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. On Gender in VET:  The Personal is Political 

The question of gender has been an underlying concern in all VET conferences, but two of 

the conferences have directly addressed the subject as it pertains to vocational education.  

The first one took place in Tampere in May 1996 where the theme was the gendered history 

of vocational education.  Its primary aim was to discuss themes and methods for developing 

gendered historical research on vocational education in a European perspective. 1 What did 

we know about women’s life and work situations in the different European countries at 

different points in history?  What about the ideology of housewifery and women in different 

eras?  The historian Ruth Watts was concerned about making women visible in the history of 

education.  Christine Mayer had done her research on vocational education in Germany in a 

historical and gender-oriented perspective. Lea Henriksson looked upon women’s 

involvement in the creation of the Finnish welfare state. Leena Kuusisto and Maija Vesala 

discussed female teachers as vocational educators in Finland. Anja Heikkinen looked into 

gendered occupational ideals in Finnish vocational education.  I presented my research on 

the advent of domestic science and housewife ideology in Norwegian education.   We 

followed this up in a conference in Zurich years later.2 

This focus on women and vocations has been one of the most fascinating features of the 

Network for me.  One of the slogan’s of the women’s movement was that “the personal is 

political” and new questions were being raised about women and their place in society both 

in an historical and sociological perspective.  I had been observing and doing research on the 

traditional gender role divisions in vocational education and training corresponding to the 

gender role patterns of the manual labour market, featuring the traditional view of women 

                                                           
1
 See Heikkinen, Anja 1996: Gendered History of Vocational Education. European Comparisons. Hæmeenlinna: 

Tampereen Yliopiston Hæmeenlinnan Opettajankoulutuslaitos 
2
 See Gonon Philipp et al(eds) 2001: Gender Perspectives on Vocational Education. History, Culutral and Policy 

Aspects. Bern: Peter Lang 



2 
 

in the family sphere. The social organization of masculinity and femininity has it particular 

form in vocational education and training. It stands out as a part of “the natural order” to 

use an expression from Antonio Gramsci.  The Vet Network gave me a possibility for sharing 

and discussing my research in the field. This pattern has been challenges during the past 

decades and we have seen changes, but the main pattern seems to remain, the boys in the 

“hard fields” and girls in the caring sector.3 This problematic is not what I want to highlight 

here.  

 Here I want to draw attention to that in the last decades, women have in general presented 

scientific theories critical of the prevalent ways of thinking in the social sciences during the 

last century. One general question is whether those scientific perceptions have remained 

encapsulated within the intellectual traditions that emerged in Western Europe in the 

sixteenth century, and which saw increased dominance in western capitalistic societies, in 

spite of the many and constant challenges that the scientific tradition has faced in the 20th 

century. 4  In her 1986 book, The Science Question in Feminism, Sandra Harding considered 

these issues from both general and feminist perspectives.  As she pointed out, feminists 

have recently demanded a reshaping of both science and the cultures that legitimize existing 

science.  The book takes as its point of departure the feminist critique that has emerged in 

opposition to traditional ways of thinking in western scientific theory during the past 

decades. A second point of departure is that the very social structure of science, as well as 

much of its areas of implementation and technologies, together with the way in which it 

defines research problems and creates research design, are not only culturally determined, 

but are also discriminatory in terms of race, class and gender.  These problematics have been 

underlying concerns in the VET Network since the beginning of our discussions. How to do 

research where vocational students and apprentices voices are heard?  How to take people’s 

experience in their everyday life as a point of departure in our research? 
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illustrate my point here. Mjelde, Liv 1991: Science and Gender. Recent Contributions in Feminist Critical Theory 
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I was lucky to spend 2 1/2 years of my life as a visiting scholar at the Ontario Institute for Studies in 

Education,(OISE) the Department of Sociology of Education in Toronto  in the 1980’s  with feminist 

scholars, Margaret Eichler, Mary O’Brien and Dorothy E. Smith. They had very different points of 

departures and outlooks in their scientific work.   But as Dorothy Smith points out that there will 

always be many different feminist versions of “reality”, but what women have in common is the 

organization of social relations that has led to the exclusion of women from the social relations of 

ruling. Dorothy Smith has been concerned about ways of doing research that takes people’s 

experience in their everyday lives as a point of departure and with a basic understanding of a 

political economy from the point of view of the working class. Starting by adopted a  women’s 

standpoint, she localizes the thinking reflecting subject as an integral part of the material and 

historical world being taken as the object of study, and this point of departure also provides an 

understanding of society’s division of labour, of the division between mind and hand as it has 

developed in the process of industrialization and the distance between on one hand those who 

interpret and administrate society and produce the ideas, and on the other, those who apply ideas 

and produce the material values. 

By localizing social scientific work in this way of thinking, we place ourselves in the standpoint of the 

working class, from the point where Marx’s political economy begins–ourselves entering the scene 

we are about to analyze. Dorothy Smith states that it by no means follows that by starting from a 

women’s standpoint we must begin with people’s material reality, but that once we have taken 

these other and decisive steps in our understanding we can begin to examine the relational ways of 

thinking established by Marx. Social relations then become accessible to us for analysis in the way 

they were originally conceived, which is to say by locating their premises not in the conceptually 

abstract world, but in the lives of real individuals, in their work, in their actual, productive activities 

and the material conditions produced by these activities. 

What Smith does is to suggest a method that places those who are the social subjects, not in the 

role of objects of study, but rather, as living thinking individuals, anchored in the everyday world. 

The title The Everyday World as Problematic presents a basis for a sociology that does not begin in 

discourse, but in real, daily social events between individuals. Smith begins her discussion close to 

home: how do women organize their domestic and job-related work on a daily and nightly basis? In 

later years, Smith has broadened her feminist sociology to “a sociology of/for the people”. “The 

Problematic” in the title of her first book encompasses the need to investigate real socially 
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organized relations between experiences in the everyday world and the social relations of 

capitalism. By using “The Everyday World as Problematic” as a way of thinking, Smith leads us to 

look for the inner monologue in every person in relation to common traits, order and disorder, 

opportunities and conditions that are dependent on the person’s material reality. Educated 

populations around the world tend of internalize “capital logic”, the ways and outlooks of the ruling 

apparatus in our shrinking world. Awareness of the hegemonic effect of the relations of ruling, and 

a shift of emphasis in research toward analyzing our everyday realities is a healthy initiative. Indeed, 

it places us on the road to building an actual sociology of the people. 

New critical contributions by women seem to provide a foundation for ways to understand our 

complex reality. Their work points toward possibilities for surmounting the traditional division 

between subject and object, between researcher and researched, between those who interpret 

society and produce the ideas and those who produce the material values. As Dorothy Smith says: 

“The job of the social scientist is to develop a social science capable of explaining to the members of 

a society the social organization of their experienced world, including in this experience that which 

is outside the immediate and directly known, which also includes and exactly therefore, the 

structure of twofold consciousness.” 5(Smith, 1974) These concerns have been underlying our 

discussions in the VET and Culture Network during the 19 years since our humble beginning in 1993.  

Another question that has been an underlying concern in the Network has been the question of 

“Class and Vocational and Technical Education” and the questions of production and reproduction 

of both gender and class through the education system in a historical and sociological perspective. It 

is more research work and analytical thinking to be done in the future.    
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