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ABSTRACT 

Drawing on Butler’s (1990, 1997) concept of performativity and the new materialist work 

of Barad (2007), Coole and Frost (2010), Pickering (1993), and others as a theoretical 

framework, this dissertation presents three articles that demonstrate the new ways to 

envisage the agency of human, nonhuman, and material bodies in the educational 

environment by examining the discursive, performative, and material practices of six 

Latina aspiring educational leaders.  Guided by Gee’s (2014) critical discourse analysis 

methodology, the first article examines how my participants were constrained from 

moving toward their career goals and how they subverted constraints as they moved 

towards their goals.  The second article aims to show how these women use performative, 

material, and discursive agency to position themselves as viable leaders in their school 

districts.  The third article provides an argument for using posthumanist and new 

materialist concepts as a new way of understanding women’s leadership ontology by 

drawing on two examples from my broader study with aspiring Latina educational 

leaders.   

Keywords: performativity, posthumanism, new materialism, Latina 
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PROLOGUE 

As a special services director, I am responsible for inspiring teachers to improve 

the lives of children with special needs.  Leaders “take responsibility for their 

commitments—if they promise certain kinds of economic, social, and political change, 

they assume leadership in bringing about that change” (Burns, 1978, p. 67).  In a 

commitment to my promise, I pursued the study of Educational Leadership at the 

University of Arizona so that I could understand the impact my role as a leader has on 

our community.  

This focus is at the heart of Furman’s (2004) concept of an ethic of community.  

Furman defines the ethic of community as an educator’s moral responsibility to engage in 

communal processes that further “the moral purposes of their work and address the 

ongoing challenges of daily life and work in schools” (p. 215).  Furman argued that an 

ethic of community is fundamental for moral leadership; it serves as a connection 

between social justice and the leadership practice of a democratic community.   

Throughout my coursework, I dedicated my time to understanding and applying 

feminist theoretical concepts so I could incorporate cutting edge interdisciplinary feminist 

research into my studies pertaining to educational policy, curriculum, and leadership.  I 

built a repertoire of diverse theories of gender, critical race theory, feminism, history, 

literature, critical and cultural studies to understand the relationship between gender, race, 

ethnicity, sexuality, and transnational economic and political processes.  Within my 

studies, I developed a cognate strand related to international, transnational, and 

multicultural issues to help me address a myriad of social justice topics within my work.    

But where, and how, did this journey begin? 
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Early in my teaching career, I was encouraged to pursue my Education Specialist 

degree in school psychology by the female charter holder who employed me.  She served 

as a constant source of encouragement as I balanced life as a mother, wife, teacher, and 

student.  This was an important first step in the creation of my leadership identity because 

this woman acted as my first inspirational female role model.  According to Hoyt and 

Simon (2011), women who pursue leadership positions are stigmatized and impacted by 

negativity from others, an aspect I will explore later in this prologue.  Female role models 

who are congruent with my own identity become very important as I traverse barriers 

preventing me from securing a top leadership role due to my sex, also referred to as the 

leadership labyrinth (Eagly & Carli, 2007; as cited in Hoyt & Simon, 2011). Over the 

past decade, I was encouraged by my role models to take on various leadership positions 

in the field of education that required me to advocate for social justice and equality.  

Amidst other responsibilities, I led child study teams as a teacher and multi-disciplinary 

teams as a school psychologist. 

Near the end of my sixth year of employment as a school psychologist at a 

successful and supportive district, I yearned for something more and questioned whether 

I should pursue a doctorate.  Two women were influential in my decision-making 

process: my supervisor, a female Director of Special Education; and a fellow female 

school psychologist.  Both emphatically encouraged me to pursue further education, but it 

was a male leader, the superintendent (at the time) of a small district I now work for, who 

led me into administration and encouraged me to pursue my doctorate in Educational 

Policy Studies and Practice.   
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This is not surprising to me.  After a solid decade in education, and nearing the 

end of my doctoral pursuits, I realize that men predominantly occupy high-level 

administrative positions in the field of education (Anastasiou & Papkonstantinou, 2011; 

Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011; Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2013). For example, approximately 

87% of superintendents in the country are men (Brunner C. , 2008). Further, men’s career 

trajectories toward the superintendency are more direct than that of women’s career 

trajectories (Brunner C. , 2008; Kim & Brunner, 2009). Despite the statistics stacked 

against my pursuit towards a leadership position, what was even more disparaging were 

all of the women in my field who discouraged me from upward mobility.   

Grogan (2000) argues that terms such as the glass ceiling and the old boy 

networks proliferate current educational leadership literature.  These terms were echoed 

in discourse from several of my female supervisors over the years: “this is a good ol’ 

boy’s network” (referring to a district I used to work in); “they groom the men they want 

for principal and superintendent positions;” “there is such a glass ceiling for women in 

education;” and (referring to a lesbian assistant principal who was stuck in her position 

despite applying for several principal positions over the years) “she will never get a 

principal position because she does not fit the good ol’ boy’s club.” These female 

supervisors, filled with good intentions, only served to perpetuate the phallocentric 

discourse that suppresses women from aspiring toward upward mobility.  They were, 

ironically, the source of negativity I encountered that Hoyt and Simon (2011) described 

in their article about injurious role models.   

These complicated issues are the source of my interest in women’s leadership: the 

absence of women in high-level leadership positions in education; the lack of similar role 
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models for women leaders; the career trajectories of women who aspire towards 

educational leadership positions; and the phallocentric discourse that perpetuates the 

status quo in the field of education. I have been exposed to a great deal of significant 

literature during my tenure at the University of Arizona’s Educational Policy and 

Practices program. As a result, my assumptions on women’s educational leadership were 

simultaneously challenged and broadened as I integrated poststructural and posthumanist 

concepts into my theoretical framework on women’s leadership practices. 

While my ideologies on successful leadership were already colored by a feminist 

perspective, the formal education in Gender and Women’s Studies allowed my budding 

theories and interests to develop into something that is worthy of publishing, a goal that I 

have had since entering the doctoral program at the University of Arizona.  The 

culmination of my doctoral studies has expanded my knowledge and increased my 

concern that women’s leadership literature is underutilized and may, in turn, create 

barriers in supporting and sustaining democratic and socially just schools. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Much of the women’s leadership literature primarily draws on feminist theories 

constructed by white women (e.g., Brunner, 2008; Chase & Bell, 1990; Grogan, 2000) 

and often essentializes the experiences of women leaders.  This study, however, was 

designed to draw on the work of Judith Butler, Michel Foucault, and Louis Althusser to 

explore women leaders’ practices in a way that does not essentialize their experiences.  

More specifically, I draw connections between the production of the subject (e.g., Latina 

leader) and the reproduction of inequality and exclusion in the educational institution in 

order to renegotiate the role of the educational leader. 

According to existing literature, educational leaders are frequently men, despite 

their small numbers in the teaching profession as compared to women (Anastasiou & 

Papkonstantinou, 2011; Chase & Bell, 1990).  Grogan (2000) further described the 

gender imbalance in educational administration by arguing terms such as the “glass 

ceiling” and the “old boy networks…appear to remain in place” (p. 124).  Chase and Bell 

(1990) reported how gatekeepers, or the individuals who hire superintendents, influence 

the search and appointment of superintendents through discourse.  The superintendency is 

defined by men’s discourse because men traditionally hold this leadership position.  Put 

another way, educational administrative positions are primarily held and perpetuated by 

men through discursive agency.  When designing this dissertation, I conceptualized 

discursive agency as the ways in which individuals “render themselves through the 

possibilities for practices of self…that subjectivation brings” (Youdell, 2006, p. 512).  In 

other words, discursive agency is used by white men to define who they are and how they 

exemplify the role of the educational leader.  Language is the primary means of 
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transmitting this knowledge to others and is, therefore, linked to the power associated 

with the position.  Poststructural concepts, such as Judith Butler’s performativity and 

subjectification, are useful tools for analyzing the potentiality within discursive agency, 

while simultaneously holding the context of constraint in view.  Subjects (e.g., women 

leaders), for example, may reconstitute themselves in order to contest the existing power 

dynamics in an institutional setting.  During the course of my analysis with aspiring 

Latina leaders, however, I uncovered posthumanist and new materialist discourses that 

lead me to reanalyze my data using postqualitative methodology for my second and third 

articles.  Before I discuss my three articles, a review of women’s leadership literature is 

warranted to frame how this study was designed using a poststructural lens. 

Educational leadership literature that extends from the feminist paradigm 

indicates that women encounter leadership experiences differently than men (Alston, 

2005; Brunner C. , 2008; Chase & Bell, 1990; Grogan, 2000).  As more women enter the 

field, Grogan (2008) argued “some men are learning from the way women approach the 

position, offering more options to all.”  Despite a growing number of women in 

educational leadership positions over the past several decades, minority women are still 

underrepresented in leadership positions and research studies (Mendez-Morse, 2000, 

2004; Ortiz, 2000, 2001).  Analyzing the lived experiences of women, including women 

of color, in positions of leadership can contribute to the success of men in similar 

positions.  Access to a diverse and successful repertoire of leadership skills provides 

educational leaders with more options when dealing with complicated and sensitive 

situations.  Additionally, this type of analysis will provide White educational leaders, who 

will invariably work with marginalized educational leaders, with a better understanding 
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of alternative leadership approaches.  As a result, it is important to consider the 

intersection of gender, race, culture, and ethnicity when analyzing narratives of 

marginalized leaders in education as power relations are constructed and reconstructed 

through language and discursive agency.  More specifically, feminist poststructuralism 

can be used to deconstruct women’s experiences in primarily male discourse.  I view 

feminist poststructuralism as a way to call in to question the notion of truth and totality.  

This lens allows me to focus on how a dominant political discourse may be contested to 

bring about equality between various subjects without again essentializing women 

leaders’ experiences.  This lens also allows me to analyze the functions of unequal power 

relations, and the impact these relations have on marginalized leaders.  I prefer the 

poststructural framework (that claims the subject never existed)1 over the postmodern 

(that claims the subject is dead) because I believe the poststructural position allows 

disenfranchised groups to have a voice and an opportunity to contest the existing power 

imbalances that negatively impact their lives.   

This dissertation, then, was designed to examine how Latina leaders mobilize 

agency based on existing configurations of discourse and power.  I also examined where 

the possibilities lie for reworking the configurations of power that constitute Latina 

educational leaders (the subject of this study).  Additionally, I examined how the subject 

may be reconstituted to work against the processes that stabilize existing power dynamics 

in the institutional setting.  These conceptual tools (e.g., performativity and 

subjectification) may help scholars understand how the role of the Latina educational 

leader is negotiated through language, identity, and social relations.  Drawing on Butler’s 

                                                 
1 See Butler (1994) for more information regarding the difference between post-structural and post-modern 

positions. 
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(1990, 1997) concepts of performativity and subjectification and guided by Gee’s (2014) 

critical discourse analysis methodology, my first article demonstrates how Latina leaders 

are able to rework configurations of power as they progress towards their career 

aspirations.  My second article examines how Latinas have acted autonomously within 

heteropatriarchal structural constraints by leveraging their discursive, performative, and 

material agency to position themselves as viable educational leaders.  Drawing on my 

larger studies, the third article is a conceptual piece that argues posthumanism and new 

materialism may provide a new way to understand Latina educational leadership, identity 

formation, and agency. 

Problem and Purpose 

Problem Statement 

Despite the increase in Latinos on the southwestern border, the Latina population 

remains underrepresented in positions of educational leadership.  Power imbalances, such 

as underrepresentation, can be understood through subjectification.  Subjectification (e.g., 

the process through which someone becomes a subject) and performativity (e.g., the 

relationship between the nature of language and the performance in the real world) are 

undoubtedly relevant tools for educational analysis of social injustices involving identity 

creation, oppression, and resistance.  Very little has been taken up by current scholars 

regarding how aspiring Latina educational leaders are constrained by, and resist, 

discourse within the institutions they work. 

The objective of this dissertation was to analyze discourse, policy, and narratives 

to illustrate the discursive practices used among subjects within an educational setting to 

control or influence the career trajectories of Latina women who have not yet reached 
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their career aspirations.  Judith Butler’s concepts of performativity and subjectification 

are useful for poststructural educational scholars because they open up the possibilities of 

discursive agency.  Butler’s concepts are based on Althusser’s notion of subjection and 

Foucault’s notion of subjectification.  Subjection, according to Althusser (1971), is 

achieved through the representation of ideas and beliefs that are distortions of what is 

real.  Foucault (1982) described subjectivation as constituting and constraining, but not 

determining the subject.  Butler uses these two conceptions to build her concept of 

performativity, or the relationship between the nature of language and the performance or 

production in the real world.   

Research Question  

 Existing relations of domination within society use language to subordinate and 

exclude women in educational leadership positions (e.g., principals, central office 

administrators, and superintendents); however, subjectivation and performativity open up 

our thinking about inequalities and how performativity or discursive agency can be 

utilized to mobilize change.  More specifically, aspiring Latina leaders are constrained by 

the phallocentric discourse that shapes the relations of dominance and power within 

educational leadership.  Latina leaders are dually constrained at the intersection of race 

and gender.  As a result, this dissertation sought to answer the following research 

questions:  (a) In what ways are aspiring Latina educational leaders constrained (or 

shaped) by hegemonic, androcentric discourse within schools on the United States 

border?  (b) In what ways do aspiring Latina educational leaders resist or navigate the 

existing structure of power relations within the educational setting? 
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In my second manuscript, I extended my study to examine the nuances of material 

agency using posthumanist and new materialist lenses as a way to continue to challenge 

essentializing methodological and concept-building practices in research.  Thus, I asked 

the following research questions in order to explore the complex interactions of human 

and material agency, and the effects of the interactions on the lives of my participants 

using posthumanist methodologies that helped me reject an interpretivist stance:  1) In 

what ways do aspiring Latina educational leaders narrate their agential experiences and 

perspectives?  2) How, if at all, do the leaders’ narratives reflect one or more of the 

theoretical perspectives on agency?  3) How, if at all, do the leaders’ agential experiences 

affect their work and future career goals? 

As I moved from a poststructural to posthumanist framework in the first two 

articles, I was able to explore women’s leadership in a manner that incorporated culture, 

norms, and embodiment into critical leadership theory.  I found that a poststructural 

framework lessened the importance of embodiment, which led me to argue (in my third 

article) that we need women’s leadership theory that incorporates material, 

performativity, agency, and politics in order to lend context to understanding the gender 

inequity often found in educational leadership. 

Significance 

Despite the abundance of performativity and subjectification literature within the 

field of education published by international journals, very few articles examining this 

topic were found in American journals.  Hey (2006) advocated for continued 

ethnographic work that is infused with Judith Butler’s concepts.  This study was initially 

designed to extend Hey’s recommendation for American scholars to take up the post-
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structural notions of performativity and subjectification that Butler has defined.  During 

the analysis for my first article, I noticed the participants discussing assemblages, 

multiplicities, and materialities that could not be fully addressed using solely a 

poststructural framework.   

 Existing literature on Latina leaders has focused on mentoring and role models 

(Mendez-Morse, 2004), stereotypes associated with Latina superintendents (Mendez-

Morse, 2000), control of succession to the superintendency (Ortiz, 2000), and the role of 

social capital in attaining (and maintaining) a career as a superintendent (Ortiz, 2001) 

without addressing how aspiring Latina educational leaders are constrained by, and resist, 

discourse within the institutions they work.  Additionally, Latina leadership research 

could be informed by a feminist poststructuralist lens that uses discourse to illuminate 

negotiations of power, social relations, and the role identity plays in their work-related 

narratives.  Feminist theory and literature are guided by the assumption there is agency 

behind deeds.  Butler (Butler, 1994) suggests that “agency belongs to a way of thinking 

about persons as instrumental actors who confront an external political field.  But if we 

agree that politics and power exist already at the level at which the subject and its agency 

are articulated and made possible, then agency can be presumed only at the cost of 

refusing to inquire into its constitution” (p. 46; original emphasis).  Without a subject, 

there is no way to combat imbalanced relations within our society.  The modern subject is 

dynamically agential and continually (re)constituted through a series of complex 

choreographies in the educational space. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Literature Review 

In this dissertation, I review and critique modern perspectives on women leaders 

and consider postmodern theory as it accounts for discursive practices.  Much of the 

postmodern literature regarding women in educational leadership is grounded in the 

underlying assumption that gender bias can be found via discourse (e.g., Bloland, 1995; 

Brunner, 2000; Chase & Bell, 1990; Grogan, 2000; Wrushen & Sherman, 2008).  

Language is how consent, ideology, and self-discipline are transferred between subjects; 

it is how our identities and reality are constructed (Fairclough, 2010).  One way that 

researchers have begun to uncover gender bias in the educational administrative system is 

by examining the lived experiences of men and women.  Two closely related theories, 

postmodernism and poststructuralism, utilize discursive analysis to expand the 

understanding of how meanings change, how meanings emerged as normative, and how 

others have disappeared.  

Poststructural analysis explains how certain norms emerge with the analysis 

primarily focused on discourse.  Poststructural critique is used to examine ordinary 

events that occur in an environment, such as a school, in order to think differently about 

the situation.  Through discursive analysis from a poststructuralist lens, scholars extend 

the understanding of how certain meanings become normative, while others disappear.   

According to St. Pierre (2000), once a particular discourse becomes 

institutionalized, it is challenging to think or act in a different manner.  St. Pierre (2000) 

argued, “within the rules of a discourse, it makes sense to say only certain things.  Other 

statements and other ways of thinking remain unintelligible, outside the realm of 
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possibility” (p. 485). Limited discourse collected by educational scholars creates barriers 

for women who aspire towards higher level administrative positions (Brunner C. , 2008).  

Women of color are doubly constrained as they work to change discourse regarding 

gender and ethnicity (Wrushen & Sherman, 2008).  Further, Chase and Bell (1990) 

argued that discourse focused on individual achievement and gender neutrality perpetuate 

men’s dominance in positions of power.  The advantage of post-structural analysis, as 

mentioned previously, is to allow alternate thought processes to help rethink the ways in 

which knowledge, power, and leadership identity is constructed.   

Foucault’s theory of discourse “illustrates that shifts in historical thought do occur 

when people think of different things to say; therefore, resistance to discourses of 

domination is possible” (p. 486; St. Pierre, 2000).  Similarly, Bloland (1995) argued, “the 

interest is only in what power relations are permitted and assumed.  The 

power/knowledge relationship is embedded in discourses, and discourses are the 

locations where groups and individuals battle for hegemony and over the production of 

meaning” (p. 531).  In developed capitalist societies, resistance is most often conducted 

using language and knowledge rather than brute force.  As mentioned earlier, language is 

how consent, ideology, and self-discipline are transferred between subjects; it is how our 

identities and reality are constructed.  Postmodern and poststructural scholars such as 

Butler, Derrida, and Foucault recognize that language wields power and shapes reality.  

Indeed, discursive analysis, when combined with theories of discourse, can be used to 

examine underlying assumptions and norms that perpetuate the power imbalance and 

oppression of minority groups.  Discourse structures stereotypical beliefs regarding 

gender, race, and leadership within the school setting.  Women, for example, are typically 
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associated with leading with compassion and emotion (Wrushen & Sherman, 2008); 

however, this leadership style does not have to be ascribed to a certain gender.  Rather, it 

could be viewed as an effective leadership style regardless of gender.  Further, the 

bifurcation of leadership styles forces the notion that certain ways of leading are not open 

to marginalized populations, including women and people of color.   

As St. Pierre (2000) argued, post-structural feminist educators are “well aware of 

how language works to both constrain and open up the everyday lived experiences of 

those working in education” (p. 484).  Discursive analysis will contribute valuable insight 

into the lived experiences of diverse women leaders in education.  While several scholars 

have explored the dichotomy of leadership roles (Chase & Bell, 1990; Lambert, 2007; 

Grogan, 2000), including exploring the intersection of gender, race, and leadership, few 

have explicitly considered the impact discourse plays in shaping the careers of minority 

women leaders. 

Women’s Leadership Literature 

Coming from traditional women’s leadership literature, Lambert (2007) found 

that “gender and sexuality constitute an absent presence in educational policy and are 

often missing from critical commentary” (p. 160).  As a result, Lambert argued the new 

leaders should be conceptualized by a hybrid of masculine and feminine traits that work 

alongside each other to fuel a “hard-working, authoritative, and ambitious as well as 

flexible, imaginative and creative” (p. 158) educational leader.  Lambert’s proposal to 

engender the role of the leader was similar to Ferguson’s (1984) argument that the role of 

the individual in an institution is gendered.  Ferguson (1984) examined the strata of 

employee positions and described a system whereby employees, regardless of gender, are 
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members of a society mirroring the traditional female to male relationship.  At the time, 

Ferguson’s concept that the position, rather than the individual, was defined by gender 

roles was revolutionary.  Yet, Ferguson’s critique of engendered employee positions 

essentialized individuals into binary roles.  Unlike Lambert, Ferguson argued that 

individuals who try to change the status quo are often seen as oppositional.  Additionally, 

Ferguson argued acting like a man could not liberate women because they would only be 

perpetuating the oppression they are trying to resist.  She further argued the entire system, 

dependent on binary gender classification, needed to be eradicated in order for women to 

become liberated.  However, the likelihood of abolishing the current bureaucratic system 

is poor.  Concepts such as subjectivation and performativity open up the possibilities 

available to individuals who wish to redefine themselves and their position within our 

current system.  Although subjects may be described by their sex or gender, this 

description does not encompass all that they are.  Subjectivation and performativity opens 

the subject’s description to intersections of race, class, historical contexts, and other 

discursively constituted identities.   

Using discourse analysis, Chase and Bell (1990) examined the gender imbalance 

in the superintendency.  Chase and Bell interviewed female superintendents and 

gatekeepers (school board members and consultants).  Through discursive analysis, 

Chase and Bell found that gatekeepers believe they are eradicating male dominance by 

supporting women educational leaders, but their discourse actually perpetuated the 

imbalance as they focus on issues such as placeboundness (i.e., structural constraints), 

how men continue to hold on to power, and how women overcome obstacles and 

eliminate bias.  While Chase and Bell illuminate the constraints created by the discourse 
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of gatekeepers, their findings fall short of explaining how the constraints can be contested 

through the reconstitution of the subject.  Performativity could be used to extend Chase 

and Bell’s findings that some gatekeepers reflexively consider how their discourse 

perpetuates existing relations of dominance within a particular context. 

Grogan and Shakeshaft (2011) reported women make up 75% of teachers, yet are 

disproportionately represented in upper administrative positions, such as the 

superintendency.  Since 1990, the rate of growth for women entering the superintendency 

has been 0.7 percent, which means it will take approximately 77 years for women to be 

proportionately represented in this particular field (Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011).  Since 

men hold the superintendency in greater proportion (Brunner C. , 2008), it is often 

defined by men’s discourse.  Scholars studying successful educational leaders often 

address gender within the confines of the demographic section of their reports, rather than 

use it as a variable in their research analysis (e.g., Dugan, et al., 2012; Ylimaki, et al., 

2012).  According to Ferguson (1984), “women will not be liberated by becoming ‘like 

men’ but rather by abolishing the entire system that allocates human potential according 

to gender” (p. 94).  Human liberation rests on abolishing all imbalanced organizational 

relations and, as such, cannot be resolved by ignoring gender when studying successful 

educational administrators.   

Ortiz (2000) takes up this challenge in her study of 12 Hispanic women 

superintendents. Similar to the Chase and Bell (1990) study, Ortiz examined who controls 

and influences the superintendency.  Unlike Chase and Bell, Ortiz focused on the 

constraints facing Hispanic women in the superintendency.  Ortiz (2000) found that 

succession to the superintendency was often controlled by (primarily white male) school 
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board members and former superintendents.  Appointment of an Hispanic woman to the 

superintendency is often offered after a series of unsuccessful appointments have failed to 

fix existing ruptures in a district.  The Hispanic female identity may challenge existing 

structures and relationships, and create tensions between the organization and the 

superintendent.  Additionally, Hispanic women superintendents represent cultural 

attributes that may be politically useful for the district.  They bring emotional energy, 

skills, knowledge, and attitudes that differ from the majority, but, as Ortiz (2000) found, 

these unique characteristics may fade as they struggle to change relationships.  Further, 

Ortiz argued Hispanic women are often appointed to districts with large minority 

populations.  They are not only willing to accept short tenure, but are also willing to work 

in troubled districts.  As a result, their succession to the superintendency is often 

controlled by a White male sponsor who assures the board the “particular Hispanic 

woman is the best risk available” (p. 565, Ortiz, 2000).   

The primary focus of Ortiz’ (2000) article is who controls the succession to the 

superintendency and how it is controlled, with an emphasis on Latina leaders.  Ortiz 

concludes that most of the individuals who control the superintendency are white males; 

however, Ortiz does not elaborate on how this imbalance can be subverted.  Ortiz’ 

research focus limits her to describing the effects of how the superintendency is 

controlled without calling the cause into question.  As Foucault (1982) argued, “to begin 

the analysis with a ‘how’ is to suggest that power as such does not exist” (p. 786).  Better 

questions to ask are started with “what” and “why.”  For example, what is it that 

constrains Latina leaders within their particular context, and why does this occur?  Where 

does the White man’s power come from that limits Latinas’ access to similar positions of 
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educational leadership?  In addition, Ortiz used discourse analysis as a methodology in 

her research to make translucent the power imbalance between White males and Latina 

females in her pursuit towards the superintendency; yet, Latina leaders are still left within 

the constraints of the existing power relations with very little information on how to 

contest her current position.  Unfortunately, very few scholars over the past decade have 

taken up the challenge to provide these aspiring Latina leaders with the discursive agency 

and reconstitutive power necessary to ameliorate the linguistic violence performed 

against them.  Research that focuses on Latina leaders may be informed by the work of 

Margaret Grogan.  Grogan (2000) examines how discourse and language are used 

between subjects to understand power relations between individuals. 

Grogan (2000) argued that educational leadership is defined in male terms (e.g., 

larger than life symbols of the community, the new executive of peacetime America, 

warrior and priest images, businessman, political strategist, statesman, and use of the 

pronoun ‘he’), which limits how women are viewed in those positions.  Additionally, 

Grogan (2000) argued that discourse could be utilized to “help us understand how we are 

positioned as subjects in different relationships with others” (p. 127).  In other words, the 

language that we use shapes and perpetuates our concept of the nature of administrative 

leadership as being a masculine role.  While discourse may limit women’s leadership, the 

utilization of discourse analysis could be used to create a change in the status quo.   

Language and discourse can be used to resist power imbalance and exploitive 

tendencies that are harmful to the health of an organization.  Historically, men have held 

the most power in organizations (Foster, 1986).  Poststructuralism offers a way to 

examine power imbalances in the educational institution.  According to St. Pierre (2000), 
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“post-structuralism does not allow us to place the blame elsewhere, outside our own daily 

activities, but demands that we examine our own complicity in the maintenance of social 

injustice” (p. 484).  In other words, poststructuralism demands that we reflexively 

consider our own positions, how our positions are situated within a socially unjust 

context, and what discursive practices must be implemented in order to shift the current 

dominant social order.  Poststructuralism allows us to critically examine the ways in 

which our actions, beliefs, and behaviors perpetuate a system of oppression and social 

injustice.  Poststructuralism takes semiotic thought and turns it in to emancipatory action.  

Poststructuralism challenges our basic assumptions about how the world is socially 

constructed and provides a means of liberation and social justice by empowering 

marginalized individuals.  Poststructural concepts, such as performativity and 

subjectification, help subjects reconstitute themselves to contest the power dynamics that 

constrain their pursuits by making sense of and interrupting inequalities.  New 

opportunities and possibilities are opened up by displacing prevailing dominant discourse 

through the reconstitution of the leader.   

Theoretical Framework 

While multiple articulations and definitions of performance and performativity 

exist (see Strain, 2009), I would like to focus on the concept and definition of 

performativity proposed by Judith Butler.  Judith Butler’s concepts of performativity and 

subjectification are often misunderstood by individuals looking to enter the field of 

education.  According to Alison Jones (2010), students of education have been introduced 

to these complicated poststructural concepts without full comprehension of their 

philosophical premises.  As a result, they have a gross misunderstanding of 
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performativity and subjectification that may prevent them from exploring the space 

opened up by these poststructural concepts; therefore, I would like to define the concepts 

that drive this theoretical framework: performativity and subjectification.   

Performativity is Judith Butler’s term for identity as produced by repeated (also 

referred to as ‘cited’ in some texts) discourses and performances (Bjerg & Rosen 

Rasmussen, 2008; Hey, 2006; Scott, 2003; Vlieghe, 2010; Youdell, 2006).  Butler (1990) 

argued that “identity is performatively constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are said 

to be its results” (p. 25).  Subjects understand themselves as defined by socio-linguistic 

categories, such as male, female, gay, lesbian, black, or delinquent (Applebaum, 2004).  

According to Vlieghe (2010), Butler does not view these categories as pre-existing, rather 

they are roles we take on through performance.  In other words, they are roles/identities 

that do not exist before we produce them.  Further, performativity is dependent on 

compulsive or repeated behaviors (Hey, 2006; Youdell, 2006), also known as iterability 

(Vlieghe, 2010).  Vlieghe (2010) defines iterability as a “ritual rehearsal, which is 

undeterminable as it concerns an infinite process” (p. 156).  Within this notion of 

iterability lies the potential for contestation of existing imbalances that plague our 

society. 

Judith Butler’s performative subject, described above, is the starting point for the 

concept of subjectification (also referred to as subjectivation or subjection).  According to 

Bjerg and Rosen Rasmussen (2008), Butler draws on Foucault’s understanding of “power 

as relations producing subjects instead of acting upon subjects” (p. 723; original 

emphasis), but focuses on the power at the subject level rather than larger longitudinal 

discursive shifts (Davies, 2006).  Butler understands subjectification as paradoxically 
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created simultaneously through the process of submission and mastery.  According to 

Butler (1994), “no subject is its own point of departure and the fantasy that it is one can 

only disavow its constitutive relations by recasting them as the domain of a 

countervailing externality” (p. 42).  Butler’s subjects do not construct their own 

formation outside of performance, but are capable of conditioned agency in which they 

can examine their conditions and subvert power that act on them.   

To help analyze findings from post-structuralist literature, I will utilize several 

articles to argue that Judith Butler’s concepts of performativity and subjectification can 

be applied within the field of education, and, in particular, Latina leadership.  Butler’s 

work has impacted our understanding of how the identities of key individuals in 

education are constructed.  Further, the analysis demonstrates how Butler’s theoretical 

concepts can be linked to the everyday lives of those in education. 

Performativity 

 Judith Butler’s (1997) notion of performativity can help educational scholars 

understand how students, teachers, and educational leaders construct their identities and 

negotiate power imbalances that are inherent within the social structure of the school 

environment.  Butler (1994) argued, “If the subject is constituted by power, that power 

does not cease at the moment the subject is constituted, for that subject is never fully 

constituted, but is subjected and produced time and again” (p. 47).  Strain (2009) took 

great pains to explain the difference between performance and performativity.  In the 

field of education, performance is often understood as a measurement that is designed to 

evaluate practice, such as value-added achievement measures.  Schools are often 
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qualitatively described as “under-performing” or “performing;” teachers receive 

“performance pay” based on student test scores.   

 Performativity, on the other hand, refers to the ability of educators to become 

actively self-engaged in the process of subversion (Strain, 2009).  It allows educators to 

participate in and create resistance to the structures imposed upon them by educational 

policy and isomorphic norms.  This application of performativity allows educational 

leaders, teachers, and students to move beyond the institutional norms and the 

requirement to “perform” at a certain level as required by external policy measures.  To 

illustrate this concept, Jones (2010) uses examples from the classroom environment: “‘I 

only become a teacher in the performance of certain socially understood acts (discursive 

practices).  And those acts only “make” me a teacher as I am produced by you, the 

students (people acting as “students” right now)’” (p. 267-268).  Since the teacher is 

enacted and re-enacted through social structures and interactions, they are also capable of 

producing a different notion of teacher by iterating an alternative (and possible subaltern) 

performance that subverts the status quo.   

 Additionally, performativity can help educators get beyond the bifurcation of the 

educational leadership role.  Butler’s concept of performativity reveals the complicated 

nature of identity as transmutable.  The leadership identity is constructed and 

reconstructed through the everyday discourse of educational leaders, such as principals 

and superintendents.  Educational leadership roles are disproportionately held by White 

men2.  As a result, leadership in education is constrained by White phallocentricity, and 

does not provide room for the conception of leadership as constructed by the Other.  

While performativity explains why this particular role continues to be cited, it also 

                                                 
2 See Anastasiou & Papkonstantinou, 2011; Brunner, 2008. 
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provides the Other in an educational leadership role with a way to subvert the status quo 

rather than to continue to perform the behaviors that define the role.   

Subjectification 

Many theories of power exist, but I focus on the definition of power as described 

by Michel Foucault (1982).  According to Foucault (1982),  

When one defines the exercise of power as a mode of action upon the actions of 

others, when one characterizes these actions by the government of men by other 

men—in the broadest sense of the term—one includes an important element: 

freedom.  Power is exercised only over free subjects, and only insofar as they are 

free.  By this we mean individual or collective subjects who are faced with a field 

of possibilities in which several ways of behaving, several reactions and diverse 

comportments, may be realized. (p. 790) 

In other words, power and freedom are irrevocably joined.  Without a free subject, power 

does not exist.  Without the possibility of struggle, contestation, and change, power 

cannot control.   

Foucault argued that power itself should not be analyzed, rather the antagonistic 

strategies used within power relations (i.e., how power is contested) should be the focus 

of analysis.  Power categorizes individuals and imposes laws of truth which individuals 

feel they must accept.  According to Foucault (1982), power makes people subjects.  

Foucault (1982) elaborates: “there are two meanings of the word ‘subject’: subject to 

someone else by control and dependence; and tied to his own identity by a conscience or 

self knowledge.  Both meanings suggest a form of power which subjugates and makes 

subject to” (p. 781).   
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Power imbalances exist between leaders/teachers and teachers/students.  These 

power imbalances can be understood by subjectification and, as a result, can be 

subverted.  Yet, they paradoxically maintain existing power imbalances when not 

contested.  Davies (2006), Bjerg and Rosen Rasmussen (2008), and Youdell (2006) 

examined how subjectification is constituted in the school environment.  Davies (2006) 

examined a study in which teachers documented their work through videorecording their 

experiences on the playground and writing in journals.  The study found a complex 

interaction between the student and teacher, in which certain students took up and 

subverted the teacher’s power.    

Similarly, Bjerg and Rosen Rasmussen (2008) examined subjectification through 

historical narratives of former students that recalled instances of subjectification by the 

teacher.  While the authors argue the historical narrative method “may work as an 

entrance for understanding how school and education has been practiced, lived and 

experienced from a pupil’s perspective” (p. 731), I would argue that analyzing the 

discourses of subjects who are currently performing the identity of “student” would 

provide a more accurate reflection of the lived experiences from a student’s perspective.   

This task is exemplified in the article by Youdell (2006) who examined 

subjectification at a school-based multicultural day event in Sydney, Australia.  Youdell 

(2006) observed the interactions between Arabic students, teachers, and the school 

leaders.  She found that the students, teachers, and educational leaders were constituted 

by dominant discourses of education, professionalism, hetero-masculinity, and race.  

These subjective discourses cause tensions between the students and staff.  For example, 

during the multicultural day event several Arabic youth came on to campus from another 
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school.  The youth were accompanied by students that were enrolled in the school under 

study; however, the youth were contesting the dominant discourses of education by 

smoking on campus.  The administration engaged in a power struggle with the students 

by demanding the students leave campus and talking with other administrators via 

walkie-talkie (an object only held by those in power at the school event).  By demanding 

the Arabic youth leave the campus, the school staff embedded a relation of power 

dominance rather than multicultural acceptance at the event. 

Poststructural analysis is utilized to determine how certain norms emerge, but the 

analysis focuses on discourse.  Post-structural critique is used to examine ordinary events 

that occur in an environment, such as a school, in order to think differently about the 

situation.  Through discursive analysis, a poststructuralist paradigm extends the 

understanding of how certain meanings become normative, while others disappear.  St. 

Pierre (2000) argued that Foucault’s “theory of discourse illustrates how language gathers 

itself together according to socially constructed rules and regularities that allow certain 

statements to be made and not others” (p. 485).  In other words, it allows us to understand 

how a particular discourse fits inside a particular institution’s norms.   

The advantage of post-structural analysis, as mentioned previously, is to allow 

alternate thought processes.  Indeed, discursive analysis, when combined with theories of 

discourse, can be used to examine underlying assumptions and norms that perpetuate the 

power imbalance and oppression of minority groups.  Educators have adopted these 

“powerful and subversive analyses” in their work for social justice (p. 486; St. Pierre, 

2000).   
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In sum, this dissertation aims to show how, by placing focus on poststructural 

concepts (such as performativity and subjectification) and posthumantist/new materialist 

concepts (such as material agency and the effect on living beings), constraints and 

imbalances are reproduced, sustained, subverted, and shifted.  By pushing and blurring 

boundaries with these concepts, I am able to reconceptualize how leadership identity is 

formed among Latina educational leaders (who are not equally represented in 

administrative positions) in the Southwestern border context. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY AND DESIGN 

This study was designed to use a combination of case study and critical discourse 

analysis.  Case studies are “in-depth studies of a single group or culture or site” that have 

been distinguished by their “ability to delve into the complexities of social life—to reveal 

diversity, variation, and heterogeneity” (McCall, 2005, p. 1782).  Case studies provide an 

opportunity to uncover causation through “insight, discovery and interpretation” 

(Merriam, 1988, p. 10). This case study applied critical discourse analyses as a tool for 

making sense of the interview texts collected for this study.  Methods similar to Mendez-

Morse (2004) and Ortiz (2000) will be used during the first phase of analysis.  I follow a 

method of critical discourse analysis similar to Gee (2004, 2014), who uses a wide range 

of approaches in his analysis based on the work of discourse analysts in the United States 

(Rogers, Malancharuvil-Berkes, Mosley, Hui, & O'Garro Joseph, 2005).  In the case of 

this study, critical discourse analysis allows for examination of how Latina leaders are 

constrained by, and resist, discourse that shapes the relations of power within culturally 

diverse schools near the US/Mexico border.  

Sampling 

A purposeful sampling strategy was used in this study “to provide information 

that is particularly relevant to [my] questions and goals, and…can’t be gotten as well 

from other choices” (Maxwell, 2013, Location 2154).  The study will focus on the 

experiences of six Latina women who consider themselves aspiring educational leaders.  

Table 1 provides some details of the districts and schools where these women were 

employed at the time of the study (CCD Public School Data 2011-2012 School Year, 

2014).  These six women were chosen because they are within similar administrative 
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aspirations, aspire to advance their careers, were within the geographic constraints of the 

study, and spanned the kindergarten through twelfth grade.  Additionally, the six women 

represented four different districts within the Southwestern border context.  Three 

districts obtained a letter grade of B from the Arizona Department of Education, and one 

obtained a letter grade of C (School Districts-Reports and Publications, 2014). 

Data Collection 

Semi-structured interviews.  Data were collected via semi-structured interviews 

(i.e., transcripts, interview notes, and analytic notes), field notes made during the visits by 

the researcher (i.e., participant observations, descriptive ethnographic notes, and field 

reflections), and documents (i.e., literature from the research site and archival data). 

Interviews were conducted individually with six aspiring Latina educational leaders. 

The interview protocol was a semi-structured interview with open-ended 

questions focusing on the constraints the women face and the manner in which they resist 

the existing structure of dominance and power relations.  The open-ended, semi-

structured interview questions were used as a guided set of domains to be discussed, but 

were not restricted to only the domains listed on the protocol (Mendez-Morse, 2004).  I 

conducted all of the interviews which allowed me and the study participants to engage in 

a reciprocal conversation where I was able to probe certain aspects of the participants’ 

narratives.  Permission to record the interviews was granted by each participant prior to 

starting the study.  Each interview averaged 50 minutes in length. 

After the interviews were conducted, they were transcribed.  These rich 

transcriptions served as the primary basis for the data in all three articles and the 

discourse analysis conducted in my first article (see description in the following section).  
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Transcriptions provide rich data, but are often challenging to analyze in their fullness.  As 

a result, a two-phase process of data analysis was employed to reduce the data to patterns 

while maintaining individual voices and nuances of meaning expressed in the interview 

process.  The interviews were coded for patterns and re-read to check for reliability of the 

codes.  Coding categories are not imposed, but are inductively developed.  During this 

phase, however, my experience coding for patterns and building themes on coherence 

appeared to be a practice that was essentializing my participants’ experiences in an 

attempt to produce order and similarity.  “The practice of coding data that essentializes 

people and their experiences—and that leads to representations of the real and true 

knowledge—is an epistemological project flavored with humanism” (Jackson, 2013, p. 

742).  As a result, I turned to posthumanist mangling practices of data analysis described 

by Jackson (2013) and Jackson and Mazzei (2012) to analyze data for my second and 

third articles. 

Participant Observations.  According to Glesne (2011), “participant observation 

provides the opportunity for acquiring the status of a ‘trusted person’” (p. 63).  Field 

notes were made during the visits by the researcher (i.e., participant observations, 

descriptive ethnographic notes, and field reflections).  Participant observations were 

collected throughout the period of data collection, with special attention being paid 

during the beginning stages of data collection to inform possible areas of investigation 

and develop rapport with the research participants.  Participant observations allowed me 

to connect behaviors with their corresponding narratives, find patterns of behavior, and 

develop a relationship with the women in this study.  This strategy better aided 

interpretation of the data collected by other means. 
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Documents.  Documents were collected as part of this study, including literature 

from the research sites and archival data.  Archival materials, such as emails and 

demographic school data, were collected.  The historical documents provided the context 

to my study.  Photographs of the grounds were used to preserve visual details of the 

school location.  Newsletters, newspaper articles, and web-based information available to 

the public were also collected for historical and current school context.   

Data Analysis 

This study involves data that is highly contextual to the lived experience of each 

woman interviewed as part of this study.  In the first stage of the constant comparative 

method, interview transcripts, ethnographic notes, and survey data will be reviewed and a 

codebook will be developed for data incident codes.  “Qualitative researchers code to 

discern themes, patterns, processes, and to make comparisons and build theoretical 

explanations” (Glesne, 2011, p. 194).  Next, the researcher examined interview responses 

across the six participants and re-coded the interview transcripts.  Additional codes were 

added after the second review of the interview transcripts; codes were verified during this 

process.  During the second phase of data analysis, a critical discourse analysis was 

applied to the data to dissect the narrative process and the story itself (Gee, 2014).   

Discourse analysis, according to Gee, aims to “speak to and, perhaps, intervene 

in, institutional, social, or political issues, problems, and controversies in the world” 

(2014, p. 9).  Put simply, this method examines how language connects saying, doing, 

and being.  Gee’s (2014) eclectic methodological approach to discourse analysis relies on 

28 tools of inquiry that can be used in any combination and includes a list of questions 

that the researcher should answer.  These tools help me to study how “building tasks” 
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(Gee, 2014) are carried out and with what consequences.  Building tasks are seven 

integrally linked things (such as practices, significance, identities, relationships, politics, 

connections, and sign systems/knowledge) that help people build things (such as a career) 

in the world.   

I have selected a critical approach to discourse analysis in order to address the 

disproportionality of Latina women in higher administrative positions in the educational 

institution.  I use posthumanism to methodologically push the critical discourse analysis 

process in an attempt to get past modernism.  Critical discourse analysis allows me to 

analyze the origin of the injustice, find a resistance to the power imbalance, and open up 

the possibilities of overcoming this social issue using Judith Butler’s (1990, 1997) 

concept of performativity.  The evolution of the meaning of certain discourses (as they 

are taken up by particular social fields, for example) provides the possibility for 

reformulating the performative (Butler, 1997).  In Butler’s Excitable Speech, hate speech 

(a discourse) can be decontextualized and recontextualized through “radical acts of public 

misappropriation” (p. 100) and provides hope that the relationship between the utterance 

(discourse) and the social injury can weaken or break over time.   When a discourse is 

repeated, it may not mean or do exactly what it did before.  Herein lays the linguistic 

possibility for change.   

Trustworthiness/Crystallization 

The data were collected over the course of two years, with specific attention paid 

to the narratives of the Latina women—how their aspirations were constrained by 

dominant discourses and what can be done to contest the power dynamic.  Validity for 

discourse analysis is established by four elements: convergence, agreement, coverage, 
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and linguistic detail (Gee, 2014).  Critical discourse analysis is more trustworthy when 

more of the analysis converges or supports the same answer or idea.  Critical discourse 

analysis findings are considered more reliable when the participants agree that the 

findings reflect their experiences.  Sharing the interpretive process with the respondents 

(also known as member checking) helps to verify their perspectives, develop new 

interpretations, and inform the researcher of potential political or personal problems, if 

the study is published (Glesne, 2011).  Additionally, preliminary interpretations were 

shared with the participants to elicit feedback.  Gee (2014) argued the analysis was more 

valid when the researcher can make sense out of what came before and after the analyzed 

situation.  Trustworthiness of the data will be built by spending sufficient time at the 

research site and focusing, in detail, on relevant elements of the study (Glesne, 2011).  

Further, the critical discourse analysis is more valid when the elements of linguistic 

structure can be tightly coupled to the analysis.   

Positionality 

 Qualitative researchers interpret research studies based on their “own experiences, 

knowledge, theoretical dispositions, and collected data to present their understanding of 

the other’s world” (Glesne, 2011, p. 220).  As a white female researcher, my semi-

structured interview questions may elicit a different reaction than if I were similar in 

ethnic or racial background to my research participants.  Further, I am a native English 

speaker, with minimal bilingual Spanish-speaking skills, which may impact the responses 

given by my participants; however, I share the following characteristics with my research 

subjects: we are all women who face issues of gender oppression and we all have 
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aspirations to be leaders within the educational setting.  Due to my positionality and 

insider-outsider status, I maintained reflexivity throughout the study. 

Limitations 

Due to the nature of the case study design and research question, this study was 

limited by a small sample size.  Although the data provides a rich understanding of the 

lives of these six women, it cannot be generalized to all Latina women who aspire 

towards an educational leadership role.  It can, however, add to the scant existing 

literature regarding Latina leaders in the educational field.   

Pertaining to my first article, critical discourse analysis, “like all science, is a 

social enterprise, we hope and trust the gaps in our own work will be filled in by others” 

(Gee, 2014, p. 169).  In other words, I have used certain tools of analysis to conduct this 

study and have worked to fill a gap in the existing literature on Latina leadership; 

however, it is my hope that other scholars will use other tools of inquiry to fill the gaps 

found within this and similar studies.   

The first article, however, contributes to the existing feminist post-structural 

pedagogical scholarly research base: little work has been done using my theoretical 

framework to analyze the discourses of Latina educational leaders.  One of the most 

important implications of this work is using and building theory in educational leadership 

research on women.  This work may help support a deeper understanding of the complex 

relationship between gender, ethnicity, leadership identity, and heteropatriarchal 

normative institutional forces.  Using a poststructural lens opens up the spaces and bodies 

that make viable educational leaders, and frees the future for those following in the 
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footsteps of the women who told their stories, shared their lives, and trusted that their 

voice would make a difference.   

My second and third articles also had limitations.  Due to the specific nature of 

the research questions, a purposive sampling strategy was used to recruit the participants 

in my study.  Their experiences are unique to their histories, location, and temporal 

constraints.  Again, due to the research questions, all of my participants identified 

themselves as Latina (or Hispanic or Mexican), and, therefore, the participants are not a 

racially/ethnically diverse group.  Another limitation regarding the way in which the 

participants were recruited was the definition of “aspiring” educational leaders.  The term 

“aspiring” was broadly defined as someone who was aspiring towards an administrative 

position located in a hierarchal institutional structure above their current locations.  As a 

result, Latinas in a variety of positions (quasi-administrative, assistant principals, and 

principals) were selected as participants in this study.  They also self-identified as 

“aspiring,” which may serve as another limitation to the study as I cannot know with 

certainty that they truthfully responded.  Further, age, social class, and other important 

identity variables were not controlled for in this study and may be factors in the responses 

provided by the women.  Age, social class, sexuality, psychological well-being and other 

variables were not examined in this study, although they may certainly play an integral 

role in the ways in which agency is narrated in the lives of aspiring Latina educational 

leaders.  This study, however, contributes to the growing evidence for the importance of 

incorporating the material into our epistemological and ontological understandings of 

women’s educational leadership.  
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Overview of the Three Articles 

The findings for the three articles are drawn from a multiple case study in the 

Southwestern United States.  Data were collected over the 2013-2014 and 2014-2015 

school years.  The manuscripts focus on identity formation and agency within 

institutional settings by examining texts and semi-structured interviews from six, 

carefully selected Latinas who aspire to an educational administrative position above 

their current position.  Although the participants in the study share cultural identities, 

each woman views their leadership identity differently.   

The three articles in this dissertation examine the ways in which six Latina 

educational administrators have been constrained from moving toward their career goals 

and how they have subverted those constraints.  More specifically, I asked the women to 

narrate their perception of social inequities in their districts, their experience applying for 

administrative positions, their understanding of diversity and/or anti-affirmative action 

policy, and their experience with mentors and role models.  By examining these topics, I 

explore a variety of issues that affect Latinas and others who may be marginalized in the 

work place.  In my first article, I coin a new concept to explain how marginalized and 

silenced voices are able to resist structures of constraint.  In my second article, I do not 

make the grandiose claim that women’s issues can be overcome with a reformulated 

account of agency, rather that their actions for change can be understood through several 

models of agency, namely those proposed by Judith Butler, Karen Barad, and Andrew 

Pickering.  This is not to deny my participants actions could be understood through other 

agential frameworks, but is to suggest that a complex/varied account of agency is 

required to explain how these women interpret their actions, struggles, and understanding 
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of culture and resources.  Thus, the third article demonstrates the utility of these feminist 

concepts for analyzing the performances and narratives of Latina educational 

administrators and leaders.   

Article One: Performativity and Transdistrict Resistance: How Latinas Resist the 

Existing Structure of Power Relations and Develop Their Educational Leadership 

Identity 

Minorities are often underrepresented in positions of power by subtle imbalances 

that frequently go undetected in everyday androcentric experiences.  This study draws on 

feminist theory to explore texts and narratives of Latina women who aspire to higher 

administrative positions.  The purpose of the study is to examine how these women have 

been constrained from moving toward their career goals and how they subverted the 

constraints to move towards their career goals.  The study uses Foucault’s (1982) concept 

of subjectification and Butler’s (1990) concept of performativity to understand (1) how 

my participants make sense of their shifting identities as they work towards their career 

goals and (2) how their identities are shaped by the institutions in which they work.  The 

case study utilized constant comparative and discourse analysis methodologies (Gee, 

2014) to provide an in-depth analysis of the social complexities of women and the 

educational institutional culture.  In short, I argue that my participant’s professional 

identities are continuously and mutually socially constructed through subjectification and 

performativity.   

Like Butler’s (1994) subjects, I argue my participants are capable of conditioned 

agency in which they can examine their personal situation and subvert power to act on 

those conditions.  The study determines how a select group of Latinas create their 
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positionality and identity as leaders through cultural, social, and institutional demands.  

Using semi-structured interviews, I demonstrate how Butler’s notion of subjectification 

through submission and mastery helps to understand the performance of the interview 

process, the socio-political factors that influence how Latina’s leadership identity is 

enacted, and the performance of the heteropatriarchal leadership identity.  In short, I 

found that my participant’s identities were shaped through a series of submissions and 

masteries that determined the conditions and possibilities that were available to them.  

Additionally, I examine the conditioned agency available to my participants that allows 

them to shape their own destiny to some degree within the confines of the institution.   

Article Two: Performative and Material Agency of Aspiring Latina Leaders 

In this paper, I draw on literature and empirical findings to analyze the concept of 

agency, examining discursive, performative, and material practices in the narrated 

experiences of six Latina aspiring educational leaders.  These particular women were 

chosen because they are aspiring toward administrative positions located in a hierarchal 

institutional structure above their current location.  The Latinas in this study, therefore, 

are acting upon the world in a way that requires a certain amount of agency that can be 

levied against heteropatriarchal structural constraints that lead to gender and racial 

inequities in leadership positions.   

A description of the discursive, performative, and material agency the women 

drew on as they construct their leadership identities are provided in this article.  I begin 

with an overview of agency as described by Kant (1997), and counter this view of 

rational agency with feminist and post-humanist constructions of agency.  Haraway’s 

(1985) cyborg, for example, is a metaphor that can help us understand agency and 
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contradiction in relation to complex or fractured identities often seen at the intersections 

of gender, race, class, and ethnicity.  Braidotti (2013) argued “cyborgs are the dominant 

social and cultural formations that are active throughout the social fabric, with many 

economic and political implications” (p. 90).  The cyborg allows women administrators 

to have multiple and sometimes conflicting roles, but still maintain their agency within 

the educational institution to enact change within a political arena.  The concept of the 

cyborg frees the non-normative wo/man from their constraints and opens up the 

possibility for action without the need to deny their authenticity, individuality, or 

intersection.   

Yet, Haraway’s cyborg metaphor falls short of describing how agency works and 

where it is located (e.g., inside the subject, outside the subject).  Butler’s and Barad’s 

concepts explore the notion of how agency works and where it can be “found.”  

According to Butler, agency lies within performative discursive practices, also known as 

discursive agency.  According to Butler (1997), language “that is compelled to repeat 

what it seeks to constrain invariably reproduces and restages the very speech that it seeks 

to shut down” (p. 129).  Discursive agency occurs when the semiotics behind 

discourse/language are reworked to contest power imbalances and social inequities.  

Using this particular conception of agency can be important to women educational 

leaders as it implies that power relations are constructed and reconstructed through 

language and discursive agency, giving women leaders an opportunity to rework any 

power imbalances using discourse.  Barad (2003), on the other hand, argued for a fuller 

understanding (an entanglement) of power that accounts for the material understandings 

of the world.   
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Barad’s (2003) posthumanist account of performativity builds on the work of 

Haraway, Butler, and others to account for the agency of humans and non-humans, a term 

she coined as agential realism.  Barad critiqued the work of Butler for passifying the role 

of matter as a product of discursive practices.  To Barad (2003), matter “is substance in 

its interactive becoming—not a thing, but a doing, a congealing of agency” (p. 822).  

Barad describes actions and forces between phenomena, and the constitution of 

boundaries through material-discursive practices, as agency.  “Agency is not an attribute 

but the ongoing reconfigurings of the world” (Barad, 2003, p. 818).   

Similar to Barad (2003), Pickering (1993) concerned himself with the 

entanglement of human and non-human interaction and agency, a term he called the 

mangle.  The mangle locates agency within the non-human as well as the human.  The 

mangle is a useful tool for analysis, particularly as it helps to decenter the human actor 

and locate agency within the material.     

Although I draw on the experiences of Latina aspiring educational leaders, my 

research is relevant to all aspiring educational leaders and is not necessarily unique to 

Latinas.  There are certainly more than three types of agency that could be used to 

explain how the participants in my study made change in their worlds; however, this 

study presents relevant scenarios collected via semi-structured interviews that 

demonstrate complex narrated experiences that are linked to certain conceptions of 

agency defined in this paper.  More specifically, I explore how these women use 

performative, material, and discursive agency to position themselves as viable leaders in 

their schools or districts.   
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Article Three: Towards Posthumanism: The Need for New Theorizing in Women’s 

Educational Leadership 

In this paper, I argue that posthumanism and new materialism offer a new way of 

understanding women’s leadership ontology.  The lack of theory in women’s leadership, 

coupled with heavy reliance on discourse over materiality in the poststructural turn, 

impinges on our ability to accurately interpret women school leaders’ experiences and the 

ways in which policy could be developed to ameliorate marginalization and 

underrepresentation of women in school administration, making this a biopolitical 

concern.   

In this article, I begin with a review of women’s leadership literature to 

demonstrate how it has been undertheorized, particularly the earlier literature prior to the 

poststructural turn which masks the heterogeneity of women’s experiences and 

downplays the role of the institution in leadership formation.  I then discuss the need for 

educational leadership theorizing that incorporates materiality, performativity, agency 

and biopolitics to understand the forces that perpetuate inequalities.  In other words, I 

provide an overview of the potential contributions posthumanist and new materialist 

thought lends educational leadership studies and follow with a review of women’s 

leadership since the 1970’s to demonstrate that women continue to struggle with the same 

issues that were reviewed in literature over a decade ago.   

In order to accomplish this goal, I use examples from my broader study with 

aspiring Latina educational leaders as a demonstration of how posthumanism and new 

materialism can inform the biopolitical issue of bodies in educational politics.  I show 

how the human and nonhuman intra-act to move towards a fuller understanding of 
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practices that inform women’s experiences.  I conclude by arguing that posthumanist and 

new materialist theories are useful for understanding women’s experiences by focusing 

attention on contemporary biopolitical contexts, materialities, and human agency. 
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TABLES 

Table 1. Districts’ and Campuses’ Demographical Data (N=6) 

Participants’ 

Pseudonym 

District Size and Student 

Demographics 

Campus Size and Student 

Demographics 

Jasmine Students: 5,385 

Free or reduced lunch: 76%* 

Hispanic: 54.11%* 

African American: 2.47%* 

White: 39.15%* 

Other: 4.27* 

# of Students: 491 

Free or reduced lunch: 94%* 

Hispanic: 68% 

African American: 2% 

White: 28% 

Other: 2% 

Ericka Students: 13,780 

Free or reduced lunch: 48.4%* 

Hispanic: 39.9%* 

African American: 4.8%* 

White: 48.4%* 

Other: 6.8%* 

# of Students: 606 

Free or reduced lunch: 27% 

Hispanic: 67% 

African American: 4% 

White: 21% 

Other: 8% 

Tara Students: 5,198 

Free or reduced lunch: 39%* 

Hispanic: 39%* 

African American: 4%* 

White: 54%* 

Other: 3%* 

# of Students: 393 

Free or reduced lunch: 26% 

Hispanic: 47% 

African American: 3% 

White: 46% 

Other: 4% 

Carla Students: 5,198 

Free or reduced lunch: 39%* 

Hispanic: 39%* 

African American: 4%* 

White: 54%* 

Other: 3%* 

# of Students: 1267 

Free or reduced lunch: 31.3% 

Hispanic: 49.1% 

African American: 3.6% 

White: 43.0% 

Other: 4.3% 

Flora Students: 50,771 

Free or reduced lunch: 56%* 

Hispanic: 61.3%* 

African American: 5.6%* 

White: 24.1%* 

Other: 8.9%* 

# of Students: 373 

Free or reduced lunch: 96% 

Hispanic: 91.1% 

African American: .27% 

White: 4.0% 

Other: 4.56% 

Nancy Students: 50,771 

Free or reduced lunch: 56%* 

Hispanic: 61.3%* 

African American: 5.6%* 

White: 24.1%* 

Other: 8.9%* 

# of Students: 471 

Free or reduced lunch: 88% 

Hispanic: 49.3% 

African American: 12.7% 

White: 27.6% 

Other: 10.4% 

Note: Table comes from Mendez-Morse (2004) 

*Information gathered from an administrator or through archival district documents 
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Table 2. Participant Demographics (N=6) 

Participants’ 

Pseudonym 

Current Position 

Desired Position 

Degrees/Certifications  

Jasmine Principal 

Assistant Superintendent 

M.A.-Educational 

Leadership 

Currently in an Educational 

Leadership Doctoral 

Program 

Principal Certification 

Ericka Assistant Principal 

Principal 

M.A.-Special Education and 

Rehabilitation 

M.A.-Educational 

Leadership 

Tara Principal 

Superintendent 

M.A. 

Principal Certification 

Currently in an Educational 

Leadership Doctoral 

Program 

Carla Assistant Principal 

Principal 

M.A. 

Principal Certification 

Flora Curriculum Facilitator 

Principal 

M.A.-Educational 

Leadership 

Nancy Teacher-Mentor/Curriculum 

Facilitator 

Principal 

M.A.-Early Childhood  

Endorsements-Reading 

Specialists, Bilingual, 

and Gifted & Talented  

Currently in an Educational 

Leadership Doctoral 

Program 

Note: Information gathered from an administrator or through archival district documents 
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Abstract 

This case study presents findings from a critical discourse analysis of six Latina women 

who aspire to higher administrative positions.  I examined the verbal and nonverbal 

language of Latina leaders because they are dually constrained by both race and gender.  

Observations and archival data were collected to illuminate the historical and current 

contexts of the individual schools.  The data collected provided useful information 

regarding the ways these six women have been constrained from moving toward their 

career goals.  Using a critical and poststructural framework, this case study's analysis is 

guided by Judith Butler's performativity and subjectification concepts.  I examined how 

these six women were constrained from moving toward their career goals and how they 

subverted constraints as they moved towards their career goals.  There are several 

benefits to this study.  First, minorities are often underrepresented in positions of power 

by subtle imbalances that frequently go undetected in everyday androcentric experiences.  

This study brings inconspicuous marginalizing forces to light and will ultimately help 

other educational leaders rework configurations of power to provide minority groups 

greater access to desired leadership positions.  Second, this study will pave the way for a 

diverse set of people to achieve their goals in the work place, preventing certain sectors 

of our society from being left out of educational leadership positions.  Increasing 

diversity in the workplace is important because, as racial representations shift, minorities 

can provide a leadership perspective that cannot necessarily be gleaned from other 

ethnicities or cultures. 

Keywords: feminist theory, post-structuralism, performativity, subjectification, 

Latina leaders 
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Existing relations of domination within society use language to subordinate and 

exclude women in educational leadership positions; however, subjectivation and 

performativity open up our thinking about how inequalities can be renegotiated.  More 

specifically, aspiring Latina leaders are constrained by hegemonic and androcentric 

discourse that shapes the relations of power within educational leadership.  Language, as 

the primary means of transmitting knowledge to others is, therefore, linked to the power 

associated with positions such as the superintendency and principalship.  Latina leaders, 

as a result, are dually constrained by discourses of ethnicity and gender since the role is 

often defined by White males. 

Discourse can be injurious and constraining, even when presented in a covert 

manner.  Injurious discourse establishes an individual’s social subordination and limits 

their ability to exercise their rights within a particular context, such as education or 

employment (Matsuda, Lawrence III, Delgado, & Kimberle, 1993).  Terms such as the 

“glass ceiling” and the “old boy networks” (Grogan, 2000, p. 124) reaffirm that gender 

imbalance persists, but scant attention is paid to how this discourse is reified through 

iterative performances. Yet, Butler’s (1997) performative politics and concepts regarding 

discursive agency provide an optimistic view that allows subjugated individuals a way to 

refigure their position in the world.  Butler (1997) explains that  

We do things with language, produce effects with language, and we do things to 

language, but language is also the thing that we do.  Language is a name for our 

doing: both ‘what’ we do (the name for the action that we characteristically 

perform) and that which we effect, the act and its consequences. (p. 8) 
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In other words, discursive agency can emerge from marginalized populations and can 

account for a change in constricted social conditions through performative speech acts.   

This study draws on the work of Judith Butler, Michel Foucault, and Louis 

Althusser to explore Latina leaders’ narratives in a way that does not essentialize their 

experiences.  Judith Butler’s (1990, 1994, 1997) concepts of performativity and 

subjectification are useful for educational scholars because they open up the possibilities 

of discursive agency.  Butler’s concepts are based on Althusser’s (1971) notion of 

subjection and Foucault’s (1982) notion of subjectification.  Subjection, according to 

Althusser (1971), is achieved through the representation of ideas and beliefs that are 

distortions of what is real.  Foucault (1982) described subjectivation as constituting and 

constraining, but not determining the subject.  Butler uses these two conceptions to build 

her concept of performativity, or the relationship between the nature of language and the 

performance in the real world.   

The objective of this paper is to analyze narratives to illustrate the discursive 

practices used among individuals within an educational setting to control or influence the 

career trajectories of aspiring Latina leaders.  More specifically, I will draw connections 

between the production of the subject (e.g., Latina leader) and the reproduction of 

inequality and exclusion in the educational institution in order to explore how their role 

can be renegotiated.  I will also examine where the possibilities lie for reworking the 

configurations of power that constitute Latina’s as educational leaders.  Additionally, I 

will examine how these women work against the processes that stabilize existing power 

dynamics in the institutional setting.  These conceptual tools (e.g., performativity and 

subjectification) will help scholars understand how the role of Latina educational leaders 
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are negotiated through language, identity, and social relations.  Post-structural concepts, 

such as Judith Butler’s (1990, 1994, 1997) performativity and subjectification, are useful 

tools for analyzing the potentiality within discursive agency, while simultaneously 

holding the context of constraint in view.  I will demonstrate in this study how Latina 

leaders simultaneously reiterate the dominant discourses within their districts while 

reconstituting themselves in order to contest and navigate through existing power 

dynamics in an institution. 

Research Question 

Taking up Butler’s (1997) challenge to her readers, I ask my readers to consider 

who is placed in a position that allows them to assign meaning to certain utterances.  

Butler argued that the “disjuncture between utterance and meaning is the condition of 

possibility for revising the performative, of the performative as the repetition of its prior 

instance, a repetition that is at once a reformulation” (p. 87).  In other words, meaning 

making is flexible and ever changing, and can be turned in a significant way.  As a result, 

this paper seeks to answer the following research questions through a critical analysis of 

discourse:  (a) In what ways are aspiring Latina educational leaders constrained (or 

shaped) by hegemonic, androcentric discourse within schools on the United States 

border?  (b) In what ways do aspiring Latina educational leaders resist or navigate the 

existing structure of power relations within the educational setting?   

Literature Review 

 Much of the postmodern literature regarding women in educational leadership is 

grounded in the underlying assumption that gender bias can be found via discourse (e.g., 

Bloland, 1995; Brunner, 2000; Chase & Bell, 1990; Grogan, 2000; Wrushen & Sherman, 
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2008).  Language is how consent, ideology, and self-discipline are transferred between 

subjects; it is how our identities and reality are constructed (Fairclough, 2010).  

Discourse structures stereotypical beliefs regarding gender, race, and leadership within 

the school setting.  Women, for example, are typically associated with leading with 

compassion and emotion (Wrushen & Sherman, 2008); however, this leadership style 

does not have to be ascribed to a certain gender.  Rather, it could be viewed as an 

effective leadership style regardless of gender, opening the leadership style possibilities 

for all people, including those traditionally marginalized. 

Critical discourse analysis and theories of discourse can be used to examine 

underlying assumptions and norms that perpetuate the power imbalance and oppression 

of minority groups.  In the first section, I review examples of feminist research that 

exemplifies how discourse analysis has been used to examine gender inequities in the 

educational leadership field, illuminating the lack of attention to how ethnicity intersects 

with gender.  In the last section, I review and critique the literature regarding Latina 

women in administrative positions in the educational institution, bringing attention to the 

lack of discourse analysis used as a tool of scholarly inquiry.   

Feminist Discursive Scholarship 

Men traditionally hold the superintendency (Brunner, 2000, 2008), and, as such, 

it is often defined by men’s discourse.  Men’s discourse limits how women are viewed in 

educational leadership positions (Grogan, 2000), and does little to inform women how to 

lead successfully.  Grogan (2000) argued that discourse could be utilized to “help us 

understand how we are positioned as subjects in different relationships with others” (p. 

127).  In other words, the language that we use shapes and perpetuates our concept of the 
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nature of administrative leadership as a masculine role.  While institutionalized discourse 

may limit women’s leadership, discourse analysis could be used to create change in the 

status quo.  For example, Brunner (1998) studied the discourses of 13 female 

superintendents and found that women in positions of power implement a collaborative 

model of power which supports an ethic of care.  Unsatisfied with the narrow conceptions 

of power and ethics as articulated through male discourse (an often repressive 

understanding of power that creates subjects of human beings), Brunner drew on feminist 

scholarship to argue for a conception of power that stresses collaboration and inclusion 

that is more compatible for women leaders and supports an ethic of care, or the “feminine 

model of ethics” (1998, p. 170).  Brunner relied on an analysis of women’s discourse to 

examine the taken-for-granted assumptions of power, ethics, and leadership.  Her work 

helped to redefine the understanding of educational leadership by learning from existing 

models with new notions of leadership.   

Additionally, language and discourse can be used to fight power imbalance and 

exploitive tendencies that are harmful to the health of an organization.  Historically, men 

have held the most power in organizations (Foster, 1986), and their appointments are 

influenced by the discourse of gatekeepers (Chase & Bell, 1990).  Gatekeepers are 

responsible for hiring superintendents and are often White males.  Chase and Bell (1990) 

conducted a study to understand the gender imbalance in the superintendency.  Chase and 

Bell interviewed female superintendents and gatekeepers (school board members and 

consultants).  Through discursive analysis, Chase and Bell found that gatekeepers believe 

they are eradicating male dominance by supporting women educational leaders, but their 

discourse perpetuates the imbalance as they focus on issues such as placeboundness (i.e., 
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structural constraints, such as husbands, children and commitments to family, that prevent 

the woman from leaving her geographic area), how men continue to hold on to the power, 

and how women overcome obstacles and eliminate bias.  Further, discourse that focuses 

on individual achievement and gender neutrality perpetuates men’s dominance in 

positions of power (Chase & Bell, 1990). While Chase and Bell illuminate the constraints 

created by the discourse of gatekeepers, their findings fall short of explaining how the 

constraints can be contested.  Performativity could be used to extend Chase and Bell’s 

findings that some gatekeepers reflexively consider how their discourse perpetuates 

existing relations of dominance within a particular context. This theoretical perspective 

demands reflexivity, an understanding of how our positions are situated within a socially 

unjust context, and what discursive practices must be implemented in order to shift the 

current dominant social order.  Limited discourse collected by educational scholars 

creates barriers for women who aspire towards higher level administrative positions 

(Brunner C. , 2008).   

One goal of this study is to provide marginalized populations hope by taking 

semiotic thought and turning it in to emancipatory action.  The ideals I draw on in this 

paper challenge our basic assumptions about how the world is socially constructed and 

provides a means of liberation and social justice by empowering marginalized 

individuals.  Individuals can use poststructural concepts, such as performativity and 

subjectification, to help understand 1) how their performances connect to the upward 

mobility in their careers, 2) which performances are recognized as legitimate at work, and 

3) how to disrupt inequalities so that they can navigate power structures that constrain 

their upward mobility.  New opportunities and possibilities are opened up by displacing 
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prevailing dominant discourse with a rearticulated discourse that is inclusive of minority 

populations.  Examining performative utterances would allow me to explore how a Latina 

administrator legitimizes herself as a leader within her district. 

Voces Latinas 

Flora Ida Ortiz and Sylvia Mendez-Morse have provided voices to women who 

are traditionally silenced in leadership literature.  Ortiz examined the careers of Latina 

superintendents using a social capital lens (2001) and how the succession to the 

superintendency is controlled for Latina women (2000) in the Southwestern United 

States.  Both articles discussed historically relevant succession traditions such as the 

pipeline tradition3 (e.g., when an individual moves up a “ladder” of positions in a regular 

order with little competition), sponsored mobility4 (e.g., where a senior administrator 

sponsors a junior administrator), and the use of social capital5 to obtain and hold a 

superintendency position (e.g., a personally validated appointment through the use of 

group networks).  Similar to the Chase and Bell (1990) study, Ortiz (2000) examined who 

controls and influences the superintendency.  Unlike Chase and Bell, Ortiz focused 

specifically on the constraints facing 12 Hispanic women superintendents.  Succession of 

a Latina to the superintendency is often controlled by a White male sponsor who assures 

the board the “particular Hispanic woman is the best risk available” (Ortiz, 2000, p. 565).  

Latinas are often appointed by primarily White male gatekeepers as superintendents to 

districts in order to fix existing ruptures and represent cultural attributes that may be 

                                                 
3 See Gusfield, J.R. (1957).  The problem of generations in an organizational structure.  Social 
Forces, 35(4), 323-330. 
4 See Turner, R.H. (1960). Sponsored and contest mobility and the school system.  American 
Sociological Review, 25, 855-867. 
5 See Granovetter, M.S. (1973).  The strength of weak ties.  American Journal of Sociology, 
78(6), 1360-1380.  See also Small, M.L. (2009).  Unanticipated gains: Origins of network 
inequality in everyday life. Oxford, NY: Oxford University Press. 
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politically useful for a district.  They bring emotional energy, skills, knowledge and 

attitudes that differ from the majority (i.e., White male superintendents), but, as Ortiz 

found, these unique characteristics may fade as they struggle to change relationships.   

In her 2001 study, Ortiz discussed three Latina superintendents who exemplified 

three types of social capital executive appointments: kinship structure of relations (i.e., 

social capital that is limited to intracommunity ties, cultural practices, and associated 

autonomy), technical structure of relations (i.e., social capital that spans intracommunity 

ties, state-technical relations, and extracommunity technical networks and the consequent 

autonomy), and embedded structure of relations (i.e., social capital consisting of a high 

degree of embeddedness, cultural practices, political context, and autonomy).  The 

kinship structure of relations was useful to the superintendent of a small, rural school 

district due to moral and emotional effect of the local structure.  For example, the 

superintendent spent her entire school career in the district and her family had been in the 

area for generations.  She had developed many relationships with the school district’s 

community which helped to advance and secure her career.  In contrast, the second 

superintendent that used a technical structure of relations to obtain her appointment was 

not able to rely on that particular form of social capital alone to maintain the position.  

For example, this superintendent’s nontraditional career and adult experiences lessened 

her dependence on the Latino community and family.  She was ambitious and propelled 

her career quickly using remarkable school improvements.  Despite balancing budgets, 

managing personnel, and fixing other technicalities within the district, she failed to build 

relationships and networks that would support her career.  The third superintendent used 

an embedded structure of relations that spans national, state, and local levels to focus on 
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school improvement and democratic education.  She successfully built the capacity and 

credibility of the school district and, as a result, is frequently offered positions in school 

districts around the world.  Ortiz (2001) concluded that social capital may enrich and 

improve school districts, and improve the permanence/stability of the superintendent’s 

position.  Weak ties are invaluable to making connections with marginalized community 

members and widening the range of professional relationships.  Examining social capital 

illuminates where reciprocal transactions can be found, and how superintendents (and 

other school administrators) can build social capital and use it for school improvement. 

Like Ortiz, Sylvia Mendez-Morse focused on Latina superintendents.  In her 

literature review, Mendez-Morse (2000) described four stereotypes of Latina leaders: 

domination by men; primary focus is on the home and family; restrictions on pursuing 

educational or employment goals; and lack of role models.  Research literature 

contradicted these stereotypes of Latina leaders and revealed that Latina leaders are 

historically silenced when research excludes (or minimally includes) women of Latina 

decent.  The stories of these women need to be examined to shed a new perspective on 

the leadership/gender/ethnicity discourse.  Mendez-Morse (2000) advocated for scholars 

to examine the role of the Latina role model and mentor, and pursued her 

recommendation in her 2004 article, Constructing mentors: Latina educational leaders’ 

role models and mentors.   

Role models were found in the personal and professional spheres of Mendez-

Morse’s (2004) participants.  Parents were often cited as a role model stemming from the 

personal sphere. Participants articulated that mothers were strong role models for a strong 

work ethic and the reason the participants valued education. Teachers, counselors, and 
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principals (primarily White males) were role models from the professional sphere.  

Mothers and teachers were also a source of mentorship, but often did not fit a traditional 

mentoring model.  In other words, despite several studies noting a lack of mentors and 

role models for Latina leaders, Mendez-Morse (2004) found many Latina leaders had 

non-traditional or semi-traditional role models and mentors throughout the careers.   

Both Ortiz and Mendez-Morse found the superintendency for Latinas is often 

influenced by White men, whether they be gatekeepers, mentors, or role models.  Both 

described an inequity that leaves minority women underrepresented in the 

superintendency, but do not elaborate on how this imbalance can be subverted.  Ortiz’ 

research focus limits her to describing the effects of how the superintendency is 

controlled without calling the cause into question.  What questions should be asked?  As 

Foucault (1982) argued, “to begin the analysis with a ‘how’ is to suggest that power as 

such does not exist” (p. 786).  Better questions about power encompass “what,” “why,” 

and “how.”  More specifically, they focus on relations of power rather than power itself.  

For example, I am less interested in learning how Latina leaders are constrained as I am 

with what happens when Latina leaders are constrained.  And why does this occur?  What 

is the relationship between the Latina leader and the constraints she faces? 

Unfortunately, very few scholars over the past decade have taken up the 

challenge to provide aspiring Latina leaders with the discursive agency and reconstitutive 

power necessary to ameliorate the inequity found within the system.   

Theoretical Framework 

This purpose of this article is to demonstrate how Latina leaders are able to 

rework configurations of power by analyzing the findings using Butler’s (1990, 1997) 



71 

 

concepts of performativity and subjectification.  Butler’s understanding of 

subjectification is influenced by the work of Althusser and Foucault.  Butler’s theoretical 

concepts can be linked to the everyday lives of those in education.  Further, Butler’s work 

has impacted our understanding of how the identities of key individuals in education 

(such as the Latina leaders studied here) are constructed.  Finally, concepts such as 

subjectification and performativity open up the possibilities available to individuals who 

wish to redefine themselves and their position within our current system.   

Subjectification 

For Foucault, subjectification is linked with power and resistance.  

Subjectification is the process through which someone becomes a subject.  A subject is 

an individual who has a consciousness that is filled with ideology from a State Apparatus 

(such as a school or a church) and one who acts on those beliefs (Althusser, 1971).  In 

other words, the subject is socially constructed since ideology calls the subject in to 

being.  Butler (1997) explains to become a subject “means to be subjected to a set of 

implicit and explicit norms that govern the kind of speech that will be legible as the 

speech of a subject” (p. 133).  Butler understands subjectification as paradoxically 

created simultaneously through the process of submission and mastery.  According to 

Butler (1994), “no subject is its own point of departure and the fantasy that it is one can 

only disavow its constitutive relations by recasting them as the domain of  a 

countervailing externality” (p. 42).  Butler’s subjects do not construct their own 

formation outside of performance, but are capable of conditioned agency in which they 

can examine their conditions and subvert power that act on them.   
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Before I discuss subjectification further I would like to explicate the concept of 

power I utilize in this article.  Many theories of power exist (e.g., Hobbes, 1928; 

Nietzsche, 2011), but I focus on the definition of power as described by Michel Foucault.  

According to Foucault (1982),  

Power is exercised only over free subjects, and only insofar as they are free.  By 

this we mean individual or collective subjects who are faced with a field of 

possibilities in which several ways of behaving, several reactions and diverse 

comportments, may be realized. (p. 790) 

In other words, power and freedom are irrevocably joined.  Without a free subject who is 

capable of resistance, power does not exist.  Without the possibility of struggle, 

contestation, and change, power cannot control.  According to Foucault, power makes 

people subjects.  Foucault (1982) elaborates: “there are two meanings of the word 

‘subject’: subject to someone else by control and dependence; and tied to his own identity 

by a conscience or self-knowledge.  Both meanings suggest a form of power which 

subjugates and makes subject to” (p. 781).  Since a subject is both a state of being under 

another’s control and an identity position, the subject is in a constant state of subjugation, 

resistance, and identity formation.   

 To illustrate how power imbalances can be understood by subjectification, Davies 

(2006), Bjerg and Rosen Rasmussen (2008), and Youdell (2006) examined how 

subjectification is constituted in the school environment (between leaders/teachers and 

teachers/students).  Davies (2006) examined a study in which teachers documented their 

work through journaling and video recording children’s experiences on the playground.  

The study found a complex interaction between the student and teacher, in which certain 
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students took up and subverted the teacher’s power.   Similarly, Bjerg and Rosen 

Rasmussen (2008) examined subjectification through historical narratives of former 

students that recalled instances where they were subjectified by the teacher.  Due to the 

nature of historical narratives, the recollections of performativity were confounded, in my 

opinion, by time and space.  By recalling, the subject is defining themselves during the 

interview as a certain identity which they no longer perform.  While the authors argue the 

historical narrative method “may work as an entrance for understanding how school and 

education has been practiced, lived and experienced from a pupil’s perspective” (p. 731), 

I would argue that analyzing the discourses of subjects who are currently performing the 

identity of “student” would provide a more accurate reflection of the lived experiences 

from a student’s perspective.   

This task is exemplified by Youdell (2006) who examined subjectification at a 

school-based multicultural day event in Sydney, Australia.  Youdell (2006) observed the 

interactions between Arabic students, teachers, and the school leaders.  She found that the 

students, teachers, and educational leaders were constituted by dominant discourses of 

education, professionalism, hetero-masculinity, and race.  Put simply, social and 

institutional pressures shaped the identities of the students, teachers, and administrators.  

These subjective discourses caused tensions between the students and staff.   

Performativity 

While multiple articulations of performance and performativity exist (Strain, 

2009), I would like to focus on the concept of performativity described by Judith Butler.  

Performativity is Judith Butler’s term for identity as produced by repeated discourses and 

performances (Bjerg & Rosen Rasmussen, 2008; Hey, 2006; Scott, 2003; Vlieghe, 2010; 
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Youdell, 2006).  Butler (1990) argued that “identity is performatively constituted by the 

very ‘expressions’ that are said to be its results” (p. 25).  Subjects understand themselves 

as defined by socio-linguistic categories, such as male, female, homosexual, black, or 

delinquent (Applebaum, 2004).  Butler does not view these categories as pre-existing, 

rather they are roles we take on through performance (Vlieghe, 2010).  In other words, 

they are roles/identities that do not exist before we produce them.  Further, performativity 

is dependent on compulsive or repeated behaviors (Hey, 2006; Youdell, 2006), also 

known as iterability (Vlieghe, 2010).  Iterability is a repeated ritual that “governs the 

possibility of social transformation” (Butler, 1997, p. 147).  In other words, iterability 

occurs when a behavior or utterance is repeated, and in that repetition is a slight change 

in meaning.  Eventually, that same behavior or utterance can become something entirely 

different.  Within this notion of iterability lies the potential for contesting existing social 

injustices that plague our society.   

Judith Butler, drawing on the work of Foucault and Althusser, used 

subjectification (also referred to as subjectivation or subjection) to develop her concept of 

the performative subject, described above.  Additionally, Butler draws on Foucault’s 

understanding of “power as relations producing subjects instead of acting upon subjects” 

(p. 723, Bjerg & Rosen Rasmussen; original emphasis), and focuses on power at the 

subject level rather than larger longitudinal discursive shifts (Davies, 2006).  In other 

words, Foucault examines discursive shifts of power over time, whereas Butler examines 

transformations of power at the level of the individual.   

Judith Butler’s notion of performativity can help educational scholars understand 

how students, teachers, and educational leaders construct their identities and negotiate 
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power balances that are inherent within the social structure of the school environment.  

Butler (1994) argued “if the subject is constituted by power, that power does not cease at 

the moment the subject is constituted, for that subject is never fully constituted, but is 

subjected and produced time and again” (p. 47).  In other words, individuals are 

constantly reforming their identities as they come in contact with a variety of power 

structures.  Performativity refers to the ability of educators to become actively self-

engaged in the process of subversion (Strain, 2009).  It allows educators to participate in 

and create resistance to the structures imposed upon them by educational policy.  This 

application of performativity allows educational leaders, teachers, and students to move 

beyond the institutional norms and the requirement to “perform” at a certain level as 

required by external policy measures.  To illustrate this concept, Jones (2010) uses 

examples from the classroom environment: “‘I only become a teacher in the performance 

of certain socially understood acts (discursive practices).  And those acts only “make” me 

a teacher as I am produced by you, the students (people acting as “students” right now)’” 

(p. 267-268).  Since the teacher is enacted and re-enacted through social structures and 

interactions, they are also capable of producing a different notion of teacher by iterating 

an alternative performance that subverts the status quo.   

 Additionally, performativity can help educators get beyond the bifurcation of the 

educational leadership role.  Leadership studies, in general, rely on a masculine versus 

feminine dualism that constrains theories (Bowring, 2004).    Butler’s concept of 

performativity reveals the complicated nature of identity as transmutable.  The leadership 

identity is constructed and reconstructed through the everyday discourse of educational 

leaders, such as principals and superintendents.  As a result, leadership in education is 
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constrained by white androcentricity, and does not provide room for the conception of 

leadership as constructed by marginalized populations.  The notion of performativity 

explains why particular roles continue, and, paradoxically, how marginalized individuals 

can construct their own condition to subvert the dominant performance. 

Research Methods and Design 

This study utilized a combination of case study and critical discourse analysis 

methodologies.  Case studies are the in-depth analysis of people, policies, and institutions 

which reveal the complexities of society and culture.  Case studies provide an opportunity 

to uncover causation through “insight, discovery and interpretation” (Merriam, 1988, p. 

10). This case study applied critical discourse analysis as a tool for making sense of the 

various texts collected for this study.  I follow a method of critical discourse analysis 

similar to Gee (2004, 2014), who uses a wide range of approaches in his analysis based 

on the work of discourse analysts in the United States (Rogers, Malancharuvil-Berkes, 

Mosley, Hui, & O'Garro Jospeh, 2005).  Methods similar to Mendez-Morse (2004) and 

Ortiz (2000) were used during the first phase of analysis.  I will build on their work 

during the second phase of analysis by using critical discourse analysis methodology 

described by Gee (2014) to study how language is used to making meaning or do 

something.  In the case of this study, critical discourse analysis allows for examination of 

how Latina leaders are constrained by, and resist, discourse that shapes the relations of 

power within culturally diverse schools near the US/Mexico border.  

Sampling 

A purposeful sampling strategy was used in this study to answer relevant 

questions and provide information about the goals of the study that cannot be gleaned 
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from other sources (Maxwell, 2013).  Six Latina leaders were interviewed for this study.  

The study focused on the experiences of six Latina women who consider themselves 

aspiring educational leaders (see Table 1).  Table 1 provides some details of the districts 

and schools where these women were employed at the time of the study (CCD Public 

School Data 2011-2012 School Year, 2014).  These six women were chosen because they 

are within similar administrative levels, aspire to advance their careers, were within the 

geographic constraints of the study, and spanned the kindergarten through twelfth grade.  

Additionally, the six women represented four different districts within the Southwestern 

border context.  Three districts obtained a letter grade of B from the Arizona Department 

of Education, and one obtained a letter grade of C (School Districts-Reports and 

Publications, 2014). 

Data Collection 

Data were collected via semi-structured interviews (i.e., transcripts, interview 

notes, and analytic notes), field notes made during the visits by the researcher (i.e., 

participant observations, descriptive ethnographic notes, and field reflections), and 

documents (i.e., photographs of the grounds to preserve visual detail, literature from the 

research site, and archival data). Interviews were conducted individually with the six 

school administrators.  A total of 11 interviews were collected across six participants.  

Each interview averaged 50 minutes in length.  The interview protocol was a semi-

structured interview with open-ended questions focusing on the constraints the women 

face and the manner in which they resist the existing structure of power relations.  The 

open-ended, semi-structured interview questions were used as a guide of topics to be 

discussed, but were not restricted to the topics listed on the protocol (Mendez-Morse, 
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2004).  The researcher conducted all of the interviews.  This allowed the researcher and 

the study participants to engage in a reciprocal conversation where the researcher was 

able to investigate certain aspects of the participants’ narratives using additional probing 

questions.   

Data Analysis 

This study involved data that were highly contextual to the lived experience of 

each woman interviewed as part of this study.  In the first stage of the constant 

comparative method, interview transcripts, ethnographic notes, and survey data were 

reviewed and a codebook was inductively developed for data incident codes (Glesne, 

2011).  Next, the researcher examined interview responses across the six participants and 

re-coded the interview transcripts.  Additional codes were added after the second review 

of the interview transcripts; codes were verified during this process.  During the second 

phase of data analysis, a critical discourse analysis was applied to the data to dissect the 

narrative process and the story itself (Gee, 2014).   

Discourse analysis, according to Gee, aims to “speak to and, perhaps, intervene 

in, institutional, social, or political issues, problems, and controversies in the world” 

(2014, p. 9).  Put simply, this method examines how language connects saying, doing, 

and being.  Gee’s (2014) eclectic methodological approach to discourse analysis relies on 

28 tools of inquiry that can be used in any combination and includes a list of questions 

that the researcher should answer.  These tools help me to study how “building tasks” 

(Gee, 2014) are carried out and with what consequences.  Building tasks are seven 

integrally linked things (such as practices, significant, identities, relationships, politics, 
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connections, and sign systems/knowledge) that help people build things (such as a career) 

in the world.   

I have selected a critical approach to discourse analysis in order to address the 

disproportionality of Latina women in higher administrative positions in the educational 

institution.  Critical discourse analysis allows me to analyze the origin of the injustice, 

find a resistance to the power imbalance, and open up the possibilities of overcoming this 

social issue using Judith Butler’s (1990, 1997) concept of performativity.  The evolution 

of the meaning of certain discourses (as they are taken up by particular social fields, for 

example) provides the possibility for reformulating the performative (Butler, 1997).  In 

Butler’s Excitable Speech, hate speech (a discourse) can be decontextualized and 

recontextualized through “radical acts of public misappropriation” (p. 100) and provides 

hope that the relationship between the utterance (discourse) and the social injury can 

weaken or break over time.   When a discourse is repeated, it may not mean or do exactly 

what it did before.  Herein lays the linguistic possibility for change.   

Findings & Discussion 

Although the participants in this study are all Latina administrators, each woman 

views their leadership identity differently.  They have a shared cultural knowledge and 

are speaking as college educated Latina women, which helps to situate their social 

identity as you read through the findings.  All names have been changed. 

Analysis and discussion of narrative texts 

The six Latinas I interviewed have the power to shape how I view their world by 

constructing language in a certain and meaningful way.  Conversely, I also have the 

power to construe meaning (as a listener) and determine what counts as relevant (i.e., the 
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conclusions I draw, perspectives on implications for practice, and future research).  We 

are not just enacting identities for ourselves, but actively shaping those around us as well 

(Gee, 2014).  Through interviews, my participants were able to portray the identities 

around them that have shaped their lives and constructed who they are as educational 

leaders.   

In the narrative data that follows, I have capitalized emphatic stresses (i.e., 

increased loudness or change in pitch) and placed longer passages in stanzas.  A “/” 

indicates non-final intonation contour (i.e., there is more to come), and a “//” or a “?” 

indicates a final intonation contour (i.e., what comes next is considered different from the 

previous statement, similar to the end of a sentence in written text).  These discourse 

analysis conventions are intended to enable further understanding about the 

communication that occurred in order to make the participant’s meanings more clear.   

Performative identity formation: Building the plane while flying.  

Undertaking a Butlerian perspective demonstrates how the identity of Latina leaders is 

peformatively created as it is enacted.  Butler’s notion of subjectification through 

submission and mastery is illuminated through an analysis of the 1) performance of the 

interview process, 2) other social and political forces that influence how the Latina 

leaders’ identity is enacted, and 3) the performance of the heteropatriarchal leadership 

identity.  In the examples that follow, Latina leaders’ identities are formed through a 

series of submissions and masteries, whereby their performances were shaped through 

certain conditions and possibilities that were available to them at the time of deployment.   

First, Althusser’s (1971) concept of interpellation helps us understand how the 

interview process contributes to the subjectification of aspiring Latina leaders.  In 
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essence, my participants are named as a leader through the interview process, which 

describes the subject-constituting power of the interview.  In other words, the interview 

brings its subject in to being by naming the individual as a leader.  According to Butler 

(1997), naming “makes what it names, but also subordinates what it makes” (p. 31).  In 

other words, by accepting the position, Latina administrators yield subordinately to the 

authority that names her.  In the following example, we see the power of the interview 

performance to call certain subjects in to being, while limiting the conditions of 

possibility for others.  Most schools districts adhere to normalizing hiring practices that 

involve district-level administrators in a rigorous interview process.  All six Latinas 

confirmed similar processes in their respective districts.  The interview process is a 

socially recognizable activity with (possibly multiple) goals and agendas.  The interview 

process in Round Rock, similar to the other two districts, is a “very grueling and a very 

competitive and a very stressful” practice which includes four interviews, one of which is 

with the superintendent of the district.  Ericka elaborates on the performance of the 

interview: 

You have to be excellent ALL the way through, or you don't get the 

job.  So, the first interview is your 15 minutes of fame.  You go in, you 

tell the committee why YOU think you're the best applicant, and why 

YOU are the best qualified.  You go in and you tell them all about you.   

There is a pressure to be perfect throughout the highly rigid and routinized interview 

performance.  I use the term performance to describe the hiring practices in these districts 

because, despite the appearance of a rigid and highly routinized interview process, 

districts are able to carry out their own agendas by “tailoring their questions to find out 
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about what you would do…they were purposeful in their interview questions…” so they 

could “look for something specific that the school needed” (quotes taken from Jasmine’s 

interview).  The participants recognized that they were hired to fill a particular role, 

which demonstrates how the school districts were able to shape the conditions of 

possibility available to the aspiring Latinas.   

Despite having formal/normal hiring and interview processes, the districts 

manipulate these practices to influence the conditions of possibilities—sometimes for the 

benefit of the leader (such was the case for Jasmine), and sometimes to their detriment 

(such was the case for Tara).  For example, Jasmine’s principal position opened in the 

summer and only required her to interview with the superintendent and assistant 

superintendent before she was offered the position: 

1. I applied for it/  

2. and interviewed with the SUPERINTENDENT/  

3. and the assistant superintendent/  

4. uh, and was offered the position//   

5. which is NOT normally how the practice works in our district/  

6. but at the end of JUNE/  

7. they really needed to be able to/  

8. place someone in the SCHOOL/  

9. and, so they changed their normal practice// 

In other words, personal agendas can be carried out within the structure of the rigid 

practices.  Jasmine has clearly established connections with the superintendent and 

assistant superintendent in charge of her district.  The last sentence of this data set 

indicates that Jasmine was a special case or that the circumstances were special.  Jasmine 

mitigates the change in rigid practice in phrases six through eight.  Although this change 

in routine resulted in a positive outcome for Jasmine, this is not always the case. 
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Changes in normal practices can also feel like a betrayal and severely limit the 

conditions of possibilities for certain subjects.  For example, Tara was left confused when 

she applied for and was denied positions within her district: 

STANZA 1 (District Level Meeting) 

1. they wouldn’t have a meeting with you/  

2. AT DISTRICT LEVEL/ 

3. they WOULDN’T have a meeting with you/  

4. UNLESS they were telling you you GOT the job//  

 

STANZA 2 (Change in Practice) 

5. LO and BEHOLD/  

6. I’m the FIRST ONE that they have a meeting WITH/  

7. just to tell me I DIDN’T get the job//   

8. [Laughs]   

9. so I’M going in thinking I got the JOB//  

10. and then I got WHAM!   

11. No you didn’t get the job/  

12. and we’re hiring two EXTERNAL people//  

13. Okay, THANKS// 

14. YEAH// 

Tara uses several affective strategies to build significance in the discourse above.  She 

uses storytelling, affective emphasis, and colloquialisms (see lines 13 and 14) to 

dramatize her experience and convey how much she was injured by this change in 

practice.  Despite Tara’s hard work and submission to what she felt were district 

expectations, she was denied four positions and, more importantly, practices had been 

changed and individuals from outside the district had been hired.   

While many districts have established normal routines and processes for hiring 

administrators, these practices can be manipulated to influence who gets hired for the 

position.  These changes can cause emotional turmoil, especially when it does not feel 

fair to the applicant.  Language and discourse have the ability to cause social injury 

(Butler, 1997; Matsuda, 1993).  These interview practices can harm or wound the 
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applicant, as Tara noted that she felt like the changes in the district policy were a “slap in 

the face.”   

Next, I will examine how other social and political forces influence how the 

performative identity of Latina leaders.  More specifically, I examine the ways in which 

Latina identity is shaped by alternative role models and mentors within their districts.  All 

six participants reported school-level administrators often served as sponsors, role 

models, and mentors during their careers; however, this leads to a distinct lack of Latina 

role models that these women could turn to for mentorship within their own districts.  

Ericka describes this as one of her primary challenges in her position as an assistant 

principal:  

1. Challenges?   

2. Um you know/  

3. there aren't very many, um/  

4. Latina or Latino administrators//   

5. so so to say that I have been mentored or/  

6. have been given the opportunity to see/  

7. an additional, um/  

8. Latina or Latino in action/  

9. I have not//  

10. [Interviewer: Okay] 

11. and so/  

12. for me/  

13. I think that that has been a challenge//   

14. Because I have/ 

15. really have no role model to follow//   

16. [Interviewer: Okay] 

17. You know so/  

18. I'm creating it as I go// 

Phrase 6 suggests that the action (mentoring) is being done to Ericka.  She just as easily 

could have changed this and said that “I haven’t had the opportunity to…” which would 

have placed the responsibility on herself.  Although Ericka does not directly mention the 

district, she assumes the listener will make the connection.  In other words, Ericka views 
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the district as responsible for providing her the opportunity to mentor with someone of 

similar ethnic background, even if none are available within the district.  Also note the 

hesitation and reframing to implement the affective strategy “really” in phrase 15.  This is 

different from Jasmine’s statement that she has learned how to be a leader from everyone 

she has ever worked with.  When I asked Jasmine who her greatest role model was when 

she was an assistant principal, she stated, “you learn things from everybody you work 

with whether they’re in a leadership position or not.  I learned a lot from the principal [a 

white male] who was there.”  Mastery requires more than the simple act of submission 

(Davies, 2006).  These examples demonstrate how the Latina leaders were required to 

take up subject positions for which they have little knowledge.  In order to accomplish 

mastery of their position, they relied on “an imaginative capacity to form themselves out 

of the not-yet-known, and a set of culturally sanctioned signifiers of the thing they see 

that they must become” (Davies, 2006, p. 433), the Latina administrator.   

Without another Latina leader to demonstrate what the performance is supposed 

to look like, Ericka described the learning process as “building the plane while you’re 

flying it.”  Jasmine’s statement that she “learns things from everybody” could also be 

viewed as “building the plane while you’re flying it.”  In other words, they are 

performing their leadership identity before they know exactly what that identity means.  

Yet, it also suggests that their performance of leader can be shaped by those individuals 

who have influence within the district.  Their role models can shape a performance that 

reflects a discourse that protects White privilege and male dominance.  As an example, I 

would like to turn to Jasmine’s quote that her district “would rather promote from within 

the organization, and for some reason the people who were choosing paths to leadership 
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within the organization also happen to be White.”  Hiring from within the organization 

ensures that the administrator has been shaped to comply with the district’s norms.  This 

is also an example of how Jasmine’s own performance has been shaped to protect the 

existing structure.  Three phrases mitigate the district’s responsibility for inequity found 

within the staff demographics.  First, the phrase “for some reason” implies that Jasmine 

recognizes that there is an imbalance, but is simultaneously unable or unwilling to 

acknowledge why that imbalance exists.  Second, “people who were choosing paths to 

leadership” shifts the blame away from policy and district practice on to the applicant 

pool, releasing the district from any blame.  Third, “happen to be white” reifies that the 

structure has been created by chance, rather than the practices the district uses to 

“promote from within the organization.”  In other words, the disproportionality of 

Latina/o staff is because they are choosing to work in other fields, and not district’s lack 

of structures to seek out people of color.  Shaping the conditions that protect White 

discourse allows the district to place small numbers of ethnically diverse individuals in 

positions of power without fear of their own privilege being threatened or displaced.  It 

also allows the district’s rhetoric to become “we hire on skill” and “we hire ethnic 

people” without really doing anything (i.e., enacting diversity policies) to actually 

discover the underlying causes of the inequity within the system. 

Finally, the district narratives of the “good principal” as “hard working” can be 

viewed as a heteropatriarchical identity performance.  All six women described long 

working hours, putting their families second to their job, and loyalty to their districts as 

part of their performative identity as administrators.  While trying to achieve mastery of 

their careers, they are actively shaping themselves according to these hidden rules.  
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Tara: And I didn’t really understand and still don’t, to this day, understand 

why I didn’t get them. 

Interviewer: Do you have any ideas? Do you know why? 

Tara: No, because I felt like I did everything they wanted—I worked 

extremely hard. I put my family second to my job.  I thought I did 

everything I could possibly do. 

Submitting to these hidden rules that were created by the White androcentric leadership 

before them does not guarantee mastery of the identity.  Tara and the other principals 

describe a process by which they actively seek to be read as the right sort of 

administrator.  Tara reported her former district “always hired within”.  She reported 

working hard and putting her family second.  In this school, as there are in many other 

institutions, there are official rules and unofficial rules.  There is an unofficial identified 

performance for moving up within these districts which include putting your family 

second, staying in your position a set number of years, and working many extended 

hours.  In the unofficial rules, Tara would have been moved up after a set number of years 

because she made sure that she met the requirements of this formula.  When this did not 

happen, Tara felt that “it was really like a slap in the face to me.”  Tara does not mitigate 

how the hurt impacted her.  A slap in the face is violent and shocking.  Tara uses this 

metaphor to convey the significance of the shock and violence she felt when the 

unofficial rules failed her.   

The district narrative of the hard working “good principal,” along with the two 

factors described above, shape the acceptable identities that are available to Latina 

leaders as they progress throughout their careers.  Consequently, there are tensions 
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between mastery of the administrator identity and the cultural expectations of their 

communities.  Tara tied ethnic, gender, and racial issues that may impact Latina 

representation in educational leadership back to cultural expectations within the 

community.  Consider the following data from Tara printed below:  

STANZA 1 (Impact) 

1. well/  

2. I think in general/ 

3. it DOES impact because/  

 

STANZA 2 (Cultural Familial Expectations) 

4. if you just look CULTURALLY/ 

5. at Latina women/ 

6. CULTURALLY, our job is to care for our men//   

7. and so/  

8. before you get yourself IN the work force/  

9. you’re RAISED  

10. to take CARE of your family/  

11. to take CARE of your husband/  

12. and family comes first//   

 

STANZA 3 (Cultural Career Expectations) 

13. NEVER are you raised that your job comes first/  

14. that you’re going to be the money provider//   

15. it’s not your JOB in our culture//   

16. and so/  

 

STANZA 4 (Obstacles for Latina Leaders) 

17. I think that IN GENERAL/  

18. that is probably I think/ 

19. one of the biggest/  

20. obstacles for Latina women to become/  

21. leaders/  

 

STANZA 5 (Religion as a Contraint) 

22. because you’re GIVEN the Catholic guilt/  

23. of this is your JOB/  

24. and you can’t do both well//   

 

STANZA 6 (Familial Priorities) 

25. you’ve got to be able to be a mom FIRST/  

26. and you got to be able to take care of your family/  

27. and you leave it up to the man to provide//   
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28. and so/  

 

STANZA 7 (Resistance) 

29. there’s that aspect of it/  

30. that you’re fighting against the grain/  

 

STANZA 8 (Leader) 

31. because I KNOW/  

32. I mean/ 

33. when I look back at my LIFE/  

34. I’ve AWLAYS been a LEADER// 

Note how Tara speaks mostly in terms of “you” and then switches to “I” at the end when 

she speaks about identifying herself as a leader.  This juxtaposition of “you” and “I” in 

this passage reflects a departure in Tara’s identity or life world with the “typical” view of 

Latina women.  In another portion of her interview, Tara indicates that her job required 

her to put her family second.  Even though her culture requires her to “be a mom first,” 

Tara’s life world requires her to break from the traditional cultural expectations of her 

community in order to be successful in her job.  Tara’s ambiguous use of cohesion in the 

last sentence leaves it unclear to the listener whether she’s referring to guilt, family 

tension, or cultural expectations.  Her statement also implies that becoming a leader as a 

Latina requires actively resisting some cultural norms in order to be read as a principal.   

Identifying Oppression.  Most of the participants were reticent to identify any 

form of oppression or social injustice within their districts.  The enactment of the “good 

principal” rarely reveals the power struggle between the self and the superior.  The 

performance of the “good principal” as a loyal subject allows them to recognize social 

injustice in other districts, yet makes them point blame outside of their districts for 

inequalities prevalent within their own districts.  There was, however, one exception to 

this phenomenon.  Flora reported her district enacted anti-discrimination policies that go 

beyond what other districts have indoctrinated and the district “welcomes diversity”; yet, 
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she noted that “with principals, …we still have a high percentage of Anglo and then it’s 

Hispanic. And you just want kind of a balance instead of having a gap. And so…we still 

have a little bit of a gap in that…” area. 

Although most participants believed their district’s hiring practices were fair to 

minorities, they recognized that racial and gender bias were prevalent in other districts.  

Jasmine explained, “I think the people that I work with do not go, ‘Oh, this person’s 

Hispanic, we have to hire them’ or ‘Oh, this person’s Hispanic, we cannot hire them.’  I 

do not believe that happens here.  I believe that happens in some places.  I believe those 

things do exist.  But I know that it doesn’t happen where we work.”  Jasmine identifies a 

social problem but places the onus outside of the district rather than identifying 

institutional factors in her own district to address the lack of Latinas in administrative 

positions.  Similarly, Tara explained that 

in the former district that I was in, a principal who felt like we were in a good old 

boy system, and because we were female, we would never get moved up.  She 

was female, but she was Anglo.  And she felt really strongly that, you know, the 

boys are the golden boys and girls will just never get moved up.  She was very 

vocal about that.  

Tara is building the identity of her former district as a “good old boys club.”  The phrase 

“golden boys” refers to the current favorite in advancement and is often used derisively 

by competitors, as is seen in this story.  Tara refers to “a principal,” however, this 

administrator was an assistant principal at the same time as Tara.  Both women worked at 

the same school.  Tara builds solidarity between herself and this administrator by using 

the term “we” several times.  This solidarity and conversation between the two women 
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indicates that both were aspiring to be “moved up,” but both were having difficulties 

accomplishing the feat as a result of not having the right “good old boys” identity.  Even 

though the administrator mentioned in this quote was a (gay) woman, her White privilege 

allowed her to speak up about injustices she saw in the structure of the educational 

institution.  This is exemplified by examining the noun phrases “she was female” and 

“she was Anglo” in the quote above.  The sequence in which clauses and phrases are 

ordered is important because the design choices convey specific meaning and allows Tara 

to provide a particular perspective on the information she is trying to communicate.  In 

this quote, the term “she” in both of these phrases is referring back to the assistant 

principal.  “She was female” is the subordinate (or given) phrase that is considered as 

taken-for-granted information.  The noun phrase “she was Anglo” is the main phrase, and 

is foregrounded in her story.  This helps the listener to understand what Tara deems is 

significant: the assistant principal’s ethnicity.  Tara believes that her gender allows her to 

speak freely (as this woman did), but she is contrasting her ethnicity (as a Latina) with 

the ethnicity of the White administrator with the phrase “but she was Anglo.”  The 

conjunction “but” is important to understanding that this is a point of departure from 

solidarity between the two women.  Tara does not identify as Anglo.  For Tara, being 

Anglo has privileges that allow her to speak up about injustices based on gender—

privileges that are not held by Latina women.   

Despite being the sole representation for Latina administrators in their respective 

districts, all participants expressed that gender and racial bias were non-issues.  Jasmine 

connected belonging to two different cultures with the lack of impact that her race, 

ethnicity, or gender has had on her life.  Although Ericka specifically felt that gender did 
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not play a role when she obtained her current position, later in the interview she 

compared herself to her male predecessor and indicated that she felt the need to “step up 

to the plate as a female” and be “all business,” implying that inequities are prevalent 

along the gender line.   

In sum, analysis of the data reveals a disjuncture between representation of Latina 

administrators and the narrative that gender and ethnic bias is a non-issue within their 

districts.  Latina women have been shaped through a subjectification process of 

submission and mastery to enact a performance that rejects critical analysis of the 

districts’ practices.  These covert oppressions, that are unrecognizable to the participants 

on a surface level, contribute to the need for the Latina leaders to engage in a form of 

silent resistance that I call Transdistrict Resistance.  Transdistrict Resistance is a 

navigational form of resistance that allows the Latina leader to shape themselves in to 

their desired identity (e.g., principal, assistant superintendent, etc.).   

Transdistrict resistance: Finding mastery.  The participants in this study 

admittedly do not openly resist existing oppressive forces within their districts that may 

hinder them (and other Latinas that may follow in their footsteps) from attaining their 

goals.  By submitting to the ideal, hardworking, “good principal” as part of their own 

subject-making, Latinas continue the discourse of loyalty and servitude to their districts.  

Mastery is not a simple act of willing submission (Davies, 2006).  Consequently, in order 

to reach their goals and maintain their identity as the right kind of principal, many will 

have to (or in the case of Tara, had to) go to another district.  Transdistrict Resistance is 

defined as a form of silent opposition that requires leaders to navigate the educational 
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system rather than overtly resist the marginalizing forces within their own district.    

Ericka reported,   

I actually, I did apply for it [the principal position], but um, it just.  I'm 

glad now that it, it didn't work out, and that I didn't get the job.  

Because, that wasn’t the job for me.  And so, really what I want to do 

is, because we only have a handful of Title I schools in our district.  So 

what that means for me is, that those jobs are already taken.  So, I 

think I'm going to have to, maybe, perhaps, leave the district.  To go 

to, maybe, possibly, you know, possibly, maybe, Torta District OR, 

um, I've actually thought about, maybe even moving back to 

Summerville. 

Ericka is flummoxed by having to mitigate not getting the job within her district and so it 

comes out wrong (i.e., many speech hesitations and dysfluencies).  She clearly wants to 

connect not getting the job, the small number of Title I schools, and her need to go 

elsewhere, but is having trouble planning through the narrative in her head.  She cannot 

say this explicitly because it is not how she has built her identity.  She is caught between 

her duty to the district and the urge to chase her dream on her own schedule.  To 

rationalize the conflict of leaving despite her loyalty and duty to the district, she reasons 

that all the jobs for her area already taken by other people.  As a result, Ericka expresses 

her desire to chase her dream in probabilistic terms.  Ericka was more comfortable 

talking about not getting the job she applied for because she was able to talk in much 

more certain terms.   
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Ericka applied for a principal position in a non-Title I school, but she did not 

receive the job.  She indicated that this was “not the job” for her.  As evidenced in this 

quote and in other places throughout her interview, she spoke of wanting to work in Title 

I (high poverty/high needs population) schools—“But you know what I have really found 

out is that I am a Title I person.  And I am going to REMAIN in a Title I school, because 

THIS is where the heart is.  THIS is where my heart is.”  Ericka is building her identity as 

a leader who wants to serve in high needs schools and speaks of “heart.”  Themes of 

valuing authenticity (being true to the self) and finding a best fit were also found 

throughout the interview with Ericka, as well as the other administrators.  These three 

themes—heart, authenticity, and best fit—demonstrate how important it is to Ericka to 

find not just a job that meets her career goals, but a job that she is passionate about.  She 

recognizes that these are limited positions within her current district, and that she may 

have to move to another district, or even another city, in order to find a job that she 

desires.  Similarly, Jasmine reported  

Both of our district administrators are YOUNG, and that's a DEFINITE 

barrier.  They’re not much older than I am.  And so their career paths 

are, here for a long time, and I’m really NOT willing to go to another 

district.  I don’t HAVE a willingness to want to go work somewhere 

else.  Um.  So I think that, they’re age, is a barrier.  [Laughs.]  Unless 

they decide at some point they want to do something different, I don’t 

know. 

In this example, we see that Jasmine views the age of the district level administrators as a 

barrier because 1) they are the same age as her, 2) they have been “hired from within” as 
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part of the shaping process and have been in the district for a long time, as has she, and 3) 

she does not believe that they plan to leave the district either.  For at least the past several 

decades, the superintendent and assistant superintendent positions in Jasmine’s district 

have been hired from within the district.  Their identities as leaders have been shaped 

over the course of several years, to ensure a cohesion across individuals.  Jasmine has a 

deep loyalty to Rillito Verde School District, which keeps her in the district, and prevents 

her from leaving.  She expressed having a desire to move in to one of the district 

administrative positions, but also recognizes that it will be several years (if not decades) 

before her desired position (assistant superintendent of curriculum and instruction) opens 

up.  She recognizes that if she wants an assistant superintendent position, she would have 

to go to another district, but has no “willingness” to do so.  Jasmine has connected her 

age, the shaping practices, and her career as intimately entangled with one another.  Her 

loyalty to her district is very deep since she is willing to give up her aspirations to 

commit to Rillito Verde School District.  In exchange, her loyalty rhetoric for the district 

was repaid through abnormal hiring practices and change in interviewing strategies that 

enabled her to move in to her current position. 

Rather than stay in their current districts and openly fight to subvert the status 

quo, they employ (or recognize the need to turn to) Transdistrict Resistance.  This relies 

on finding a best fit, as well as interest convergence, since the interests of the hiring 

district align with the interests of the aspiring Latina leader.   Here are some data to 

demonstrate why Tara engaged in Transdistrict Resistance: 

It was like, okay well, OBVIOUSLY I’m not good enough to get a job 

here…and I need to look elsewhere so, that’s ultimately why, you know, I 
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went and applied in Creosote School District….People can THINK that they 

have power over me but, you know my faith really tells me that there’s a 

bigger plan and there’s a reason, you know what I mean?  So I trust THAT 

more than my emotions of being hurt with people that I thought I had 

relationships with and that I thought respected me as a person, as a leader. 

While Tara disavows her dependence on those individuals that constitute her identity as a 

viable subject, this example demonstrates the tensions between submission and mastery 

that work to maintain her identity as the right kind of leader.   

Through Transdistrict Resistance, the Latina leaders are able to resignify their 

identity and navigate through the institutional system rather than overtly resisting power 

imbalances within their institutions (a task that could potentially render them as a 

nonviable leader).  Tara stated,     

1. the reality is/ 

2. is that ESPECIALLY in education/  

3. there still is that good old boy mentality//  

4. and a female/  

5. not/ 

6. I mean WORSE if you’re female/  

7. but even WORSE if you’re a female HISPANIC/ 

8. you don’t FIT in that good old boy/  

9. form/  

10. I’ve LEARNED/  

11. how to find places/  

12. that don’t foster that anymore// 

Tara talked indirectly about herself when it came to gender/race and the “good old boy 

mentality.”  She preferred to use “you” statements rather than speak in “I” statements.  

Tara used Transdistrict Resistance to move away from a district that, although supportive, 

maintained a “good old boy” club that prevented women and minorities from advancing 
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their careers.  Rather than staying within the district to overtly resist the status quo, she 

navigated the educational system and found her fit.   

 Tara’s perception is that she will be rendered as nonviable if she openly fights 

power imbalances.  In the following example, Tara explains that she believes she would 

get fired from an andocentric district if she openly resists processes and policies that 

marginalize women and minorities. 

My mom for a long time, was telling me that ‘You just need to come 

back [home] and change things.’  And I would say, ‘Mom, I’m not 

changing JACK.  What’s gonna HAPPEN is I’m going to get FIRED!’  

[Laughs]  Because they are NOT going to like me. 

As a teacher, when Tara fought for things she believed in, she was described as 

“headstrong,” a “spitfire,” and someone who “fights for what she wants” by her male 

principal.  She added, “But for him, it was a negative. It wasn’t a positive thing.”  In 

other words, Tara’s activism and voice were silenced by her White male administrator 

early in her career.  She navigated the system back then and found a district that she felt 

supported her, but, ultimately, she was let down by that district once she was an assistant 

principal.   

Being successful in another district is a way to show the previous district that they 

can master the role of the principal.  Tara explained, “I’m never going to be one to say, 

‘Oh, poor me! I didn’t get this because I’m a Hispanic female.’ Yeah, it might happen, but 

‘screw you,’ I will prove you wrong.”  Similarly, she later stated, “I’m going to keep on 

moving. You don’t want me? I’ll prove you wrong.”  Transdistrict Resistance allows 

these Latina leaders to find a district that fits their needs and prove to their previous 
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district that they are successful leaders as they advance their careers and meet their career 

goals.  As Ericka stated, “it’s my preference where I want to go.”  Ericka’s experience 

within her current district has given her “incredible training and experience…that is 

preparing [her] for something else.”  Something, she says, that she is going to take “to an 

inner city school or Title I school.”  Ericka spoke of applying to multiple districts in a 

variety of cities to find her best fit.  From a Butlerian perspective, when the participants 

do not conform to a viable performative identity that will transcend their current position, 

Transdistrict Resistance opens a new avenue where individuals are able to engage in 

subjectification in an effort to achieve mastery of their complex identity. 

Conclusion 

Gender is everywhere—it is inscribed on everything we do.  Using a gendered 

lens to study the narratives and experiences of women in leadership positions recovers 

stories of discrimination and marginalization, particularly when those stories come from 

women of color.  Where do we find gender?  Where is it missed?   

This study illustrates more complex relationships between gender, culture, 

ethnicity, leadership identity, and androcentric institutional demands than existing 

literature on Latina educational leadership would purport.  Latina leaders are 

simultaneously creating their identities as they enact them, incorporating cultural 

traditions, normative understandings of gender, alternative mentorship, and androcentric 

institutional demands.  Their performative identities produce a series of effects which 

portray what it means to be a leader, and, more specifically, a Latina leader.  Their 

identity is constantly reproduced, reshaped, and realigned as they incorporate more 

experiences into their being.  This discourse is rich with possibility because it 
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demonstrates that the performance is plastic and malleable, leaving room for a 

performative subject that could redefine the Latina leader and subvert existing 

inequalities that prevent a more representative distribution of ethnicities in leadership 

positions.   Yet, very few of the women who participated in this study instituted policy 

changes, actively fought against marginalization, or developed a sustainable system by 

which other women of color could be mentored under their tutelage.  Rather, many of 

them took on the “good principal” identity, which reifies notions of heteronormative 

patriarchy, at the detriment of their career progression or engaged in transdistrict 

resistance and found a district that proved a good fit for their leadership identity. 

Normative institutional powers and informal practices function to keep Latina leaders in 

their place, yet performativity helps to explain how these women function and progress 

towards their career goals without harassment, bullying, or other marginalizing forms of 

oppression experienced in the work place.   

All participants expressed an awareness of oppressive forces and social injustice 

in other districts, but were reticent to report any similar issues within their own districts.  

This rhetoric aligns with the “good principal” narrative as a loyal subject to the 

institution; however, prevents these innovative women from being responsive to the 

marginalization occurring within their own districts.  Although one district in this study 

enacted district-wide policy measures to minimize gender and racial bias, participants 

from this district indicated the efforts were not enough to resolve the inequities found in 

certain leadership positions.  The ideal “good principal” norm must be resisted as a form 

of violence against those who are non-conforming in their leadership presentation.   
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Similar to other findings (e.g., Méndez-Morse, 2000), the six Latinas I studied 

turned to alternative role models and sponsors when there was a lack of Latina/o leaders 

within their own district.  While they turn to alternative means of mentorship, this study 

outlined how six Latina’s performances of “leader” have been shaped by social and 

political forces within their district.  For example, the covert and injurious discourse that 

is played out through the district’s hiring practices subordinated and limited Tara’s ability 

to exercise her rights within the context of her previous district.  Interviews may appear 

harmless and formulaic, though there are many opportunities to engage in politics, social 

work, and relationship building/destruction.  Yet, there is also the possibility to 

reformulate the discourse through Butler’s concept of performativity and subjectification.  

I introduced the concept of Transdistrict Resistance, a form of silent opposition, which 

Latina administrators may utilize to reach their career goals when confronting covert 

forms of oppression.  Put simply, when confronting structures of power relations, Latina 

leaders utilize Transdistrict Resistance to navigate through the hierarchal system.  Those 

women that rely, or will rely, on Transdistrict Resistance to meet their career goals have 

engaged in an emancipatory action and empowered themselves to meet their goals despite 

the resistance they perceived in their early careers.   

There are several implications for districts.  First, districts that understand their 

role in subject-making and the complex conditions of the submission and mastery 

process, may be able to develop a diversity policy that 1) aimed to connect Latina leaders 

to role models that can shape their identities as administrators, and 2) encouraged the 

existing Latina leaders to actively seek out and engage Latina teachers who exhibit 

identities that align with the leadership subjecthood.  Districts that allow Latinas time 
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during their work day to connect with other Latina administrators from another district 

would provide their leaders with the support and mentorship they need to be successful.  

Additionally, culturally aligned mentorship has the potential to ease the complex process 

of subjectification of Latina leaders.  Second, Latina women are often hired when there is 

a school or district need.  Latinas often accept these positions because they feel that it is 

the right “fit” for them.  This often results in Latinas being placed in schools with a large 

Hispanic/Latino population or high needs (e.g., Title I) schools.  This interest 

convergence may help some Latinas obtain administrative positions, but it constrains the 

spaces where Latinas are appointed and perpetuates the view that only certain marked 

bodies are viable leaders across a variety of institutions.  Latina leaders serve as symbols 

(Ortiz, 2000) based on their ethnic identity and their personal performance to “fit” in 

schools may be limiting their own futurity within the educational system.  In essence, 

submission to the androcentric leadership ideal does not guarantee mastery of their 

leadership identity.   Performativity can be used as a lens to understand the conditioned 

agency available to my participants as they progress towards their career goals, as well as 

expanding the opportunities available to them. 

Finally, Transdistrict Resistance demonstrates that districts are losing out on 

valuable resources that Latinas bring to their positions.  District policies should 

reflexively address hegemonic androcentric discourses and provide a public sphere where 

Latinas feel safe to express themselves, grow professionally, and are free to fight for 

social justice as a viable subject. 

For future research, following Gee’s (2014) recommendation, I encourage others, 

particularly those from a Latino/a background to examine similar contexts to look for 
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congruency, to fill in the gaps in my work, and verify or disprove these findings.  Only 

with future research can we come to understand the full picture.  I have brought the 

“outsider” perspective (Gee, 2014), but I encourage someone examine this issue from an 

“insider” perspective—one with shared cultural knowledge—because what counts as 

relevant to me, may be different for someone else. 

Limitations 

Due to the nature of the case study design and research question, this study can 

generalize to a theory, but cannot be used to explain how a population functions 

(Merriam, 1988).  Although the data provides a rich understanding of the lives of these 

six women, it cannot be generalized to all Latina women who aspire towards an 

educational leadership role.  It can, however, add to the scant existing literature regarding 

Latina leaders in the educational field.  As Gee (2014) argued, critical discourse analysis, 

“like all science, is a social enterprise, we hope and trust the gaps in our own work will 

be filled in by others” (p. 169).  In other words, I have used certain tools of analysis to 

conduct this study and have worked to fill a gap in the existing literature on Latina 

leadership; however, it is my hope that other scholars will use other tools of inquiry to fill 

the gaps found within this and similar studies.   

This paper, however, contributes to the existing feminist post-structural 

pedagogical scholarly research base: little work has been done using my theoretical 

framework to analyze the discourses of Latina educational leaders.  One of the most 

important implications of this work is using and building theory in educational leadership 

research on women.  This work may help support a deeper understanding of the complex 
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relationship between gender, ethnicity, leadership identity, and heteropatriarchal 

normative institutional forces.   

In closing, I hope that this study provides both scholars and practitioners with a 

theoretical perspective on the complexities of identity formation, gender, and institutional 

norms in culturally diverse settings.  Using a poststructural lens opens up the spaces and 

bodies that make viable educational leaders, and frees the future for those following in 

the footsteps of the women who told their stories, shared their lives, and trusted that their 

voice would make a difference.   
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Table 1 

Districts’ and Campuses’ Demographical Data (N=6) 

Participants’ 

Pseudonym 

District Size and Student 

Demographics 

Campus Size and Student 

Demographics 

Jasmine Students: 5,385 

Free or reduced lunch: 76%* 

Hispanic: 54.11%* 

African American: 2.47%* 

White: 39.15%* 

Other: 4.27* 

# of Students: 491 

Free/reduced lunch: 94%* 

Hispanic: 68% 

African American: 2% 

White: 28% 

Other: 2% 

Ericka Students: 13,780 

Free or reduced lunch: 

48.4%* 

Hispanic: 39.9%* 

African American: 4.8%* 

White: 48.4%* 

Other: 6.8%* 

# of Students: 606 

Free/reduced lunch: 27% 

Hispanic: 67% 

African American: 4% 

White: 21% 

Other: 8% 

Tara Students: 5,198 

Free or reduced lunch: 39%* 

Hispanic: 39%* 

African American: 4%* 

White: 54%* 

Other: 3%* 

# of Students: 393 

Free/reduced lunch: 26% 

Hispanic: 47% 

African American: 3% 

White: 46% 

Other: 4% 

Carla Students: 5,198 

Free or reduced lunch: 39%* 

Hispanic: 39%* 

African American: 4%* 

White: 54%* 

Other: 3%* 

# of Students: 1267 

Free/reduced lunch: 31.3% 

Hispanic: 49.1% 

African American: 3.6% 

White: 43.0% 

Other: 4.3% 

Flora Students: 50,771 

Free or reduced lunch: 56%* 

Hispanic: 61.3%* 

African American: 5.6%* 

White: 24.1%* 

Other: 8.9%* 

# of Students: 373 

Free/reduced lunch: 96% 

Hispanic: 91.1% 

African American: .27% 

White: 4.0% 

Other: 4.56% 

Nancy Students: 50,771 

Free or reduced lunch: 56%* 

Hispanic: 61.3%* 

African American: 5.6%* 

White: 24.1%* 

Other: 8.9%* 

# of Students: 471 

Free/reduced lunch: 88% 

Hispanic: 49.3% 

African American: 12.7% 

White: 27.6% 

Other: 10.4% 

Note: Table comes from Mendez-Morse (2004) 

*Information gathered from an administrator or through archival district documents 
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Abstract 

In this paper, I analyze the concept of agency by examining the discursive, performative, 

and material practices in the context of six aspiring Latina educational leaders.  A 

description of the discursive, performative, and material agency the women drew on is 

provided in this article.  Although I draw on the experiences of Latina aspiring 

educational leaders, my research is relevant to all aspiring educational leaders and is not 

necessarily unique to Latinas.  There are certainly more conceptions of agency than 

referenced in this article that could be used to explain how the participants in my study 

made change in their worlds; however, this study presents scenarios collected via semi-

structured interviews that demonstrate different narratives and experiences that are linked 

to certain conceptions of agency defined in this paper.  More specifically, I explore how 

these women use performative, material, and discursive agency to position themselves as 

viable leaders in their schools or districts.  These particular women were chosen because 

they are aspiring toward administrative positions located in a hierarchal institutional 

structure above their current location.  The Latinas in this study, therefore, are acting 

upon the world in a way that requires a certain amount of agency that can be levied 

against heteropatriarchal structural constraints that lead to gender and racial inequities in 

leadership positions.   

Keywords: performative, material, agency, Latina 
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In the late 18th century, Immanuel Kant (1997) wrote an influential philosophical 

essay on the agency of rational beings.  Coming from a humanist paradigm, Kant 

believed agency was centered within the human being and was defined as that being’s 

ability to act in the world.  Yet, Kant’s universalizing conception of agency essentialized 

the human experience.  Since then, feminists such as Donna Haraway (1985), Judith 

Butler (1994, 1997), and Karen Barad (2003) have addressed how the scholarly 

conceptions of agency established a norm in research and literature on human agency, 

subjectivity, and other relations that ignored important nuanced dimensions like race, 

class, and gender.  The feminist perspective critiqued humanist conceptions of agency for 

being insensitive to issues of power and social context which left out the relevant 

experiences of women, children, and people of color as the theories focused on the 

experiences of the White urban male, subordination, and male/female binaries.  Both 

poststructural and posthumanist theorists agree that scholarship on agential relations need 

to emphasize the complex nuances and entanglement of the human, nonhuman, practice, 

and discourse.  The poststructural feminist critique, however, used discourse and 

language to emphasize the subtle nuances of human agency and practice, while 

posthumanist theorists have critiqued the poststructural understanding of agency for 

relying too heavily on discourse and symbolic structures.  Posthumanists argued for a 

conception of agency that adopts material and embodied realities within their framework 

(Clegg, 2006; Jackson, 2013; Pickering, 1993).  In this study, I turn to poststructural and 

posthumanist conceptualizations of agency to explore women’s leadership in the 

educational institution. 
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Studies in educational leadership in particular have most often been grounded in 

interpretive, or at best critical, understandings of organizational or other structural 

barriers and often resort to comparisons of binaries, such as the male/female dichotomy.  

Prior to the late 1980’s, educational leadership and organizational studies were devoid of 

gender analysis, privileging positivist knowledge claims that focused on universal 

androcentric theories of administration and behavior (Blackmore, 1989).  In other words, 

women were made invisible in traditional leadership theory.   

Since the late 1980’s, some scholars have used a feminist lens to examine gender 

issues in educational administration; however, these studies often compared women and 

men’s leadership approaches, brought structural constraints to light, or, coming from a 

liberal feminist paradigm, attended to the ways in which more women could enter the 

field.  Barriers exist that prevent women from equal representation in the educational 

administrative field—wage gap, placeboundness, and power imbalances at the 

intersection of race and gender to name a few.  Within this gap, however, lies the 

possibility for women to act, intervene, and rework the existing structure of 

androcentricity towards a more inclusive and egalitarian work environment.    Women are 

not equally represented in formal leadership positions in proportion to their numbers in 

teaching or in proportion to those who aspire6 to leadership positions (Anastasiou & 

Papkonstantinou, 2011; Chase & Bell, 1990; Shakeshaft, Brown, Irby, Grogan, & 

Ballenger, 2007).  In other words, women are disproportionately underrepresented in 

formal educational leadership positions despite their dominant representation in the 

teaching profession (the pool from which the top leadership positions are drawn from).  

Even more disparaging are the small numbers represented for minority populations 

                                                 
6 I refer to aspiring women leaders as those who are trained and certified. 
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(Mendez-Morse, 2004; Ortiz, 2000, 2001).  The exact numbers of minority women in top 

leadership positions (such as the superintendency) are difficult to determine because data 

collected are often categorized by gender or ethnicity, but not by both (Shakeshaft, 

Brown, Irby, Grogan, & Ballenger, 2007).  Studies have focused on how women 

superintendents are perceived, compared, and supported by those that hire them (Chase & 

Bell, 1990), gender relations involving women administrators and male dominance 

(Grogan, 2000), and gender inequities produced in leadership positions via the selection 

process (Anastasiou & Papkonstantinou, 2011) without addressing important concepts 

such as agency, identity, and subjectivity of the women targeted in the studies.   

Agency is an important concept for individuals in the field of educational 

leadership, especially women, since it is an account of the leader’s capacity for individual 

choice and action.  Although rarely explicitly studied as a variable, agency is often the 

underlying concept of research examining successful school leadership7.  Yet, there are 

several conceptualizations of agency and how it is enacted in the world.  In this article, I 

draw on posthumanist and new materialist theoretical underpinnings to argue that women 

educational leaders can enact iterative changes (both discursively and intra-actively) to 

change the particular practices that constrain their progress towards reaching their career 

aspirations.  I take up the challenge presented by Diana Coole and Samantha Frost (2010) 

to consider materiality in ordinary experiences and to “acknowledge the primacy of 

matter in our theories” (p. 1). 

Feminist theory and literature are guided by the assumption there is agency 

behind deeds.  Butler (1994) suggests that “agency belongs to a way of thinking about 

                                                 
7 For examples of such studies, see the International Successful School Principal Project started 
by Christopher Day; e.g., Gu & Johansson (2012). Sustaining school performance: School 
contexts matter, International Journal of Leadership in Education: Theory and Practice. 
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persons as instrumental actors who confront an external political field.  But if we agree 

that politics and power exist already at the level at which the subject and its agency are 

articulated and made possible, then agency can be presumed only at the cost of refusing 

to inquire into its constitution” (p. 46; original emphasis).  Without a subject, there is no 

way to combat imbalanced relations within our society.  Since the majority of scholarship 

on women’s educational leadership lacks this focus on subjectivity, identity formation, 

and agency, my work here helps to fill this gap and offers a way to combat the gender 

inequities found in educational administration.  

While earlier feminist work on agency has focused on poststructural 

discursive/symbolic frameworks, there has been a shift away from understanding agency 

through resistance to norms, to focus on more varied accounts of agency that are 

productive and account for material8 forces (Barad, 2003; McNay, 2000; Pickering, 

1993).  If we think of agency as something that is not possessed within a person, but is a 

relation between humans and nonhumans, then we can conceptualize agency as working 

at every level of social relation, including those that are resistant and productive.  

Educational leadership literature, which tend to draw on structural-resistant conceptions 

of agency, could benefit from these posthumanist/new materialist accounts of agency. 

Empirical research regarding the agency of Latina aspiring educational leaders is 

limited and tends to focus on subordination/domination and male/female dichotomies 

(e.g., Mendez-Morse, 2000, 2004; Ortiz 2000, 2001).  My study instead seeks to 

understand how Latinas have acted autonomously within heteropatriarchal structural 

constraints and also how agency is leveraged through discourse, performance, and 

                                                 
8 The material is what we experience in the world.  Materialism holds that what exists depends on 
matter and that the material precedes knowing (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012). 
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materiality.  I do not make the grandiose claim that women’s issues can be overcome 

with a reformulated account of agency, rather that their actions for change can be 

understood through several models of agency, namely those proposed by Donna 

Haraway, Judith Butler, Karen Barad, and Andrew Pickering.  This is not to deny my 

participants actions could be understood through other agential frameworks, but is to 

suggest that a complex/varied account of agency is required to explain how these women 

interpret their actions, struggles, and understanding of culture and resources.  This article 

will first present a definition of feminism followed by a review of the theories of agency, 

starting with humanist accounts and progressing through paradigmatic shifts to 

posthumanist understandings of agency.  This will be followed by my research methods 

and design, which drew on postqualitative metods.  Next, I review the findings of my 

study, exploring the various forms of agency the women drew on as they worked toward 

their career goals.  In the fifth section that follows, I discuss the implications of the 

findings.  Finally, I make concluding remarks where I explore the theoretical and 

research implications, the ways this study extends our understanding of agency, and the 

possibilities for future research.   

Definition of Feminism 

Feminism is an often disputed term, with many articulations and definitions.  

According to bell hooks (2013), “a central problem within feminist discourse has been 

our inability to either arrive at a consensus of opinion about what feminism is or accept 

definition(s) that could serve as points of unification” (p. 340).  According to Merriam-

Webster (2016), feminism is simply defined as “the belief that men and women should 
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have equal rights and opportunities” or “organized activity in support of women’s rights 

and interests.”  Estelle Freedman (2007) provides a more nuanced definition:  

Feminism is a belief that although women and men are inherently of equal worth, 

most societies privilege men as a group. As a result, social movements are 

necessary to achieve political equality between women and men, with the 

understanding that gender always intersects with other social hierarchies. 

In other words, there are many definitions of feminism and each has its own agenda.  

Within feminism lies a multitude of manifestations with their own itineraries.  

Poststructural feminism, for example, has its own political agenda—to interrogate 

humanism for its enabling conditions, to question authority, and transform possibilities 

(St. Pierre, 2000).  Patti Lather (1991), interpreting Newton and Rosenfelt (1985), 

defined material feminism as: 

The social and economic circumstances of people’s lives are central to an 

understanding of culture; intellectual work is both product of and intervention in 

particular moments of history; the social construction of gender, class, race, and 

sexual identity arises out of power relations that change with social and economic 

conditions, conditions that are simultaneously cause and effect of ideological 

relations. (p. 166-167) 

These are just a few definitions, and there are many more: first-wave feminism, second-

wave feminism, third-wave feminism, third world feminism, FemCrit, third world 

feminism, postmodern feminism, posthuman feminism, and so on.  An important aspect 

of feminism that I incorporate in my definition of feminism is the eradication of race, 

class, and sex-based oppression.  Feminism that aims to eradicate “the cultural basis of 
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group oppression” (hooks, 2013, p. 342) incorporates race, class, and sex-based 

oppression within its definition.   

Notions of intersectionality focus on the complexity of relationships between and 

among stigmatized social group categories, structural locations, or identities9.  Many 

problems arise when trying to accurately portray a marginalized social group’s history 

because they are often overlooked or omitted (Scott, 1991).  Attention must be drawn to 

these complex relationships in order to uncover previously ignored identities.  Some 

groups that have traditionally been grouped together actually experience deep historical 

structural divides (The Combahee River Collective, 2000).  Scott (1991) argued that a 

group’s history is, or should be, written from different standpoints or perspectives—none 

of which are considered a complete picture of “the truth,” which is, itself, multiple, 

contingent, and partial.  Intersectionality invites researchers, philosophers, and academics 

to consider the various standpoints and individual experiences narrated by marginalized 

social groups.  Additionally, academics from marginalized populations can tap in to their 

own perspectives and analyze the world from their distinct standpoints of race, class, and 

gender (Hill Collins, 1986). 

According to Leslie McCall (2005), intersectionality encompasses “relationships 

among multiple dimensions and modalities of social relations and subject formations” (p. 

1772).  Social group categories or identities allow for researchers to investigate perceived 

inequalities.  Intersectionality allows the researcher to analyze social injustices from 

multiple forms of disadvantaged sub-populations that are often stigmatized.  However, 

Yuval-Davis (2006) cautions comparing social identities as equal categories, instead 

arguing that “each social division has a different ontological basis, which is irreducible to 

                                                 
9 For more information on identity, see Owens, Robinson, and Smith-Loven, 2010. 
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other social divisions” (p.195).  For example, the Combahee River Collective (2000), a 

political activist group committed to the struggle against racial, sexual, heterosexual, and 

class oppression, argued that they require their own feminist intersection because the 

white women’s movement ignores issues of race, color, culture, and Black history. 

Alternatively, some scholars view the stigmatized social group categories as 

misleading constructs that do not address the diverse experience of the studied 

individuals, or perceive the fragmentation and disconnection of each identity group 

weakening the fight against hegemonic practices as they vie for their own movement 

(e.g., McCall, 2005; Werbner, 2013).   Similarly, others critique intersectionality on the 

grounds that it stresses negative identities that are subject to discrimination and power 

imbalance rather than positive attributes that “valorized multiple ethnic and diasporic 

identities” (Werbner, 2013, p. 402), arguing that the negative focus of intersectionality 

reifies dominant hegemonic social contexts.   Despite the focus on negative constructs, 

critics recognize intersectionality allows for transversal politics and seeks to explain 

inequity and discrimination (see Yuval-Davis, 1999 and Werbner, 2013).  Transversal 

politics is based on the work of Donna Haraway (1988) and recognizes that individuals 

perceive the world from different, but also unequal, positions.  It rejects the notion that 

there is one universal standpoint in lieu of an “earth-wide network of connections, 

including the ability partially to translate knowledges among very different—and power-

differentiated—communities” (Haraway, 1988, p. 580).   

Intersectionality was theorized by Crenshaw (2013) (Cho, 2013), and initially was 

a deliberate intervention by Black feminists.  The concept of intersectionality arose after 

postmodern feminists, poststructural feminists, and feminists of color insisted on the 
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heterogeneity of the category of woman and the necessity to integrate racial issues into 

feminist theory and practice.  Patricia Hill Collins (1986) was one such scholar who 

argued marginalized individuals can benefit from what she coined the “outsider within” 

(p. S14), a standpoint for Afro-American women.  This particular standpoint could enrich 

normative sociological discourse and reveal omitted or overlooked realities that are 

hidden by more traditional approaches.  Some scholars, such as McCall (2005), have 

described methodological approaches that include standpoint epistemology.   

In her essay, The Complexity of Intersectionality, McCall delineates three 

methodological approaches to the study of intersecting identities or social categories: 

anticategorical complexity, intercategorical complexity, and intracategorical complexity.  

Intracategorical complexity laid the foundation for intersectionality and, if conceptualized 

on a continuum, is situated between anticategorical complexity (e.g., the rejection of 

categories) and intercategorical complexity (e.g., the strategic use of categories).   

Although McCall (2005) advocates for the intercategorical approach to intersectionality 

methodology, she eloquently describes the anticategorical complexity that stands opposed 

to intercategorical complexity: 

The primary philosophical consequence of [an anticategorical approach] 

has been to render the use of categories suspect because they have no 

foundation in reality: language (in the broader social or discursive sense) 

creates categorical reality rather than the other way around.  The 

methodological consequence is to render suspect both the process of 

categorization itself and any research that is based on categorization, 
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because it inevitably leads to demarcation, and demarcation to exclusion, 

and exclusion to inequality.  (p. 1777) 

In other words, anticategorical complexity deconstructs the contested categories due to 

the intricacy of social life.  This had important ramifications for the gay community as 

the bifurcation of gay/straight quickly gave way to the idea of LGBTQ individuals.  The 

preferred approach, intercategorical complexity (also referred to as the categorical 

approach), adopts categories on the interim in an effort to analyze social inequity and 

injustice between groups.  One example of scholarly intercategorical complexity is queer 

of color analysis described by Ferguson (2004).  Queer of color analysis analyzes social 

formations using the intersections of gender, sexuality, race, and class to reject and 

deconstruct the heteronormative canon.  Ferguson, like McCall, distinctly views 

intersectionality as a process that allows the creation of a new space that has historically 

been ignored through oppression and cultural norms.   

Intellectuals, researchers, and academics have used intersectionality to interrogate 

the complexities of social categories and identities.  Intersectionality allows historically 

oppressed and marginalized groups to voice their standpoint and enrich the traditionally 

heteronormative canonical understanding of history.  Traditionally, historical studies 

have produced an idealized subject that presumes a heterosexual and phallocentric ideal.  

This accounts for the silencing of marginalized populations who are defined by the 

intersections of race, culture, sex, gender, and color.  Intersectionality allows academics 

and other intellectuals to reconceive social relations and identities in terms of the 

complexities of race, gender, sexuality, and class. 
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Views of Agency 

Immanuel Kant (1997), known for his work on ethics, believed that all rational 

beings were autonomous and think of themselves as having free will, which is governed 

by the Categorical Imperative (or a standard of rationality).  Kant’s work involves 

universalities of right and wrong, with little room for the complexities of human social 

and structural interaction.  This is not to say that Kant does not offer a theory of agency, 

but it tends to provide a severe concept of morality in a universalizing manner which 

essentializes the human experience.  Descarte, also hailing a humanist perspective, 

attempted to set up systems of truth that often relied on dualisms (Jackson & Mazzei, 

2012)—such as mind/matter or subject/object—often referred to as the Cartesian cut.  

“Cartesian matter is as intrinsically empty of metaphysical purposes or ends as it is 

devoid of animistic or human spirit” (Coole, 2010).  Kant and other humanist accounts of 

agency, assert that thought and reason are centered in and determined by humans 

(Jackson & Mazzei, 2012).  In other words, agency is something that is possessed by 

humans and is the ability of a human to act on or in the world.  A person with agency, 

then, is a voluntary actor and makes choices on their own free will.  Marx and Weber 

viewed human agency in positive terms of the interests of individuals and groups, while 

Durkheim held a more negative view in terms of constraints on human action (Pickering, 

1993).  Recently, feminists and social theorists have critiqued and expanded our 

understanding of agency; feminists believing that gender is a major factor in social 

construction (Hekman, 2010). Poststructural and posthumanist ontological theories 

emphasize the complexity and entanglement of human agency, practice, discourse, and 

materials.  From a poststructuralist paradigm, agency “seems to lie in the subject’s ability 
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to decode and recode its identity within discursive formations and cultural practices” (St. 

Pierre, 2000, p. 504).  From a posthumanist paradigm, agency is distributed between 

human and nonhuman agents.  In other words, agency is an enactment, rather than 

something that someone possesses.  In the paragraphs that follow, I explore several 

accounts of poststructural and posthumanist conceptualizations of agency. 

Susan Hekman (2010) traces the new materialist turn back to two theorists: Donna 

Haraway and Bruno Latour.  Donna Haraway (1985, 1991) has provided a bridge from 

old to new feminist and critical theories of science that retains a connection to the real.  

She critiqued social sciences for relying too heavily on social constructionism (Haraway, 

1988) and argued for accounts of science that consider both historical knowledge and the 

real world (Haraway, 1991).  As a result, her work laid the basis for a new generation of 

feminists who privilege the ontological over the epistemological—a move away from 

social constructionism that valued the production of knowledge from solely discursive 

perspectives.  From an epistemological standpoint, representation is either objective or 

subjective, which makes it impossible to get away from dichotomies (Hekman, 2010).  

Latour’s work critiqued the linguistic turn for privileging the discursive over the material 

(Hekman, 2010).  The work of Karen Barad, Rosi Braidotti, and other posthumanists/new 

materialists, have been at the forefront of defining new approaches for feminist theory by 

examining the entanglement of humans with other bodies and materials that produce 

subjectivities and performative enactments, but would not have been possible without the 

influence of Haraway’s and Latour’s seminal work. 

New materialism emphasizes the connection between matter and the human while 

ontologically reorienting towards developments in the natural sciences, ethical and 
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political concerns, and the political economy (Coole & Frost, 2010).  New materialists 

provide an alternative account of the Cartesian-Newtonian understanding of matter (i.e., 

inert corporeal substance), rather they describe “active processes of materialization of 

which embodied humans are an integral part, rather than the monotonous repetitions of 

dead matter from which human subjects are apart” (Coole & Frost, 2010, p. 8).  In other 

words, new materialism seeks new concepts that affirm the vitality within matter.  New 

Materialism avoids dichotomies and explores alternative ontologies that reimagine 

notiomns of agency, change, time, and space.  New materialists  

are rediscovering a materiality that materializes, evincing immanent 

modes of self-transformation that compel us to think of causation in far 

more complex terms; to recognize that phenomena are caught in a 

multitude of interlocking systems and forces and to consider anew the 

location and nature of capacities for agency. (Coole & Frost, 2010, p. 9) 

Critical new materialism can be useful when analyzing the bureaucratic school 

environment.  For example, Weberian insights could be used to examine how 

deeply the school governance controls the ordinary lives of educators and 

students, and describe how power develops and manages embodied subjectivities.  

Further, new materialism’s focus on biopolitics, geopolitics, and political 

economy offer educational scholars a way to examine the effects of globalization 

on minority educational leaders, the distribution of unequal life chances for 

students and educators, and the effect of power in the everyday lives of minorities 

that work in or are educated in schools. 
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This renewed interest in materiality is not intended to discount the 

ongoing feminist materialist work of scholars such as Jill Koyama and Hervé 

Varenne (who draw on actor-network theory), Monica Casper (who draws on 

materialist concepts in her work on reproductive health and politics), and many 

others who have historically valued the materiality within their studies.  Rather, 

new materialism attempts to get away from dualist structures, such as the failed 

attempt by Judith Butler to address matter in Bodies that Matter, by way of 

rhizomatic theoretical exploration. 

Returning to Haraway’s (1985) work, the cyborg is a metaphor that can help us 

understand agency and contradiction in relation to complex or fractured identities often 

seen at the intersections of gender, race, class, and ethnicity.  In A Manifesto for Cyborgs, 

Haraway (1985) criticizes traditional feminism using the cyborg as a metaphor to 

dismantle dichotomies, such as discourse/reality.  Haraway urges feminists to move 

beyond identity politics, Humanism, and other essentializing categories.  Haraway’s 

cyborg breaks away from patriarchy and Oedipal narratives.  The cyborg is without fear 

of a “joint kinship with animals and machine” (Haraway, 1985, p. 13).  They are 

“creatures of mixity or vectors of posthuman relationality” (Braidotti, 2013, p. 73).  

Haraway’s cyborg can be understood as a conglomeration of lived experiences and 

various identities.  The cyborg allows us to have a “we” that is not a constraint, but a 

release from constraints by troubling dualisms that have long plagued our patriarchical 

and bureaucratic systems.  Braidotti (2013) argued “cyborgs are the dominant social and 

cultural formations that are active throughout the social fabric, with many economic and 

political implications” (p. 90).  The cyborg allows women administrators to have multiple 
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and sometimes conflicting roles, but still maintain their agency within the educational 

institution to enact change within a political arena.  The concept of the cyborg frees the 

non-normative wo/man from their constraints and opens up the possibility for action 

without the need to deny their authenticity, individuality, or intersection.   

Yet, Haraway’s cyborg metaphor falls short of describing how agency works and 

where it is located (e.g., inside the subject, outside the subject).  Butler’s and Barad’s 

concepts explore the notion of how agency works and where it can be “found.”  

According to Butler, agency lies within performative discursive practices, also known as 

discursive agency.  Butler (1997) argued language “that is compelled to repeat what it 

seeks to constrain invariably reproduces and restages the very speech that it seeks to shut 

down” (p. 129).  Discursive agency occurs when the semiotics behind discourse/language 

are reworked to contest power imbalances and social inequities.  Using this particular 

conception of agency can be important to women educational leaders as it implies that 

power relations are constructed and reconstructed through language and discursive 

agency, giving women leaders an opportunity to rework any power imbalances using 

discourse.  Butler’s earlier work is often critiqued by new materialists for privileging the 

linguistic over the material, although she tries to address materiality in Undoing Gender 

(2004) where she argues that our bodies are constituted in the public sphere:  

The body implies mortality, vulnerability, agency: the skin and the flesh 

expose us to the gaze of others but also to touch and to violence. The body 

can be the agency and instrument of all these as well, or the site where 

“doing” and “being done to” become equivocal. (p.21)  
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Butler starts to lean toward an conceptualization of agency that takes into account the 

materiality of our bodies that she argues are not wholly our own since they are 

constructed in a public sphere.  Barad (2003), on the other hand, argued for a fuller 

understanding (an entanglement) of power that accounts for the material understandings 

of the world.   

Barad’s (2003) posthumanist account of performativity builds on the work of 

Haraway, Butler, and others to account for the agency of humans and non-humans, a term 

she coined as agential realism.  Barad critiqued the work of Butler for passifying the role 

of matter as a product of discursive practices. According to Barad, agential realism 

ascribes agency to humans and matter and allows us to examine the intersections of what 

is considered real and socially constructed.  To Barad (2003), matter “is substance in its 

interactive becoming—not a thing, but a doing, a congealing of agency” (p. 822).  Intra-

action, a term coined by Barad to elaborate the performativity of matter in the world, 

refers to the ways in which discourse and matter produce knowledge.  For Barad, objects 

emerge in the world through particular intra-actions.  Barad (2003) explains: 

The notion of intra-action (in contrast to the usual “interaction,” which 

presumes the prior existence of independent entities/relata) represents a 

profound conceptual shift. It is through specific agential intra-actions that 

the boundaries and properties of the “components” of phenomena become 

determinate and that particular embodied concepts become meaningful. A 

specific intra-action (involving a specific material configuration of the 

“apparatus of observation”) enacts an agential cut (in contrast to the 

Cartesian cut—an inherent distinction—between subject and object) 
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effecting a separation between “subject” and “object.” That is, the agential 

cut enacts a local resolution within the phenomenon of the inherent 

ontological indeterminacy. (p. 815) 

In other words, relata (or preexisting antecedents of relations) emerge through particular 

intra-actions.  Barad’s work decenters the discursive in the postmodern without centering 

the material (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012).  Agential realism is key to understanding intra-

action—that the forces at work produce bodies that are social and sometimes nonhuman.  

Thus, in my study, I explore how my participants are produced differently through their 

inter-actions with office space, the school campus, other bodies, furniture, and office 

décor.  In other words, in this article, I examine how aspiring Latina administrators are 

entangled with the material world. 

Barad describes actions and forces between phenomena, and the constitution of 

boundaries through material-discursive practices, as agency.  “Agency is not an attribute 

but the ongoing reconfigurings of the world” (Barad, 2003, p. 818).  In other words, 

posthumanism asserts that agency is not something possessed by a human.  Rather, 

agency is found within the relationship between two things.  Similarly, Butler (1997) 

argued that agency does not belong to the person, nor is it inherent to their being.  

Agency is “an effect of power, it is constrained but not determined in advance” (Butler, 

1997, p. 139).  Butler’s account of agency differs from posthumanist accounts in that 

agency is found within iterative discursive acts.  Whereas the ongoing intra-activity 

described by Barad enables a future with many possibilities for agency even when faced 

with normative forces that may be viewed as foreclosing on such futures.  For example, 

in my study I found that the intra-actions in an ongoing production between office space 
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and human (in this case, I refer to Carla, an assistant principal who aspires to become a 

principal) simultaneously and continuously produced who Carla was and who she was 

becoming within her district.  This production would appear differently had she accepted 

a job in another district that may have prevented her from decorating her office in a 

certain way or intra-acting with other humans and materials in certain manners.  Various 

districts also have different historical backgrounds, which may impact the ways in which 

Carla was able to produce herself as a leader.  Unlike Butler, who views agency only 

within the confines of performative or iterative discourse, Barad provides a robust 

account of material-discursive practices of agency. New materialists such as Barad 

challenge us to think of how our intra-actions with the material world produce 

subjectivities and performative enactments (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012).  Ontologically 

speaking, Barad enables us to imagine how discourses materialize. 

Similar to Barad (2003), Pickering (1993) concerned himself with the 

entanglement of human and non-human interaction and agency, a term he called the 

mangle.  Pickering built on the work of Latour (1993, 1999) who emphasized the loss of 

reality in the linguistic turn.  Latour believed the modernist settlement rendered the 

separation of science and politics in rhetoric, but not in practice.  As such, he argued for 

the use of hybrids and went so far as to grant them agency (Latour, 1993).  Latour 

attempted to outline how we move away from a modernist settlement.  In his subsequent 

work, Latour (1999) proposed the term collective, which refers to the associations of 

humans and nonhumans, in an attempt to dismantle the nature/culture dichotomy.  

“Collectives are assemblages of humans and nonhumans, nature and culture, science and 

politics, and all the elements of the mix act in conjunction with all the other elements” 
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(Hekman, 2010, p. 51).  Latour believed that both humans and nonhumans acted in the 

world and that the separation of nature and culture was impossible.  Herein lies the value 

of the collective.  “While a division between nature and society renders invisible the 

political process by which the cosmos is collected in one livable whole, the word 

‘collective’ makes this process central.  It’s slogan could be ‘no reality without 

representation’” (Latour, 1999, p. 304).  Hekman (2010), however, critiqued Latour for 

his lack of a clear description in outlining the new settlement in his book, Pandora’s 

Hope (1999).  Latour’s defensive arguments clouded his ability to define the new 

settlement clearly.  Hekman noted that Andrew Pickering’s work on the mangle captures 

the essential features of Latour’s new settlement with a clear and compelling approach in 

defining the concept.   

Building on the work of Latour, Pickering’s mangle locates agency within the 

non-human as well as the human.  The mangle is a useful tool for analysis, particularly as 

it helps to decenter the human actor and locate agency within the material.  Interpreting 

Pickering, Hekman (2010) stated the world is “filled with agency; it is continually doing 

things that bear on us not as observational statements on disembodied intellects but as 

forces upon material beings” (p. 22).  Human and material agency, according to Pickering 

(1993), are temporally emergent and “constitutively enmeshed in practice by means of a 

dialectic of resistance and accommodation” (p. 567).  In other words, the mangle refers to 

the dialectic and the evolving human and material agencies engaged in resistance and 

accommodation.  Put another way, Pickering’s mangle of practice is the dialectic of 

resistance and accommodation that shifts individuals through the space of everything that 

is potential.  “The mangle is particularly useful in examining the situation of women in 
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the modern world” (Hekman, 2010, p. 27).  The mangle is useful for many reasons.  Not 

only does it seek to correct the assumption that discourse is constitutive, it also 

deconstructs the human/nonhuman dichotomy.  The mangle provides agency to the 

nonhuman and offers an explanation of how this happens.  The mangle also 

acknowledges that science and politics are intertwined.  Finally, the mangle is useful for 

the way it incorporates and produces diversity by mixing up elements and blurring 

boundaries.  The mangle provides us with a more accurate conception of our everyday 

experiences with and within the world.  According to Hekman (2010), the mangle has a 

broad application that is very useful when examining the lives of women who “have 

bodies, and most significantly, they have bodies that reproduce.  The linguistic, social, 

political, and biological are inseparable in the constitution of women in modernity” (p. 

64).  The mangle allows us to analyze women using more than just language and 

discourse.   

Research Methods and Design 

This is a posthumanist study designed to examine the concept of agency as it 

pertains to discursive, performative, and material practices of six Latina aspiring 

educational leaders.  Post-qualitative research seeks to encounter something new using 

research practices that differ from “methodical rule-following” (p. 680), and that do not 

force a moral framework (Davies, et al., 2013).  I move away from qualitative research so 

that I can think of data intra-actively.  “Researcher, notes and instruments-all intra-act: all 

are data and data and researcher emerge differently through the intra-action with the 

apparatus that is research” (Phillips & Larson, 2013, p. 728).  Using postqualitative 

methods allows me to think with my theorists (e.g., Pickering, Barad, Hekman, Coole & 
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Frost, etc.) to disrupt how I, as a researcher, think about my data.  As such, this becomes 

a transformative process where my participants and me emerge changed.  This is not to 

discount the usefulness of qualitative methods, rather it is to recognize the how I am 

incorporated within the assemblage of my research and to pay homage to my intra-action 

with the data, theory, and my participants   

Working within and on the margins of the reflexive turn allows me to think 

differently and redefine objects as networks rather than single sites (Barad, 2007).  These 

particular women were chosen because they are aspiring toward administrative positions 

located in a hierarchal institutional structure above their current position.  The Latinas in 

this study, therefore, are acting upon the world in a way that requires a certain amount of 

agency that can be levied against heteropatriarchal structural constraints that lead to 

gender and racial inequities in leadership positions.  Since the narratives involve 

contextually sensitive data concerning individual perspectives about aspiring educational 

leadership, case studies were appropriate.  My aim is to explore the complex interactions 

of human and material agency, and the effects of the interactions on the lives of my 

participants while simultaneously rejecting an interpretivist stance.  Specifically, I ask the 

following research questions:  1) In what ways do aspiring Latina educational leaders 

narrate their agential experiences and perspectives?  2) How, if at all, do the leaders’ 

narratives reflect one or more of the theoretical perspectives on agency?  3) How, if at all, 

do the leaders’ agential experiences affect their work and future career goals? 

Participants and Sampling Procedures 

A purposeful sampling strategy was used in this study to answer relevant 

questions and provide information about the goals of the study that cannot be gleaned 
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from other sources (Maxwell, 2013).  The study focused on the experiences of six Latina 

women who consider themselves aspiring educational leaders (see Table 1).  All names of 

people and places have been changed to protect their identity.  These six women were 

chosen because they are within similar administrative levels, aspire to advance their 

careers, were within the geographic constraints of the study, and spanned the kindergarten 

through twelfth grade.  Additionally, the six women represented four different districts 

within the Southwestern border context.  Three districts obtained a letter grade of B from 

the Arizona Department of Education, and one obtained a letter grade of C (School 

Districts-Reports and Publications, 2014). 

Data Sources 

Data collection methods include multiple semi-interviews (lasting approximately 

one hour each), field notes, observations, as well as a review of archival documents to 

triangulate information gathered in the interviews and to provide a rich understanding of 

the contexts for each participant.  In total, I conducted 11 interviews, as one participant 

(Ericka) became elusive after the first interview, but did not wish to withdraw from the 

study.  Ericka was reserved during the recorded portion of her interview and opened up 

substantially after the recording stopped.  She agreed to let me write about her 

experiences, but my attempts to schedule a second interview with her failed.  The six 

participants were recruited by asking educators in an Educational Leadership program if 

they would refer individuals who met the criteria to participate in this study (e.g., 

identified as an aspiring educational leader as well as Latina).   



134 

 

Data Analysis 

This study involved data that were highly contextual to the lived experience of 

each woman interviewed in this study.  I followed a posthumanist alternative to 

traditional interpretive coding that offers a new way to read my data that decenters the 

human and incorporates agentic features of non-human elements (Jackson, 2013; Jackson 

& Mazzei, 2012).  A posthumanist data analysis will suppress an essentialist practice of 

sorting, grouping, and coding data based on patterns in favor of theories that emphasize 

the complexity of human and non-human interaction.  Similar to the work of Jackson and 

Mazzei (2012), I was drawn to the voices that “produced multiplicities and excesses of 

meaning and subjectivities” (p. 3), even though their stories may be partial, incomplete, 

and retold through their perspectives.  In order to avoid the normalizing practice of 

coding and theme-building, I chose stories that explored the difference within the 

category (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012).  The “I” of the mangle, according to Susan Hekman 

(2010), is “composed of multiple elements…[that encompass] a body that is sexed, raced, 

a body that is located at a particular place in the social hierarchy, and a body that has had 

a range of experiences” (p. 7).  In other words, I chose those narratives that demonstrated 

the complexities and multiplicities of agency within my participant group.   

Following Jackson (2013) and Jackson and Mazzei (2012) I read the interview 

transcripts several times, keeping in mind the theoretical concepts that initiated the study, 

and allowing theoretical concepts from theorists to rhizomatically emerge, a method 

known as plugging in.  Plugging in represents “how certain connectivities emerged in 

between data and theory” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012, p. 2).  According to Jackson and 

Mazzei (2012), plugging in consists of three moves: 1) disrupting and decentering the 
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theory/practice binary by showing how they make one another; 2) allowing analytical 

questions to emerge; and 3) showing the “suppleness of both theory and data when 

plugged in” (p. 9). 

I then move in to “the threshold” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012) to make sense of 

what emerged during the plugging in process.  In this stage, I use theory and data to 

exhaustively push the research and think about knowledge differently.  Theorists and 

concepts were chosen that would help me push the boundaries of how the data were 

examined.  Running the same data through the different theoretical concepts expanded 

and distorted how the data was previously understood.   

Finally, in “folding and flattening” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012), the data, theory, 

and myself are folded (Coole, 2010; Deleuze & Strauss, 1991) in on each other within the 

threshold phase, which creates new knowledge and understanding that is in constant flux.  

Interpreting Deleuze (1991), the fold affects all manner of material and brings new forms 

of expression in to being.  The fold, in other words, is a metaphor for the relation that 

someone has with themselves.  Deleuze (1991) likened the fold to a labyrinth or origami 

that “do not separate into parts of parts, but rather divide infinitely into smaller folds and 

that always retain a certain cohesion” (1991, p. 231).  According to Coole (2010), the fold 

helps us to rethink agency “not as an essential characteristic of the rational subject, a 

deity or some vital force, but as those contingent capacities for reflexivity, creative 

disclosure, and transformation that emerge hazardously within the folds and reversals of 

material/meaningful flesh” (p. 113).  It is a production of subjectivity for both human and 

non-human forms.  Folding, then, allows me to think differently about the data, and how 

the data has influenced my thinking through the theories.  A flattening of the binaries 
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occurs as I am continually questioning the methods and practices made available to me 

and confronted with new knowledge.  Folding and flattening rejects an interpretivist 

stance, acknowledges that I, my participants, and the theorists have inserted themselves 

in this assemblage, and pushes the boundaries of conventional methods of qualitative data 

analysis (i.e., coding) in favor of posthumanist data analysis.   

Findings 

Findings suggest that these women draw on various forms of agency as they work 

toward their career goals.  The participants leveraged human and material agency in order 

to create their leadership identities and move towards administrative positions within 

their respective school settings.  Below, I provide a description of how the women from 

my study leverage the entanglement of human and nonhuman agency within their 

respective settings. 

The Mangle of office space.  Carla, a middle school assistant principal with seven 

years of administrative experience, is a fluent Spanish speaker who values and celebrates 

cultural diversity within her school setting.  Carla works in a school that serves 

kindergarten through eighth grades with a primarily (51%) Hispanic population.  Both 

her father and sister work as administrators in a neighboring school district, and have 

served as mentors throughout her career.  When describing her leadership style, Carla 

reported that she would “definitely call it situational leadership/servant leadership 

because we’re always here to serve people.”  Carla, often in charge of discipline for the 

middle school students, extended her explanation with an example: 

In terms of situational leadership, you see what’s going on around you, 

and you base it, you know, how am I going to approach—handle this?  If I 
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see a student coming in to my office, am I going to be more direct?  Am I 

going to be more coaching this person? 

Carla’s office plays a role in her interactions with students as the site of where her 

leadership is wielded/negotiated/constructed and the place where she works through the 

options that are available to her.  Carla approached her praxis using elements of what she 

understood to be culturally sensitive leadership practices, as well as the materials of her 

office.   

Carla’s office produced a particular discourse supporting her cultural identity as a 

Latina.  For example, her office was decorated with Dia de los Muertos figures, pictures 

of her family in Mexican-style picture frames, brightly colored vases filled with paper 

flowers, and other cultural icons.  While most of the front office was painted white, Carla 

had painted her office walls bright colors.   

Carla’s office furniture was also arranged to produce a certain discourse of 

equality, openness, and a friendly way of being.  Her desk was located in the back of the 

space, which could have been used to separate her from people she needed to speak with.  

The separation between Carla (at/behind a desk, a symbol of professionalism and power) 

and the person she is speaking to (sitting in a place of subordination) would constitute an 

imbalance of power.  Yet, Carla’s office is also adorned with a table in front of her desk 

where she can meet with people on equal grounds.  Even though she may be the person 

responsible for leading the meeting, she situates herself and others so that they emerge as 

equals in that time and space.   
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Similarly, in my interview with Jasmine, a second year elementary school 

principal, the office space worked to communicate identity and relationship between me 

and my interviewee.  The following data is taken from field notes: 

We both smile and say hello and she invites me back to her office.  Once in the 

office, Jasmine asks me about work and school.  We talk about some projects 

each of us is working on.  She is moving comfortably around in her chair, behind 

her desk.  Sometimes leaning forward and other times leaning back in to her chair. 

Jasmine’s office space does not allow an extra table where she can meet with people on 

equal grounds, like Carla’s office space.  Jasmine is located at/behind the desk, which 

places me in the position of subordination.  Jasmine uses her body, movement, and the 

chair to situate herself with me as an equal in that time and space.  Jasmine leaning back 

and forth in her chair signals relative informality and a more deferential relationship.  

Agency is simultaneously produced by the materials in her office, her material body, and 

the discourse we have engaged in.  Jasmine is attempting to build an identity that conveys 

herself as friendly, or friend, rather than researcher/researched by engaging in everyday 

language, quotidian interests, and leveraging her body’s movements in the office chair.  

In other words, Jasmine is working with her office space to accomplish a goal (i.e., 

minimizing power imbalances) in this time and space.   

Returning to Carla’s quote above, she may use her office space to help her 

accomplish a variety of goals or actions.  Thinking with Barad and Pickering, I look for 

ways that agency is simultaneously produced by materials and discourse.  Carla would be 

able to situate herself behind or at the desk, producing a sense of power and authority, if 

she needed to be more direct with the student.  Conversely, she can work with her office 
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to create an environment of equality, one where the student would feel more comfortable, 

and would allow Carla to coach, rather than discipline, the student.  What does her 

positioning say about her encounter with the student?  In what ways does this positioning 

shape her as a Latina, a woman, and a leader?   

As Pickering explained, “We can take material agency as seriously as traditional 

sociology has taken human agency, but we can also note that the form is temporally 

emergent in practice” (Pickering, 1993, p. 564).  Both human and non-human agency are 

temporally emergent.  In other words, Carla’s human agency is entangled with the 

material agency of her office space and furniture.  Put another way, Carla’s leadership 

style and identity “temporally emerged” through the material forces of her office, as well 

as what she understands to be good leadership skills.   

Temporal emergence, however, is only one aspect of Pickering’s theory.  The 

mangle of practice also involves a “dialectic of resistance and accommodation” 

(Pickering, 1993, p. 569) that shifts Carla through all the possible arrangements available 

to her.  Carla’s office can be a space where she encounters resistance, or a “block on the 

path to some goal” (Pickering, 1993, p. 569):  

For example, the situation with my custodian, the lead custodian…I know 

we had this issue that came up…And later that day he came in to my 

office and he was very, very angry.  I could tell he was on the defensive of 

it.  And I just said, ‘Okay, we move on.  Not a big deal.’  I could have 

been very direct and said, ‘No, you messed up.  You need to fix it.’  But 

it’s all about analyzing what’s going on around you and moving on from 

there. 
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Resistances “exist on the boundaries, at the point of intersection, of the realms of human 

and nonhuman agency” (Pickering, 1993, p. 577).  Carla encountered a block to her 

leadership practices when she was approached by an angry lead custodian who sought to 

defend himself and place blame on her when school property was not set up properly for 

an event.  The material block in this instance can be viewed as the location where the 

phenomena unfolded as well as the actual physical school property that is pushing on 

these two actors and creating a conflict that demands quick resolution.  Returning to the 

quote, Carla recognizes that her leadership skills are contingent on “analyzing what’s 

going on around” her, including all the material aspects of the building, her office, and 

the bodies that inhabit those spaces.   

Carla’s response to the resistance is known as accommodation, or the ways in 

which she devised an approach around the resistance in order to reach her goal.  Carla 

noted that she’s “still working on it, but it’s a great model, I feel, of how to work with 

people.”  While the location of the physical property in time has caused a resistance in 

her practice, Carla’s office space allows her to constitute herself in such a way that allows 

her to reach her goal (i.e., the successful completion of the school event).  Yet, Carla had 

to work out, in the real time of practice, the ways in which the material agency shaped 

what options were available to her.  More importantly, the other dialectic of resistance 

and accommodation is how the interaction between human and nonhuman agency has 

shaped Carla’s understanding of herself, what type of a leader she is, and what type of 

leader she would like to become as she responded to the material and human agency.  

According to Hekman (2010),  



141 

 

what the mangle gives us is an image of how we are located in the world 

and how the elements of that word interact…It illuminates the situation of 

human agents in the contemporary world in nearly every aspect of our 

existence. (p. 25) 

In another example of resistance and accommodation, Carla described working 

with a Latino parent who was upset his child had been disciplined.  The parent 

complained to the (White) front office staff that there was a cultural misunderstanding 

surrounding the events that led to his child being suspended.  In essence, the father 

accused Carla of suspending his son due to cultural bias.  The resistance in this case was 

the father’s perception that Carla failed to understand the culture of the student and 

family.  Carla invited the parent in to her office where her brightly colored walls were 

decorated with Latin@ cultural icons and Dia de los Muertos items—in stark contrast to 

the other offices in the school building.  Carla’s office acts to construct an identity that is 

read by the parent without Carla having to speak or defend her cultural background or 

heritage using verbal language.  Rather, the office speaks and acts for her, mitigating the 

situation through a discourse explicating cultural understanding. 

The interplay between the human agency (of Carla and the parent) and material 

agency (of the office space) created an accommodation to the resistance.  The material 

agency of the office worked with Carla to push back against the parent’s resistance.  

Carla’s agency emerged through her discourse with the parent and the material 

construction of her office space as an expression of her cultural and leadership identity.  

What is vital in this example, however, is how the office space worked to produce a 

discourse that functioned to reduce resistance and increase accommodation between two 
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human agents. In the next section, I explore resistance and accommodation on and within 

the school campus space. 

Campus entanglement.  In the section above, I analyzed the mangle of Carla’s and 

Jasmine’s office spaces and, in one example, discussed how materials on campus can 

intra-act, as Barad would argue, with human agency.  “The agency of matter structures 

the reality of our world.  It sets the boundaries of that reality, establishing what is 

included and excluded from the real.  These boundaries have very real political, 

economic, social, and material consequences” (Hekman, 2010, pp. 74-75).  The intra-

action between the campus and the individual has very real consequences.  Ericka, a 

middle school assistant principal at a Title I school, describes one of her greatest 

challenges to meeting her career goals: 

Another challenge is that the middle school is very demanding, and the job 

is very demanding.  We work long hours, so for me to go to a specialized 

training that supports assistant principals, or that supports administrators 

in general—it’s hard for me to leave the campus because what happens is 

our principal is off campus, going to meetings, doing budgets, doing 

things like that.  Taking care of the school in a much bigger, global type 

picture.  So, the responsibility is left to me.  I really can’t leave.  It’s hard 

that way because how is it that you grow?   

In the current institutional structure, Ericka describes one of her greatest challenges as an 

intra-action between the physical campus, her job demands as an assistant principal, and 

her ability to meet her career goals through professional growth and development.  The 

campus acts in resistance to Ericka’s career goals by constraining her to the physical 
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location of the school.  She is unable to leave in order to learn more about her chosen 

profession.  In this instance, then, the nonhuman materiality of the campus pushes back 

against her career goals.  Ericka is unable to articulate a way around this particular 

barrier.  If school or district policies are set in place that prevent Ericka from leaving 

campus to grow professionally, she may lose her job if she defies that policy.  

Interpreting Latour, Koyama and Varenne (2012) argue, “objective properties are not 

determinant (in a causal fashion); they just cannot be ignored” (p. 158).   

Barad (2007) believes there is a reality, and that reality is fluid rather than fixed.  

If we examine Ericka’s predicament through Barad, Ericka’s reality, then, is not fixed.  

Rather, she has agency within the fluid nature of reality—within the intra-action between 

the campus’s nonhuman agency and her human agency.  Pickering’s (1993) the mangle of 

practice can help elucidate the dialectic of resistance and accommodation at play in 

Ericka’s narrative.  The campus serves as a resistance and signifies the “occurrence of a 

block on the path to some goal” (Pickering, 1993, p. 569).  Following Pickering, I 

understand Ericka as struggling in her practice with nonhuman agency that is centered on 

her middle school campus.  If we understand material agency as temporally emergent, 

then the campus is both something Ericka struggles with and yet denies that we have to 

understand it as something she must struggle against. As Pickering (1993) argued, “the 

resistances that are central to the mangle are always situated within a space of human 

purposes, goals, and plans…” (p.577).  In other words, the phenomenon of resistance 

Ericka has encountered is because she has a career goal in mind.  Her attempts to struggle 

to meet her goals can be seen as a strategy of accommodation.   
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Although the campus acts to constrain Ericka’s professional development, the 

classroom can be viewed as constraining the breadth of impact an educator has with 

children and their families as evidenced in the following quote by Nancy, a curriculum 

facilitator in a large school district in the Southwestern United States who returned to 

college to gain a degree in educational leadership: 

That’s where…I decided I wanted to do the admin, then I wanted to get 

out of the classroom to have different experiences, to have different 

perspectives of what goes on besides just the classroom.   

Author: What changed?  What made you get interested in administration? 

When you’re a classroom teacher, you can affect and work with the kids 

that are in your classroom and the families that are in your classroom.  But 

as an administrator, as a principal, you can then affect more.  You can 

affect more school classrooms, more children, more families, more 

teachers. 

Similarly to Ericka, Nancy is constrained by the material agency of the classroom—the 

nonhuman agency resisting her desire/goal to make an impact with more children and 

their families.  Nancy did not know before she became a teacher that she would feel 

constrained by her classroom from mentoring youth.  In a posthumanist analysis, agency 

does not only lie in Nancy’s intentions, rather agency is found within the mangle of 

human and nonhuman interaction.  In other words, Nancy’s classroom temporally 

emerges as a place that nurtures select young minds, incites Nancy to reach more 

students, and, simultaneously, resists her aspiration to impact more families.  Nancy’s 

practices of teaching, followed by her steps to move towards a principalship through the 
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quasi-administrative curriculum facilitator position and higher education, are part of the 

dialectic of resistance and accommodation.   

When we return to Ericka’s quote, the mangle of practice will not end when 

Nancy steps out of the classroom as an administrator as “we humans live in a time in a 

particular way.  We construct goals that refer to presently nonexistent future states and 

then seek to bring them about” (Pickering, 1993, pp. 565-566).  In the real time of 

practice, Nancy will continue to engage in a dialectic of resistance and accommodation as 

she reaches for her next set of goals.  At this time, it is clear Nancy is incapable of 

knowing in advance how material agency will impact her future.  She will have to 

discover this through the dialectic of resistance and accommodation.  Further, my 

participants’ physical bodies, as women/Latinas/Leaders/mothers/ spouses, become 

entangled with their human agency as part of the materiality of agency in play through 

the mangle. 

My participants are able to use materiality as a production of who they are as 

leaders as well as engage in a discourse about their leadership style.  Flora, a biliterate 

Curriculum Facilitator in a Title I school, often turns to posters to communicate with 

others about who she is and what type of leader she is working to produce.  In our first 

interview, Flora noted, 

There’s a paper that I have and it has five pictures because I’m in to visual 

literacy.  One of them is a ballerina because I think I’m very graceful at leading, 

but then there’s another one with hands because I’m a team leader.  It’s all about 

the team.  You can’t do it alone.  Hard worker—I have a hammer for that and I 

grow, so if I can find one word for that, I just don’t know.  There’s just so many.  
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Transformational leader…there’s so many names for so many leaders.  Change 

agent or a listener.  I’m looking for that specific word for myself, but I don’t 

know what it is yet. 

In our second interview, Flora indicated that she had a poster she uses with students that 

is “related to math” and requires the students to figure her out.  “It’s called ‘Figure Me 

Out’ and they learn who I am, family members, what’s my ethnicity, where I come from, 

how many states I’ve visited…so I let them know [about my identity] that way.”  In 

addition, Flora uses social media to inform the staff of her identity as a Latina and “also 

to let them know that I’m huge in diversity.”  She uses social media, talking, voice, 

posters, and presentations to “let them know how proud I am of my heritage.”  By 

interpreting Flora’s accounts using the Barad’s understanding of entanglement, Flora’s 

identity is intra-related to her intra-actions with others in person, through materials, and 

using social media.  Flora’s leadership and cultural identity is revealed to her students 

and coworkers through a series of specific deployments of materials, which are 

conditioned by a political discourse of diversity, multiculturalism, neoliberal education, 

and gender.  Flora uses social media and posters to help others ‘see’ her subjectivity.   

Bodies in the Mangle.  The mangle is useful when analyzing women because 

women are unable to escape their bodies like men, who are “allowed to become the 

disembodied knowers of the Cartesian tradition” (Hekman, 2010, p. 27).  Women have 

bodies that are biologically, linguistically, socially, and politically constituted and the 

mangle is a useful metaphor for examining the everyday praxis of the participants in my 

study.  The mangle provides insight in to how women are located/positioned in the world 

and how material forces interact with them as they act in the world.  In this section, I 
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demonstrate how the discursive and the material intra-act, in Barad’s terms, to constitute 

an ontology for my participants.  Following Jackson and Mazzei (2012), I look for “the 

mutual constitution of agency that is simultaneously materially and discursively 

produced” (p. 120)—examining brown bodies in white institutions inhabited by white 

bodies within a limiting and pejorative discourse.  I am not trying to essentialize my 

participants’ experiences when I call attention to bodies of color, rather I am trying to 

account for the way in which their material body intra-acts with the discourses 

surrounding race.  The following data is drawn from my field notes of an observation 

with Jasmine and demonstrates how her material body intra-acts with discourses 

surrounding race on her campus.  I spent time observing Jasmine intra-acting with 

materials and other bodies at her elementary school.  Jasmine appeared comfortable with 

my presence on campus and shared with her staff members the reason I was shadowing 

her.   

Teacher (to the author): What are you studying? 

Author:  Latina Leaders. 

Teacher (to Jasmine):  Oh!  Are you Latino? 

Jasmine (laughing):  What’s my last name? 

Paraprofessional:  She’s a Latina...La-tin-A. 

In an attempt to understand how Jasmine is discursively constructed, how she intra-acts 

with those around her, and how materials influence her becoming, I must recognize how 

her intra-actions are entangled with her leadership identity as the only Latina 

administrator in her district.  How her employees responded to her is an entanglement of 

the constructions of race, leadership, and the material construction of her body (e.g., hair, 
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clothing, skin).  Her body, her clothes, and her words are producing who she is in the 

world.   

“How others respond to [them] is an entanglement of the discursive constructions 

of race and the material construction of skin, hair, and dress” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012, 

p. 120).  In Tara’s story, we can see the entanglement of body, philosophy, career 

aspirations, and constraint: 

I would never fit there because of that good old boy system, you know 

what I mean?  I was able to go to Sparking Springs School District where I 

knew that I fit.  Where I would be nurtured and appreciated for who I was, 

and not looked at because of my ethnicity or because of—because I’m 

Hispanic, you know what I mean?  They just looked at me as a person.  

And going to Oasis School District was the same thing.  I knew that 

Esteban’s10 values and philosophies matched mine.   

Tara produces a narrative that describes the discursive and material forces constraining 

the options available to her in the work force.  A district discursively constructed as a 

“good old boy system,” which has been reinforced by institutional androcentric norms, is 

philosophically in juxtaposition with Tara’s own body and philosophies.  Tara cannot 

divorce her body or how her body is constructed differently from those (White males) 

that narrate the institutional discourse.  In another part of her interview, Tara described 

what happens to women in the good old boy systems: “we would never get moved up.”  

If fitting in means constructing an identity that is similar to one of the “good old boys,” 

then Tara’s biological body (as a woman and as a Latina) is socially and politically at 

odds with the discourse that defines what is accepted for promotion within a system that 

                                                 
10 Estaban is the superintendent of Oasis School District. 
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has difficulty attracting minorities in to administrative positions.  Yet, school districts do 

exist that are discursively constructed to intra-act with Tara in a way that is not limiting 

or pejorative. 

Interpreting Hekman, Jackson and Mazzei (2012) stated multiple elements of the 

mangle are useful when interpreting the entanglement of this data: “bodies that are sexed 

and raced, bodies that are located in a particular place in the social hierarachy, and bodies 

that have a range of experience” (p. 124).  Tara describes another instance, early in her 

life, where she was rejected five times from participating in the cheer team: 

I’ve had a lot of, don’t want to say failures, but I mean, I’ve flippin’ tried 

out for the cheer team like five times and never made it.  I never made it.  

There were White girls, and then there was Shasta, who was the pretty 

Mexican.  She was like their token one.  That was it.  So, yeah, I’m sure 

that I had to have, at times, trying to fit in, and trying to be someone, 

wasn’t true to myself. 

Tara goes on to describe how moving to her current city and surrounding herself with 

people in the work force who believed in her, and who she is, built her confidence and 

allowed her to be herself “because they gave me the opportunity.”  Drawing on Barad’s 

(2003) notion of performativity that incorporates the material, discursive, social, 

scientific, cultural, natural, and human factors, we can begin to analyze the production of 

Tara’s identity.   

Tara is a Latina administrator with a history of working among mostly White 

colleagues, working in a neoliberal state that is fearful of brown bodies (as evidenced by 

anti-immigration and anti-bilingual education policies).  She has a history of being 
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rejected in favor of White bodies with the “right” type of hair, a resistance, in Pickering’s 

(1993) terms.  Tara is constituted by White male bodies in positions of privilege and 

androcentric state policies as someone who is not a viable candidate, despite her multiple 

degrees, certifications, and experience.  It is not the color of Tara’s skin that constitutes 

her as different from the Good Old Boy system and as nonviable, but the intra-action 

between the various bodies, discourses, and institutions.  The biological and historical are 

bound together and intra-act to produce Tara in a particular space.  In other words, in 

order to understand Tara’s subjectivity, we must recognize the intra-action between 

Tara’s material body (how she dresses, speaks, and styles her hair) and discursive 

constructions of race within her state and local community.  Tara talks about constantly 

having to prove herself, as she accommodates the resistances she faces: “I did feel like I 

had to prove myself to Dan11.  I felt very intimidated by him.  I don’t think that he trusted 

me from the beginning.  Like, he didn’t know who I was.”  Using a materialist lens and 

reinserting ontology into our reading of Tara seeks to construct her material self as a 

brown woman in the Southwest United States, entangled with the discursive construction 

of the institution, or the Good Old Boy network of White males, the racist construction of 

social institutions (Yosso, 2005), the immigration narrative as disposable labor (Ngai, 

1999), the historical perception of invisible Mexican women as wives and mothers 

(Pérez, 1999), along with a myriad of other historical social narratives that often 

essentialize and marginalize Mexican women.  The entanglement of these various 

discourses influence how Tara’s embodiment is perceived by others, and also how she 

constructs herself.  Tara cannot escape her body or the history that marks her body and 

constructs her differently from the White males in the Good Old Boy network.  Her body 

                                                 
11 Dan, a White male, was the assistant superintendent of Tara’s former school district. 
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speaks to those around her and those bodies speak back as a production of society.  These 

discourses exist simultaneously and continuously intra-act in an ongoing production of 

who Tara is and what she is becoming.   

Discussion 

In this section, I discuss the implications of the findings that were presented in 

this paper.  The analysis is discussed in reference to possible explanations and the 

convergence or divergence with existing theory and previous literature.  Reflecting on my 

research questions, this study yielded three main findings: 1) Latina educational leaders 

who participated in this study narrated their agential experiences and perspectives by 

drawing on a variety of human and nonhuman agencies; 2) the leaders’ narratives reflect 

an entanglement with human and material forces, which demonstrates the usefulness of 

the mangle metaphor for understanding agency; and 3) Latina leaders in this study were 

impacted by an entanglement of political, social, material, and human experiences and 

forces that shaped their career goals, career paths, and identity development.  These three 

themes related to my research questions will be discussed in the sections that follow. 

Narrating the entanglement.  My first research question was designed to discover 

the ways in which aspiring Latina educational leaders narrate their agential experiences 

and perspectives.  Using theorists such Barad and Pickering allowed me to examine the 

ways in which the material was reinserted in to, and entangled with, the narrated 

experience and analysis.  Many of my participants narrated their experiences and 

perspectives by entangling elements of materiality with human agency.   

These posthumanist theorists allowed me to consider how my participants’ 

discourses functioned to produce a leadership identity that was not constrained by the 
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postmodern obsession with language and discourse.  Carla’s leadership identity, for 

example, has not only been shaped by her family history, mentors, and formal education, 

she continues to temporally emerge through a dialectic of resistance and accommodation 

with human and material agency.  Her office has played a role in her interactions with 

students and families and is a site where she constructs her leadership identity and works 

through potential options available to her as she acts in the world.  Her office produces a 

particular discourse about her as a woman, a leader, and a Latina.  Similarly, Ericka 

described the ways in which her campus constrained her professional development.  In 

other words, the nonhuman materiality of the campus acted in resistance to her career 

goals to become a principal.  Thinking with Pickering and Barad elucidates the ways in 

which Ericka can push back against the resistance in order to reach her career goals.   

Further, Tara narrated the ways in which the materiality of her body became 

entangled with history, policy, philosophical ideals, and career aspirations.  Tara produced 

a narrative that describes the discursive and material forces that constrained her from 

reaching her career goals.  Her biological body was at social and political odds with the 

discourse that defined what was acceptable for promotion within a hierarchal 

androcentric system.   

Entangled reflections.  My second research question was designed to elucidate the 

ways in which my participants’ narratives reflected one or more of the theoretical 

perspectives on agency.  My findings suggest Barad’s and Pickering’s concepts—of 

interaction, of the mangle, of posthumanist performativity—moves us towards a better 

understanding of what these women do in the world via human and nonhuman agency.  

The women, at times, decenter themselves and discuss the ways in which material forces, 
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such as office spaces, classrooms, and bodies, are acting against or for them. Their 

actions are entangled and performative (in the Posthumanist sense).  Their narrations shift 

from representation to one of temporal emergence.  Their social practices (talking to 

parents and students) are interwoven with material forces (offices and classrooms) and 

embodiment (living in a woman’s body).  This study brings to the forefront the full 

spectrum of activities that are involved in the epistemological and ontological production 

of educational leadership identity. 

As mentioned earlier, I attempted a folding and flattening with the data and theory 

in order to create new knowledge and an understanding in flux.  My goal then, as a 

researcher, is to explain the complex interactions and the effects of the interactions on the 

lives of my participants while simultaneously rejecting an interpretivist stance.  The 

mangle helped me to examine the way in which the world is divided and allowed me to 

think of the data in a different manner.  I thought of the mangle as both what they do and 

what they are.  It helped me to move away from thinking discursively and allowed me to 

reinsert the material back into the narrative.  It allowed me to see a bigger picture that 

included connections between the speech acts and material fixtures that resulted in 

agential experiences on the part of my participants.  Put another way, it allowed me to 

rethink my relationship with the data.   

The mangle of practice.  My third research question explored the ways in which 

leaders’ agential experiences affect their work and future career goals.  The importance of 

my Posthumanist analysis is that it moves away from purely epistemological projects and 

reinserts the human and nonhuman agency back in to what these women are doing in the 

world.  Following in the work of Jackson, these women can be conceptualized as both a 
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mangle (noun) and in a mangle (verb).  The mangle, in other words, can be 

conceptualized as not only affecting their work, but it is also the work that they do and it 

is who they are.  Carla’s leadership identity, for example, is shaped by both human and 

nonhuman agential experiences.  She is intimately entangled with her office, which intra-

acts with students, families, and other staff members.  In another example, Ericka’s career 

goals are entangled with district policy, the material agency of the campus that produces 

resistance to her goals, and her ability to seek out professional development.  Similarly, 

Nancy felt constrained by the nonhuman agency of her classroom, which temporally 

emerges as a place where select young minds grow with her tutelage, incites her to reach 

more families, and simultaneously constrains her from reaching her goals.  The data 

shows the dialectic of resistance and accommodation is ever present in everyday life, and 

yet changes as my participants temporally emerge in the real time of practice.   

Most importantly, this analysis demonstrates how the materiality of their bodies, 

as demonstrated in Tara’s narration, affects their work and future career goals.  Unable to 

escape their bodies, political, social, biological, and linguistic forces intra-act in the 

everyday lives of my participants.  Tara explained how she felt rejected by some school 

systems built on the “good old boy networks” and historical narratives that reject women, 

and especially women of color.  The mangle is a useful tool of analysis when examining 

how Tara reached her career goals—folding and unfolding the discursive and material 

forces that constrained the options available to her as she conducted her work and strived 

to become a principal.   
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Conclusion 

In this section, theoretical and research implications will be discussed.  Finally, 

the limitations of the study will be reviewed and suggestions for future research will be 

discussed.   

Theoretical implications.  The results of this study have theoretical implications 

for understanding the human and nonhuman entanglement in the everyday lives of 

aspiring Latina administrators.  I will reference potential ways in which this study 

extends our theoretical understanding of agency.   

Posthumanist or new materialist accounts of how women live in the real world are 

important to feminism and educational leadership studies because women cannot get 

away from their marked bodies.  “Feminists have a different but equally compelling 

reason for holding on to the real: the necessity of making true statements about the reality 

of women’s lives—their oppression, their inferior social status, the pain inflicted on their 

bodies” (Hekman, 2010, p. 72).  This study is important to feminism and educational 

leadership as central issues—body, reproduction, exploitation, power imbalances—

cannot be taken as an oversight within the work force.  Feminism is central to the new 

ontological paradigm that is emerging in a variety of fields, including educational 

leadership and policy studies.  Feminist thought is important to how the body is at play 

when examining agency, identity, and career aspirations.  Reading educational leadership 

across Posthumanist theories produces a very different understanding of educational 

leaders’ experiences by incorporating ongoing analysis, embodiment, institutional and 

personal discourse, and the identification of material/nonhuman elements.  Questions of 

social justice can be renewed and explored for embodied individuals.  New materialism 



156 

 

or posthumanism allows educational researchers to trace, on both micro- and micro-

levels, the “complex and reversible causalities that run between different levels” (Coole 

& Frost, 2010, p. 32) of the educational system.  New materialist studies such as this can 

help us see the relationship between language and reality, the quotidian and the structural. 

Previous research has suggested that women are disproportionately 

underrepresented in formal educational leadership positions and face many barriers while 

working towards their career goals (Shakeshaft, Brown, Irby, Grogan, & Ballenger, 

2007).  Educational leadership studies and dissertations (Agosto & Karanxha, 2012; 

Mestry & Schmidt, 2012; Seale Smith, 2015; Schmidt & Mestry, 2015) that examine 

agency in women have often focused on the linguistic aspects without paying adequate 

attention to the material forces at play.  Studies often focus on the narratives, stories, and 

policies at play without considering the impact of embodiment and nonhuman forces that 

resist or push up against women’s agency by supporting structures, for example, that 

sustain White male privilege.  Without a new materialist ontology, these educational 

leadership scholars are missing out on crucial dynamics of materialization that allow for a 

reappraisal of domains of power and a reimagining of social justice by exploring 

dimensions of agency that have been foreclosed by a narrow discourse analysis.  

Although there may be other theories of agency that can be used to explain the data I 

collected, this study evidences the value of studying agency using a posthumanist lens 

that takes in to account both human and nonhuman agency.  If previous studies have 

failed to take in to account the material forces at play in women leaders’ agency, then we 

are provided limited information.  This study extends current literature and theoretical 
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conceptualization of women’s agency in educational leadership positions by 

incorporating nonhuman agency within the analysis.   

Furthermore, the findings of this study suggest that human and nonhuman intra-

actions may be important to understanding the narratives of aspiring Latina educational 

leaders by demonstrating the inextricable entanglement of discourse and material forces.  

Currently, the empirical literature (Mendez-Morse, 2004; Ortiz, 2000, 2001) has failed to 

consider the role of intra-actions with this population.  These succession studies focused 

on appointment control (Ortiz, 2000), job retention and success (Ortiz, 2001), 

contradicting common stereotypes (Mendez-Morse, 2000), and mentoring aspects 

(Mendez-Morse, 2004) by analyzing the narratives of Latina administrators.  While the 

studies may touch on historical institutional and political forces at play in the women’s 

stories, they do not explicitly analyze or identify material elements at work in the 

women’s lives.  These important aspects are eclipsed by the narrow poststructural focus 

on discourse. 

Agency provides a means for combating power imbalances within a variety of 

social contexts and apparatuses.  As stated earlier, feminist literature is guided by the 

assumption that there is agency behind our actions and words.  Agency is an important 

concept for feminist educational leadership scholars because it is essential to the notion 

of change, not only within our system, but within ourselves.  Although not an exhaustive 

list, the women in my study relied on the relation of agency between themselves, others, 

and materials on campus to work towards their career goals, construct themselves as 

leaders, and produce support for students on campus.  In other words, agency can be used 

to rework or reconstitute the woman leader, through their words (Butler, 1997) or their 
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intra-actions (Barad, 2003).  Reworking the current political structure inherent to school 

districts and providing more options for redefining the self will open up the future 

possibilities available to women who aspire to leadership positions.  For example, 

Haraway’s (1985) cyborg demands that women leaders cannot rely on white men to solve 

issues of inequality because “the cyborg does not expect its father to save it through a 

restoration of the garden” (p. 9).   

According to Barad (2003), “agential intra-actions are causal enactments” (p. 

824)—think cause and effect.  It is their reiterative doing and being that constitutes them 

as a leader.  Since possibilities exist to change the educational apparatus with every 

decision, it becomes their responsibility to “intervene in the world’s becoming” (Barad, 

2003, p. 827) and make possibilities for our school’s future women leaders. 

This paper has provided an account of agency and how it is used in the world to 

make change, such as calming the fears of a worried parent, building working 

relationships with co-workers, advancing their own careers, and making events occur on 

campus.  What is lacking in the articles referenced in this paper is a theory of how to 

awaken or inspire agency in other women.  More research is needed in this area to build a 

theory of agency that addresses these gaps, including one that addresses the relationship 

between individual agency (the topic of this paper) and collective agency; and an 

examination of agency and individual choice within our current neo-liberal and neo-

conservative school apparatus.  A more reflective understanding of agency in the material 

world may have a profound impact on the political and power imbalances currently 

normative to the school structure; however, agency alone will not solve structural 
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inequalities.  Women leaders will need to examine their own agency and its deployment 

in order to perform a different possibility that leads to change. 

This study has methodological implications for educational leadership and 

feminist research in general.  I set out to follow Jackson’s (2013) call to use non-

traditional analysis methods that offer new ways of reading data in a call for post-

qualitative research.  “A posthumanist analysis of mangling practices is one alternative to 

human-centered data analysis in qualitative research” (Jackson, 2013, p. 746).  This 

method resists essentializing human experience via coding practices.  This allowed me to 

outline the ways in which agency is a dialectical process for the participants in my study.  

It moves me from understanding their experiences as an epistemological project to 

understanding their temporal emergence as agential actors within the world.   

Although I draw on the experiences of Latina aspiring educational leaders, my 

research is relevant to all aspiring educational leaders and is not necessarily unique to 

Latinas.  There are certainly more theories of agency that could be used to explain how 

the participants in my study made change in their worlds; however, this study presents 

relevant scenarios collected via semi-structured interviews that demonstrate complex 

narrated experiences that are linked to certain conceptions of agency defined in this 

paper.  More specifically, I explore how these women use posthumanist conceptions of 

agency to position themselves as viable leaders in their schools or districts.  This 

approach to agency has significant implications for the way we interpret the development 

of leadership identity within educational institutions by expanding what we understand as 

influencing leadership identity, style, and performance.    
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Further, this study addresses the current gap in literature regarding the agency of 

aspiring Latina educational leaders and the impact agency has on their career goals and 

leadership identity formation.  This study makes available to educational leaders the role 

and responsibility of schools to shape women’s agency.  This insight is crucial not only to 

combat marginalization of Latinas, but also as a framework for theories on agency.   

As with all studies, this study has limitations.  Due to the specific nature of the 

research questions, a purposive sampling strategy was used to recruit the participants in 

my study.  Their experiences are unique to their histories, location, and temporal 

constraints.  Again, due to the research questions, all of my participants defined 

themselves as Latina (or Hispanic or Mexican), and, therefore, the participants are not a 

racially/ethnically diverse group.  Another limitation regarding the way in which the 

participants was recruited was the definition of “aspiring” educational leaders.  The term 

“aspiring” was broadly defined as someone who was aspiring towards an administrative 

position located in a hierarchal institutional structure above their current location.  As a 

result, Latinas in a variety of positions (quasi-administrative, assistant principals, and 

principals) were selected as participants in this study.  They also self-identified as 

“aspiring,” which may serve as another limitation to the study as I cannot know with 

certainty that they truthfully responded.  Further, age, social class, and other important 

identity variables were not controlled for in this study and may be a factor in the 

responses provided by the women.  Age, social class, sexuality, psychological well-being 

and other variables were not examined in this study, although they may certainly play an 

integral role in the ways in which agency is narrated in the lives of aspiring Latina 

educational leaders.   
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In closing, I hope that the research and literature proposed in this paper provide 

scholars and women leaders with a reimagined understanding of leadership identity and 

agential relationships between humans and material forces. This study contributes to the 

growing evidence for the need to incorporate the material into our epistemological and 

ontological understandings of women’s educational leadership.  
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Table 1 

Participant Demographics (N=6) 

Participants’ 

Pseudonym 

Current Position 

Desired Position 

Degrees/Certifications  

Ericka Assistant Principal 

Principal 

M.A.-Special Education and 

Rehabilitation 

M.A.-Educational 

Leadership 

Tara Principal 

Superintendent 

M.A. 

Principal Certification 

Currently in an Educational 

Leadership Doctoral 

Program 

Carla Assistant Principal 

Principal 

M.A. 

Principal Certification 

Nancy Teacher-Mentor/Curriculum 

Facilitator 

Principal 

M.A.-Early Childhood  

Endorsements-Reading 

Specialists, Bilingual, 

and Gifted & Talented  

Currently in an Educational 

Leadership Doctoral 

Program 

Note: Information gathered from an administrator or through archival district documents 
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Abstract 

In this paper, I argue that posthumanism and new materialism offer a new way of 

understanding women’s leadership ontology.  I begin with an overview of the potential 

contributions posthumanist thought lends educational leadership studies and follow with 

a review of women’s leadership since the 1970’s to demonstrate that women continue to 

struggle with the same issues that were reviewed in literature over a decade ago.  I then 

use an example from my reanalysis of data from my broader study of aspiring Latina 

educational leaders as a demonstration of how posthumanism can inform the biopolitical 

issue of bodies in educational politics.  I show how the human and nonhuman intra-act to 

move towards a fuller understanding of practices that inform women’s experiences.  I 

conclude by arguing posthumanist theory is one alternative toward understanding 

women’s experiences by focusing attention on contemporary biopolitical contexts, 

materialities, and human agency.   

Keywords: educational leadership, women, poststructural, posthumanism, new 

materialism 
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Towards Posthumanism 

Women school administrators are facing the same challenges today that they 

faced decades ago.  Findings from my own study revealed that aspiring Latina leaders are 

experiencing the same barriers and facing the same stereotypes that confronted them over 

10 years ago (see Mendez-Morse, 2000, 2004; Ortiz, 2000, 2001).  More broadly, my 

participants narrated their agential experiences and perspective by drawing on various 

human and nonhuman agencies that reflected an entanglement with human and material 

forces, which demonstrated the usefulness of Pickering’s (1993) mangle metaphor for 

understanding agency.  In addition, my participants were impacted by an entanglement of 

political, social, material, and human experiences and forces that shaped their career 

goals, paths, and identity development.  While the extant literature (e.g., Mendez-Morse, 

2004; Ortiz, 2001) has identified similar barriers and stereotypes for women leaders, 

particularly for women leaders of color, this literature remains under-theorized in terms 

of materiality and other underlying biopolitical causes.   

Although some scholarship has used poststructuralism to provide a more complex 

understanding of women’s leadership (e.g., Brunner, 2000; Chase & Bell, 1990; Grogan, 

2000), I argue that there is still much work to be done in the interest of conceptualizing 

the complete experience of women leaders, especially at the intersection of ethnicity, 

culture, gender, agency, and performative leadership identity.  The lack of theory in 

women’s leadership, coupled with heavy reliance on discourse over materiality in the 

poststructural turn, impinges on our ability to accurately interpret women school leaders’ 

experiences and the ways in which policy could be developed to ameliorate 

marginalization and underrepresentation of women in school administration, making this 
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a biopolitical concern.  Biopolitics is the control or management of the living (Braidotti, 

2013).   

Conceptualizing the underrepresentation of women in school leadership as a 

biopolitical issue allows me to focus on the body and its role in the politics of educational 

institutions, agency, and performative identity formation, which provide new possibilities 

for understanding biopower, or “the politics of life itself” (Braidotti, 2010, p. 201).  

Biopower, which is essential to capitalism, extended from “an explosion of numerous and 

diverse techniques for achieving the subjugation of bodies and the control of populations” 

(Foucault, 1990, p. 140) after the rapid development of disciplines, such as schools and 

universities, during the classical period (Foucault, 1990).  Interpreting Nikolas Rose, 

Coole and Frost (2010) argued scholars need to be “alert to the ways in which the culture 

and norms of the contemporary biopolitical context provide opportunities for controlling 

groups and individuals in new ways” (p. 22).  My work with aspiring Latina leaders, for 

example, embraces posthumanism/new materialism to focus on the ways in which 

institutional and cultural norms, policy, embodiment, materiality, and gender interact to 

shape the leadership identity and control the career paths of six women.  

Posthumanist data analysis offered a new way to read data that 1) decentered the 

human and incorporated non-human agential elements and 2) suppressed an 

essentializing practice of grouping and coding data based on patterns (Jackson, 2013b; 

Jackson & Mazzei, 2012).  Instead, I favored examining the data using theories that 

emphasized the entanglement of human and non-human interaction.  I sought discourses 

that were retold through my participants’ perspectives that “produced multiplicities and 
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excesses of meaning and subjectivities” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012, p. 3).  In other words, 

I chose narratives that illustrated the complexities of agency within my participant group. 

I chose to analyze my data using postqualitative methods over the more 

conventional qualitiative methods, such as coding.  Postqualitative methods allowed me 

to think with the data through my theorists (e.g., Barad, 2003, 2007; Coole & Frost, 2010; 

Hekman, 2010; Pickering, 1993) in a manner that lends itself to “unexpected readings” 

(Lather, 2013, p. 639) of the data.  According to Lather (2013), “this challenges who you 

think you are in a way that holds promise for advancing the critical edge of practice” (p. 

639).  Lather (2013) argues that “method is political” (p. 642) and as such, I attempt to 

explore a counter-space to traditional qualitative methods so that I can rethink my data on 

my own terms and in a manner that serves the marginalized community who have shared 

their stories with me.  In other words, I think with Barad (2003, 2007), Jackson (2013a, 

2013b), and Pickering (1993) to explore agency and the vitality of materiality that 

influences the quotidian experiences and identity formation of my participants, while 

simultaneously examining how I have been entangled with the data through these intra-

actions. 

The biopolitical issue of underrepresentation of women in school leadership has 

been a focus of research interest since the 1970’s (Adkinson, 1981), although it was not 

until the late 1980’s that gender analysis in school leadership became more prevalent 

(Blackmore, 1989/2005).  Earlier work privileged positivist knowledge claims that 

focused on universal androcentric theories of administration and behavior (Blackmore, 

1989/2005), making women invisible in traditional leadership theory.  More than three 

decades later, the issue still remains relevant, particularly at the intersections of ethnicity, 



174 

 

race, and gender, as studies are grounded in interpretive, or at best critical, 

understandings of organizational or other structural barriers that resort to comparisons of 

the male/female dichotomy without a thorough examination of the subtle nuances that 

perpetuate the status quo. 

By stepping past the linguistic reliance of the poststructural turn, I am able to 

examine women’s leadership in a way that incorporates culture, norms, and embodiment 

into critical leadership theory.  Poststructuralists have critiqued Humanist concepts such 

as power, absolute truth, and foundationalism that have made marginalized people, such 

as women and people of color, uncomfortable (St. Pierre, 2000).  Although the 

poststructural turn has allowed feminist12 educational scholars such as Margaret Grogan, 

Charol Shakeshaft, and Patti Lather to examine women’s leadership by lessening the 

importance of the physical body (for it is quite compelling to understand ourselves, as 

women, as more than our bodies, and that we can act on the world in significant ways 

without it), I argue, that in order to move forward in gender equity in educational 

leadership, we need theory that incorporates material, performativity, agency, and politics 

to lend context to the understanding of unequal life opportunities.  As Taylor and Ivanson 

argued, “New material feminisms offer ways of looking at how students and teachers are 

constituted by focusing on the materialities of bodies, things and spaces within 

education” (Taylor & Ivinson, 2013, p. 665).  New materialists and posthumanists share a 

view that humans are entangled with the non-human (such as material objects, 

technology, and animals).  We need to examine “diverse lives as they are actually lived—

often in ways that are at odds with abstract normative theories or official ideologies” 

                                                 
12 There are many definitions of feminism.  Broadly defined, feminism is the belief that women and men 

are of equal worth.  My definition of feminism includes notions of intersectionality, poststructuralism, and 

posthumanism.   
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(Coole & Frost, 2010, p. 27) with a renewed interest in materialities, agency, and 

performativity.   

My broader study sought to accomplish this task, but for this article, I draw on 

those participants (pseudonyms: Flora, Tara, Jasmine, Carla, Nancy, and Ericka) as an 

illustration of how posthumanist and new materialist frameworks can inform the 

biopolitical issue of bodies and materialities in educational politics and settings.  A brief 

introduction of two of my particpants participants will help to situate their experiences 

within the context of the Southwestern United States.  Tara started teaching in 1993; she 

was a math teacher for three years, and a dance teacher for nine years.  Tara was an 

assistant principal at a high school for five and a half years.  This particular district has 

had primarily White male leadership that was notoriously known as a “good old boy 

club”.  Tara applied for and was passed over four times for principal positions within this 

district.  Tara engaged in a form of silent resistance called Transdistrict Resistance (a term 

I coined in my article, Performativity and Transdistrict Resistance: How Latinas resist 

the existing structure of power relations and develop their educational leadership 

identity), and found a better fit for her leadership style in another district because she was 

unable to openly fight the status quo due to biopolitical reasons.  Transdistrict Resistance 

is a navigational form of resistance that allows the Latina leader to shape themselves in to 

their desired identity (e.g., principal, assistant superintendent, etc.).  Tara has been in her 

current position as a principal for three and a half years at Chestnut High School in the 

Creosote School District.  Chestnut High School’s mission statement, according to their 

website, indicates a focus on creating “valuable members in a global society.”  Tara is 

committed to a shared vision of academic excellence at her high school.  Tara considers 
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herself a transformational leader, although she uses situational leadership as well.  She is 

interested in developing relationships with staff based on mutual respect and care.  Tara 

aspires to become a superintendent and was starting a doctorate program at a state 

university at the time of the interview.   

Carla is a middle school assistant principal who aspires to become a principal.  

She speaks Spanish fluently and values diversity at her school site, which serves a 

primarily (51%) Latino/a population.  Although Carla is responsible for the middle school 

students, her school site includes grades kindergarten through eighth grades.  Several of 

Carla’s family members work as administrators in a nearby school district and have 

served as mentors throughout her career. 

In this article, I demonstrate how analyzing both the human and non-human 

assemblages can provide insight in to the gender bias found in educational leadership by 

bringing together biopolitics with the phenomenology of quotidian experiences.  More 

specifically, I use participants from my broader empirical study of aspiring Latina 

educational leaders to illustrate the production of inequality in educational administration 

and the operation of power at institutional and personal levels with the goal of 

demonstrating how new materialist/posthumanist understandings of performativity and 

agency could help inform the current literature base on women’s educational leadership.  

Drawing on Pickering’s (1993) “dialectic of resistance and accommodation” (p. 569), a 

component of the mangle of practice, helped me to analyze how Carla shifts though all 

the possible arrangements available to her and the influence of material agency.  Carla’s 

office is a material space where she encounters resistance, such as a lead custodian who 

blamed Carla when school property was not set up for an event.  She elaborates: 
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For example, the situation with my custodian, the lead custodian…I know 

we had this issue that came up…And later that day he came in to my 

office and he was very, very angry.  I could tell he was on the defensive of 

it.  And I just said, ‘Okay, we move on.  Not a big deal.’  I could have 

been very direct and said, ‘No, you messed up.  You need to fix it.’  But 

it’s all about analyzing what’s going on around you and moving on from 

there. 

Materiality created two blocks for Carla in this situation—the location where the 

phenomena unfolded as well as the actual physical school property that is pushing on the 

two human agents and creating conflict.  Resistances “exist on the boundaries, at the 

point of intersection, of the realms of human and nonhuman agency” (Pickering, 1993, p. 

577).  As a leader, Carla realizes that she must “analyzing what’s going on around” her, 

incorporating both human and nonhuman agencies that form resistances and 

accommodations. 

These illustrations demonstrate how new materialism and posthumanism are used 

as new analytical tools that offer biopolitical and conceptual resources.   As I present the 

short examples of my participants’ narratives, I provide some posthumanist analysis to 

understand the complexities of the educational institution and the impact on the everyday 

lives of aspiring women leaders.  Although their experiences may be partial, they 

produced an array of meaning and subjectivities as they retell their narratives.  Tara, a 

self-identified aspiring Latina administrator who participated in my study, told a story 

about her embodiment and the impact it had on her career path.  Similarly, Carla narrated 

the ways in which her agency was entangled with her office space.  By analyzing the 
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narratives of aspiring Latina leaders “in a way that is congruent with the pluralist, 

contingent rhythms of materialization” (Coole & Frost, 2010, p. 25), I help to reorient 

women’s leadership literature towards a more realist approach to biopolitical analysis.  

But first, my claim that new theorizing in women’s educational leadership must be put in 

context. 

In the next section, I review women’s leadership literature to demonstrate how it 

has been undertheorized, particularly the earlier literature prior to the poststructural turn 

which masks the heterogeneity of women’s experiences and downplays the role of the 

institution in leadership formation.  I then discuss the need for educational leadership 

theory that incorporates materiality, performativity, agency and biopolitics to understand 

the forces that perpetuate inequalities.  I conclude by arguing posthumanist and new 

materialist theory is one alternative toward understanding women’s experiences. 

The Long Journey of Women’s Leadership  

Feminism has served an important role in educational leadership and policy 

studies by examining the lived worlds of women to bring issues of inequality, oppression, 

and discrimination to light.  Women are underrepresented in educational administration 

positions and face many barriers while working towards their career goals (Shakeshaft, 

Brown, Irby, Grogan, & Ballenger, 2007).  Feminism is essential to understanding the 

entanglement of the body, agency, identity, and career aspirations.  Poststructural thought 

in educational leadership literature introduced the notion that women are not a 

homogenized group of people that have varied experiences, and cannot be studied as an 

Other compared to men.  Yet, educational leadership studies and dissertations that 

examine women’s experiences (Agosto & Karanxha, 2012; Mestry & Schmidt, 2012; 
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Seale Smith, 2015; Schmidt & Mestry, 2015) have often focused on the social 

construction of leadership through an examination of language and discourse rather than 

incorporating material forces.  These studies focused on narratives, stories, and policies 

without considering the impact of material forces that serve as resistance to women’s 

agency.  New ontological paradigms such as posthumanism and new materialism rely on 

feminist thought as it emerges in a variety of fields such as educational leadership and 

policy studies.  Posthumanism analyzes the nuanced dynamics between materialization, 

domains of power, and social justice through an exploration of conditioned agency.   

In order to appreciate the insights that new materialism brings to women’s 

leadership, it is helpful to reconstruct some key aspects of the feminist movement in 

educational leadership literature.  Literature on women’s leadership in the 1970’s first 

examined sex role stereotypes and sex role socialization to understand the disparities 

found in educational administration along gendered lines (e.g., Condry & Dyer, 1976; 

Estler, 1975; Horner, 1972; Safilios-Rothschild, 1979).  Under this line of thinking, 

women’s underrepresentation in educational administration is explained by the existence 

of sex role and occupational stereotypes (e.g., women should not aspire to unfeminine 

careers, girls do not engage in team sports, and management conceptualized as 

masculine) that are accepted in the work place, particularly by men (Adkinson, 1981; 

Condry & Dyer, 1976; Estler, 1975; Horner, 1972).  While this framework initially 

appeared to explain the issue of gender inequity in education administration, it soon 

failed to explain the imbalance as women’s aspirations changed (Adkinson, 1981).  Other 

theories were needed to explain the imbalance: sex discrimination in hiring practices 

(Timpano & Knight, 1976), lack of role models (Estler, 1975), and structural 
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characteristics of hierarchical organizations (Fennel, Barchas, Cohen, McMahon, & 

Hildebrand, 1978), to name a few.   

In the 1980’s, organizational theory, which contributed heavily to understanding 

educational administrative concepts, started to be critiqued for its gender-blindness 

(Hearn & Parkin, 1983) and, by the late 1980’s, some educational leadership scholars 

started using a feminist lens to examine gender issues in educational administration 

(Blackmore, 1989/2005).  While these studies brought structural constraints to light, they 

often compared women and men’s leadership approaches or attended to ways in which 

the representation of women could be increased (Blackmore, 1989/2005).  For example, 

Bensimon (1989) analyzed the definitions of leadership provided by two higher 

educational leaders—one male and one female.  The two leaders defined their leadership 

differently, which suggested that women and men lead differently (moral versus 

bureaucratic leadership).  Bensimon (1989) concluded that understanding women’s 

leadership through a traditional or organizational model marginalizes women’s 

experiences.  In other words, much of women’s leadership drew on liberal feminist and 

positivist theories to address the gender inequity found in school administration and 

reified the notion of the abstract and autonomous individual.   

Ferguson (1984), tracing the connections between liberalism, bureaucracy, and 

the feminization in the lower ranks of educational bureaucracies, argued that members of 

bureaucratic society are embedded within a political situation similar in many respects to 

that in which women traditionally find themselves, and are subject to a parallel set of 

forces and pressures through which subordination is created and maintained.  “The 

significance of the bureaucratization of education for women in education lies in the 
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embeddedness of the hierarchical relationships, the division of labour premised upon 

expertise and notions of bureaucratic rationality” (Blackmore, 1989/2005, p. 73).  Put 

another way, hierarchies are inextricably linked to power relations and 

feminine/masculine dichotomies that are reified in schools.   

Women’s leadership literature constructed from an interpretivist paradigm 

examined the experiences of women in leadership positions.  From the interpretivist 

perspective we learned that the career pathways of men moved vertically towards the 

superintendency, while women moved in patterns that were horizontal (Kim & Brunner, 

2009).  Women tend to value learning and teaching rather than engaging in activities that 

may advance their careers into administration (Shakeshaft, 1989).  Women of color have 

critiqued women’s leadership literature for the absence of the role of racial, ethnic, and 

cultural contexts that influence the experiences of women of color.  In studies of Latina 

superintendents, we gained explicit information on the experiences of women of color, 

such as the stereotypes they face (Mendez-Morse, 2000) and the social capital they draw 

on to advance their careers (Ortiz, 2001).  Similarly, Dillard (1995), critiquing the 

effective schools movement from an endarkened feminist epistemology, provided a 

(re)interpretation of an African American principal’s work.  She argued that school 

effectiveness could not be conceptualized without taking into account issues of culture 

and community contexts.   

The postmodern and poststructuralist turn followed this early work on women’s 

leadership and focused on how gender bias can be found via discourse.  Derrida’s 

concept of deconstruction, or closely reading text to find concealed or hidden 

oppositions, hierarchies, inconsistencies and contradictions, allows educational 
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researchers to use contradictions in language to discover the meaning of the concepts we 

use when we speak (Bloland, 1995).  Deconstruction may be utilized to deligitimize the 

existing hierarchy that perpetuates gender bias in the superintendency, erode socially 

constructed concepts of the masculine superintendent, and allow women and other 

minority groups to gain equal footing in the position.   

Additionally, Foucault’s (1972) concept of archeology, an objective method used 

to analyze historical archives, was employed by feminist educational scholars to seek out 

the rules in a discourse.  Bloland (1995) argued “the power/knowledge relationship is 

embedded in discourses, and discourses are the locations where groups and individuals 

battle for hegemony and over the production of meaning” (p. 531).  Analyzing discourse 

is a practical way of finding hidden meaning, beliefs, and bias (Bloland, 1995; Grogan, 

2000).  Language, speech, and discourse could be used to seek out the truth or rules that 

govern a group of people. 

Drawing on poststructural discourse analysis to uncover gender bias, Chase and 

Bell (1990) interviewed 27 female superintendents and 50 gatekeepers (44 school board 

members and six consultants) in order to understand the gender imbalance in the 

superintendency.  Chase and Bell (1990) argued that gatekeepers’ (individuals who 

control access to the superintendency) gender bias is confirmed by analyzing their 

discourse.  Although the gatekeepers were open to supporting women educational 

leaders, the gatekeepers focused on how women must overcome obstacles and eliminate 

gender bias.  As a result, the gatekeepers are perpetuating the very thing (i.e., male 

dominance) they think they are eradicating by supporting women educational leaders.  

Similarly, Brunner (2000) found that women participated in the very discourses that 
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reified their subordination to men as they adhered to cultural norms and practices around 

gender.   

Grogan (2000) argued that the “superintendency was conceived of in distinctly 

male terms” (p. 120) and that “women are still being viewed as women first and 

administrators second” (Grogan, 1996, as cited in Grogan, 2000; p. 124).  Terms such as 

the ‘old boy network’ and the ‘glass ceiling’ perpetuate gender inequality (Grogan, 

2000).  Educational administration is designed using a hierarchical structure where the 

upper administrative positions are primarily held by men and defined by a masculine 

characteristic.  The language that we use shapes and perpetuates our concept of the nature 

of administrative leadership as being a masculine role.  Discourse can be used to continue 

the status quo, or could be used to create change in our relationships. 

Poststucturalism was also useful in educational studies to make sense of, identify, 

and interrupt inequalities by drawing on concepts such as discursive agency, productive 

power, and subjectivation (Youdell, 2006a; Youdell, 2006b).  Over the years, the 

representation of women in educational administration has increased, yet they still are not 

filling positions in proportion to their numbers in the teaching profession (Grogan & 

Shakeshaft, 2011; Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2013; Shakeshaft, Brown, Irby, Grogan, & 

Ballenger, 2007).  Women are disproportionately underrepresented in administrative 

positions despite their dominant representation in the teaching profession.  Even more 

disparaging are the small numbers represented for minority populations (Mendez-Morse, 

2004; Ortiz, 2000, 2001).  The exact numbers of minority women in top leadership 

positions (such as the superintendency) are difficult to determine because data collected 
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are often categorized by gender or ethnicity, but not by both (Shakeshaft, Brown, Irby, 

Grogan, & Ballenger, 2007).   

Some of the central assertions of women’s leadership literature documents the 

failure of leadership studies to engage gender, locate the source of women’s oppression in 

a patriarchal system, and acknowledge the complicity of educational scholars in the 

history of marginalizing discourse.  This work, however, has been limited by 

undertheorization and lack of attention to material and political forces at play within the 

institutional system; therefore, I argue for the need to incorporate materiality and 

biopolitics into our theorizing of women’s leadership.   

My study with aspiring Latina administrators has revealed that women of color in 

education continue to face the same issues and challenges found in work published 15 

years ago (see Mendez-Morse, 2000, 2004; Ortiz, 2000, 2001).  For example, Flora, a 

curriculum facilitator who aspires to the principalship, was born and raised on a border 

town and considers herself an English Language Learner.  While she views her bilingual 

and biliterate skills as an asset, she also reported that it “has been my biggest struggle, is 

trying to catch up” academically.  She reported, “if I have to read something, I have to 

read it double…the only times that I’ve seen it as a, or it hurt me is, like I said, with 

focusing on a test.”  Even though she describes her district as “very diverse,” she noted 

that “with principals we still have a high percentage of Anglo and then it’s Hispanic.”  In 

a second example, Ericka, an assistant principal who aspires to the principalship, said 

“there aren’t very many Latina/Latino administrators.  So to say I have been mentored, or 

have been given the opportunity to see an additional Latina or Latino in action, I have 

not.”  While these studies (e.g., Mendez-Morse, 2000, 2004; Ortiz, 2000, 2001) may 
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touch on historical, institutional, and political factors that oppress women of color, they 

do not analyze the materialities at work in women’s lives.  Rather, the women in my 

study relied on both human and material agency to work towards their career goals, 

construct themselves as leaders, and produce support for students on campus.  For 

example, Jasmine, a principal who aspires to the assistant superintendency within her 

own district, described her leadership skills in one of our interviews: 

My own personal tendency is not to form relationships with people.  Not because 

it’s a bad thing, but because I’m a quiet observer.  And I would say that’s where 

my big skills lie—is that I can sit and observe a situation and watch interactions 

between people and be pretty on with defining the problem and where the 

problems rise, and what needs to happen to fix it. 

There is a lot that matters about matter in this data excerpt.  Jasmine is describing how 

she interacts with other bodies around her.  Jasmine’s agency, power, and body intra-act 

with those bodies around her to position her in a particular place in the world (as a 

problem solver) and create knowledge (solutions) that enable her to act in the world.  The 

materials and knowledge produced from her intra-actions help to shape her identity as an 

educational leader.  Returning to the two earlier quotes from Flora and Ericka, materiality 

plays a vital role in the maintenance of inequities in their jobs.  Embodied beings are 

acting in the world of other beings and objects.  Their ability to effect change and meet 

their career aspirations relies on their ability to use matter with a purpose (Jackson, 

2013a).  

  Women, in general, continue to be underrepresented in school administration 

research (Grogan & Shakeshaft, 2011; Jones, 1990; Murphy, Vriesenga, & Storey, 2007).  
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Research on women is similarly underrepresented in dissertations and most studies done 

on Latina leadership have gone unpublished in dissertation work (Grogan & Shakeshaft, 

2011).  We need to 1) uncover why women are not equally represented in educational 

administration compared to the pool they are drawn from and 2) develop a theory that 

incorporates materiality, biopolitics, bioethics, and explains why inequities are 

perpetuated despite the attention of the few scholars that have dedicated their lives to 

studying women in educational leadership.  After addressing these two vacancies in 

scholarship, women may start to see work-based gaps based on gender close.  By 

developing a theory that incorporates the body and the role it plays in the politics of 

education, we glean a fuller understanding of the biopower that is used to control 

individuals and collectives in schools.  For example, in my study, Carla and Tara used 

agency to reconstitute themselves as women leaders through their words (Butler, 1997) 

and intra-actions (2003).  Intra-action are the ways in which matter is produced through a 

process of becoming (Barad, 2007).  How the women dress, speak, and style their hair 

intra-act with the historical construction of race.  Nancy, a curriculum facilitator like 

Flora, talked about how she was “kind of profiled” as a “Hispanic girl” growing up.  The 

school counselor told her mother that she would not require any college preparatory 

classes because “she’ll end up pregnant and dropping out.”  Nancy reflected:  

I was the first in my family to go to college…and I think that kind of has stayed in 

me without realizing it.  And now at this point, I’m realizing that more and I’m 

like, it kinda makes me who I am and it also gives me something to work for for 

other kids ‘cause I don’t want any kid to hear that or feel that way. 
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Their bodies, an inescapable part of their being, are part of the mangle.  Nancy’s purpose 

for working with children has been taken from her past experiences which are 

historically, materially, and discursively expressed.  Their bodies intra-act with history, 

politics, and other bodies to constitute their career goals and leadership identity.  The 

linguistic turn has contributed significant findings for women’s leadership—

poststructuralism was necessary to understand women’s leadership and step away from 

the women/men dichotomy in educational leadership studies.  Postmodernists argued that 

we, as women, cannot speak as one unified voice and emphasized the importance of 

diversity within group (Braidotti, 2013).   

Poststructural and posthumanist ontology emphasize the entanglement of humans, 

practice, and discourse.  For example, understanding agency from a poststructuralist 

paradigm, agency lies “in the subject’s ability to decode and recode its identity within 

discursive formations and cultural practices” (St. Pierre, 2000, p. 504).  Whereas, 

posthumanism asserts that agency can be found in both human and nonhuman agents, 

such as when my participants describe how their bodies impacted their ability to get work 

or their office spaces acted to calm a parent.  As Braidotti (2013) argued, the “posthuman 

condition introduces a qualitative shift in our thinking about what exactly is the basic unit 

of common reference for our species, our polity and our relationship to the other 

inhabitants of this planet” (p. 1-2).  In other words, the posthumanist paradigm calls in to 

question the complexity of our human identity with politics, science, and our globalized 

society.   
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Posthumanism and New Materialism 

Posthumanism and new materialism can be viewed as related fields—decentering 

the human and arguing that matter matters (Braidotti, 2010; Coole & Frost, 2010) in an 

effort to move away from dichotomies (Hekman, 2010).  The participants in my study, 

for example, reported being impacted by their clothing, the way their hair looked, and the 

material spaces on campus.  They were also impacted by embodiment, especially when 

their careers seemed stymied by a lack of Latin@ role models.  Ericka indicated,  

I have no role model to follow, so I’m creating it as I go…I absolutely have good 

models in front of me, but there is a special connection when you have 

ethnicity…I wish I would have been able to have been trained, or have been 

mentored by, by another [Latino] administrator…   

In this data excerpt here, Ericka argues that a Latin@ mentor would be useful for her, 

which implies an intra-action between things, such as marked bodies, culture, history, and 

knowledge.  Ericka is gathering discourse and material where ever she can to shape her 

identity.  In the absence of a specific, intentional, and marked body that would serve as 

an ideal mentor she could harness a connection with, she brings material objects and 

discourses together to make her own mentor, as she says, “…it’s kind of like building the 

plane while you’re flying it.” 

New materialism can be traced back to Haraway and Latour (Hekman, 2010) who 

bridged old and new feminist critical theories that incorporated matter (Haraway, 1988) 

as well as historical knowledge and the real world (Haraway, 1991).  Building on the 

seminal work of Haraway and Latour, new materialist scholars such as Barad and 

Braidotti have been at the cutting edge of feminist theory by examining the complexity of 
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human and material entanglement in the production of subjectivity.  In my study, I found 

that the production of a leadership identity was complicated, nuanced, connected to other 

humans and nonhumans, and was inescapable from embodiment, as was demonstrated in 

Ericka’s last quote.  New materialists seek the vitality of matter and, as a result, view 

matter as an “active processes of materialization of which embodied humans are an 

integral part, rather than the monotonous repetitions of dead matter from which human 

subjects are apart” (Coole & Frost, 2010, p. 8).  Women’s leadership literature tends to 

focus on the poststructural analysis of discourse at the detriment of including matter as a 

part of the theorizing.  For women and feminists, matter is important as the body is 

inescapable and plays an important role in biopolitical institutional contexts. 

In new materialism, matter has agency that acts on/with human agency and has a 

profound impact on subjectivity.  “Matter is not inert, neither does it form an empty state 

for, or background space to, human activity” (Taylor & Ivinson, 2013).  New 

materialism, then, accepts that matter is alive and that human and nonhuman bodies are 

intra-actively (Barad, 2007) entangled.  Matter is not inert, rather it has a role in 

becoming (Jackson, 2013a).  We cannot separate the production of knowledge and matter 

(Barad, 2007; Braidotti, 2013; Haraway, 1991).  New materialists seek to understand 

“how our intra-action with other bodies (both human and nonhuman) produce 

subjectivities and performative enactments enabling an approach that reinserts material 

into the process of analysis” (Mazzei, 2013).  By drawing on new materialism, I am able 

to demonstrate how matter and discourse intra-act to produce knowledge. 

It is important to note the renewed interest in materiality of late is not 

intended to discount the ongoing feminist materialist work of scholars such as Jill 
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Koyama and Hervé Varenne (who draw on actor-network theory), Monica Casper 

(who draws on materialist concepts in her work on reproductive health and 

politics), and many others who have historically valued the materiality within 

their studies.  Rather, new materialism draws on rhizomatic exploration to avoid 

dualist structures. 

To move forward in gender equity in educational leadership, we need a theory 

that incorporates materiality, performativity, agency, and politics to lend context to 

understanding unequal life opportunities.  “Posthumanism is the historical moment that 

marks the end of the opposition between Humanism and anti-humanism and traces a 

different discursive framework, looking more affirmatively towards new alternatives” 

(Braidotti, 2013, p. 37).  In this next section, I illustrate how a new way of understanding 

women’s leadership—a posthumanist/new materialist understanding—can provide 

insight in to the gender bias found in educational leadership by combining quotidian 

experiences and biopolitics.  I draw on data from a qualitative study that illuminated the 

need to consider posthumanism in understanding the lived experiences of aspiring Latina 

administrators.   

Towards a New Way of Understanding Women’s Leadership 

A posthumanist examination of women’s leadership, specifically the development 

of aspiring Latina leaders’ identity, allows me to analyze the ways diversity is managed 

in the bureaucratic and neoliberal school environment.  Districts are responsible for 

building policy in response to changing demographic patterns, yet they often reproduce 

certain identities that are seen as viable administrative candidates.   
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Posthumanist analysis is useful when analyzing Tara’s career experiences because 

women are unable to escape their bodies like men.  Men are “allowed to become the 

disembodied knowers of the Cartesian tradition” (Hekman, 2010, p. 27).  Tara’s body, 

like that of other women, is biological, linguistically, socially, and politically constituted 

and posthumanist analysis is useful for examining her quotidian experiences by providing 

insight in to how she is located/positioned in the world and how material forces interact 

with her as she acts in the world.  In her interview, Tara reported: 

I don’t take my presence as a Latina female leader lightly.  It’s so important for 

me to get people to break down stereotypes.  More so within my own community 

because I think that the old school traditional culture is the woman stays at home, 

and takes care of the man, and serves the man, and raises the family.  It’s that 

nature.  And I think for me, that’s so important to let all these other girls that see 

me every day know that she can do this…I don’t take that lightly. 

This example allows us to examine how the discursive and the material intra-act to 

produce knowledge (Barad, 2003).  In other words, it is the performativity of matter in 

the world.  According to Barad (2003), “it is through specific agential intra-actions that 

the boundaries and properties of the ‘components’ of phenomena become determinate and 

that particular embodied concepts become meaningful” (p. 815).  This allows the 

discursive to be decentered without centering the material (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012).  

The intra-action between body, culture, discourse, and politics in the quote above 

demonstrates how the material and discursive are simultaneously produced.  Tara is a 

brown body in a White institution inhabited by White bodies and limiting discourse.  It is 

important to note that I am not trying to essentialize her experience by calling attention to 
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the color of her body, rather I am trying to account for the ways in which her material 

body intra-acts with the institutional and cultural discourses surrounding race and 

ethnicity.  These discourses, or stereotypes as Tara calls them, have entangled themselves 

with Tara’s body as she acts in the world and influences the way that she constructs 

herself as a leader.  Tara is not able to escape her body, nor the cultural biopolitical 

context that serves to subjugate her body and control women of color.   

In another quote, Tara’s body becomes entangled with her philosophy, career 

aspirations, and biopower: 

I would never fit there because of that good old boy system, you know 

what I mean?  I was able to go to Sparking Springs School District where I 

knew that I fit.  Where I would be nurtured and appreciated for who I was, 

and not looked at because of my ethnicity or because of—because I’m 

Hispanic, you know what I mean?  They just looked at me as a person.  

And going to Oasis School District was the same thing.  I knew that 

Esteban’s13 values and philosophies matched mine.   

Tara produces a narrative that describes the biopolitical forces constraining the options 

available to her in the educational institution.  Tara’s body and philosophies are 

juxtaposed by a district that has been discursively constructed as a “good old boy 

system.”  Since Tara is not able to divorce her body in order to reconstruct herself 

according to the institutional androcentric discourse, she draws on Transdistrict 

Resistance to find a good fit for her body, leadership style, and philosophies.  In another 

part of her interview, Tara described what happens to women in the good old boy 

systems: “we would never get moved up.”  In other words, Tara’s body (as sexed and 

                                                 
13 Estaban is the superintendent of Oasis School District. 
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raced) is biopolitically at odds with the discourse that defines who gets accepted for 

administrative positions.  Tara comes to her position with certain social and cultural 

experiences and locate her within a particular place in the bureaucratic hierarchy.   

Early in her life, Tara faced multiple rejections as a woman of color, which made 

her attempt to, albeit unsuccessfully, fit the dominant discourse.  She describes a period 

when she was rejected five times from participating in the cheer team: 

I’ve had a lot of, don’t want to say failures, but I mean, I’ve flippin’ tried 

out for the cheer team like five times and never made it.  I never made it.  

There were White girls, and then there was Shasta, who was the pretty 

Mexican.  She was like their token one.  That was it.  So, yeah, I’m sure 

that I had to have, at times, trying to fit in, and trying to be someone, 

wasn’t true to myself. 

Tara describes moving to the city where she currently lives—finding friends and a work 

environment that believed in her, built her confidence, and gave her the opportunity to be 

herself.  Using Barad’s (2003) notion of performativity, we can begin to analyze the 

production of Tara’s identity as an entanglement of material, discursive, social, scientific, 

cultural, natural, and human factors.  The development of her identity is performative, in 

that her practice was a process of simultaneous submission and mastery.  Tara submitted 

to the norms that constructed the right type of cheerleader, while concurrently mastering 

who she was as a Latina female, with particular aspirations, who did not fit the ideal 

conception of what it means to be a cheerleader. 

Currently, Tara is working as an administrator in a neoliberal state (e.g., free 

market trends, privatization, promotion of charter schools, students as human capital) that 
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is fearful of brown bodies, as evidenced by anti-immigration and anti-bilingual education 

policies.  Many of her colleagues have been White males who have performatively 

shaped the discourse of what it takes to become an administrator—long hours, putting her 

family second to her job, and loyalty to the district.  Despite her multiple degrees, years 

of administrative experience, and various certifications that legitimize her as a qualified 

administrator, the biopower of the educational institution subjugated her and serves to 

control women of color.  Tara has a long history of being overlooked in favor of White 

bodies with the “right” type of hair.  Yet, it is not the browness of her body that 

constitutes her as nonviable in the Good Old Boy system, but the intra-action between the 

various bodies, discourses, and institutions.  In order to understand how Tara has been 

produced as a subject, we have to recognize the entanglement of her material body with 

the biopolitical discourses of race within her state and local community.   

Resisting dominant biopolitical discourses can be intimidating as well: “I did feel 

like I had to prove myself to Dan14.  I felt very intimidated by him.  I don’t think that he 

trusted me from the beginning.  Like, he didn’t know who I was.”  In this example, 

Tara’s agency is produced through human (both Tara and Dan) and nonhuman 

(institutional discourse).  The important point in using posthumanism as a lens, is to 

examine what the practices do rather than what they are.  Through this intra-action, both 

the human and nonhuman are simultaneously and continually transformed.  There is a 

dialectical resistance and accommodation between Tara, Dan, and the institution they 

worked for.  Tara had no way of knowing in advance that her career goals would be 

stifled by Dan, or that the school district would be a material place that would hold her 

female body of color back, or that she would need to discover ways to navigate a system 

                                                 
14 Dan, a White male, was the assistant superintendent of Tara’s former school district. 
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that is misaligned with her personal goals.  Posthuman analysis of Tara’s practices 

incorporates the human intentionality as well as the entangled responses to nonhuman 

forces. 

Using a materialist lens situates Tara as marked body in the Southwest United 

States, working to reach her career goals within an institution constructed from the Good 

Old Boy network of White males.  Her identity is entangled with several cultural/social 

narratives: the racist construction of social institutions (Yosso, 2005), the immigration 

narrative as disposable labor (Ngai, 1999), the historical perception of invisible Mexican 

women as wives and mothers (Pérez, 1999), along with a myriad of other historical social 

narratives that often essentialize and marginalize Mexican women.  Critical posthumanist 

leadership theory entangles the various discourses that influence how Tara constructs 

herself and how she is perceived by others.  Tara’s body is marked in a certain way by 

history and social/cultural norms that inescapably construct her differently from the 

White males in the Good Old Boy system.  Her body is in reciprocal conversation with 

the bodies around her, which continuously intra-act to produce Tara and what she is 

becoming.   

Similarly, in the example that follows, Carla is produced through the intra-action 

with her office space as well as the bodies around her.  Carla describes her leadership 

style as situational and servant leadership because “we’re always here to serve people.”  

Carla further explains how she understands leadership: 

In terms of situational leadership, you see what’s going on around you, 

and you base it, you know, how am I going to approach—handle this?  If I 
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see a student coming in to my office, am I going to be more direct?  Am I 

going to be more coaching this person? 

Carla’s office is a site where her leadership is negotiated and constructed as she works 

through the conditioned options available to her.  Carla drew on the materials in her 

office and her culturally sensitive leadership practices to shape her leadership identity.  In 

other words, Carla’s office produced a particular discourse that supported her cultural 

identity as a Latina.  Her office walls were painted bright colors, which stood in stark 

contrast to the white walls in the front office and surrounding office spaces.  She adorned 

her office space with Dia de los Muertos figures, family photographs in Mexican-style 

picture frames, brightly colored vases filled with paper flowers, and other cultural icons.   

Carla’s office furniture also produced a particular discourse of equality, openness, 

and friendliness.  Her desk, which was located in the back of the space, could be used to 

create a divide between her and the person she was speaking with.  This divide creates a 

division of power, with Carla at/behind a desk—a symbol of professionalism and 

power—and the person she is speaking to seated in a place of subordination.  

Nevertheless, the office has room for a table in front of her desk where she can meet with 

people on equal grounds.  Carla may be responsible for leading the meeting with a 

student/parent/employee, but she is able to situate herself and others so that they emerge 

as equals in that particular time and space. 

Thinking with Barad (2003, 2007) and Pickering (1993), I return to the quote 

above to analyze how Carla draws on her office space to accomplish a myriad of goals.  I 

seek ways Carla’s agency is simultaneously produced by discourse and materials.  Carla 

would be able to produce a sense of power and authority by situating herself behind or at 
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the desk if she needed to be more direct with the student.  Alternatively, she could opt to 

create a sense of equality with the student, where the student would feel more 

comfortable and would situate Carla as a coach rather than a disciplinarian.  In other 

words, Carla works with her office to create a discourse with the student.  Carla’s identity 

as a Latina, a woman, and a leader are entangled with the students she serves as well as 

her office space. 

Human and nonhuman agency are temporally emergent.  As Pickering explained, 

“We can take material agency as seriously as traditional sociology has taken human 

agency, but we can also note that the form is temporally emergent in practice” (Pickering, 

1993, p. 564).  In other words, Carla’s agency is entangled with the material agency of 

her office furniture, allowing her leadership style and identity to temporally emerge as 

she navigates what she understands to be good leadership skills. 

The mangle of practice, according to Pickering (1993) requires a “dialectic of 

resistance and accommodation” (p. 569) as well as temporal emergence.  The dialectic of 

resistance and accommodation shifts Carla through all the possible options available to 

her.  Resistance is defined as a block on the path toward a particular goal.  Resistances 

“exist on the boundaries, at the point of intersection, of the realms of human and 

nonhuman agency” (Pickering, 1993, p. 577).  For example, Carla described a 

confrontation (a block) with a Latino parent who was upset that his child had been 

disciplined.  The parent complained to the (White) front office staff that Carla had 

suspended his child due to cultural bias.  The father’s perception that Carla 

misunderstood the culture of the student served as the resistance in this scenario.  Carla 

invited the parent in to her office decorated with Latin@ cultural icons and brightly 
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colored walls and let her office space act to construct her identity as a Latina without her 

speaking.  She is suddenly read by the parent as understanding without Carla having to 

speak or defend her cultural background or heritage using language.  Instead, the office 

space speaks and acts for her, mitigating the situation through a discourse of cultural 

solidarity. 

The entanglement of human and material agency in the scenario above created an 

accommodation to the parent’s resistance.  Carla recognizes that her leadership skills are 

contingent on “analyzing what’s going on around” her, including all the material aspects 

of the building, her office, and the bodies that inhabit those spaces.  Carla’s response to 

the resistance is known as accommodation, or the ways in which she devised an approach 

around the resistance in order to reach her goal.  Carla worked with the material agency 

of the office space to push back against the parent’s resistance by constructing an 

expression of her cultural and leadership identity.  What is most important is how the 

office space produced a discourse that reduced resistance and increased accommodation 

between the two human actors.  Although Carla has faced many resistances in her 

practice, her office space allows her to constitute herself in a way that allows her to reach 

her goals (i.e., successfully calming an upset parent).  Carla had to negotiate the ways in 

which the material agency shaped what options were available to her in the real time of 

practice.  According to Hekman (2010),  

what the mangle gives us is an image of how we are located in the world 

and how the elements of that word interact…It illuminates the situation of 

human agents in the contemporary world in nearly every aspect of our 

existence. (p. 25) 
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Most importantly the dialectic of resistance and accommodation has shaped how Carla 

understands herself, her leadership skills, and what type of leader she is becoming as she 

intra-acts with human and non-human agency.   

Materials on campus, then, intra-act with human agency.  “The agency of matter 

structures the reality of our world.  It sets the boundaries of that reality, establishing what 

is included and excluded from the real.  These boundaries have very real political, 

economic, social, and material consequences” (Hekman, 2010, pp. 74-75).  Intra-actions 

between materials on campus and humans have real implications.  Ericka describes on of 

the greatest challenges to meeting her career goals:  

Another challenge is that the middle school is very demanding, and the job 

is very demanding.  We work long hours, so for me to go to a specialized 

training that supports assistant principals, or that supports administrators 

in general—it’s hard for me to leave the campus because what happens is 

our principal is off campus, going to meetings, doing budgets, doing 

things like that.  Taking care of the school in a much bigger, global type 

picture.  So, the responsibility is left to me.  I really can’t leave.  It’s hard 

that way because how is it that you grow?   

Material forces, such as the physical campus, job demands, and her ability to attend 

professional development to meet her career goals intra-act to produce a certain identity 

for Ericka.  Ericka is physically constrained by the physical campus because she is unable 

to leave in order to learn more about her profession.  In this example, the campus acts to 

push back against Ericka’s career goals and she has difficulty accommodating (Pickering, 

1993) this particular barrier.  Ericka is at risk of losing her job if her accommodation 
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defies district policy.  Interpreting Latour, Koyama and Varenne (2012) argue, “objective 

properties are not determinant (in a causal fashion); they just cannot be ignored” (p. 158).   

If I use Barad (2007), who believes reality is fluid, to examine Ericka’s 

predicament, Ericka’s reality is not fixed and she, therefore, has agency within that 

fluidity—at the site of intra-action between human and nonhuman agency.  The mangle 

of practice (Pickering, 1993) can clarify the dialectic of resistance and accommodation in 

the above data excerpt.  The campus serves as a resistance and signifies the “occurrence 

of a block on the path to some goal” (Pickering, 1993, p. 569).  Ericka’s career 

development is stymied by the campus’ agency.  If we take the campus as temporally 

emergent, then the campus is both something Ericka struggles with and yet denies that it 

is something she must struggle against.  As Pickering (1993) argued, “the resistances that 

are central to the mangle are always situated within a space of human purposes, goals, 

and plans…” (p.577).  In other words, the resistance Ericka feels is because she has a 

career goal.  Her struggle to meet her career goals can be viewed as a strategy of 

accommodation. 

Using The Posthumanist Lens in Women’s Leadership 

My aim in this article was to demonstrate the utility and value of studying 

women’s leadership using a posthumanist lens that takes in to account both human and 

material agency.  New materialism contributes the following to women’s educational 

leadership: a new analytical tool to examine embodied practices of matter in the 

educational institution, to understand how space intra-acts with human agency and 

subjectification, and a greater understanding of the assemblages of gendered 

subjectivities in educational leadership.  Although poststructuralist thought has served a 
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vital role in exploring women’s experiences in the educational field, it fails to provide a 

full picture of what it means to be an embodied agent within a bureaucratic system.  The 

purpose of this article was to demonstrate the potential posthumanism that elides the trap 

of representational meaning that is supposed to inform women’s practices. 

Furthermore, this example demonstrates that we cannot separate the human and 

non-human intra-action that are important to understanding the narratives of aspiring 

Latina educational leaders by examining the entanglement of discourse and material 

forces.  Although previous studies may touch on institutional and political forces at play 

in women’s lives, the empirical literature reviewed in this article have failed to consider 

the role of intra-actions in the lives of women leaders.  The role of nonhuman agency has 

been eclipsed by the poststructural focus on social constructionism through discourse.   

Posthumanism is an alternative to the poststructural analysis often found in 

women’s educational leadership literature and helps scholars to understand the role of 

biopower in shaping women’s leadership through the entanglement of dominant 

discourses and embodied administrators.  The examples taken from Tara’s experiences 

demonstrate how she lives in the real word, which is important to feminism and 

educational leadership studies because Tara, like other women, cannot escape their 

marked bodies.  “Feminists have a different but equally compelling reason for holding on 

to the real: the necessity of making true statements about the reality of women’s lives—

their oppression, their inferior social status, the pain inflicted on their bodies” (Hekman, 

2010, p. 72).  This example of posthumanist analysis demonstrates how the body (e.g., 

having the right type of hair), reproduction (e.g., putting family second), exploitation 
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(e.g., working long hours), and power imbalances (e.g., being intimidated by upper 

administration) serve as central issues in feminist educational leadership studies.   

We see that human agency is dialectic (Pickering, 1993; Jackson, 2013b) and, as a 

result, we are able to see what Tara does in the world through the interaction of human 

and non-human agency.  Tara is decentered and her practices are analyzed as entangled 

and performative.  We are able to pay attention to the uneven effects of dominant social 

and cultural norms, and the way that Tara is differently produced through these 

discourses.   

The power that is at play at the institutional level creates unequal life chances that 

Tara has had to overcome in order to reach her career goals.  We can see in the examples 

above how her identity has been shaped through the reproduction of institutional norms, 

cultural expectations, and associated biopower that is used to control populations in the 

field of education.  We are able to more fully grasp what it means to be a material body in 

a world of human and nonhuman objects, navigating bureaucratic powers, and the 

historical context of the local community.  The educational bureaucracy has an immense 

impact on the opportunities of ordinary women of color—creating uneven effects for 

differently embodied individuals.  Posthumanism allows us to consider the impact of 

complex systems on the everyday lives of marginalized individuals in order to address 

issues of social justice.  Posthumanism allows scholars to trace the “complex and 

reversible causalities that run between different levels of the social system and especially 

between the microleveled or everyday, and the macro level or structural” (Coole & Frost, 

2010, p. 32).  Indeed, this article attempts to outline the ways that posthumanism can be 

used to examine the quotidian and the structural.   
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Posthumanism allows educational researchers to incorporate ongoing analysis, 

embodiment, biopower, bioethics, identity, agency, and material/nonhuman elements into 

their theories and conceptual frameworks.  Additionally, it allows researchers to trace the 

tensions between micro- and macro-levels of the educational system.  This type of 

analysis renews issues of social justice for embodied individuals who are often 

overlooked in published literature in educational leadership.  Doing posthumanist 

analysis such as this can illuminate the relationship between language and reality, the 

quotidian and the structural. 
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