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Wimmin architects

Once, when 1 was eight, my mother got mad ar my grancdmother for
installing 1 my autopraph book the tollowing aphorism: Happiness
lies not in getring what one wants, but in wanting what one rers’, Ie
was years befare I saw the reason for the marernal fury: what might
secm these days like ancient Buddhise wisdom (far application Lurer)
struck niy mum as supine defearism, A siper-artack from doiley-land,
Even now, rhis tension berween clunging the world and changing
vneself to fit it berrer, or perceive i differently, is a constant subieexr,
In particulsr; given the sexes' opposite tendencies in this repard, it
groumds the gender dehare

In this, archirecrure, despite occasional propagandic furries to the
contrary, is in the bleeding obvious box. Somewhere in the decades
between graduation and matucity, wamen architects vanish. Alwiys
have, perhaps always will, But the propagamds — headlined, in the
words ol 4 recent Roval Australian Institure of Archiweers press release,
"No Glass Ceiling For Female Archirects’ — amounts 1o an assiduous
misceading of the entrails,
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And yet they ure entrails we persist in perusing in our messy scarch
for signs of growing equality — money, promotion, maternity leave,
job satisfaction. As though the standard emblems and epaulettes of
corporate suceess life were actually at, in a protession as peenbiar as
archirecture. Probably the entire push reveals more abour whar we'd
like to betrue than about any material change in world order. A couple
of temile president= in the RATA, and suddenly we're hearing victory
tall.

But, you counter, duesn't this in itsell prove their point? That the
rirle ure finally making i into the big rop? Well, na, in 2 word. Feen
if female presidents were the rule, not the exceprion, measuring the
lesinisation of the pn}i-:.'ah'luﬂ in hits of pold braid could h'.1.r|.i|_'|.-' b
sillier. Architecture just amn't thar kinda game. Nar, for that mateer, i
feminisation,

The RALA prexs releake rederred o a 2004 srdy of Auscralian
wamen architects headed by the late Queensland academic Dr Paula
Whitman, also then president of the Queensbund chaprer of the
Iostitnre. Why s i, she and her colleagues wondered, rhar females
comprise 40 per cent of architecture students but only 1 per cent of
architecture’s compuny directors?

Whitman's survey covered 500-odd female architects across
Australia, half of them parents, most of them under 40 and working in
a capital city. 1t tound that ‘more than one i four emale architeers are
deliberately knocking back promotions at work’. OFf these, 'more than
half” are deing se voluntarily, because they €ither have "different career
aspirations’ or don't expeer grearer job sansfaction to resulr. Furrher,
said Dr Whirman, the survey showed thar "an overwhelmingly high
number of female architects, almost 70 per cent, are willing to torgo
carcer success to achicve balance in life ... bur srill desiring improved
remuneration’.

Even if it's true, though, even it aff women architeets were
rhythmically refusing preferment, is this meant to make us feel berter?
Should we feel reassured, in pursuit of the squality grail, knowing that
winnen architeets are so ambitionless, so resigned or so (sigh, darling)
content with their lor as ro repearedly eschew pasitions of influence? Is

disempowerment ohay when it's voluntary? Is that what we're suyingt
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I's a real danger. As US academicy Linda Babcock and Sara
Laschever pointed out in Wemern Den't Ask, ‘this turns out to be o higr
problem for women: bring sarisfied with less’ Or, in Whitman's words,
women say they are getting what they want [buef is what they want
not very much? Do women [archirects] have safe targets and low jroals
when it comes 1o their careers?’

The reasons for the limpness wre more worrving seill. Australiun
women architects, says Whitman, do not see gender as o burrier and do
not blame externalities like svstemic bias, Instead, they see motherhood,
luck of time and 'negative personslity charscterisncs (including low sclt
image, lack of confidence and discipline) as the biggest inhibirors’.

Say whatt Here we have a bunch of highly educared, highly
morivared prime-time females feeling ic's okay that their carcors are
crippled by having children, or by their failure o perform the ogo
dunce. Onee again, thatis, women are internalising blame in the time
hanoured way — and this provies we're ac hieving some kind of equaliey?
Lver hear of 1 bloke's eareer heing inhibited because he happens to have
a eouple of kids, much less Lis being okay wirh that?

Beneath all this theres anorher, dtf:p-:f misapprebwnsion rhar
escapes scrutiny alrogether, Architecture is not a corporate deal, So
archireetural success is not measurable by the usual arvay ol ticked
boxes; salary targets and Key Performance Indicators. You can have all
that, ol course. Bur that’s the point. You can have the lor, and still count
for nothing within the profession. Why? Because whilé architecture
calls itself a profession — has to, o get the work - it sces irself as an art,
This explains architecrure’s standing oscillarion between the slick side
afthe arts and the daggy cdge of the professions, Explains, too, why its
stars are nol those who make the most muoney, ur chair rhe mast b::uards,
or acquire the most Porsches.

30 who is at the top? Well, the stars, of course. The design gurus;
the Promethens figures, the stealers of fire from heaven. And while
their success s not measurable in the usual wavs, there is a remarkable
consensus, within architecrire, a8 w who they are, und who they are
not, Wha they are, across the globe, Is men. Wheo thev are not —still s
not (Gae Aulenti, Zaha Hudid, and one or two others notwithstand ng)
= is women. Even today, most female architectural principals, from

Feminim and future-eating 159



Penise Scot-Brown 1o Benedetia Taghahue, cither focus exclusively
on dnmu:‘-tif-m:n]rr work or practise wirh, and cpand in the shiadow of,
their husbands. Thisis nol changing. Mot a jot. If anything, it's g0ig
hackowards.

S it dovsn actually matter in the end, how many women Are
pxperiencing ystained job satisfaction due to family-fricndly policies
in the workplace, blah blah. That women might be happy working
in a corner of the lounge deing alts and adds for the triends and rels
during school hours connts for zileh. This is not success, BOL within
tlie accepred definition of the term. ATV WY Satislaction, perhaps.
Comtentment, sure, Balance. cONVERIeNce, lile-wisdom, whatever, But
not '|u'uff-'.~alun:|1 SUCCLSS.

Whar it docs nor show is any form ol sttack on the pglass ceiling,
Indeed, it’s back to the future, with women settling yet again for changing
their expoetations, not the world. Situarion pormal. And that woemen
may b their awn worst enernies in this makes it worse, not hegeer.

All ol which leaves W with the why, what 1 do ahout it and does
iU vaLTer anyway questians. Wiy comes down 10 four short svllables:
reslosterone. Architectural stardom relies on focused and sustained
(if uften corduroy-cloaked) apgression of the kind that seldom comes
paturally to women, especially women designers. Lake, for example,
publication. From L Corbusier 10 Kaolhaas, from Tschumi o
Liheskind to Cox 1o Murcutr, they all know iz you don’t ger place 10
the firmament it you don't publish. Publication is something at which
Hadid, for exampie, svcelled, decades before che had anything Luile.
And yet, a5 Wihitman s survey remat ke with some Cuncert, ‘pu'uLlcatiun
andfor puh\i-: recognition wis nominated as the Jeast tmportant woal of
the women surveyed’.

S0 here's the siackable duestiong it suceess 4s i is delined in
yrchireeture is not something women WanT, O not something ot which
they are {onthe whole) capable, Jaes that matter? A pe wornen just ahiead
of the game, natural downshifters, oo wise, 100 enlightentd, to be
hothered? Alterall, in Lily Te mlin's immortal words, ‘the teouhle with
+hi rat race is thar even if vou Wi, you're srill 2 rat’. Thing s, though,
one Teason they are smmortal words —as apposed 0 dead and vanished

_ iz thut Tomlinsisa £eld in which women i shine ws avarkai.

R Eluliberiand



S¢ can architectire change to fit women betters If sty should je?
Would architectire benefit Would women, il recognition is genuinely
fot a priority for them? Is there some other way perhaps, which doesn't
invelve women either becoming pseudo-men or resigning themselves 1o
second fiddle? 1 5 continuing story, for which history offers no puide,
For me, it comes down 1o this. How will [ feel when my daughers
propose studyving architecture® Answer? Mad, like my mum



