context of professional

accreditation.

Methodology

We draw upon an interpretive ontology and a socahstructionist, feminist
epistemology to address our research questiom do women veterinary surgeons make
sense of their gender-constrained career outcomes contemporary postfeminist context of

alleged possibility?
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Stratified, purposive sampling was used to identifformation-rich cases; such
sampling enhances credibility and contributes ot development rather than simulating
representativeness (Bryman and Bell, 2016). The evomere all UK based, qualified and
practising veterinary surgeons, aged 30 — 45 yd8dnis. age category captures professional
women with extensive post-qualification experieritely to be at a career point where they
would be considering further progression. The camdample of 296 contacts was provided
by the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons (RCViBg regulatory body, from their
register of Members licensed to practice. Oncendddo remove those no longer practising,
123 women were contacted; 50 replied with 31 mgetite criteria. The participants were
employed across diverse specialisms (both maldeandle dominated), across practice types
(sole proprietorships, traditional partnershipsyately-owned corporates, specialist referral
centres) with a range of working patterns (parftffuhe assistants, locum, junior partners).
Pseudonyms are used for all participants. Facede;fsemi-structured interviews were
undertaken at a location of the respondent’s chdiogics covered included: their attraction
to, and expectations of, the profession; theiidahitareer aspirations; their career pathways
and experiences; future career plans and the featian of the profession.

Additionally, eight key stakeholders holding leatep positions within key
veterinary organisations and associations (inclyidine British Veterinary Association,
Society for Practicing Veterinary Surgeons and fREVS) were interviewed. These
stakeholders were positioned to provide an ovenoéthe trends and challenges within the
profession. Given the roles held by these respdsdémey regularly spoke on behalf of the
profession or significant proportions of its mendtgp; consequently, they were well-versed
in, and key proponents of, the common discoursek assumptions at play within the

profession. These respondents were a mixed-sexp gelected due to their expertise and
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role; given their seniority, the majority were mal® protect anonymity and confidentiality,
stakeholder roles and positions are not specified.
Data analysis

Given our intention to explore how postfeminismsaes a sense-making vehicle
interview data were subjected to thematic analygsch, as a constructionist method,
“examines the ways in which events, realities, nmganiexperiences and so on, are the
effects of a range of discourses operating witloniety' (Braun & Clarke, 2006 p. 81).
Coding was undertaken in a theoretically-driverdeductive manner at the latent level, that
is, with the aim of extending beyond the seman&aning of the data in order to identify the
underlying ideas, ideologies, assumptions and dises that shape the semantic content of
the data. Our thematic analysis identified varicosles and themes relating to gendered
career outcomes such as gendered work allocat®ranaexample of blocking strategies
employed by (typically) male owners/managers, thaintains observable horizontal and
vertical segregation patterns within this professio

Informed by theory, our analysis sought, in pastjdentify the use of Gill et al.’s
(2017) interpretive repertoires. Interpretive reépiees are the building blocks of discourses,
the ‘recognisable routine of arguments, descriptionsd avaluations distinguished by
familiar clichés, common places, tropes and chaasations of actors and situatichs
(Edley and Wetherell, 2001:443), drawn upon by ¢hesspondents when evaluating their
career outcomes. The use of these repertoiresréfbiéicts the influence of postfeminism as a
sense-making device and also, supports the mamterand reproduction of the discourses
comprising the postfeminist sensibility. It is aptesl that words construct, and are
constructed by, social realities (Potter and Wethel987); talk and texts are social practices
which can be analysed to identify and understaedsttial construction processes operating

in a given context, such as blame and responsiljfivtter, 1996). To that end, Potter (1996)

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



assertsnterviews are particularly effective at identifyitige range of repertoires individuals
have available and how they are employed. Heraménh become thoroughly familiarised
with the data set through the transcription procesading and re-reading interviews and
noting initial ideas, initial codes were soughttilg to theoretically informed concepts, such
as ‘fit work’ for example. As part of this iteraévprocess, we sought to identify specific
examples of Gill et al.’s (2017) interpretive rep@es (pasting, relocating, C’est la vie and
the female advantage) to collate relevant datasactite data set. These constituted level 1
codes, as per Braun & Clarke’s (2006) approachnématic data analysis. Given that these
interpretive repertoires were used as cognitiveouees to support the ‘repudiation of
sexism’, this meta-level repertoire identified bl @&t al. constituted the related level 2 code,
which was consistent both in terms of the individeatracts and across the data set.
However, our analysis highlighted that this metapertoire was, in turn, deployed as a
discursive strategy to support notions of meritogrand the postfeminist promise; using the
meta-narrative thus, contributes to the reprodactbthe postfeminist sensibility which is
the overarching theme identified (see Appendix 1).

In seeking examples of these interpretive refregpwe found repeated instances of
women being identified as somehow at fault, lackgrit — for example, women were
discussed as being essentially ‘less entrepredeuless profitable employees’ or ‘being
(biologically) unreliable’. These were recorded legel 1 codes, supporting a ‘women as
deficient’ level 2 code, equivalent to a meta-lewgerpretive repertoire as per Gill et al.
(2017). We found this meta-level repertoire relatedan overarching theme of a blame
discourse.

At this point, it is useful to acknowledge Braun@arke’s (2006) point that thematic
analysis within a social constructionist epistemggl@an range from including no discourse

analysis, through the interpretive repertoire farhthematic discourse analysis, to thematic
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decomposition analysis. As such, they highlight thamatic analysis and discourse analysis
frequently overlap. Given that a constructionistspective regards meaning and experience
as being socially produced and reproduced, aeréKs to theorise the socio-cultural contexts,
and structural conditions, that enable the indihatilaccounts that are providédhey
contend that thematic analysis that focuses on latent themegisteto be more
constructionist, and it also tends to start to d&prwith thematic discourse analysis at this
point’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006 p. 85). We acknowledge such an encroachment occurred
herein.
Presentation of Findings

A limitation of the thematic analysis approachhattit frequently resultsifi a less
rich description of the data overal(Braun and Clarke, 2006, p84). To compensateHh
potential shortcoming, we present our findings isesies of vignettes, complemented by a
selection of supporting quotes from other respotslanailable in Appendix 1. A vignette is
a “pbrief, evocative account, description or episb@@ollins English Dictionary). Vignettes
are frequently used within psychology and sociatkaftelds, their power lies inshowing,
not telling about, your findings(Hubbard and Power, 1993, p. 113). The benefitghisf
approach are that, in showing our data throughignoy lengthy excerpts, we give the reader
an insight into the sense-making process undertdkenndividual respondents as they
rationalise their gendered career outcomes. Thetsaces also enable the reader to identify
how the respondents deploy the interpretive repeda@and discourses influenced by, and in
turn maintaining, the postfeminist sensibility, timeir conversation. In using vignettes, we
invite the reader into the analytic process andf@ragreater methodological transparency
given that vignettes offer greater support forititerpretative analysis (Hubbard and Power,
1993, p. 113)Thus, vignettes are also a useful tool to stremgthe voice of respondents in

research. In answer to many of the questions pdkedwomen engaged in free-flowing
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discussion aboutheir career progression and experiences. Thesgeildoexcerpts are used

within these vignettes. In cases where a relevanhpt wasused, this is indicated.

Findings

The following vignettes provide an insight into how postfeminigmiuences the sense-
making process undertaken by these respondentghess attempt to rationalise the
postfeminist paradox. The vignettes facilitate timsight into the sense-making process by
conveying how the women draw upon different posifiesh interpretive repertoires, often
several within one vignette, as they attempt toonafise their lack of career progression

despite their effort and possession of relevardamgals and experience.

Adherence to Postfeminism — Individualisation and hiternalisation of Blame

Vignette 1: Margaret — Is it Me?

Margaret graduated in 1995, entered large animattipe but now works part-time in a
small-animal practice owned by a woman. Within txdract, Margaret first reflects upon
segregation in the profession, suggesting it affisea essentialist gendered assumptions of

‘fit work’, before considering her career experiea@nd progression.
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“I was keen to work with large animals. Within vet school, | thiv&kperception as a whol
was that if you were a girl, you'd go into small animal. There weraicgytconcerns, evel
amongst the students, as to how the profession would end up... | think a contantyc
from the farm animal side of things, would we get enough women willingféorbeinimal
vets and also would they stay once they’'ve had kids and whatever, wouldattigy Wwe
part time and how will that work... [when working in a large animal pragteometimes
clients would ring and say, “Don’t send the girl” or when you showed up, you ceel(
their disappointment. | think it depends very much on how you handle it and kalsey
to have a laugh and a joke about it. | wasn't overly, “I'm a woman | can doytaeg”
person. | think some women.... they’'ve got a chip on their own shoulder. lythinkan
make a good situation out of most things if you put the effort in anchge¢lbwith people
and stuff. I've picked up the phone and they’ve said, “Oh, is it you that'sng out? Well
this is going to be a tough one you might get in touch with &ifale partnérand I'll go,
“Alright then, but I'll come out first and have a look anyway and we'd,send if | need
them I'll shout for them”. | think, “Fair enough they’ve got their giildngs and until I've
proven myself that's fine”. And I've not had the attitude of jumping ddwim throats
about it, so | think it depends on how you handle it really. You've only gotdotgmd do
a few good jobs. Some of it was just because you’re a woman and maybe theyave
woman out before but then you do a good job and they’ll have you again and they
bother at all.

[Reflecting on her Career Progression] When | look back on what I've,daery few bits |
wish I'd done differently, but then equally I think, I'm gone 40 now anduldvhave liked
to have been in a partnership or, on the cusp of, being in that position and I'm not. WH
thought of my career, | thought by this time | probably would be, so no, onahat but

then when | look back and think, “Well, where could you have changedatti’l pinpoint
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The essentialist notions and sexist attitudes tinalerpin the horizontal sorting of women
within the profession into small animal work is @emt here, as is the ‘problematisation’ of
increasing numbers of women entering the professibody. Rather than challenge the
gendered assumptions that large animal work isfin@tork for women, Margaret outlined
the negotiation tactics used to circumvent sucliudés. These ranged from reassuring
cynical clients through specific demonstrations coinpetence, not required from male
colleagues, to indicating that male ‘back-up’ waaikable if required. Having to prove her
competence, as opposed to being afforded the asisumgd competence, was not deemed
problematic or offensive to Margaret. Gill et al(Z017) postfeminist repudiation of sexism
is evident as Margaret uses tlEest la vie’ repertoire when accounting for heceptance
that this was how things were and she just hadaxk Wwarder to overcome these attitudes to
progress. Margaret also engages in ‘pasting’ héik ¢t al., 2017), minimising the sexism
that did occur and highlighting it belonged in tphast and Wouldn’'t be an issue now;
farmers are used to women rioWasting is used here, not only to refute sexmrmalso, to
support the narrative that the UK veterinary se@@ contemporary meritocratic profession
aligned with the postfeminist sensibility.

Margaret also employs discursive strategpf ‘distancing’ asshe distances herself
from technically less competent women (Kelan, 20@3suming part of the issue is that she
was a woman &nd maybe they’'ve had a woman out before but tleendp a good job.
Margaret infers that she was technically more cdemethan an assumed predecessor; this
positions Margaret as technically superior and eslde meeting the technical criterion for
career advancemertiowever, it also minimises and excuses the sexbsawour exhibited
by clients byproviding a supporting justification that the clisnrhad negative previous
experiences with womempossessing either poor technical skills and obaal attitude

Effectively, Margaret draws upon the trope of woraauestionable competence, positioning

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



women adeficient. A series of similar interpretive repertoires, pasiing women as being
less entrepreneurial, less profitable employeess tesk-embracing and so, less willing to
assume leadership roles (see Appendix 1), weretiiigeh in interviews with women
veterinary professionals and stakeholders. Collelstithese repertoires constitute a meta-
repertoire of ‘women as deficient’” which inform ascburse blaming women for their
negative experiences and lack of career progression

Margaret also articulates the self-monitoring aelfiiegulation required of women in
the contemporary postfeminist context. In additionher competence, she attributes her
acceptance in a masculine domain to her gendecppate behaviour in the situation; she
was deferent, agreeable, light-hearted, rather th&ing argumentative or confrontational
(Fine, 2017). Additionally, in usinthis discursive strategy of distancing herself frmemen
who might choose to object to, or resist, suchstdreatmentMargaret again positions such
women negatively. Women who articulate sexist mmegit or highlight gender inequalities
can be regarded as ‘troublemakers’ (McRobbie, 200®here, Margaret characterises them
as having a ‘chip on their own shoulder’, suggestihey have adopted a victim status
(Leskinen et al., 2015). Margaret seeks to disealgidistance herself from these women
and, through her behaviours, ensures she couldenatistaken for one of them. Margaret’'s
account of acceptance within a male-dominated psid@ is portrayed as being achieved
through regulating personal behaviours and proving technatality (Baker and Kelan,
2019); as such, she condones the privileging ofcolesty as normative and desirable. Yet,
despite this postfeminist self-regulation and comist behaviour, career progression still
eludes Margaret.

In her current post, Margaret works part-time tocamemodate her childcare
responsibilities. Despite her interest in largevalipractice, she now works in a small animal

practice since, due to the horizontal sorting aicice specialisms within the profession,
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“small animal practice is really the only practiceea offering part-time work In
considering why she had not achieved the Partrsgussto which she aspired, Margaret
reflects upon whashe ‘might have done differently’. Since responsilyilfor career success
rests with the individual, her recourse is to exarer past choices and behaviours that may
have been problematic. As she portrays the conteanpoveterinary profession to be
meritocratic and gender not an issue, structunaldra, sexist assumptions or discriminatory
attitudes are not possible avenues of explanalibis. seems to lead Margaret to internalise
responsibility for her lack of career progressignshe asks, ‘Is it me?’ Margaret then admits
rationalising the lack of career progression isllse hard’ and it ‘gets her down’ if she

‘thinks about it too much’.

Vignette 2: Jenny — “I'm really beginning to think it's me!”

Jenny was 37 at the time of interview, unmarried aithout children. She was asked to

outline her career history and career aspiratiosheow these may have changed over time.
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“l always wanted to be a vet since | was about ten. I've a farming bacidgroueally was James
Herriot stuff. That was my idea of a vet and, even when | graduated, tlne'e Wsaw myself. My

first post was a mixed practice in a rural area so it did quite afdarge animal practice. | wa

U7

there for seven years before moving to another mixed practice; | théddbe in large animal
work all the way up through my career but | came here about five yeardtagentirely small

animal here.In large animal practicehe occasional farmer would say “don't send me out a gir

normally the older ones that are fairly set in their ways - but nenoft don't think being female

is disadvantageous in small animal practice. In some respects, it hasbestvantage. Dog

\"24

prefer women to men, and often clients like a woman if they’re emotlomaight have been an

issue in the profession years ago but farmers are used to women vetParbaps in other

specialisms - like equine — | hear it can be bad. There isn’t an issue with small animal-+thtsgh

actually a good option for many women; a lot of practices offer no on-call andipertjobs
which suits women with children. | don’t have any [children]. | endedn small animal here
because of the location of the practice — it's close to my parents — and | wanted a change.
[Career aspirations and progression to date?]

In terms of aspirations, | always thought I'd have my own practice rechemy own or in
partnership — that James Herriot image. Financially, a partnership is raocessible plus you
have an established business and client base. | was in my first preetier yearsAt interview
they said partnership would be a possibility. It wasn’t; but in the end, Idmtithave wanted it! |
would have had to be like them and | couldn’t have lived with that. | wasfdeft out on my own
— some people, if | called, would come and help, others would say ‘just gghat\. Where was a
lot of politics and some bullyish personalities. An Assistant killegetfepoor girl; it was a very
difficult experience! | joined here five years ago thinking partnersi@p an option, but it's just
been sold to a large corporate. | thought I'd buy in here or buy it over. Inskeadpld it to a

corporate without even mentioning it to me beforehand. We always gotlofimglwas his baby
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Maybe he didn't think | was a safe pair of hands. It stung a bit; knockedonfidence a bit +
maybe he didn’t think | was up to it sort of thing?! I've never rymegtice before; I've no forma]
business training but | am a competent vet. | manage my cliniceefiycil understand about the
need to make money. I've always thought | could do it. I'm really begitmitinink it's me and if

it is, if there’s something | haven't recognised, then going out on my own would be a massive risk.

Jenny also draws upon Gill et al.’s (2017) ‘pastingerpretive repertoireo repudiate
discriminatory treatment generally, and her owncgmally, positioning sexism as a
historical issue no longer relevant in the conterapoprofession.

Interestingly, Jenny ‘relocates’ sexism. Unlikel@il al.’s (2017) reports of women
highlighting sexism as an issue in other geogrgphtontexts, Jenny draws upon this
repertoireto relocate sexism to a different sub-specialisthiwithe profession, specifically,
equine practice:1“hear it can be bad. There isn’'t an issue with Braaimal though” This
reflects a nuancedifference, a contextualised usage of this intenpeerepertoirein this
professional context that may resonate in otheflegsional contexts.

A new interpretive repertoire of ‘women’s essemiaprofessional advantage’ is
identified here, agenny highlights how women have essentialist adwg® over men in
small animal practice,Dogs prefer women to men, and often clients likeoenan if they're
emotional.” This repertoire was frequently drawn upon by otwemen interviewed who
noted the benefit of small hands when calving ondmg, or how women being more
nurturing led to higher productivity rates in famrdouses, for example (see Appendix 1).
This could be regarded as a discourse of resistémcthe ‘fit work’ narrative which
traditionally has emphasised how women are esslgntissuited to large animal work due to

their physicality and relative lack of strengtdowever, this strategy reinforces gendered
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stereotypes and essentialist expectations thatdcealve to (re)produce and maintain
horizontal sorting of women into small animal preetand seems to be an attempt to amplify
the gender congruence of the work, rather thasiatesce discourse. However, some women
chose to emphasise technique as being more impdhan ‘brute strength’; positioning
technical skill as superior to physicality in rébat to large animal work in particular, which
perhaps better reflects a resistance discourseogetin opposition to the fit work narrative.
When it transpired that her employer had sold mectce to a corporate without
consulting her, Jenny begins internalising the lelaior her lack of progression in this
meritocratic profession because there is no otkplaaation available to her. Postfeminism
individualises women'’s problems, such thair solutionsamust be found internally, forcing
Jenny toanalyseand question her skills, experience and suitabilitye latest ‘knock to her
confidence’ has caused her to reflect somewhattivefjaupon her career — was she given a
difficult time in her first role because she was/@ak vet? Was she not offered partnership
elsewhere or here because they could see she gkasglan some skill, aptitude or ability
that she had as ydailed to recognise? Considering external factorsexplaingendered
career outcomes was not even a possibility for yamher meritocratic profession; she only

had recourse to self-blame for her failure to sedde attaining partnership.

Publicly Acknowledging Gender Inequalities

Vignette 3: Uma — Being ‘THAT’ woman

Uma is highly qualified, having completed numercagditional training courses post-
gualification; she has been an Assistant in a |gmeately-owned practice for over seven
years. The practice partners are all male. Dedy@ieg a long-serving staff member, being

the most qualified and the only staff-member ablendertake a particular procedure, Uma
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has been consistently overlooked when it comesrémgtion; an issue Uma raised with

Partners.
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Our clients are quite old fashioned in their approach and, many of thenupeg but for a
lot of them, I've earned my relationship with them. It hasn’t been autmmits been earnec
which is definitely what falls to a female within [this] envir@mhwhereas a male tends

be much more accepted. It really is, it's a boy’s network. With@dudt, there is pressure
certainly within an old fashioned group like this, to still be showing yoonthwand still

showing that actually you’re within your rights to be in the job you'rand you've earned i
still — for women generally but especially if they have had a chirels no part-time

working here; the women here didn’t even take maternity leavesuima that's part of the

ceiling I'm hitting next door [with the Partners] because they weald me as wanting to do

that — have a child, take maternity leave and come back to work.

Essentially the partners in a practice decide who they will offaertnership
opportunities to — they might set ‘objective criteria’ but then tlayallocate work in such 4
way as to position people so they are ineligible for promotion. That's Whgthave doneg
here with me. | went and said | would like to be a partner and was disapgaititen they
made one of the guys a salaried partner over me. | had trained him and thiegoth@m to
take over doing that role while | was given responsibility for [dpegprocedure]; I'm the
only one here who can do that. People come from all over the country and ttieepgats a
certain amount of prestige because we offer that service, it $pedalised. When | aske
them about it, they saidif you earn a certain amount and you're worth it to the group, t
that's where the promotion comes in” and my response was “my ing
isn't..[higher]...because [a] I'm being allocated work and [b] the nature bat’'m doing
isn't generating as muchThey had moved me on to a prestigious but less profitable

area — they control what my revenue potential for the practice is. Itditgke a secret of th

fact | was unhappy about it, that | thought it was unt

o
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Effectively, they blocked me from promotion because, at that tivas Just married, they
were afraid | would be going off on maternity leave. It was sexismo@se then | wag
the problem child! | was ‘THAT’ woman — the ardent feminist, crying ididn someons

else got promoted over her. | was a bit marginalised; everyone treateda little

differently. | actually got very depressed and was on medication. lyrgatlto me. Just

recently they made a female colleague a salaried partner — $teradess time than me;

she is less qualified than me but guess what?! She is in a relationghipe of the

partners! They've told me | have to train her to do [specific procgldaow. It seems hey

gender was an advantage for her! It's clear that | am unlikely to bggoromoted here
The ‘worth’ | have to the firm, my USP, will be gone now when | th@into do this. |
don’t know what | am going to do. I'm in a new relationship and | want a childl dor't

know how | could do that working here.

[Asked about general attitudes towards feminisation within the @iofgs‘it's seen as a
hugely negative thing, I'm almost a bit embarrassed about it myself a¢tuakyow it
sounds weird but you feel like it's seen as something which is gomagki® the professio
fall apart....definitely...in my experience, it's seen as a negating #nd almost you feg

a bit apologetic for that..”

AY %4

—

Uma draws upon Gill et al.’s (2017) ‘the female adhage’ repertoire here, identifying her

female colleague as benefitting from her feminitiityough attaining a promotion by being

in

a relationship with one of the practice partnelge 8raws upon tropes and clichés such as the

‘old boy’'s network’ and ‘old fashioned’ clients arghrtners to convey the prevalence
‘traditional’ i.e. sexist attitudes towards womehigh necessitates them having to prove t

competence and continually ‘prove their worth’. \Wdees Margaret ‘pasts’ this proving
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competence as something that had to be done onea,pdrtrays it as an ongoing negotiated
(re)construction due to persistent sexist attitudes

Uma’s experience of being ‘the problem child’ arednig marginalised by colleagues,
as a result of challenging the merit and fairnédsomeone else being promoted above her, is
telling. It explains Margaret’s desire to distarmsgself from feminist colleagues challenging
gender inequalities or sexist behaviours. Marganet Jenny internalise blame for their lack
of career progression, regarding it as being dusotoe personal deficit they may not have
previously recognised. Uma, however, externalidasné and publicly acknowledges her
gendered career outcomes as being due to genaeindisation; she attributes the Practice
Partners as, on the basis of sexist attitudes &@atypes, using work allocation as a
blocking strategy to ensure she cannot meet therieriset for promotion. Despite the
different strategies employexhd positions adopted, none of these respondenésditained
career progression; the lack of which gets Margaieun’ if she ‘thinks about it too much’,
with Uma experiencing depression and requiring wcedin. The literature highlights that
those women who do enjoy career progression ass dfighly visible, treated as ‘tokens’
that are lauded as evidence of gender equalithencontemporary era, while being held to
higher performance standards, facing heightenedecabarriers and often hostile work
environments (Kanter, 1977; Lewis and Simpson, 20IRe final vignette demonstrates that
the career progression Margaret, Jenny and Umaasaye to, in this gendered professional

context, may also come at a cost.

Private Acknowledgement of Gender Inequalities, Pulc ‘Postfeminist Charade’

Vignette 4: Violet — “I honestly felt that...I...would be as equal as anybody else”

Violet was recently made a salaried partner withagneement that allowed for equity
partnership in the future. From previous experienémlet had encountered what she

described as ‘old-fashioned’ attitudes but agaias wclined to ‘past’ these experiences, but
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did not associate these with gendered career mrigolet expected that her skills, work
ethic (she works seven days per week), loyal clese and significant income generation,
would support her partnership ambitions. Consetlyyeh came as a shock to Violet to find
that the practice owners had deliberately not effeher partnership due to gendered

assumptions around commitment and women’s assufeethtbitions.

Three years ago | was driving it, everything was driving forward antd like | was in control
of my career. | run my own department, | lecture all over the wbHdye a client base which
would follow me around if | left; all these things that you think you havdo and | was
purposefully driven to get that so that - and they’ve always known | warngadnership - and
then you see people that are younger than you, been here less tsnexpesienced. I've
sometimes thought they have already made decisions about my caredrefeven knew wha
| wanted. It's been a harder slog for me, ticking all the boxes and tilehaving to prove
something else; something they don't even tell me that | have tohabitefeels like there’s
something else that you have to do which is not said openly, but you feel, npmhé was a
guy, you'd have made me a partner three or four years ago.” So | had to go thandgtand
there is really only one explanation for it. | flagged it up with the nead and said, “just sg
that you're aware, | know that sometimes it's a case of miscommaonicat | am definitely
interested in a partnership”, and as soon as | mentioned that, they all ¢riesdkt me out of it
saying they didn't think | understood what a commitment it was. | meaouise | understand
what a commitment it is, I'm not a fool! And they said perhaps for warsebetter to have the
freedom of not being tied financially to the partnership and if ever youedaatfamily, it
wouldn't be possible to stay in the partnership. They seem to sea \heneeas a bit of a
ticking time bomb. That was really hard to take because | honestlyh&ltif | just did
everything | possibly could, that the chances | had would be as equal as anigegdywveas up

to me to do it and to actually then find out that there’s somethingaltsade my control that
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used to things being outside of my control, everything is within my powachieve these

things I've always thought, and to find later down the line that there wastsimm which you
could do nothing about ...just because I'm a girl.

On the whole — and the older | get, the more | realise that you dortt ditve everything ir

life — if | could have written my job description 15 years ago,\loisld be it, what | have now.

So, I'm totally satisfied as far as what | saw myself doing, theipeactvant to work in, where

I'd progress - all of those things I'm very happy with. In my contifz&t | have now, it's beet
stipulated that if | have children, then | have to come back to exaetlgame job and be 3
committed, so there’s no leeway for me to change or go to four atdjgea week. So | kno
that if | have children...the way that my job is, | can’t see it éea#ng a realistic prospect; t(
do that, I'd have to leave this practice.

[Q: Are you considering that?] | do want to stay here because it’babepractice I'd ever
work in but the problem is that if you are labelled a little bit gba of militant ... very quickly
things start to turn against you as far as the other partners are concernedyvangeen it
happen to other people... | will be the first female equity partner hevant to give them &
good experience of that so | almost feel indebted to be somewhat compliamt know if by
leading the way, I'm actually doing a disservice to people further dowrinbebecause it

might become ingrained that all these people aren’t allowed to change thing hours and

W

=4

Violet fulfilled every condition of partnership, espt for being female. Whilst Violetid

achieve a salaried partnership, it too was bounbgdconditions directly related to

discriminatory expectations of gendered responsdsl The terms of the contract [which
appear unlawful] hold implications for her persolii@; while these were not applied to her
male colleagues, Violet considered these as thessacy exchange for the role offered. An
extreme example of ‘C’est la vie’ accounting, p@haSuch conditions did not however,

prompt Violet to challenge these overt gender intézgl

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



This illustrates Mackenzie-Davey’s (2008) tsartion that women are positioned in a
no-win dilemma. Thus, Violet must oscillate betwder assertion that individual agency
informs her success whilst acknowledging overt gemliscrimination. Making sense of this
dilemma requires the acceptance of male politia$ lerarchies and the suggestion that
women must navigate these hierarchies. This cremtesnundrum, whereby the solution
seems to be that contemporary emancipation givesendhe means to successfully navigate
inequity, but the male template is the only ‘selesibne for the profession which negates the
discriminatory basis of the detriment.

Violet, however, only acknowledges this sexisnvately. She does not want to be
“labelled a little bit of a sort of militant ... we quickly things start to turn against you as far
as the other partners are concerned”, the equivadénMcRobbie’'s (2009) feminist
‘troublemaker’ — this resonates with Uma’s expererViolet also seeks to distance herself
from ‘victimhood feminism’, as people like Margamight contend she had ‘a chip on her
shoulder’, especially in light of her attaining sewertical career progression.

While Violet has externalised blame for her latkareer progression (although some
progress, albeit highly qualified, has been achigwhe must do so privately. In wanting to
give the Partners a good experience of having fivetrfemale salaried partner, Violet feels
“indebted to be somewhat compliant”, she must @guher behaviours and keep her true
opinions private while publicly appearing to be teame happy, positive employee,
celebrating her success. This is also necessagtdm the possibility of progressing further,
from salaried partner to equity partner. In shditlet is engaging in what could be termed a
‘postfeminist charade’ whereby the partners camtpi her limited progression as a sign of
gender equality and progress, while Violet mushyphlong’ despite now being aware of the
gendered barriers and discrimination in play. Esiem emotional labour is likely

necessitated to maintain such a charade in the pla& Violet's experience provides a
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telling insight into the exacting, and potentiatiggative, influence of postfeminism on the
‘psychic lives’ of women; that is, how postfeminiseregistered, negotiated and lived out on
a subjective level (Gill et al., 2017), necesgigtinternal work on their subjectivity, thus,
constituting a form of governmentality.

Discussion

Within this paper, we sought to critically analysawv postfeminism acts as a contemporary
sense-making vehicle to address our research qonesbw do women veterinary surgeons
make sense of their gender-constrained career owsp in a contemporary postfeminist
context of alleged possibilityRrawing upon postfeminism as an analytical comsirwe
show how several related postfeminist ideas arsistantly employed by the respondents as
they rationalise the postfeminist paradox that wmtt them. As such, these patterned
arguments constitute the ‘common sense’ of postfesm that is so pervasive in daily life
(Lewis et al., 2018), constituting the taken foarmed assumptions that shape the gendered
landscape of the UK veterinary profession. Thuspde enduring occupational segregation,
personal experiences of sexism and limited, orveatical career progression, respondents
tended to locate sexism historically. Many uphélkel motion of a contemporary, meritocratic
veterinary profession where individual agency wikvail, with structural barriers ignored or
denounced. Gill et al (2017) contend that thisguatiof rationalisation is underwritten by
four distinct discursive repertoires: ‘pasting’la@ating, the female advantage and ‘C’est la
vie’ accounting which underpins acceptance of thaus quo.

We offer an empirical contribution, extending catr&nowledge by illustrating how
these interpretive repertoires, which both reflaatl reproduce the postfeminist sensibility,
have travelled, changed and been contextualisédnatihe UK veterinary profession. There
were examples of Gill et al.’'s (2017) four repeamsi being used in the sense making

processes of women veterinary professionals, aginally delineated. However, the
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‘relocating’ repertoire, which involves the geodnajal relocation of sexism, is deployed
differently here. This repertoire is contextualisadd within the context of a contemporary
profession in a developed Western economy, is tsadlocate sexism to a different sub-
specialism within the profession, such as equiraetme. In this way, relocation is used by
respondents as a means of displacing the posgibilisexism within their speciality. This
may reflect a strategy employed by these respoaderdrder to manage the tension arising
when faced with challenges to the postfeminist ibditg; thus, enabling them to adhere to
their construction of veterinary medicine as a toeratic profession, where personal
advancement remains a possibility. We suggest stistegy may also be employed by
women in other traditionally masculine professiomantexts such as medicine or
engineering.

Uma discusses ‘the female advantage’, as per Gall. €2017), when discussing how
a female colleague is benefitting from career peegion through using her sexuality and
engaging in a relationship with a practice owneowver, we identify a different context
specific repertoire of ‘essentialist female profesal advantage’ wherein women’s
physicality and innate feminine qualities, suchnasturing and an assumed aplomb with
emotional labour, communication and handling enmatielients, render women better suited
to veterinary work. This was drawn upon by seveesbondents who spoke afogs not
liking men; ‘clients preferring women if they were emotionatid women beingmore
nurturing’. This interpretive repertoire may be used by thespondents to amplify the
gender congruence of their work (Denissen, 20108¢ Women use this repertoire to suggest
that women’s innate suitability for veterinary made is widely recognised by clients,
patients and colleagues; such widespread recognitfowomen’s aptitude and suitability
would be expected to facilitate professional pregi@n. This repertoire, therefore, serves to

repudiate sexism and ultimately, to maintain anpgraduce the postfeminist promise of
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opportunity. The contradiction in the women’s argum) whereby gender is irrelevant in this
profession and contemporary society, as reflectedhbir ‘pasting’ such occurrences, but
simultaneously provides a natural advantage, iseuwuzignised.

A number of respondents including Margaret, Jenng &iolet, spoke about
technique and skill being more important in largenaal practice than physical strength,
countering the fit work narrative. Drawing uponsthiepertoire may reflect a strategy of
positioning themselves as technically competerdsear to the ideal vet construction and,
consequently, closer to promotion benchmarks, wéiteultaneously distancing themselves
from other less competent women responsible far dven lack of progression. Additionally,
the notion of the contemporary veterinary profassibeing a meritocracy where people
progressed on merit was another commonly emplogsdurce drawn upon to repudiate
sexism and uphold the postfeminist sensibilitieswloich most of the women seemed
steadfastly attached.

This paper also contributes both empirically anéotitically to contemporary
understanding of the postfeminist sensibility. Wenaeptualise a postfeminist blame
discourse which influences the sense-making anslesplent positioning of women who have
attained no, or limited, vertical career progressidespite harbouring such aspirations.
Empirically, we demonstrate how this blame disceussoperationalised, identifying a new
collection of interpretive repertoires that feedoira meta-level repertoire of ‘women as
deficient’; women are less entrepreneurial, lesdifable employees, less risk-embracing and
less willing to take on the responsibility of patship, as examples.

A core strand of discourse within the postfemisishsibility thesis is the repudiation
of sexism, this is deployed to support the notibmeritocratic, agentic advancement (Gill et
al., 2017). We contend that postfeminist blame tates another strand of discourse,

intertwined with the discourse of meritocratic ade@ment, that together constitute the DNA
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of the postfeminist sensibility. On the other safethe positive meritocratic, individualised
opportunity coin, lies personal blame for opportigsi not realised. On the level playing field
posited by postfeminism, formalised and regulated ldgislation securing equality of
opportunity, structural barriers have been erodedihg women able to succeed; where they
do not, the problem must lie in an individualisadK of agency. This logic dictates the first
position adopted by many of the women veterinaofgssionals.

Women, such as Jenny and Margaret, who have na¢vachtheir desired career
progression despite personal effort, requisitelsskqualifications and experience, resort to
individualising and internalising blame for thesick of career progression. We contend that,
to them, this is a logical recourse, given a piewvgipostfeminist sentiment advocating that
individual progress is attainable dependent updficgnt individual effort and requisite
talent. These respondents engage in a proces#-gjusstioning; trying to identify a deficit
in their skills or something they could have dorféecently, i.e., identify an opportunity they
failed to recognise and exploit.

Within the UK veterinary profession there alreadysts a wider blame discourse
holding women responsible for the corporatisatibthe sector (Treanor and Marlow, 2019).
It has been established that women attaining \&@ntimgression blame unsuccessful women
for their lack of progression (Baker and Kelan, 201Here, we find that both male and
female colleagues, managers and gatekeepers jrafession, and indeed the respondents
themselves, blame women for their lack of care@gmassion, informed by postfeminist
beliefs. This professional context may increase likelihood of women, who have not
attained vertical progression to equity partnedicgctor, internalising blame.

In masculine professional contexts more widelyyeghe an acknowledged tendency
for women professionals to minimise gender diffessn (Denissen, 2010), align with the

masculine (Kelan, 2009) and distance themselveanm freeminism and feminist
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‘troublemakers’ (McRobbie, 2009). The internalising blame seems the more likely
outcome in similar contexts. This is especiallygs@n Uma’s experience.

The second position available to the women ne@ssibeing what Uma terms, ‘That
woman’; publicly acknowledging and externalisingrole, highlighting that structural gender
inequalities and blatant sexism have constrained Ipeofessional progression.
Consequentially, Uma reports being marginaliseddiieagues, suffering clinical depression
and requiring medication. When Margaret was disogsaomen like Uma who ‘called out’
sexist treatment, she described them as havinlgig én their own shoulder’ suggesting their
adoption of the victimhood status (Leskinen et 2015) that many contemporary women
associate with traditional feminism. In positioniraneself as an agentic, competent,
professional suitably poised for promotion, alignivith such ‘victimhood’ feminism is an
anathema. This may be particular to the UK veteyinaofession, but it seems likely to
resonate with experiences of women in other maseuprofessional contexts. Such women
might be more inclined to internalise blame givae prevailing masculinist, postfeminist
discourses.

The final position identified in our findings redst to one respondent, Violet, who
having previously strongly aligned with postfemtriieliefs, came to privately recognise the
influence of sexism and gender inequalities asré@son for her delayed and constrained
career progression. To retain her new position aslaried partner and the possibility of
future progression to the equity partnership toclvhshe aspires, Violet is positioned as
having no viable alternative but to engage in astf@ninist charade.’ Violet is celebrated as
this practice’s first female salaried partner, viahibe existing equity partners acknowledge is
merited as a result of her expertise and commitrteetite practice, where she works seven
days per week. While privately recognising the faewsinist fallacy, Violet publicly

acquiesces to being used as a token of the posifgngromise realised, a signifier that
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progress is occurring within this given practiced apecialism. This places Violet in an

unenviable position of ‘playing along’ with the chde of postfeminist opportunity, her

promotion regarded by other women in the practecendicating progression possibilities for

themselves. Privately, however, Violet knows that Imited and delayed progress remains
highly contingent, and future progress precaridtislet’'s success is, paradoxically, based
upon compliance with, and reproduction of, a suinatthg gendered order that reinforces
the postfeminist trope of self-improvement and peas agency (Rottenberg, 2014). While

women are often accused of being complicit in theentenance of gendered practices that
contribute to their subordination, it seems in tinstance, that Violet is more a hostage of
circumstance than a willing collaborator.

Violet's experience of engaging in a ‘postfemirsktirade’ provides a telling insight
into the exacting, and potentially negative, infloe of postfeminism upon the ‘psychic lives’
of women. Internalisation of postfeminist blamealso likely to be detrimental to individual
women; Margaret spoke of suffering from low moodht thought too much about her career
progression to date and future progression prospetha suffered clinical depression as a
result of being ‘that woman’ and being marginalisedhe workplace. In conjunction with
demanding work schedules and the common occurreinweorkplace bullying’, the toll of
postfeminism on the psychic lives of UK women vigtary professionals resulted in many
women experiencing mental health issues (see Appénd

Our study has a number of limitations; our paracifs were subject to hindsight bias
which shapes how they constructed their reflectiohscareer progression; thus, future
longitudinal work using real time methodologies \bbe informative to explore the
rationale applied to career choices. Such appresaetheuld offer further insights into
everyday gendered practices that contribute towdrsisrimination and ensuing exclusion

from senior roles and provide insight into the dyimasense-making undertaken by women
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in this professional context. At the other endha spectrum, more survey data is required to
build a broader picture of the profession to get@esacontemporary picture of where men
and women are positioned within the professiont @sntinues to feminise and corporatise.
Finally, we have focused upon experienced veteyirsargeons and their experiences; it
would be illuminating to engage with the currenh@etion of veterinary students or newly-
gualified practitioners to assess their ambitidm®y they intend to realise them and the
challenges they envisage and encounter. Follosnfyom this research, further exploration
of the influence of postfeminism on the mental treaf women professionals confronted by
gendered career outcomes would be worthwhile. ltadgial research with women engaged
in a postfeminist charade would also be benefittagscertain the impact upon such women
over the longer-term and how that may differ depamdipon future career progression, for

example.

Conclusion

Within this paper, we have illustrated how postfieism influences the sense-making of

women professionals attempting to rationalise tgemdered career outcomes in contrast to
the postfeminist promise of meritocratic progressimontingent only upon individual agency

and accreditation. We extend understanding of postfism as a sensibility to illustrate that

a key component is a masculinist, blame discowvb&gh these respondents both draw upon
and reproduce when rationalising the postfemingsagox. These professional women must
choose to either internalise or externalise blaorettieir lack of career progression, both

options having potentially negative consequences their personal happiness, career
satisfaction and, in some cases, mental healtithéncontext of limited and precarious

vertical progression, we identify the ‘postfemint$tarade’; comprising a private realisation

of the influence of sexism and gender inequalitipen career progression but a public

acquiescence with being positioned as a token efpbstfeminist promise realised. We
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contend these findings add further nuance to oderstanding of the postfeminist sensibility
and its influence upon the psychic lives of womgsnticularly those that have not attained
the career progression to which they aspired. THiesings may also resonate with the
experiences and positioning of women in other trawially masculine professions such as,

for example, medicine, engineering, science, teldgyoand finance.
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Appendix 1

Theme Level 2 Level 1 Code Supporting Quotes
Code

Maintaining Repudiating | Pasting (as per | “There’s the old thing with the farmers not

meritocratic Sexism —| Gill et al.) respecting women vets and things but | think that's

construction of| meta Interpretive well out the window now not anymore,

profession repertoire repertoire everyone’s used to the idéaAlicia

(supports

reproduction “Some male colleagues as well as farmers,|the

of Postfeminist bosses, yeah a lot of the bosses were kind of| old,

sensibility) old fashioned...sort of making jokes about whether
you'd cope with this, that or the other, you know,
dehorning and that sort of thing. | wouldn't thiik
would happen really ndinGrace
“Definitely not within the vet profession. | thipnk
initially, when the change percentage wise from
males to females, | think lots of older generation
farmers struggled, but I'd say the majority are dise
to having female vets now, and so now it's accepted
as the norm. So, | think, probably about 20 years
ago it was harder for girls, but | would say it's
definitely not now Henrietta

Maintaining Repudiating | Relocating “Small animal is very women-friendly with part-

meritocratic sexism meta-| interpretive time jobs and no on-call. The equine profession Is

construction of| repertoire repertoire (Gill | quite old fashioned or very old fashioned actually

profession et al. but stilll” Uma

supporting contextualised

reproduction to sub-

of PF specialism)

sensibility

Women'’s Repudiating | The female “young girls do sometimes just manage to get away

ability to | sexism metat advantage with stuff a bit more than they ought to...you smile

progress 41 repertoire (using sexuality | nicely at someone and you might get yourself just a

Supporting as per Gill et al.) bit further along than you otherwise might, notttha

reproduction Interpretive that's ever been a calculated thing... | re-sat my

of PF repertoire first year and re-sat my second year and the second

sensibility year...| just was told you've got some peagple

smiling down on you there. | was a young 20 Y
old girl and | certainly smiled at lots of peopladh
I mean, | was friendly and outgoing and... th
was some personal help there, other than pe

ear

bre
ople

just genuinely saying look shall we give her anothe

go. | did have a relationship with a teacher at yet
college.” Donna
“My first practice | worked at, the bosses,
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especially one of them, liked pretty ladies. hkhi

everyone that they've employed since me have
pretty. Also one of the ones where | did six m®
part-time in one of the practices in Surrey and
liked pretty ladies too, so | suppose that mighteh
been an advantage.”Olivia

Maximising
gender
congruence
Vet Med is ‘fit
work’ for
women -
supporting
reproduction
of PF
sensibility

Repudiating
Sexism meta
- repertoire

Women'’s
essentialist
professional
advantage
New
Interpretive
repertoire

“Women are probably more empathetic ¢
certainly lots of people’s animals don't like stggn
men, they will say | want to see a female
because my dog’'s nervous of men. So women
got that side of things. And are more nurturil
women are supposed to have better statistics in
farrowing house. [Sorry, what's a farrowin
house?] Where the pigs have their babies.
piglets you have reared per cell is higher wh
there’'s a female stockperson than a m
stockperson. Men aren’t that interested. Whg
was there all the men wanted to do was knock
pigs on the head that needed ... you know, if
were weak they couldn’t wait to hit it on the he
But | know females would maybe be holding ti
onto the teat, weighing them and moving th
around and supplementary feeding, and it's
known fact in the pig industry that female st
people get better results, so that's their stretig
Yvonne

“l think on the whole women tend to be be
communicators. When you've got 10 minutes tg
something across, if you have a degree of pe
skills’communication you can hopefully apps
trustworthy, knowledgeable and all those thir
that people require from a professional, and h
some gravitas still even though you're a girl

been

nth
he

a

and

vet
have
ng,
the
g
The
en
ale
n i
the
they

nem
em
a
nck
th

(ter
put
ople
par
1gs
ave

nd
you're not a man with a beard, silver hair and a[Lhe
white coat and everything. It's all to do with

communication, and | think being a girl has helg
me with that' Suzanna

“Women have got smaller hands so for obstg
things, women are better — they can get in and
the animal turnetAlicia.

“I think in some ways, some clients really likege
a female vet...because they see females as
more gentler, and more carihfmma

ed

tric
get

S
being

Women'’s
agency  anc
effort required
to overcome -

Repudiating
Sexism meta
repertoire

supporting Interpretive Terri
reproduction repertoire

of PF

sensibility

Cest la Vie
accounting
just how it is (as
per Gill et al.)

“Historically, it's been such a male orientg
profession, farmers for example want male vet
pull out cows and there’s no doubt that m
probably are stronger so that’s just the way it W3

d
5 to
en
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Blame Women ag Women are less“In the consultation room, girls are less risk-

discourse - deficient profitable embracing in clinical cases. They go for the mpre
supporting (blaming employees medical route and less often for the more radical
reproduction | women  for forms of intervention...Guys are more surgically
of PF| their lack of inclined ‘just chop it off and will do more
sensibility progression) elaborate investigations whereas the girls will spy
meta- ‘let's just try another course of antibiotigs
repertoire first'...guys definitely turnover more money than
females.” [Male stakeholder 1]
Blame Women as| Women are| One, they have their kids, two, do they have [the
discourse —| deficient less risk profile? | believe they are less
supporting (blaming entrepreneurial | entrepreneurially oriented, vets generally, but
reproduction | women for women significantly less so than male vets....] |
of PF | their lack of think they are risk averse and less assertive than
sensibility progression) males and so that would be a factor. If you give me
meta- 100 guys and 100 girls, I'd say many more of the
repertoire guys would be entrepreneurial.” [Male
stakeholder 1]
Blame Women as| Women are “If you look at it from a vet bosses’ point of view
discourse  -| deficient (biologically) males are less likely to take maternity leave.| |
supporting (blaming unreliable think if you're in a small practice having female
reproduction | women for workers can be tricky.” Emma
of PF | their lack of
sensibility progression) “l think again you would be concerned thinking, ph
meta- well, they might want to start a family and might
repertoire want to take time off and are they going |to

particularly contribute to the practice in there |n
the way that you want them to if they’re buying |n”
[Charlotte]

“l think most of the points raised are valid, evien
though instantly | felt offended when people raised
those points; | really do now, looking at the
business side of it, think they’re valid. You wemng
have an employee that you want to stay long-term,
well maybe they're not going to stay long term if
you think they're going to have children and

whether they're going to come back adajn
(Francesca)

“As a business owner, well, it's much better to have

men, because they don’t go off and have babies|as a
general rule. | think there are veterinary, older
generation partners out there who would choose a
male over a female, you know, all else being equal.
| think probably there might even be ones that

would go for one, you know, even if they maybe
were the weaker candidate, just because of the time
and the hassle of recruiting is a nightmare. Itistj
the way it's worked Henrietta

“l think at the moment, when there are positions
offered here,...they will look harder...for a male
candidate for the position...I think if you had alen
and female candidate of the same standing, [they
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would certainly choose the male over the female.
...it probably does come down to the family sidg of
things and the potential for the woman to go off gn

have kids."(Eve)

be

my

Blame Women Women's lack | Corporates sense an opportunity - increased
discourse exercising of feminisation and fewer women wanting to
women - | choice — | representation | traditional partners.... women don’t step up}”
Supports blaming as Practice [Male Stakeholder 1]
reproduction | women for | Partners
of PF | their lack of “Personally | think the corporates will have more
sensibility progression practices as women don’'t want to take on the
responsibility of practice....society condition$
you.” [Female Stakeholder 1]
Internalising | Reconciling | Self- “lI wish | was in more of a position to be in|a
Blame outcomes —| questioning partnership — | do have some money. | still woulld
discourse —| self-blame like to become a partner, that's always been
supports for lack of intent. | don’t know whether it's just me getting
reproduction | progression? older, or... As far as finances and management
of PF have actually no understanding whatso ever, but |
sensibility don't think... | think even if | had learnt it, I'noh
sure... it might still happen, | hope so but
sometimes | wonddf). what do you wonderdf
there’s something with me — maybe they dgn't
think 1 fit here as well as | think I fit or if I'mot
guite as good as | think | am or something — |
gearing myself up to asilda]
Internalising | Reconciling | Self- This is a difficult thing for me, this job now ikd
Blame outcomes —| questioning job I always wanted, this is where | always wan
discourse  -| self-blame to get to and so I've been here three years now,
supports for lack of I've got all the qualifications now that | reall
reproduction | progression? would aspire to take and so | guess, | sort of view
of PF my future as here and hopefully progressing in the
sensibility practice. In terms of progressing, in terms |of

responsibility and financially | guess is a bigtpar
of it, becoming a partner is the only next step.
They have just taken on three new partners
equity and one salaried. With them taking on thése
new partners now, it's just meant that we’re
looking at now, probably another 6/7/8 years
before there’s any prospects again. And | couldn’t
work any harder — | work 8 till 6 Monday t
Friday, 8 till 4 on Saturday and then, | personally
do five nights on call a week and then three
weekends out of four on call. | don’'t know ho
sustainable that work pattern is long-term, s
don’t know what that means for promotion for
I've got all the qualifications, | have experiente
work hard but | wasn't even on their radar for
promotion. So, | have to ask myself, why is that?
Maybe I'm not doing something | should
doing? I'm going to sound big-headed now but |
think I'm really good at my job, talented. Then||
wonder if maybe I'm wrong or if, maybe, I'm just
not good enough?! [Kerry]
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Mental health
issues

Lack of
progression

Low mood

I'm gone 40 now and | would have liked to have

been in a partnership or, on the cusp of, being

that position and I'm not. When I'd thought of my
career, | thought by this time | probably would be,
S0 no, on that front - but then when | look back

and think, “Well, where could you have chang
it?” | can’t pinpoint it, so it's really hard. Istime?
It gets me down, to be honest, if | think abotadt
much. Margaret

n

ad

Mental health
issues

Lack of
progression

Depression

Effectively, they blocked me from promoti
because, at that time | was just married, they w
afraid | would be going off on maternity leave.
was sexism. Of course, then | was the probl

child! I was ‘THAT’ woman — the ardent feminist,

DN

ere
It
em

crying foul when someone else got promoted gver
her. | was a bit marginalised; everyone treated me

a little differently. | actually got very depressed

and was on medication. It really got to rhbma

Mental health
issues

Hostile work
environment

Workplace
bullying

| was sort of left out on my own — some people,

if

called, would come and help, others would gay

‘just get on with it". There was a lot of politiesd
some bullyish personalities. An Assistant Kill
herself, poor girl; it was a very difficult
experiencelenny

Mental health
issues

Hostile
work
environment

Work pressures

and bullying

| think that has a big influence on your quality
life because you spend so much time at work.

it's someone who puts you down all the time |i

can just be miserable and not bearable. I've seen

quite a few friends in that situation, they've be

probably bordering on depression because other

people just aren’t nice and they’re under a lot
other pressures as welDiana

Mental health
issues

Hostile
work
environment

Workplace
bullying

The work was okay. My colleagues were variahle.

Some of them were quite unpleasant, actually,
know, sort of criticising things | did and said,darn

sort of looking down on me, and | felt | had very

little support there. | was really, really unhapp
It was just an awful, awful experience, and by t
stage | was really quite depressed. | felt like
made a terrible mistake becoming a vet. | hang
my notice in with nothing else to go to, becaus
really felt at my wits’ end. In fact, there’'s adyo
a charity called the Veterinary Helpline, which
called because | was so depressed, and he sa
me, oh, you sound very depressed, | think
should call the Samaritans, which wasn't terrib
helpful. Grace

Mental health
issues

Hostile
work
environment

Marginalisation

| was a bit marginalised; everyone treated me
little differently. | actually got very depressedda
was on medicatiorma
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