


Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander viewers
are advised that this exhibition may contain
images of people who have died.
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Academic women have played
a central role in the making of
Adelaide’s universities. Over
the last fifty years, women have
entered universities in growing
numbers. They developed
careers, produced
internationally-acclaimed
research, taught and mentored
students, and have created
diverse pathways for following
generations.

The Wise and Wonderful Women exhibition
is based on oral histories with retired
women who worked at the three South

Australian universities during the period
1970 to 2024. Participants, drawn from
across the academy, had expertise in the
social sciences, visual arts, humanities,
law, economics, architecture, nursing,
psychology, mathematics, physics, and
biology. Most belonged o the ‘baby
boomer’ generation, though some were
older. They were distinctive as a group of
women for whom professional careers
opened in large numbers for the first time.

Looking back on their working lives, they
tell a story of how women made careers in
male-dominated institutions and fought to
transform their environments to support
women’s success. This exhibition celebrates
the important work they performed in
shaping our institutions today.

Women students and staff, 1918. University of Adelaide Archives
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“I sort of fell

academia. It was,

in a way, a series

of fortunate events
or accidents.

- Anon

JJ




Academic women were involved
in all parts of academic life.

Research was often transformative for
academic women. Many were passionate
about their studies, both the process and what
they discovered. Because universities valued
research, high-quality scholarship also offered
women a sense of personal achievement
and a path to international recognition. More
recently growing expectations for research
productivity within universities could dampen
the joy, pushing people to narrow the scope
of research and publishing.

Teaching played an important role in the
lives of most academic women. Some
women remained in predominantly teaching

roles throughout their careers, often having
lacked support for research in the early years.
Others balanced feaching with research or
other responsibilities. Many women enjoyed
tfeaching; some loved it. Aimost all agreed
that it was hard work that contributed to
feelings of fatigue and tiredness.

Several women represented in this exhibition
took on leadership roles in universities, with
some reaching senior positions including Vice
Chancellor. New styles of management of
universities brought with it a whole new set
of opportunities and challenges. Academic
leaders had to tread deftly within highly
polificised environments, af fimes managing
distressing situations. They also found
opportunities to improve conditions for staff
and students.




“In my experience, coming from
my background, | thought it

was an immense privilege that
somebody would pay me fo read
books and talk about them.”

- Anon




Jennifer A.

McMahon

Jennifer A. McMahon (1956-
2023) was the first woman
Professor of Philosophy at the
University of Adelaide and a
leading international scholar in
the field of aesthetics. McMahon
studied Fine Arts and Education
and was a successful artist,
educator and critic in Melbourne.
Her work led her to investigate
the nature of creativity, artistic
convention, aesthetic perception,
appreciation and pleasure while
undertaking a master’s degree
at the University of Melbourne,
followed by a PhD in Philosophy
at the ANU.

Her early research work led to a highly

novel way of linking aesthetic perception

to the emerging fields of cognitive science
and neuroscience, while lafer research
focussed on the aesthetic, ethical and social
dimensions of contemporary art practice.

McMahon's books include the
groundbreaking Aesthetics and Material
Beauty (2007) and Art and Ethics in a Material
World (2014), and her edited collections
include the inaugural issue of the Ausfralasian
Philosophical Review (2017) on ‘The Pleasure
of Art’, Social Aesthetics and Moral Judgment
(2018), and a focus issue of Curator: The
Museum Journal (2019) on ‘The Ancient
Quarrel Between Art and Philosophy in
Contemporary Visual Art Exhibitions’.

After joining the University in 2002 (from
the University of Canberra), McMahon
became Head of the Department of

S

Philosophy in 2010. In 2014 she took on the role
of Secretary of the Australasian Association

of Philosophy then in 2015, she also became
Director of Postgraduate Studies for the
Faculty of Arts. In 2018 McMahon served on
the Australian Research Council’s Excellence
in Research for Australia as a Member of its
Humanities and Creative Arts Panel.

Following her death, the CEO of the ARC,

Ms Judi Zielke commented "Professor
McMahon's impact on early-career
researchers, in particular women researchers,
whom she generously supported over the
course of her career, will endure. She will
continue to be an inspiration to all.”

Between 2016 and 2019, McMahon led

an Australion and international team of
researchers and artists on an ARC funded
Discovery Project, on ‘Taste and Community’
which also received strong support from the
American Society for Aesthetics and the
American Philosophical Association.

In June 2019, McMahon was diagnosed

with an aggressive breast cancer, followed
by protracted tfreatment. She retired in

April 2022 and was immediately appointed
Emerita Professor of Philosophy. After a final
struggle with an incurable metastatic cancer,
McMahon passed away in June 2023.



“I loved it. I loved the whole time I was
at uni. I was there almost 25 years.
It was a time with a lot of change. It
always seemed fo be almost changing
all the time, there was something
different. So just the structure of it.

We were in schools and we were in
faculties and we were in divisions.”

- Anon
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Above: Tutorial in Lecturer’s Office, University of Adelaide, c1985. University of
Adelaide, Special Collections, Archives, Series 695, ltem 789

Left: Jennifer A. McMahon, Beulah Park, 2002. Courtesy Brendan Ryan.



Interruptions

“I would take him on the frain in the pusher,
wheel the pram across fo Mackinnon Parade
(childcare cenfre), leave him there, walk back
fo uni, do some work... I got very good at
concentrating when | only had this much time.”

- Anon

Opposite: Colleen Raven, Australia
Jenni Caruso, 2018, Photographic print. Private Collection. Courtesy Jenni Caruso.




Jenni
Caruso

Jenni Caruso is an Eastern Arrernte woman,
member of the Stolen Generations, and

was a historian at the University of Adelaide.
As a child, Caruso was removed from her
family and placed with a Methodist family

in Adelaide. Despite her stepfather being
involved in the development of the Centre
for Aboriginal Studies in Music at the University
of Adelaide, she was discouraged from
further education: 'l was constantly tfaught
that because | was Aboriginal | did not

have the intellectual capacity to undertake
university study’. Caruso became a nurse and
married. At age 35, she decided to return to
education to learn to type, as she wanted

to be a secretary. Her teachers encouraged
her to go to university and she completed

a Diploma in Aboriginal Education at the
University of South Australia. This led her to a
job in Catholic Education and eventually one
in Indigenous Student Support at the University
of Adelaide in 1999,

While working at the university, Caruso
started studying again, eventually receiving
an Honours in History at age 52. From there,

‘4{”
she went into a part- ’nm PhD in History. In
2007, she was encourox ’ro apply for a

job in Aboriginal Histor he Department
of History and began fe Chlng along with
completing her studies. Coruso s PhD,
awarded in 2018, on the Stolen Generations
was a politically important piece of
research. It led to the extension of South
Australia’s Stolen Generations'Reparation
Scheme to a wider group of applicants,
when she proved that they were removed
under South Australian legislation.

Caruso performed significant cultural service
to the institution, representing Aboriginal

and Torres, Strait Islanders on many important
committees, and waorking to ensure greater
equity in the university. Her cultural work
beyond the institution was also significant. She
was The recipient of the Gladys Elphick Quiet
Achlé\/@r Award (2017), the South Australian
NAIDOC Lifetime Achievement Award (2018),
shorTllsTéd for the Premier’s NAIDOC Award
(2019), and most recently included in the
South Australiaon Women'’s Honour Roll.
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Sue
Sheridan

Sue Sheridan was instrumental in feaching
courses around women in literature at Magill
College of Advanced Education (CAE) and
then teaching and researching in Women's
Studies at Flinders University from 1987 untfil
her retirement in 2006. Early on she had
redlised that she ‘wasn’t going fto lead the
sort of life that my family expected me to, or
other people’s families in that time’. Sheridan
pursued a PhD in feminist literature, a focus
that made it difficult for her to get a job in @
fraditional English department in the 1970s
where the value of such work was not yet
appreciated. She struggled to publish her
thesis and had little academic mentorship:
‘there were very few ... women in a senior
enough position to do any mentoring”.

In the 1980s, Sheridan was part of a cohort
of women that were integral to developing
Women'’s Studies as an interdisciplinary
scholarly discipline at Adelaide and Flinders
Universities. The field emerged from work in

the CAEs, the Women's Liberation movement,

and academic conferences where like-
minded women explored the importance

of understanding women'’s experience.
Together, they built the foundations of a field
of scholarship - including founding journals,
developing academic courses and degrees,
and creating a community that acted as a

‘I wasn’t going to
lead the sort of
life that my family
expected me fo,
or other people’s

families in that time.’

- Anon

Sue Sheridan. Courtesy Sue Sheridan.

resource for other scholars of women, gender
and feminism. 'l just learned so much from
Sue’, observed one of Sheridan’s colleagues.

Sheridan was foundation Reviews Editor

for Australian Feminist Studies from 1985 to
2005. Her books include Christina Stead
(1988), Along the Faultlines: Sex, Race and
Nation in Australian Women'’s Writing 1880s
to 1930s (1995), Who Was That Woman? The
Australian Women's Weekly in the Postwar
Years (2002), The Fiction of Thea Astley (2016);
as editor, Grafts: Feminist Cultural Criticism
(1988), Debutante Nation: Feminism Contests
the 1890s (1993, with Sue Rowley and Susan
Magarey) and Nine Lives: Postwar Women
Writers Making their Mark (2011). Sheridan is
well known for her generosity to her students
and other scholars.
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“I did retire at 65, which
makes me think, really,
that many women, like
me, have quite fruncated
careers. We start late and
we sort of finish on time.”

- Anon

er artwork Michael’s Cage



Jan

Pincombe

Jan Pincombe was Professor

of Midwifery in the School of
Nursing and Midwifery, University
of South Australia. She left school
when she was 15 and became

a nurse, studying midwifery

in New South Wales in 1968.

She began clinical teaching on the wards
and on moving to Perth had a job at

the Western Australian School of Nursing.
Along with having two children she would
continue her studies at the University of
Western Austalia taking advantage of the
free education provided by the Whiflam
government. Later she would undertake a
PhD af the University of Wollongong, where
she was appointed as a Senior Lecturer in
1984. On moving to Adelaide, she started
work at the University of South Australiq,
eventually becoming Dean of Nursing.

Pincombe was heavily involved in curriculum
development for nursing and midwifery
students and was the South Australian
representative on the National Three Year
Midwifery Degree curriculum committee for
the development of standards. She was one
of four editors for the first textbook in Australia
and New Zealand for practicing and student
midwives, Midwifery: Preparation for Practice
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Jan Pincombe, Kingswood, 2024.
Courtesy Prudence Black.

(2006). As well as being a member of the
Australian College of Midwives,

she was involved in successful research
contracts for the development of
Competencies and Standards for Midwives
for the Australion Council of Nursing and
Midwifery. Jan Pincombe was a member
of the reference group that produced
Improving Maternity Services in Australia:
The Report of the Maternity Services Review
(2009), which suggested a drastic reform
agenda tfo maternity care provision.

Jan Pincombbe retired at 68, but did not stop
working. She continues to supervise PhD
students, performs grant-funded research,
and produce publications. Pincombe thinks
that keeping your mind and body active is
necessary in retirement and she combines
her research with regular swimming.

“l passionately loved that job for most of my
career and gave it my heart and soul. It really
hurt me to leave but on the other hand I must
say I haven’t had a minute of regret about
leaving. I just feel grief yes, but not regret.”

- Anon






