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Abstract 

This PhD dissertation investigates the reproduction of sexist and racist harassment and 

discrimination in workplaces at Danish universities. It contributes to feminist organization 

studies by exploring: (1) How does the dis/organization of Danish universities enable the 

reproduction of inequalities, specifically in form of sexist and racist harassment and 

discrimination? (2) What allows sexist and racist workplace harassment and discrimination to be 

reproduced both on an institutional-structural and an interactional-individual level? (3) How are 

sexist and racist harassment and discrimination reproduced intersectionally, and what is distinct 

in how they are reproduced? 

Data from the Danish university context provides the empirical basis for the study. The author 

conducted in-depth interviews with academic faculty at all eight Danish universities. Interviewees 

were not required to have personal experiences with harassment and discrimination. An 

approach of anti-narrative research operationalized through embodied queer listening was 

developed and used in both data generation and analysis to methodologically acknowledge and 

engage with the interviewees’ vulnerabilities as well as autonomy in relation to organizational 

norms and power structures. It further allowed engaging with both discursive and affective 

aspects of data generation and analysis. 

The findings of the study are structured in six analytical chapters. These outline (I) contextual 

mechanisms within the Danish academic system that facilitate harassment and discrimination, 

(II) the unspeakability of racism when speaking of harassment and discrimination, (III) the 

imperceptibility of harassment, that is, how harassment often becomes affectively noticed before 

becoming named as such, (IV) ten (de)legitimization strategies that allow harassment and 

discrimination to persist, (V) expectations in how to speak up about harassment experiences, and 

finally (VI) insights on the reporting process and its challenges. 

The dissertation contributes to research on harassment and discrimination within feminist 

organization studies, developing both theoretical and empirical insights. Overall, it maintains and 

details how harassment and discrimination are reproduced in a context of in/formality leading to 

a reproduction of inequality underneath a layer of unspeakability which leads to a lack of 
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responsibility. Finally, implications for organizational practice are discussed, suggesting that 

organizations need to recognize anti-harassment and anti-discrimination as ongoing, relational 

organizational practices rather than a goal to be achieved, respond with autonomy-fostering care 

to the vulnerability involved in harassment experiences, and be able to ‘stay with the trouble’ in 

addressing the affective ambiguities of harassment and discrimination. 
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Resumé 

Denne ph.d.-afhandling undersøger reproduktionen af sexistisk og racistisk chikane og 

diskrimination på arbejdspladser ved danske universiteter. Den bidrager til feministiske 

organisationsstudier ved at udforske: (1) Hvordan muliggør danske universiteters 

dis/organisation reproduktionen af uligheder, specifikt i form af sexistisk og racistisk chikane og 

diskrimination? (2) Hvad tillader at sexistisk og racistisk chikane og diskrimination på 

arbejdspladser bliver reproduceret på både et institutionelt-strukturelt niveau og på et 

interaktionelt-individuelt niveau? (3) Hvordan bliver sexistiske og racistiske chikane og 

diskrimination reproduceret intersektionelt, og hvad er distinkt ved hvordan de bliver 

reproduceret? 

Data fra den danske universitetskontekst udgør studiets empiriske grundlag. Forfatteren 

gennemførte dybdegående interviews med universitetsansatte ved alle otte danske universiteter. 

At de interviewede havde personlig erfaring med chikane og diskrimination var ikke en 

betingelse. En anti-narrativ undersøgelsestilgang, operationaliseret via embodied queer listening, 

blev udviklet og anvendt i både dataskabelse og analyse for metodologisk at anerkende og 

engagere sig i de interviewedes sårbarhed, såvel som deres selvbestemmelse i forhold til 

organisatoriske normer og magtstrukturer. Derudover tilladte denne undersøgelsestilgang 

engagement med både diskursive og affektive aspekter af dataskabelse og analyse.  

Studiets resultater er struktureret i seks analytiske kapitler. Disse fremviser (I) det danske 

akademiske systems kontekstuelle mekanismer, som faciliteter chikane og diskrimination, (II) 

racismens usigelighed når der tales om chikane og diskrimination, (III) diskriminationens 

usanselighed, dvs. hvordan chikane ofte bliver bemærket affektivt førend det bliver benævnt som 

som chikane, (IV) ti (de)legitimeringsstrategier som tillader at chikane og diskrimination varer 

ved, (V) forventninger til hvordan man taler højt om oplevelser med chikane, og endelig (VI) 

indsigter i anmeldelsesprocessen og dens udfordringer.  

Afhandlingen bidrager til feministiske organisationsstudiers forskning i chikane og 

diskrimination ved at udvikle både teoretiske og empiriske indsigter. Afhandlingen fastholder og 
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beskriver detaljeret hvordan chikane og diskrimination bliver reproduceret i en u/formel kontekst 

som fører til reproduktion af ulighed under et lag af usigelighed som fører til et fravær af 

ansvarlighed. Slutteligt bliver implikationer for organisatorisk praksis diskuteret, hvor det 

foreslås at organisationer er nødt til at anerkende anti-chikane og anti-diskrimination som 

fortløbende, relationelle organisatoriske praksisser fremfor at være mål som kan opnås, er nødt 

til at svare med autonomistøttende omsorg for den sårbarhed som er involveret in 

chikaneoplevelser, og være i stand at ’blive i besværet’ når de tiltaler chikane og diskriminations 

affektive flertydigheder. 
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Pre-script 

I feel the urge to write: This study is not about #MeToo and #BlackLivesMatter. 

The rise of these two global social movements in recent years is not the only reason why we have 

to address sexist and racist harassment and discrimination. These problems and inequalities 

existed long before the hashtags went viral, and protesters took to the streets. And they will 

outlast the span of attention those movements receive. In no way do I want to dismiss the huge 

importance of both #MeToo and #BlackLivesMatter. Yet what I fear is, when #MeToo and 

#BlackLivesMatter cease to be interesting, will we go back to pretending that research on sexism 

and racism is unnecessary?  

So, let me rephrase: This study is not because of #MeToo and #BlackLivesMatter. 

But, of course, it is about it. Because:  

Yes, me too. 

And always, Black Lives Matter! 

 

1 Introduction 

I started the research for this study in 2019. It was two years after the first major wave of 

#MeToo had traveled around the globe with millions of testimonials of sexual harassment being 

shared online (Burke, 2022). Despite its global spread and influence, it almost seemed as if the 

#MeToo movement had not really reached Denmark. It had until this point been largely ignored, 

ridiculed, or deemed as having gone too far in the Danish context (Askanius & Hartley, 2019; 

Skewes et al., 2021). While in some countries, #MeToo triggered discussions about different types 

of harassment and discrimination – for instance, demanding intersectional analyses and 

particular attention to racism and racist harassment resulting in the #MeTwo movement against 

racist harassment and discrimination in Germany (Gavras et al., 2019) or discussions around the 

Black feminist origins of #MeToo in the US (Burke, 2022) –, in Denmark such conversations were 
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largely absent in both public and academic discourse. Nonetheless, or maybe exactly because of 

that, I decided to study sexist and racist harassment and discrimination. 

About 1.5 years into my PhD studies, public engagement with problems of harassment and 

discrimination changed. In the summer of 2020, the brutal murder of the Black American man 

George Floyd by the police triggered thousands of #BlackLivesMatter protests not only in the US 

but in several countries around the world, including in Denmark. In Copenhagen, more than 

15,000 people joined the main #BlackLivesMatter protest, making it the largest protest against 

racism or racist harassment and discrimination in Denmark in the past decades, despite 

continuous work by Black Lives Matter Denmark and other anti-racist organizations. Shortly 

after, in the fall of 2020, the Danish #MeToo movement gained new steam. In a large comedy 

show, prominent Danish media personality Sofie Linde spoke publicly about the sexual 

harassment she had experienced throughout her job, which triggered what might be called the 

second wave of #MeToo in Denmark. Throughout this second wave, sexual harassment was 

called out as a systemic problem in a variety of industries and organizations, including at 

universities (Einersen et al., 2021). 

I am writing this introduction to my dissertation at the end of 2022. Against the background of 

the peaks of #MeToo and #BlackLivesMatter seemingly lying in the past, some might say that the 

main wave of interest in calling out, investigating, and fighting sexist and racist harassment and 

discrimination is already over again. So, is it still relevant to study harassment and 

discrimination? My answer to this question is that it is more relevant now than ever. What 

#MeToo and #BlackLivesMatter have shown us and continue to show through the feminist and 

anti-racist activism and work that is certainly still going on even if less publicly visible is: we do 

have a problem and it is not going to disappear by pretending it does not exist. We need to invest 

time, care, and resources into understanding how the sexism and racism that so many 

continuously experience persists. Attention towards these issues might come in waves but the 

problems of sexist and racist harassment and discrimination do not;  

they persist,  

they stick,  

they stay,  
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they are reproduced in our societies, our workplaces, our universities – until we do something. 

One PhD dissertation will certainly not be the silver bullet that changes it all or provides all the 

answers, but my aim with this dissertation is that the insights I offer can play their part in 

gaining a better understanding of how sexist and racist harassment and discrimination are 

reproduced, specifically at Danish universities.  

 

1.1 The Danish context – studying harassment and discrimination when ‘sexism is an 

issue of the past’ and ‘racism only exists elsewhere’ 

My investigation is set in the context of Denmark, specifically, I take Danish universities as my 

empirical setting. Why conduct a study on harassment and discrimination in one of the countries 

that are often seen as front-runners when it comes to social equality, one might ask? Indeed, 

Denmark, as part of Scandinavia and the Nordics, is often perceived as a role model for equality. 

However, study results paint a different picture. The World Economic Forum’s (2022) Global 

Gender Gap report, for instance, positions Denmark’s Nordic neighbors Iceland, Finland, Norway, 

and Sweden on ranks 1, 2, 3, and 5 respectively, while Denmark is positioned on rank 32. 

Considering the category of ‘Economic Participation and Opportunity,’ arguably the most relevant 

category for a study on workplace harassment and discrimination, Denmark scores even lower 

and lands on rank 54. Looking at harassment and discrimination specifically, a study conducted 

by the European Agency for Fundamental Human Rights (2015) revealed that the EU average of 

women having experienced some form of sexual harassment lies at 45%, while in Denmark 83% 

of respondents reported experiences of sexual harassment. This means that Denmark achieved 

the third highest score in this study, yet contrary to the Global Gender Gap report landing a high 

rank is of course not the favorable outcome here. 

Despite statistical evidence pointing to the contrary, a postfeminist myth of equality prevails in 

Denmark, putting forth the idea that gender equality has been achieved and no further efforts 

against different forms of discrimination are required (J. F. Christensen & Muhr, 2019; Ronen, 

2018). Denmark may be best described as a ‘postfeminist gender regime’, in which feminism is 

simultaneously celebrated and disavowed, so that – significant progress towards equality 

notwithstanding – equality remains an unfinished and contested project (Utoft, 2020). As argued 
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by Utoft (2020, p. 328), “Danes generally champion the success [of] feminism in the past by 

declaring that gender equality constitutes a defining Danish, cultural value […but deny] the need 

for further feminist activism, politics or intervention in the present […for instance by opposing] 

legal initiatives to support the economic and political empowerment of women, […and being 

hesitant as to] whether and how work organisations should address gender (in)equality” (see also 

Dahlerup, 2018; Skewes et al., 2019, 2021).  

In other words, in Denmark, it is commonly maintained that ‘sexism is an issue of the past’. 

When it comes to racism, the line of argument is slightly different. Here, it is claimed that racism 

simply does not exist in Denmark, instead ‘racism only exists elsewhere’, such as in the US or the 

UK. The idea of Danish racial exceptionalism mobilizes a collective ignorance towards Denmark’s 

colonial past (and present) and draws upon a narrow definition of racism as intentional 

discrimination based on asserted biological difference to uphold that ‘real’ issues of racialization 

and racism do not exist in Denmark (Danbolt, 2017; Goldberg, 2006; Keskinen et al., 2009; 

Loftsdóttir & Jensen, 2012). Concepts such as ‘sanctioned ignorance’ (Habel, 2012) and ‘colonial 

ignorance’ (Danbolt, 2017) have been developed to describe how ideas of the welfare state are 

mobilized as beacons of tolerance and equality to silence discussions on racist harassment and 

discrimination, leaving racism largely unchallenged (Hvenegård-Lassen & Staunæs, 2019; 

Skadegård & Jensen, 2018; see also Wekker, 2016).  

At the same time, racialized logics have been found to organize large parts of Danish society. For 

instance, an ideal of ‘equality as sameness’ that is upheld within Nordic welfare states fosters 

notions of desired ethnic homogeneity (Gullestad, 2002; Hervik, 2011; Holck & Muhr, 2017). As 

Holck and Muhr (2017, p. 3) outline: “As the [Danish] welfare model is historically built on the 

presumption of an ethnically homogenous population, solidarity through mutual identification (to 

ensure support for high levels of redistribution) has hitherto been extended to citizens with an 

ethnic Danish background. This focus on ethnic heritage that follows the historical development 

of the Danish welfare model makes it difficult to embrace and value differences related to ethnic 

background; from very early on, ethnic minorities have been seen as a population with special 

problems and difficulties.” Relatedly, scholars have not only identified how racial logics organize 

welfare state practices (Padovan-Özdemir & Øland, 2022; Vertelyte, 2022) but also media 
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representations (Andreassen, 2007; Smedegaard Nielsen, 2019; Yilmaz, 2016), educational 

settings (Buchardt, 2016; Jaffe-Walter, 2016; Khawaja, 2022; Li, 2021; Yang, 2021)), aesthetic and 

cultural production (Thorsen, 2020), the migration system (Arce & Suárez-Krabbe, 2018), the 

labor market (Spanger & Hvalkof, 2020) and the everyday lives of minorities (Hassani, 2022; 

Khawaja, 2010; Lapiņa, 2018). 

There has moreover been critique of the Danish academic structures being racist and 

exclusionary towards Black scholars and scholars of color, particularly women, and their 

knowledge(s) (Midtvåge Diallo, 2019; Thorsen, 2019). While the ‘postfeminist gender regime’ and 

the notion of Danish racial exceptionalism influence many spheres of Danish society, universities 

provide additional contextual factors allowing harassment and discrimination to persist. A claim, 

or arguably myth, of meritocracy, that is, the (self-)perception of being a meritocratic, fair, and 

critical organization that employs objective measures of quality and excellence, persists at 

universities (Deem, 2009; Scully, 2002; van den Brink & Benschop, 2012). However, for 

universities as much as for other organizations, this claim of meritocracy has been revealed to be 

biased and exclusionary towards those who do not fit social and organizational norms that 

influence measures of quality and excellence, revealing meritocracy to be a myth (J. F. 

Christensen & Muhr, 2019; Deem, 2009; Ferree & Zippel, 2015; McNamee & Miller, 2013; Noon, 

2010; Scully, 2002; Simpson et al., 2020; van den Brink & Benschop, 2012). 

Furthermore, as Simpson et al. (2020) suggest, it is not people’s merit that determines 

organizational rewards but rather what the author’s term ‘deservingness’, understood as 

performative evaluative processes through which merit is recognized and given value. That is, 

even if we set aside that norms of quality and excellence are already biased, not everyone’s merit 

will be recognized, as “merit must be given recognition and value to be seen as deserved […and] 

merit comes to be performatively constituted as deserved through embodied performances of 

gender that rely on traditionally [white, heteronormative] masculine enactments and displays” 

(Simpson et al., 2020, pp. 182–183). This allows organizational inequalities to prevail as 

legitimate and deserved, under the disguise of being meritocratic and therefore justified (cf. 

Sandel, 2020). Thereby, the myth of meritocracy veils problems and challenges that pinpoint 

unjustified inequalities as these would question established norms of ‘deservingness’, which leads 



6 

 

to problems of sexist, racist, and other types of harassment and discrimination being sidelined, 

dismissed, and reproduced (Castilla, 2008; Dar et al., 2020; Scully, 2002; van den Brink & 

Benschop, 2012). Sustaining these insights, studies have found Danish universities to be places of 

consistent sexist and racist harassment and discrimination (Andreassen & Myong, 2017; Guschke 

et al., 2019; Hvenegård-Lassen & Staunæs, 2019; Skewes et al., 2019; Thorsen, 2019). 

The dominant Danish narrative of not having any problems with gender and racial inequality – 

either having overcome them or not having had them in the first place – makes it particularly 

challenging to address existent problems of racist and sexist harassment and discrimination in 

Denmark. At the same time, it points towards the need to highlight those issues in research, as 

otherwise they risk being sidelined in public and academic discourses. Moreover, by focusing on 

the Danish context, I aim to broaden the contextual field in which studies on harassment and 

discrimination at universities are currently mainly positioned, namely in the US and the UK. 

While many of the findings from these geographical settings might be translatable to other 

country contexts, there is a need for research outside the Anglo-Saxon sphere to be able to reflect 

on specific contextual conditions that shape how harassment and discrimination occur and are 

being reproduced (Emejulu & Sobande, 2019; Essed & Trienekens, 2008; McDonald, 2012). 

 

1.2 Why harassment and discrimination? 

What I focus on in this study are harassment and discrimination. Harassment and discrimination 

link to a variety of different terms and concepts, such as assault, violence, bullying, offensive 

behavior, incivility, or humiliation – all of which could have been the core concepts to build this 

study around. I chose harassment and discrimination as the two concepts to work with primarily 

because they capture as accurately as possible the experiences that were described to me during 

my interviews. Often, the interviewees themselves called what had happened to them harassment 

or discrimination. They are thus empirically relevant. However, I realized throughout my study 

that the terms harassment and discrimination are used in a variety of different ways, both 

empirically and theoretically referring to different practices and behaviors. Those usages are not 

only heterogeneous, at points they are even contradictory. Referring to Williams’ (1988) collection 
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of and deliberation about ‘keywords’ as words that are socially relevant and prominently used yet 

contested in meaning, harassment and discrimination might be described as such keywords. The 

contestation around these keywords does not lead to a loss in relevance. Quite the opposite, they 

continue to be used extensively while being contested, sometimes mobilizing a variety of 

meanings at once. They become polysemous but persistent because of that quality (Williams, 

1988).  

One way to work with such polysemous keywords could be to trace as many definitions as 

possible to identify what connects them at their core and develop one overall definition of 

harassment and discrimination – and, indeed, as part of my theory chapter I will outline how 

harassment and discrimination have been theoretically engaged with in existent scholarship. 

However, I will refrain from developing or deciding upon one core theoretical definition of 

harassment and discrimination. I could also rely on a legal definition as the democratically agreed 

upon definition that eventually everyone has to adhere to, such as the European Union’s 

definitions of discrimination as ‘where one person is treated less favourably than another is, has 

been or would be treated in a comparable situation on grounds of sex/racial or ethnic origin’ and 

harassment as ‘unwanted conduct […] with the purpose or effect of violating the dignity of a 

person and of creating an intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating or offensive environment.’ 

1 From this legal perspective, harassment is identified as one way how discrimination can be 

expressed.  

 
1 In the European Union, ‘Directive 2006/54/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 5 July 2006 on the 

implementation of the principle of equal opportunities and equal treatment of men and women in matters of 

employment and occupation’ and ‘Council Directive 2000/43/EC of 29 June 2000 implementing the principle of equal 

treatment between persons irrespective of racial or ethnic origin’ would be most relevant for this study. Here, 

harassment and discrimination are defined as follows: 

Directive 2006/54/EC, Article 2, Definitions: “1. For the purpose of this Directive, the following definitions shall 

apply: (a) ‘direct discrimination’: where one person is treated less favourably on grounds of sex than another is, has 

been or would be treated in a comparable situation; (b) ‘indirect discrimination’: where an apparently neutral 

provision, criterion or practice would put persons of one sex at a particular disadvantage compared with persons of 

the other sex, unless that provision, criterion or practice is objectively justified by a legitimate aim, and the means of 

achieving that aim are appropriate and necessary; (c) ‘harassment’: where unwanted conduct related to the sex of a 

person occurs with the purpose or effect of violating the dignity of a person, and of creating an intimidating, hostile, 

degrading, humiliating or offensive environment. [https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32006L0054] 

Council Directive 2000/43/EC, Article 2, Concept of Discrimination: “Concept of discrimination 1. For the purposes of 

this Directive, the principle of equal treatment shall mean that there shall be no direct or indirect discrimination 

based on racial or ethnic origin. 2. For the purposes of paragraph 1: (a) direct discrimination shall be taken to occur 
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While I do not reject these legal definitions, I maintain that it is not the terms’ strict delineation 

but exactly their quality of being contested and used heterogeneously that makes them relevant 

for my study. Instead of identifying and fixating one clear definition of harassment and 

discrimination as terms, I, therefore, propose that a more relevant question is what it does to use 

the keywords harassment and discrimination. What is their function, or what do they mobilize? 

The word harassment mobilizes an understanding positioned at the interactional-individual level. 

Speaking of harassment puts focus on individual experiences of being harassed and the behavior 

of one person harassing someone else. However, as I will argue throughout this dissertation, 

harassment is also anchored at the institutional-structural level because it reproduces and is 

reproduced by structural inequalities. The word discrimination functions to grasp this 

institutional-structural anchoring as it allows identifying and highlighting harassment as (a form 

of) discrimination. Referring to the above-outlined definitions by the EU, while legal definitions 

foreground that discrimination can take many forms with harassment being one of them, 

focusing on the function of the terms harassment and discrimination pinpoints the necessity to 

use them together to highlight that harassment is not only an interactional-individual behavior 

and experience but a form of discrimination and thereby institutional-structurally anchored. 

Hence, all harassment (which takes place on the interactional-institutional level) is a form of 

discrimination (and thus anchored on the institutional-structural level) but not all forms of 

discrimination are harassment. In other words, even though discrimination is not necessarily 

linked to harassment, harassment is necessarily linked to discrimination. While I do not 

investigate all possible forms of discrimination in this study, I do investigate harassment as (a 

form of) discrimination. This is the point that I want to stress in this study by employing the two 

terms harassment and discrimination together. 

 
where one person is treated less favourably than another is, has been or would be treated in a comparable situation 

on grounds of racial or ethnic origin; (b) indirect discrimination shall be taken to occur where an apparently neutral 

provision, criterion or practice would put persons of a racial or ethnic origin at a particular disadvantage compared 

with other persons, unless that provision, criterion or practice is objectively justified by a legitimate aim and the 

means of achieving that aim are appropriate and necessary. 3. Harassment shall be deemed to be discrimination 

within the meaning of paragraph 1, when an unwanted conduct related to racial or ethnic origin takes place with the 

purpose or effect of violating the dignity of a person and of creating an intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating 

or offensive environment.” [https://eur-

lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32000L0043:en:HTML] 
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In addition, building upon theory as well as empirical insights from conducting my study, I 

suggest that the joint usage of the words harassment and discrimination fulfills two functions: 

First, it rules out the possibility that the occurrence was just a misunderstanding or part of 

normal conduct but instead places it within a system of inequality and mistreatment. Second, by 

acknowledging what happened as ‘wrong’, it demands placing blame or at least responsibility and 

accountability for the occurrence. These suggestions link to a claim Sara Ahmed makes in her 

article ‘Sexism - A Problem with a Name’ in which she advocates the importance of using the 

term ‘sexism’ and giving it meaning. Ahmed (2015, p. 9, italics mine) writes, “to name something 

sexist is not only to name something that happens as part of a wider system […] but also to give 

an account of that something as being wrong and unjustifiable.” As (key)words, harassment and 

discrimination arguably function to pinpoint specific occurrences within a wider system of 

inequalities, that someone must be held accountable for. And it is this emphasis on accountability, 

or rather a lack thereof, which already provides a hint as to why so many strategies are employed 

at universities to delegitimize any claims of harassment and discrimination and why it is so 

difficult to speak (up) about experiences of harassment and discrimination, both of which will be 

explored in more detail in this dissertation. 

Understanding harassment and discrimination in this related way links to how they are used as 

concepts in the field of research I position my study within, namely feminist organization studies. 

It further allows me to connect them to feminist, anti-racist, and queer theories which my 

research is inspired by. While I will expand on these connections in the theory chapter, I now turn 

towards how my research is positioned in feminist organization studies as the field to which I aim 

to contribute.  

 

1.3 Positioning the research in feminist organization studies – from occurrence and 

effects to the reproduction of harassment and discrimination 

Prior research has established that harassment and discrimination exist in organizations (ESTHE, 

2016; FRA - European Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2015; Larssen et al., 2003; Latcheva, 2017; 

Nordic Council of Ministers, 2020). In addition, research within (feminist) organization studies 

has explored the occurrence of both sexist and racist harassment and discrimination, finding that 
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both persist across a variety of industries, including the university sector (Berdahl & Moore, 

2006; Buchanan & Ormerod, 2002; Cassino & Besen‐Cassino, 2019; Humbert, 2022; Lipinsky et 

al., 2022; Lopez et al., 2009; Loy & Steward, 1984; McDonald, 2012; Murrell, 1996; Reilly et al., 

2016; Texeira, 2002; Welsh et al., 2006). It has further been established that harassment and 

discrimination have detrimental effects both for individuals and organizations, ranging from job 

loss and withdrawal at work (McLaughlin et al., 2017; Miner-Rubino & Cortina, 2004; Richardson 

& Taylor, 2009; Solomon & Williams, 1997; Willness et al., 2007), over mental and physical health 

problems (Chan et al., 2008; Sojo et al., 2016), including depression (Friborg et al., 2017; Houle et 

al., 2011), burnout (Takeuchi et al., 2018), post-traumatic stress disorder (Avina & O’Donohue, 

2002) and dissociation (Adams-Clark et al., 2019), to financial consequences for the organization 

(Chawla et al., 2021). 

Taking these insights on the occurrence and the effects of harassment and discrimination as a 

basis, a body of research within organization studies has focused on investigating the 

reproduction of harassment, as one form of persistent discrimination. That is, inquiring, how 

come that harassment continually occurs in organizations? One stream of research investigates 

harassment as part of a broader frame of workplace incivility (Berdahl & Raver, 2011; Chawla et 

al., 2021; Cortina, 2008; Cortina et al., 2013; Daniels & Thornton, 2019; Kabat-Farr et al., 2020; 

Perry et al., 2020). Such studies argue that harassment occurs in a climate of intolerance and 

disrespect (Cunningham et al., 2021; Hulin et al., 1996) and correlates with other forms of 

interpersonal mistreatment and uncivil behavior by individuals (Lim & Cortina, 2005; Robotham 

& Cortina, 2019).  

In another stream of studies, feminist organization scholars predominantly highlight the role of 

gendered and racialized organizational power structures in reproducing harassment and 

discrimination (E. Bell et al., 2019; McDonald, 2012). Feminist organization research has 

investigated how gendered and racialized power structures are inscribed within and enacted 

through heteronormative, misogynist, and racist organizational cultures (Alvinius & Holmberg, 

2019; Fernando & Prasad, 2019; Hennekam & Bennett, 2017; Phipps & Young, 2015), unequal 

workplace structures (Acker, 2006; Ortlieb & Sieben, 2019), exclusionary organizational networks 

(Ortlieb & Sieben, 2019), as well as normalized sexist and racist organizational behavior (Hlavka, 
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2014). It has further been found that strategies that rely on ignorance, stigmatization, threats, 

and exclusion allow harassment to persist within organizations (Ahmed, 2017; Bourabain, 2020; 

Bowes-Sperry & O’Leary-Kelly, 2005; Calder-Dawe & Gavey, 2016; Clair, 1994; Diekmann et al., 

2013; Dunlop & Lee, 2004; Feagin, 1992; McDonald et al., 2016; Mills, 2010; Olson et al., 2008; 

Richardson & Taylor, 2009; Sbraga & O’Donohue, 2000; Whitley & Page, 2015). 

I position my study in the field of feminist organization studies with an aim of contributing 

particularly to the above-outlined research that investigates the reproduction of harassment and 

discrimination by paying attention to gendered and racialized organizational power structures. As 

a common denominator, these studies conceptualize harassment and discrimination in the 

context of management and organization, framing them not just as something that happens 

between and is caused by individuals, but as a problem linked to the organization itself and how it 

is managed. However, harassment and discrimination are often researched as instances of 

mismanagement, as something managed or organized wrongly, within an otherwise well-

functioning organization. Taking inspiration from dis/organization literature, which understands 

paradoxes and contradictions as integral parts and routine features of organizations and argues 

that organization and disorganization are not only interconnected but mutually dependent and 

thus inseparable (Cooper, 1986; Guschke & Sløk-Andersen, 2022; Plotnikof et al., 2022; Putnam 

et al., 2016; Trethewey & Ashcraft, 2004), I maintain that current study approaches foreclose the 

possibility of recognizing harassment and discrimination as fundamental parts of organization. In 

other words, there is a lack of research that investigates harassment and discrimination as 

reproduced as part of the very dis/organization that upholds the organization.  

What much of the research in the field of feminist organization studies also has in common is a 

focus on power structures and their working within the organization. I recognize and agree that 

this is paramount to be able to investigate harassment and discrimination as part of wider 

systems of sexist and racist inequalities and that it provides a leverage point for analyzing how 

these inequalities link to organizational cultures, workplace structures, social networks, or 

normalized organizational behavior. However, it also creates an institutional-structural bias that 

shows in a detachment of such studies from investigating harassment also on an interactional-

individual level. While a focus on power structures theoretically acknowledges that harassment, 
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as a form of discrimination, is structurally anchored yet interpersonally reproduced, analytical 

investigations remain focused on the prior while neglecting the latter. And while there are studies 

focused on the interactional-individual level, those are primarily concerned with the occurrence 

and effects of harassment rather than its reproduction. Critically addressing this separation, I 

suggest that understanding harassment as structurally anchored yet interpersonally reproduced 

requires an investigation both on an institutional-structural as well as an interactional-individual 

level.  

Finally, I identify an important discrepancy between two types of studies: on the one hand, there 

are the studies that highlight the high occurrence and particularly damaging effects of 

harassment and discrimination based on both gendered and racialized inequalities, particularly 

for Black women and women of color (Berdahl & Moore, 2006; Buchanan & Ormerod, 2002; 

Cassino & Besen‐Cassino, 2019; Murrell, 1996; Texeira, 2002); on the other hand, there is a 

scarcity of explicitly intersectional analyses on the reproduction of harassment and 

discrimination. Feminist organizational research investigates harassment and discrimination 

largely from a gendered perspective and with a focus on sexual harassment. In recent years, some 

studies have provided important insights into the intersection of gender, race, and ethnicity in 

harassment and discrimination, such as Bourabain’s (2020) study on everyday sexism and racism 

experienced by early career scholars and Mandalaki and Prasad’s (2022) account of specific 

gendered and racialized experiences of ‘in-betweenness’ in academia. By and large, however, 

there is still a need for intersectional studies that investigate how sexist and racist types of 

harassment and discrimination are reproduced intersectionally. Importantly, emphasizing 

intersectionality also includes investigating what might be distinct about their reproduction 

considering that sexist and racist power structures might function differently in organizational 

contexts.  

Positioning my research within feminist organization studies, I thus identify three specific 

research needs: first, investigating the reproduction of harassment and discrimination as part of 

the very dis/organization that upholds the organization; second, examining harassment and 

discrimination both on an institutional-structural as well as an interactional-individual level; and 

third, conducting intersectional analyses of how sexist and racist harassment are reproduced. In 
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addition, I have argued that there is a need for situating studies on harassment and 

discrimination outside the contexts in which they are currently often situated, namely the US or 

the UK, to attend to specific contextual conditions that might influence how harassment and 

discrimination are reproduced. Relating to this, I have motivated my decision of conducting my 

research in Denmark, and specifically, my choice of taking workplaces at Danish universities as 

my empirical context as universities exhibit additional relevant contextual factors that support 

the reproduction of harassment and discrimination. These considerations lead me to pose the 

following research questions that this study aims to address: 

How does the dis/organization of Danish universities enable the reproduction of 

inequalities, specifically in form of sexist and racist harassment and discrimination? 

 

What allows sexist and racist workplace harassment and discrimination to be reproduced 

both on an institutional-structural and an interactional-individual level? 

 

How are sexist and racist harassment and discrimination reproduced intersectionally, and 

what is distinct in how they are reproduced?  

 

1.4 Exploring the reproduction of sexist and racist harassment and discrimination 

In my investigation of these research questions, I am theoretically inspired by dis/organization 

literature as well as queer and feminist theory. As the theory chapter will attend to in more detail, 

I use this theoretical background to delineate organizations as social-relational processes of 

in/formal dis/organization and to conceptualize subjects in organizations as relationally tied, and 

thereby ontologically vulnerable, and performatively constituted in a continuous process of 

becoming. In addition, I employ theories on prejudice, stereotypes, and discrimination as well as 

Black feminist theories on racism, sexism, and intersectionality to develop my understanding of 

intersectional types of harassment and discrimination as based on prejudiced attitudes and 

stereotypical attributes and expressed in different forms, such as everyday harassment. These 
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theoretical insights provide inspiration for my analysis which I conducted in a reflexive mode of 

induction, that is, I work with an open mind yet neither an empty head nor empty heart.  

Empirically, I investigate these questions through a qualitative, interview-based study in the 

context of Danish universities. I interviewed 34 academic employees, including PhD fellows, 

postdoctoral researchers, assistant professors, associate professors, full professors as well as 

department heads and institute leaders. My aim was to speak both with people who have 

experienced harassment and discrimination as well as people who did not, some of whom might 

claim to have nothing to do with harassment and discrimination. I was curious as to what they 

understood harassment and discrimination to be, if they perceived them as problems in their 

workplace, if so how, in what forms or expressions, and for whom. Moreover, I inquired how 

harassment and discrimination are and, in their view, should be dealt with at universities.  

I was interested to grasp not only the ‘straight’, normative, accepted, and expected narratives but 

to explore how the way in which harassment and discrimination are understood might link to 

organizational norms, expectations, and power structures. My research was therefore guided by 

an approach of anti-narrative research (Riach et al., 2016). Anti-narrative research aims to 

understand how, why, and at what cost idealized organizational narratives and subjectivities are 

formed and sustained, attending to both organizational structures and their governing function as 

well as individual differences in the repetition of these normative structures. This approach 

allowed me to pay attention to both institutional-structural and interactional-individual level 

factors. Moreover, I developed the practice of embodied queer listening (cf. Gill, 2012; Landreau, 

2012) in data generation and analysis to operationalize anti-narrative research. This enabled me 

to attend to embodiment, affect, and atmosphere not as disturbances to qualitative interviews but 

as an insight into the ‘flows’ of affective intensities (cf. Ayata et al., 2019; Brennan, 2004) and 

what these might reveal about organizational structures and their interactional-individual 

reproduction. Embodied queer listening thereby made it possible to give space and voice to what 

was affectively present even if this seemed to ‘not make sense’ or not be explainable, attending to 

that which might not be speakable in a viable way.  

It also allowed me to reflect on my own embodied experience as a woman of color researching 

sexist and racist harassment and discrimination, making it possible to integrate these reflections 



15 

 

into the analysis in a meaningful way. I found a way to write myself into this dissertation. As I 

will extend in the methodology chapter, this includes allowing myself to write in ways that might 

at points stray from academic norms of writing – one might argue that I engage in ‘writing 

differently.’ Yet, considering the variety of ways that now exist to write differently, with essays, 

articles, and books deviating from usual forms of academic text in structure, wording, form, and 

tone (Burø, 2020; Gilmore et al., 2019; Grey & Sinclair, 2006; Helin, 2019; Parker, 2014; Pullen, 

2006; Pullen & Rhodes, 2015; Weatherall, 2018), I wonder how ‘different’ my writing would have 

to be to still claim to be writing differently. How many norms of academic writing do I need to 

break to truthfully make this claim? And is it possible to make this claim when writing a 

dissertation, considering that I do conform to certain academic writing norms as I want my work 

to be recognized as of high enough quality academically to deserve the PhD title?  

Thus, I refrain from promising that I have written this dissertation differently (and eventually 

disappoint the readers). Instead, I have crafted a text about which I can say with confidence: it 

sounds like me. This is what I sound like when I explore racist and sexist harassment and 

discrimination at Danish universities. Sometimes, you will find me very present in the text, 

hearing what I felt and thought and struggled with. At other points, I will be more distanced, 

giving central stage to other voices, such as those of theorists or interviewees. You will find 

poems and vignettes as much as you will find classic interview quotes and figures. I think – and 

hope – that this way of writing allowed me to bend academic norms enough to make space for 

myself and my knowledge yet not too much to fall out of the frame of what a PhD dissertation is.  

 

1.5 Contribution 

The main claim I make based on the findings of this study is that sexist and racist harassment and 

discrimination are reproduced in an entanglement of formal and informal organizational 

structures, processes, and practices that dis/organize academia. In tracing this entanglement and 

its effects throughout my analysis, I assert that harassment and discrimination are not issues of 

mismanagement or unfortunate mistakes in an otherwise well-functioning organization. Rather, 

they are part of the very way in which academia works, that is, how it is dis/organized. 
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Furthermore, showing how harassment and discrimination are reproduced in contradictory 

structures, processes, and practices of formality and informality points to a significant insight into 

the working of harassment: namely that harassment functions through contradictory and 

constantly shifting norms that destabilize the victim’s perspective, their autonomy, and their 

sense of self – leaving victims at a loss as to what really happened, how to evaluate it, and how to 

get out of it. 

While these insights provide an answer to the first research question, I also engage with the 

question of how harassment and discrimination are reproduced on both an institutional-

structural and an interactional-individual level, as well as with the intersectionality of sexist and 

racist harassment and discrimination. To address the prior, I investigate harassment on an 

interactional-individual and an institutional-structural level and moreover explore how both are 

linked in the reproduction of harassment as a form of discrimination. Exploring the embodied 

and affective experience of harassment at an interactional-individual level, I find that due to an 

unaddressed paradox of accumulative and imperceptible harassment experiences harassment 

remains unrecognized on an interactional-individual level. In addition, I develop the concept of 

legitimized othering to show how harassment and discrimination are dismissed on the 

institutional-structural level. The concept pinpoints how the process of defining and labeling 

some groups as legitimately different allows the implicit dehumanization of such non-normative 

groups in the organization which, consequently, makes it possible to dismiss problems of 

harassment and discrimination, for instance as misunderstandings, rather than recognizing them 

as institutional-structural problems. To consider how the misrecognition of harassment and 

discrimination on both interactional-individual and institutional-structural level are linked, I 

consistently pay analytical attention to organizational structures, processes, and practices that are 

implicated in the reproduction of harassment and discrimination, and how these are shaped by 

organizational norms which are understood as embedded in institutional structures yet 

reproduced in interaction between individuals. This allows me to pinpoint how individual 

interaction influences institutional structures and vice-versa. Here, one example is the 

(mal)functioning of the reporting process that is anchored within male-centric legal norms 

which, on the one hand, are reproduced by those acting within the reporting process and, on the 
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other hand, recreate gendered and racialized inequalities in the organization that allow such 

reproduction of male-centric norms. 

To address the question of how racist and sexist harassment and discrimination are reproduced 

intersectionally, and what is distinct in how they are reproduced I develop and draw upon an 

affective and embodied analytical sensitivity for the reproduction of racist harassment and 

discrimination which, as I find, would otherwise remain unspeakable. Based on my research, I 

develop the concept of the unspeakability of racism to pinpoint how experiences of racist 

harassment and discrimination are not recognized and remain invisible and silenced, in other 

words unspeakable, even when sexist discrimination and harassment are addressed within the 

organization. I maintain that this provides an important contribution to understanding the often-

unquestioned reproduction of racist harassment and discrimination, at universities and in the 

Danish context.  

 

By showing how sexist and racist harassment and discrimination are enabled through the very 

dis/organization of universities – rather than by being issues of mismanagement within an 

otherwise well-functioning organization – and identifying harassment as both an interactional-

individual and an institutional-structural level problem, my study contributes to research within 

the field of feminist organization studies in the following ways. First, it allows extending research 

that has focused on the role of gendered and racialized power structures in organizations, and 

how these are inscribed within and enacted through heteronormative, misogynist, and racist 

organizational cultures, unequal workplace structures as well as exclusionary organizational 

networks (Bourabain, 2020; Calder-Dawe & Gavey, 2016; Fernando & Prasad, 2019; Hennekam & 

Bennett, 2017; Ortlieb & Sieben, 2019; Phipps & Young, 2015; Whitley & Page, 2015). Second, it 

provides novel insights into the affective, embodied dimensions of harassment experiences yet 

without detaching these from their normative structural anchoring (cf. Ahmed, 2014a). Third, it 

offers an intersectional analysis that investigates both sexist and racist types of harassment and 

discrimination as well as their intersections thereby addressing the general need for analyses that 

go beyond a one-sided focus on gendered discrimination and sexual harassment and, more 

specifically, the call for more research on race and racism in (feminist) organization studies (M. P. 
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Bell et al., 2021; Dar et al., 2020; Liu, 2021; Mandalaki & Prasad, 2022; Nkomo, 2021; Rodriguez 

et al., 2016). 

In addition to the contributions to research, my study is relevant for addressing problems of 

sexist and racist harassment and discrimination in society and organizations wherefore I offer 

implications for organizational practice. Building upon my analytical insights, I argue that new 

organizational responses need to be developed that are capable of addressing harassment and 

discrimination exactly at that level of organizational structures, practices, and processes rather 

than trying to tackle it as an unfortunate and exceptional issue of mismanagement. To that end, I 

suggest that organizing against harassment and discrimination means questioning and changing 

normative patterns and collective practices through ongoing relational efforts, fostering practices 

of norm-critical reproduction with a difference (cf. Butler, 2004; J. F. Christensen, 2018; Fotaki & 

Harding, 2018; Riach et al., 2016). I unfold this suggestion in three pillars: first, organizations 

need to recognize anti-harassment and anti-discrimination as ongoing, relational practices rather 

than as a goal to be achieved; second, organizations need to respond with autonomy-fostering 

care to the vulnerability involved in harassment experiences; and third, organizations need to be 

able to ‘stay with the trouble’ (Haraway, 2016) in addressing the affective ambiguities of 

harassment and discrimination. 

 

1.6 Course of action 

The dissertation is structured into five chapters. After this introduction follows the theory chapter 

detailing my theoretical understanding of organization, subjects in organization, and 

discrimination. It further positions the study within feminist organization studies. In the 

subsequent methodology chapter, I discuss my ontological and epistemological background, 

describe the context, design, and process of my study, and detail how I employed anti-narrative 

research operationalized through embodied queer listening in data generation, analysis, and 

writing. It follows the analysis which is structured in six parts. I begin with outlining contextual 

mechanisms that dis/organize universities while also facilitating harassment and discrimination. 

Next, I introduce two concepts I developed, legitimized othering and the unspeakability of racism, 
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and outline how these concepts support an intersectional analysis of harassment and 

discrimination. The subsequent parts of the analysis trace and draw out how workplace 

harassment and discrimination travel within the organization, starting from the imperceptibility 

of harassment experiences, via detailing ten (de)legitimization strategies that allow harassment 

and discrimination to persist, to outlining the challenges of ‘just speaking up’ in the right way 

and, finally, addressing the difficulties of reporting harassment and discrimination. I conclude by 

discussing the main insights my dissertation offers, how it contributes to the field of feminist 

organization studies and what implications it has for organizational practice, specifically for how 

to organize against harassment and discrimination. 
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2 Theory 

The aim of this chapter is two-fold. First, I outline the theories that inspire and inform my work. 

That is, I will draw upon them to understand and analyze my empirical data. To this end, I begin 

by describing the theoretical basis for how I understand organization as social-relational 

processes of organizing (2.1). Further, I theoretically discuss how I understand subjects in 

organizations, building upon an understanding of recognition-based subjectivities and a notion of 

subjects as inherently vulnerable and autonomous (2.2). Finally, I discuss theories that provide a 

basis for my understanding of harassment and discrimination (2.3). The second aim of this 

chapter is to outline the field of research that my study aims to contribute to, namely feminist 

organization studies. I provide an overview of the relevant theories and empirical research 

developed in this field, and in reference to the argument provided in the introduction show how 

my study is positioned within this research field and what contribution it may offer (2.4).  

 

2.1 Organization 

The broad aim of my research, as detailed in the outlined three research questions, is to 

investigate how harassment and discrimination are reproduced in workplaces at Danish 

universities. Investigating how something is reproduced in an organization asks about the 

processes of organizing that allow something, here harassment and discrimination, to 

continuously exist. Organization is in this research project therefore primarily understood as 

processual. I am interested in the processes of organizing – and the organizational structures and 

practices that shape and are shaped by these processes – rather than the organization as an 

entity, or container, within which something (else) happens. I am curious to explore the 

reproduction of harassment and discrimination as part of the structures, processes, and practices 

that organize Danish universities. Investigating the reproduction of harassment and 

discrimination is thus an inquiry into the organization of Danish universities. 
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2.1.1 Organization as social-relational processes 

With this starting point, I follow a now well-established stream within organization studies that 

challenges the perception of organizations as entities and instead suggests understanding 

organization as a process of becoming (cf. Hernes, 2014). Instead of focusing on the organization, 

or organizations, emphasis is from this perspective laid on the act of organizing, or organization 

as a verb. This leads to two important shifts of perspective. First, if the process of organizing is in 

focus, the existence of organizations is not taken for granted but organizations need to be 

continuously reproduced through the act of organization – “the task at hand becomes one of 

exploring how that state of organization is continuously obtained” (J. F. Christensen, 2020, p. 83). 

Second, a process view prompts organization scholars to move away from an understanding of 

organizations as inherently stable until change occurs; instead, organizations are seen as 

continuously adapting, even if this means adapting to new conditions to avoid change, in other 

words, stabilizing. 

Following this shift towards a processual conceptualization of organizing – a focus on becoming 

rather than being – in this study, I work with an understanding of organization as social-

relational processes of organizing in which an interplay of (formal and informal) organizational 

structures, processes, and practices organize, and thereby continuously reproduce, 

organization(s). I will unfold this understanding throughout this chapter. 

An important aspect implied in this understanding of organization is a conception of organization 

as social-relational rather than rational-bureaucratic. Dominant scholarship in the early days of 

organization research conceptualized organizations as ideal rational systems, such as Taylor’s 

(1911) principles of scientific management, Fayol’s (1916) principles of management, or Weber’s 

(1924) administrative bureaucracies. Such scholarship focused on - and emphasized a need for - 

rationality, standardization, and predictability, as well as impersonality, technicality, and 

authority to ensure clear divisions of labor (primarily between work and responsibility) facilitated 

by clear hierarchies, central decision-making, and formal rules. Taylor, Weber, Fayol, and other 

organizational theorists at the time argued that organizations, to function well, needed to be rid 

of anything that was not rational. It thus implied a disregard for any personal, irrational, 

emotional, or social aspects of organizing.  
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One reaction to these expressions within organization studies is heavy criticism of the 

dehumanized view of organization(s). As McMurray and Pullen (2019, p. 1) write, “rationality is 

just one perspective on, or feature of, organizing. Moreover, it is a perspective which is partial in 

the absence of a concern with emotion, culture, aesthetics, ethics, agency and collaboration.” 

Critics of this rational view on organization, which manifested over decades following these first 

expressions, maintained that the functioning of rational organizations was not a result of this 

being the most natural, ideal form of organization but rather a self-fulfilling prophecy based on 

the performativity of dominant rationality-based organizational theories (McGregor, 2000). The 

dominance of, for instance, principles of scientific management has created organizations that 

function only under such principles, re-inscribing the principles’ ‘truth-value’ based on their 

performative power. 

In questioning perceptions of organizations as rational systems, another stream of research 

started to conceptualize organization(s) as social and relational systems. While the existence of 

rational, bureaucratic, and standardized structures and processes within organization was not 

denied, rationality was ‘dethroned’ as the ideal way of organizing, and the presence of relational 

and social aspects of organizing was acknowledged as a key part of organization. As part of this 

move, organization research for instance turned towards organizational culture (cf. Kunda, 2006; 

Schein, 2004) and a more comprehensive view of organization structure (cf. Mintzberg, 1983) but 

also the environment in which organizations operate, as explored in institutional theory (cf. 

DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Understanding organizations as social systems thus allowed for a 

variety of new approaches to studying organization, focused on understanding how organizations 

are shaped by internal and external influences.  

This is where I identify the clear link to a processual view of organization. Understanding 

organization as processual implies paying attention to (interlinking) structures, processes, and 

practices of organizing, and these are shaped socially and relationally. In this study, I will 

continuously use the formulation ‘organizational structures, processes, and practices’ with the 

aim of stressing the social-relational and processual understanding of organization in contrast to 

an understanding of organization as rational systems or bureaucratic entities. Similarly, with a 
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focus on social-relational aspects of organization, I attend to organization as constantly changing 

rather than expecting stability. 

 

2.1.2 Dis/organization and organizational paradoxes 

As I follow a stream of organizational research that acknowledges and accounts for the social-

relational aspects in processes of organization, I also explicitly home in on the ‘messiness’ of 

organization. To be able to pay analytical attention to this ‘messiness’, I mobilize and engage with 

dis/organization literature (see also Guschke & Sløk-Andersen, 2022 where we employ and 

outline a similar theoretical frame). In opposition to organization studies that focus on rationality, 

certainty, and order (Fayol, 1916; F. W. Taylor, 1911; Thompson, 2003; Weber, 1924; Weick, 

2006), dis/organization scholarship argues that disorganization and disorder are inherent 

elements of organization (Cooper, 1986, 2001; Hassard et al., 2008; Plotnikof et al., 2020, 2022). 

As Tretheway and Ashcraft (2004, p. 81) formulate it, the aim is to challenge the “enduring myths 

of rationality and order that shape the prevalent logics of organizational theory and practice.” 

Challenging traditional views on organizations as ordered settings, dis/organization scholars 

argue that irrationalities, contradictions, and paradoxes are an integral part of organization 

(Cooper, 1986, 2001; Hassard et al., 2008; Putnam et al., 2016), a consequence of how 

“organizations and their members are pulled or are purposefully moving in different, often 

competing directions” (Trethewey & Ashcraft, 2004, p. 81). This stands in stark contrast to 

organizations having been considered rational enterprises within which tension has been framed 

as problematic and something to be eliminated (Cooper, 1986; Mumby & Putnam, 1992; Wendt, 

1998). As presented by Knox (2015), traditionally disorder has been understood as intimately 

related to the ‘problem’ of uncertainty with writers such as Thompson (2003, p. 159) identifying 

uncertainty as ‘Other’ and “what ‘organization’ is meant to overcome”, and Weick (2006) 

describing organization as the pursuit of certainty or, at least, reducing uncertainty. 

Yet, not least since Cooper claimed that “in its most fundamental sense, organization is the 

appropriation of order out of disorder” (1986, p. 328) as well as “the forcible transformation of 

undecidability into decidability,” (1986, p. 323) scholars have examined how organization and 
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disorganization go hand in hand, suggesting these seemingly opposite phenomena to be not only 

interconnected but even mutually dependent. According to Trethewey and Ashcraft (2004, pp. 

82–83) “organizational tensions are not simply ruptures or anomalies” but rather “routines 

features of organizational life that attest to the fundamental irrationality of organizing.” Putnam 

and Ashcraft (2017, p. 346, italics in original) further claim that “paradox is integral to the 

ontology of organization. In other words, the very process of engaging in organizing is 

fundamentally a paradoxical activity. […] Paradox is not only normal; it is constitutive of all 

organization.” By acknowledging disorder and disorganization as integral to organization (Knox 

et al., 2015; Putnam & Ashcraft, 2017; Trethewey & Ashcraft, 2004), investigating uncertainty, 

contradictions, paradoxes, and tensions is acknowledged as part of organization studies – and, 

importantly, without an aim of necessarily overcoming or releasing such contradictions and 

tensions.  

One concept that allows investigating contradictions and tensions and has been studied 

thoroughly in organizational research is the concept of organizational paradoxes (see Smith & 

Lewis, 2011 for an overview). A paradox can be defined as “the simultaneous presence of 

contradictory, even mutually exclusive elements” (R. E. Quinn & Cameron, 1988, p. 2) that are 

interrelated and persistent over time. These elements can refer to perspectives, feelings, 

messages, identities, interests, practices, processes and more (Lewis, 2000). Such “contradictory 

yet interrelated elements […] seem logical individually but inconsistent and even absurd when 

juxtaposed” (Smith & Lewis, 2011, p. 382). Yet rather than an ‘either-or’ of the involved elements, 

paradoxes describe a ‘both-and’ in the sense that paradoxes are “BOTH unities, clarities, univocal 

AND multiplicities, ambiguities and polyvocal complexities” (Knudsen, 2004, p. 104). 

The juxtaposition of the interrelated, yet contradictory elements of a paradox creates tension. 

Smith and Lewis (2011) differentiate between ‘latent’ and ‘salient’ tension arising from paradoxes. 

Tension is described as latent when it arises from contradictory, yet interrelated parts embedded 

in organizational processes that exist due to organizational complexity. Following the above-

outlined views on organization as processual, social-relational, and disordered, it can be argued 

that organization always includes latent tension based on processual organizational paradoxes. 

Taking the example of organizational change, as outlined above, a processual view prompts 
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organization scholars to understand organization as processes of continuous adaptation, thereby 

moving away from an understanding of organization as inherently stable until change occurs. 

With a focus on paradoxes and tension, this can be extended and reformulated to argue that 

organization is not constructed in a binary of either change or stability but exists through a 

constant paradox of both change and stability which always involves latent tension. Salient 

tension then describes contradictory, yet interrelated elements that are explicitly experienced or 

perceived by organizational actors. Latent tension can thus turn into salient tension when its 

presence is cognitively (or, I would add, emotionally, bodily, affectively) recognized by 

organizational actors (Smith & Lewis, 2011).  

A paradox view has been useful in a variety of fields of organizational research to identify existent 

paradoxes and the tension they create. Taking feminist organization studies as an example, 

scholars have pinpointed paradoxes between gendered and professional identities (Putnam & 

Ashcraft, 2017), for example being a woman and being a leader (D. M. Martin, 2004) or being a 

woman and being an engineer (Jorgenson, 2002), visibility paradoxes that juxtapose invisibility 

with simultaneous and related hypervisibility of, for instance, Black women in professional 

settings (Karambayya, 1997; Zanoni et al., 2010), and a meritocracy paradox within which ideals 

of fairness and neutrality contradict (and often conceal) the existence of biases and stereotypes 

(Castilla & Benard, 2010; Putnam & Ashcraft, 2017). Moreover, organization scholars have over 

the years explored a variety of tensions, for instance between collaboration and control 

(Sundaramurthy & Lewis, 2003), or exploration and exploitation (Andriopoulos & Lewis, 2009; 

Raisch & Zimmermann, 2017; Smith & Tushman, 2005). 

Importantly, the concept of organizational paradoxes not only allows to recognize paradoxes as 

inherent to organization but enables a rethinking of strategies for reacting to such paradoxes and 

related tension – both in organizational practice and research. A common reaction to paradoxes 

and emergent tension is avoidance through defensive coping strategies that might include 

complete denial of the paradoxical elements or splitting the contradictory elements to address 

only one of them (Fredberg, 2014; Lewis, 2000; Miron-Spektor et al., 2018; Putnam et al., 2016). 

Yet, consistent with approaches of dis/organization, it can be argued that disengagement with 

paradoxes through avoidance is dysfunctional as paradoxes will not disappear by being ignored 
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(Jay, 2013; Lewis, 2000; Putnam, 1983; Putnam & Ashcraft, 2017; Smith & Lewis, 2011) – 

especially not if they are acknowledged as inherent to organization. Instead, paradoxes need to be 

encountered.  

A suggestion for encountering and coping with paradoxes is to embrace paradoxes through 

acknowledgment of inconsistency and a related need for flexibility in organizing. This means that 

paradoxes are not seen as a problem but rather an opportunity for finding strategies that can be 

flexibly adapted to the contradictory organizational needs that are present. Such approaches are 

commonly referred to as adopting a ‘paradox mindset’ (Beech et al., 2004; Lewis & Smith, 2014; 

Lüscher & Lewis, 2008). A paradox mindset involves two important aspects: first, an 

acknowledgment of paradoxes as persistent and expected elements of organization, and second, 

an approach of addressing paradoxes and emergent tension proactively, comfortably, and flexibly. 

Such proactive and flexible coping with paradoxes works by making the apparent contradiction 

meaningful, and thereby productive rather than paralyzing (Lüscher & Lewis, 2008; Vince & 

Broussine, 1996). This can be achieved through constantly and purposefully iterating between 

alternatives so that they are in effect attended to simultaneously (Smith & Lewis, 2011). In sum, 

individuals “shift their expectations from rationality and linearity to accept paradoxes as 

persistent and unsolvable puzzles” (Smith & Lewis, 2011, p. 385), and “[i]nstead of being 

threatened by tensions, they search for effective new ways to continuously […] and flexibly 

maneuver between them” (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018, p. 30).  

Another way to deal with paradoxes suggests a closer engagement with power in relation to 

paradoxes (Fairhurst et al., 2016). Instead of adopting a power-neutral position which assumes 

both poles of a paradox to have equal force, an approach attentive to power structures might 

reveal insights about which element of the paradox is attended to primarily and comes to ‘win’ 

over the other (Schad et al., 2016; van Bommel & Spicer, 2017). As argued by Fairhurst et al. 

(2016, p. 177) “paradox insights will be elevated when scholars recognize the multiple approaches 

by which power informs, and is informed by, paradoxical dynamics.” This could also mean paying 

attention to the performativity of paradoxes, investigating how organizational members engage 

in reproducing paradoxes as part of (normative) processes of organization and how paradoxical 

elements could be reproduced differently (Putnam & Ashcraft, 2017). Thus, combining these 
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perspectives on how to cope with paradoxes, a third aspect can be added to the notion of the 

paradox mindset, namely an attentiveness to existent power structures that affect the 

interrelated, yet contradictory elements of a paradox. 

 

2.1.3 Formal and informal organization 

In this study, I will attend to the dis/organization of Danish universities and explore how 

harassment and discrimination are reproduced within contradictory and paradoxical 

organizational structures, processes, and practices. One aspect I will pay attention to is how 

formality and informality entangle in such dis/organization. With the general acknowledgment of 

disorder, and the particular conceptualization of organizational paradoxes and the notion of a 

paradox mindset, I maintain that dis/organization literature provides a relevant and interesting 

perspective for scrutinizing the entanglements of formal and informal organizing. While formal 

and informal organizing might be engaged with by focusing on one or the other, or by 

conceptualizing them as co-existent yet separate parts of organization – in both cases with the 

aim of retaining a neat and ordered understanding of organization –, a perspective on 

dis/organization allows to highlight and attend to the contradictions that occur between informal 

and formal organization. While this approach will become more tangible in the analysis, it is 

important to remember it when engaging with the following theoretical parts on formality and 

informality. While several perspectives will be introduced in turn, I approach them from the 

underlying conviction that within organization processes of organizing formality and informality 

entangle in complex and contradictory ways that might lead to paradoxes and tension. It will be 

of core importance to pay attention to such tension, contradiction, paradox, messiness, and 

disorder to understand how harassment and discrimination are reproduced as part of in/formal 

organization.  

Theories on formal organization have experienced what one could call a turbulent journey within 

organization studies, from being the demarcated object of study in early organization scholarship, 

over being critiqued severely from both theoretical and political-normative perspectives to what 

du Gay and Lopdrup-Hjorth (2016) identify as a ‘fear of the formal’ in contemporary organization 
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studies. As du Gay and Lopdrup-Hjorth describe it, in reference to Barnard (cf. Barnard & 

Andrews, 2002), “formal was not merely ‘a’, but rather the central criterion with which 

‘organisations’ were differentiated from other social phenomena” (2016, p. 10, italics in original) 

while today “‘formal organisation’ appears old-fashioned and out of tune with the revolutionary 

demands of the present” (2016, p. 7, italics in original). The various discussions concerning 

formal organization evolved primarily around the functionality and appropriateness of formal 

organization from different perspectives. While scholars in line with Barnard would argue that 

the existence of an overall organizational purpose or goal, and the formal ordering of the 

organization according to this purpose, is essential for the functioning of an organization 

(Barnard & Andrews, 2002), critics of the idea(l) of formal organization such as Argyris (1987, p. 

233) claim that formality is inappropriate and dysfunctional as a form of organizing due to a “lack 

of congruency between the needs of healthy individuals and the demands of the formal 

organisation.” From the latter perspective, it is not a dehumanized organizational purpose that 

should be in focus, but rather the needs of individual workers. 

Some perspectives point to an advantage of formal organization that seemingly combines 

organizational purpose with employee needs, describing the need for formal organization as 

follows: 

“If the need for formal organisation is denied and as a result there are no written or 

explicitly recognised prescribed bounds to the work roles, then, clearly, no one 

really knows what decisions he [sic!] or anybody else is authorised to make. Every 

time an individual in the company faces a problem, his [sic!] first thought would 

have to be: ‘Is it my responsibility to deal with this or not?’ In the absence of 

prescribed bounds he [sic!] does not and cannot know. Therefore he [sic!] will have 

to decide first whether or not to act. Then, if he [sic!] decides to do so, he [sic!] will 

have to make decisions on what action to take. But, once he [sic!] has made his 

[sic!] decision, others may question his right to do so. […] There is need to avoid 

situations in which the use of personal networks, manipulation of other people, 

lobbying of support etc., is required by the individual to discharge the work of his 

[sic!] role. The absence of clear-cut statements about authority, responsibility and 
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task, create such situations […] The degree of formal organization required is that 

which will ensure that all necessary decisions are made which will keep at a low 

level inter-personal jealousy and confusions about authority” (W. Brown, 1965a, p. 

69). 

Brown (1965a, 1965b) highlights a need for formality in order to clearly identify who is 

authorized as well as responsible to take decisions in which situations. Moreover, he contrasts 

such formal role allocation with decisions otherwise being influenced not only by confusion but 

also by manipulation and interpersonal jealousy. Considering this from the perspective of the 

problems of harassment and discrimination in organizations, it could be argued that stopping the 

reproduction of these problems requires a clear formal allocation of authority and responsibility 

so that managers and leaders, for instance, know that they are to act when harassment and 

discrimination occur, and know how to act, namely unmanipulated by personal networks or 

preferences. Du Gay and Lopdrup-Hjorth (2016, pp. 31–32) argue similarly when they write:  

“When one dispenses with formality and in its place puts ‘informality’, 

‘spontaneity’, and ‘improvisation’ […], it is only a matter of time before 

organisations start to disintegrate, responsibilities become hopelessly confused, and 

organisational members are invited to pursue private priorities at the expense of 

organisational goals. Whether in the public or the private sector, the necessity of 

having guidelines for conduct, and clearly demarcated roles, is of paramount 

importance.” 

The unstopped and un(der)addressed reproduction of harassment and discrimination would then 

be explainable as part of a disintegration of organization in the public, here university, sector. In 

lack of formal organizational structures, no one feels responsible to fight discrimination and 

support those who have been harassed, and no one can effectively be held accountable for a lack 

of taking such responsibility as it was never properly, read formally, assigned. Moreover, if 

someone takes up the task, their engagement would likely be infused by ‘private priorities’ rather 

than organizational goals; a notion that might explain a constant point of concern, namely that 

senior academics, when they are accused of acting in harassing or discriminatory ways, are 
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protected thanks to close-knit personal ties they hold to head of departments and other decision-

makers who then act and decide based on personal rather than organizational priorities. 

What Brown (1965a) as well as du Gay and Lopdrup-Hjorth (2016) seem to refer to here is the 

use of formal power positions to create order and accountability for decisions. Such expression of 

power relates to what Fleming and Spicer (2014) call ‘coercive power’ in organizations. Fleming 

and Spicer (2014) developed a framework that identifies four faces of power in organization,2 

namely coercion, manipulation, domination, and subjectification. Overall, they define power as 

“the capacity to influence other actors with […] political interests in mind. It is a resource to get 

things done through other people, to achieve certain goals that may be shared or contested” 

(Fleming & Spicer, 2014, p. 239). While coercion and manipulation describe ‘episodic’ expressions 

of power, that is, they are direct and rather explicit, domination and subjectification are 

delineated as ‘systemic’ expressions of power, working rather congealed as well as being more 

enduring institutional structures. In short, coercion refers to the direct expression of power by an 

individual who has the capacity to exercise power due to their formal position and/or their access 

to organizationally relevant and valuable resources. As Fleming and Spicer (2007, p. 14) 

summarize, workers who experience coercive power “are simply told what to do ‘or else’.” Formal 

organization thus explains this first face of power as from the perspective of formal organization, 

the exercise of power is shaped by the formal role or position one holds (cf. Merton, 1957), and 

potentially the resources this gives access to. In Fleming and Spicer’s (2014, p. 250) words: “The 

upshot [of formal organization theory] is that formal bureaucratic authority is the central 

characteristics of modern organizations, and it is from whence the power of the manager flows.”  

Yet, as the authors also point out, “there was frequently a certain disconnect between the 

authority of the office and the power these individuals were able to wield […as] individuals in 

organizations do not just derive their power from their positions of authority, but other sources 

too” (Fleming & Spicer, 2014, p. 250; see also French & Raven, 1959; Raven, 1992). To understand 

this disconnection, one needs to pay attention to other expressions of power. This is where it 

becomes relevant to understand how aspects of formal organization interact and entangle with 

 
2 Fleming and Spicer (2014) further develop their framework to include four faces of power through, over and against 

organization, terming these four sites of power. However, for the purpose of this study, it is most relevant to mobilize 

their four faces of power in organization where the other three sites of power will not be discussed. 
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informal organizing. Exploring how power works in organization thus arguably provides a useful 

entry point to identifying and following processes of organizing beyond formal order, as some 

expressions of power – namely, manipulation, domination, and subjectification - remain 

unexplained if informal processes of organization are not taken into account.  

Next to coercion, Fleming and Spicer (2014) identify three further faces of power, all three of 

which work rather informally. Manipulation works primarily through the mechanism of agenda 

setting. This means that individuals influence which issues are being discussed, how they are 

discussed, and what is accepted within the boundaries of legitimate topics. Importantly, 

manipulation works by making the construction and manipulation of such rules of legitimacy 

seem objective and value-free (cf. Kanter, 1977; Salznick, 1949), concealing their effect as 

expressions of power. Domination takes place through the establishment of ideological values that 

become hegemonic, thus dominant, and through their domination come to appear natural, 

inevitable, and unquestionable. These ideologies are expressed through shared assumptions and 

organizational ideals and preferences. They are often inscribed within an organizational culture 

and enacted through everyday organizational behavior. Subjectification, the fourth and final face 

of power, works on the level of identity, subjectivity, and emotion. Power is expressed by 

determining an actor’s sense of self, their identity, and emotions, in accordance with a dominant 

social order. It is thus the individuals themselves who control their very being to fit existent 

power structures. To put the two systemic faces of power in relation to one another, 

“[d]omination may ‘naturalize’ an extant social order whereas subjectification normalizes a 

particular way of being in that social order” (Fleming & Spicer, 2014, pp. 244–245). 

Manipulation, the expression of power through manipulating, that is, changing in one’s favor the 

topics on the agenda and the legitimacy of their scope, relies heavily upon being able to utilize 

social networks in one’s interest. Research on the power of social networks shows that building 

and maintaining networks makes it possible to exercise manipulative power despite expressions 

of coercive forms of power by individuals that control relevant resources. Informal processes thus 

seemingly alter and even subvert processes of formal organization. As a review by Kilduff and 

Brass (2010) shows social network theory has developed around four leading ideas, namely an 

emphasis on relations between actors, the embeddedness principle, the notion of structural 



32 

 

patterning that underlies the complexity of social relations, and, finally, a conviction of the utility 

of social network connections, that is, that social networks have important effects for individuals 

and groups. The latter aspect is of relevance regarding manipulative power in organizations as 

research found links between social networks and organizational decisions, for example, 

promotion (Burt, 1992) and social influence (Sparrowe & Liden, 2005). While these decisions 

should, from the perspective of formal organization, be taken based on formal positions and 

related responsibilities and resources, social network research reveals the workings of informal 

power structures within such processes of formal organization. 

It has moreover been established that social networks establish a sense of belonging and 

(re)produce shared norms, trust, and (expectations of) reciprocity (Kilduff & Brass, 2010). Upon 

this basis, Kanter (1977) found that social networks recreate conformity pressure, leading to 

homosocial reproduction within networks. This led her to argue that managers look to successors 

that are similar to them, in terms of social background and organizational experience, which 

often includes a bias concerning their own gender (Kanter, 1977). What Kanter described as 

‘homosexual reproduction’ in exclusive management circles that remain closed to ‘outsiders’ has 

later been termed homosociality, homophily, or homosocial bonding (Essed, 2004; Ibarra, 1992). 

Conceptions of homosocial networking describe primarily the tendency to form same-sex 

network relationships, and under consideration of the above-outlined effects of social networks, 

further show how social networks enable informal expressions of power through determining 

who gets access to closed circles and whose interests are heard, supported, and promoted within 

the organization; or in Fleming and Spicer’s (2014) sense, power is expressed through (informal) 

manipulation of agendas and access.  

The question of how formal organization might ‘react’ to the existence of informal expressions of 

power in forms of manipulation arises. With ‘react’ I do not mean a direct, impersonated, or 

agentic interaction between formal and informal organization but rather refer to the 

consideration of formal and informal power struggles that might occur. Or, thinking from the 

perspective of dis/organization, which paradoxical enactments of power might become visible 

when formal organization ‘meets’ manipulation. To reflect on this question, it is helpful to ask 

what would guide organizational members in their behavior towards a formal ‘organizational 



33 

 

goal’ and how can it be ensured that such behavior is unbiased by personal concerns. Thinking 

back to the role of responsibility and accountability in formal organization, what motivates those 

assigned a formal role to act responsibly, and how is such responsibility delineated? Such 

considerations of responsibility and accountability within formal organization link to an 

important, yet often sidelined discussion within theorizing on formal organization, namely 

notions of ethics within formal organization.  

Scholarly developments on ethics in formal organization have primarily taken place in relation to 

the idea of an ‘ethos of bureaucracy’. An ethos of bureaucracy refers to an underlying idea of 

ethical-administrative duties that should guide the behavior of bureaucrats, or more broadly 

administrators within formal organizations. Within Weber’s (1978) foundational writing on 

bureaucracy, one already finds the understanding that public bureaucracies are based on an ethos 

as well as foundational values (see also S. R. Clegg, 2012; du Gay, 2000). One could argue that 

theorizing on bureaucracies and formal organization was from the get-go (also) an ethical 

endeavor, but that this ethical dimension “tends to be side-lined when discussions of bureaucracy 

and/or post-bureaucracy are directed primarily at their technical capabilities as organizational 

forms or socio-technical systems” (Willmott, 2011, p. 258).  

Taking a closer look at the ethics of formal organizing reveals that the idea of an ethos as an 

essential part, underlying the work of bureaucracies and the tasks of administrators, is present 

within the work of a variety of scholars writing about formal organization (Chapman, 2000; S. R. 

Clegg, 2012; Dobel, 2005; I. Hunter, 1994; Minson, 1998; Willmott, 2011). Within such 

scholarship, an ethos of bureaucracy, or an ethos of office, is linked to the overall functioning of a 

formal organization as much as to explicit notions of fairness and integrity, for instance 

maintaining that “equity and probity are assured only by office-holders who, being dedicated to 

the ethos of office, are committed to providing the very highest standards of administrative 

service” (Willmott, 2011, pp. 287–288). It is argued that the norms and objectives of the 

bureaucracy itself are made up so that they represent ethical requirements, that is, a distinct 

ethos (du Gay, 2013; I. Hunter & Minson, 1992). Lopdrup-Hjorth and Roelsgaard Obling (2019, p. 
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835) describe this ethos for public bureaucracies within the context of Western3 countries to 

consist of the following ethical requirements: “acting within the confines of the law, abstaining 

from lying, exhibiting party political neutrality, setting private commitments aside, refraining 

from using the office for illegitimate purposes, and giving free and fearless advice all constitute 

norms of conduct that constitute the ethos of bureaucracy.” These ethical requirements are 

inscribed within the idea(l) of a formal organization and thus underly any behavior within it. 

They should influence the behavior of people with a formal role within the organization who are 

bound to act responsibly and according to their accountabilities as they are led by such an ethos of 

bureaucracy. On the other hand, these same organizational members are likely to be influenced 

by manipulative expressions of power, for instance through social networks as has been outlined 

above, which reveals a potential point of contradiction and tension between formal and informal 

organizing. 

Lopdrup-Hjorth and Roelsgaard Obling (2019, p. 835) argue that the ethical requirements within 

this ethos manifest in a deep ‘sense’ that influences “daily expressions in the questions one asks, 

the complaints one makes, the encouragement one offers, the rebukes one imposes, the advice 

one offers, the initiative one assumes, the directives one chooses to enforce zealously or to quietly 

ignore, the decisions one postpones, the responsibilities one avoids.” In other words, daily acts 

within the organization are enactments of this ethos. However, as the authors emphasize, it is a 

‘sense’ that needs to be cultivated through training and application (Lopdrup-Hjorth & Roelsgaard 

Obling, 2019). They are therefore careful to note the potential discrepancies between the ideals of 

bureaucracy and its manifestation and realization in organizational form, which leads to another 

question triggered from the perspective of dis/organization scholarship: How do employees 

engage with the potential contradictions and tensions between mechanisms of formal 

organization, including an ideal ethos of bureaucracy, and existent expressions of manipulative 

power and other forms of (formal and informal) organizing that do not uphold such ethics? This 

is where Fleming and Spicer’s (2014) systemic expressions of power, domination and 

subjectification, become insightful.  

 
3 In this dissertation, I use the term ‘Western’ when it is used either by authors whose work I refer to or by the 

interviewees who were part of my study. In my own understanding of the term, I follow Mohanty’s (2003b) claim 

that ‘Western’ is not a geographically or spatially defined category but rather a political and analytical construct that 

as Abdellatif (2021, p. 61) stresses is “socially constructed around […] white supremacy.” 
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Domination and subjectification both rely on the establishment of an ideology that becomes 

hegemonic and remains relevant, and powerful, through shared assumptions as well as 

organizational ideals and norms. Through such mechanisms of domination, existent structures 

such as organizational hierarchies come to seem natural and inevitable as well as unquestionably 

in the interest of the organization. Such expressions of power might therefore work in tandem 

with formal organizational structures and hierarchies, reinforcing them through informal 

processes, yet might also establish ‘parallel’ organization structures within the formal 

organization (Zand, 1974), leading to contradictions and paradoxes between formal and informal 

expectations (cf. Guschke & Sløk-Andersen, 2022).  

The existence of dominant norms is maintained through rewards, such as recognition (cf. Kenny, 

2012), for living up to normative expectations and punishments for breaking them, where 

punishment often remains implicit (cf. J. F. Christensen et al., 2021). According to Fleming and 

Spicer (2014, p. 261), active consent is not forced from organizational members, as would be 

needed within coercive and manipulative frames of power, but instead established “by enlisting 

and accentuating moments of self-determination, reputational self-management, and trust to 

further certain interests” (see also S. Clegg & Courpasson, 2004; Reed, 2012; Romme, 1999). It 

becomes the interest of the (good) organizational member to agree to seemingly neutral 

organizational structures – and thereby foster and strengthen the expression of organizational 

power in form of domination and subjectification. Organizational members, one could argue, 

simply do not want to dissent, as consent seems to be in their interest. This is shown, for 

instance, in studies on inequalities within organizations in which organizational members come 

to believe that they act in their own (organizational) interest despite fostering inequalities that 

harm their concerns (Contu & Willmott, 2003).  

Subjectification takes such expressions of power to the level of subjecthood by suggesting that 

hegemonic ideologies influence individuals’ identities and sense of personhood. Power is used to 

build and establish identities in organizations that make individuals act according to dominant 

organizational norms and interests in the name of free self-expression and autonomy. Autonomy 

thereby becomes a resource utilized for organizational goals rather than an obstacle to be 

disciplined or coercively controlled (P. Miller & Rose, 1990); as employees assess their self-worth 
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according to dominant organizational norms, they autonomously decide for acting within the 

realm of what is acceptable and appropriate within the organization. Autonomy is hence 

simultaneously affirmed and negated in the sense that “respect for the individual is equated with 

complying with the values of the [organization]. To challenge the values enshrined in this 

‘respect’ is ‘a crime against the [organizational] culture” (Willmott, 1993, p. 526). Organizational 

members come to engage in identity work to establish self-disciplining identities that regulate 

one’s identity to fit the ideal employee self (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). By being linked to a 

sense of self, subjectification might be the face of power that is most difficult to identify by those 

subjected to it (Fineman & Sturdy, 1999; Fleming & Spicer, 2014; Gabriel, 1999; Sturdy, 1997). 

Domination and subjectification, similarly to manipulation, are not established through aspects of 

formal organization but rather in informal, less tangible, and seldom clearly visible structures, 

processes, and practices of organizing. Organizational culture plays an important role in 

establishing and maintaining domination and subjectification by providing an ideological basis 

upon which such expressions of power can be built. Working as rewards systems for ideological 

consent, “corporate cultures […] systematically recognize and reward individuals, symbolically 

and materially, for identifying their sense of purpose with the values that are designed into the 

organization” (Willmott, 1993, pp. 515–516, italics in original). Organizational cultures thus 

influence employee behavior not by directly manipulating or coercing their actions, but by 

“managing what they think and feel” (Willmott, 1993, p. 516) through mechanisms of domination 

and subjectification. Negative feelings of shame, guilt, or anxiety become useful for employees’ 

self-disciplinary behavior – those who do not conform to the organizational culture feel ashamed 

and guilty for not complying with what is dominantly perceived to be right and good. Becoming 

affectively entrapped, employees are controlled often without noticing and without much 

possibility of resistance. Willmott (1993, p. 528) further maintains that such affective entrapment, 

in form of domination and subjectification through organizational culture, might be worse than 

direct and explicit coercion such as in formal organizations, as it leaves no space for free and 

critical thinking:  

“In the ideal-typical bureaucratic, rule-governed organization, employees are at 

least permitted to think what they like so long as they act in a technically competent 
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manner. […] In principle, communication between employees that challenges or 

ironicizes bureaucratic authority is tolerated so long as the rules themselves are not 

overtly violated. In contrast, in organizations with a strong corporate culture, such 

‘disloyal’ communication is at best strictly coded if it is not entirely tabooed.” 

In his work on organizational culture and normative control, Kunda (2006) argues similarly to 

Willmott yet emphasizes that employees do not necessarily fall trap to such forms of domination 

and subjectification through unquestioned consent to the power that controls them. He highlights 

the possibility of employees developing a ‘distanced’ orientation towards the organizational 

cultures and the values inscribed in it which allows them some resistance towards the seduction 

into organizational norms. Instead of basing their sense of personhood fully on organizational 

ideals, they preserve and assert a critical, or rather cynical, self-identity purposefully contrasting 

the ideal employee self. By still performing the role of the ideal employee, yet consciously, they 

are able to sustain themselves within the organizational culture without fully subjugating 

themselves to it. However, a side-effect of such ‘cool alternation’, that is, the simultaneous 

distancing from and compliance with organizational norms, is the incapability to resist 

hegemonic organizational norms actively as the possibility of engaging in the cynical ironizing of 

the culture is interpreted as evidence of the organization’s commitment to freedom of expression, 

openness, and criticality (Kunda, 2006); any form of resistance is incorporated and devoured by 

the organizational culture as part of its values, without leading to actual change.  

In sum, based on the above outline I establish that organization includes both formal and 

informal structures, processes, and practices that lead to different expressions of power. Formal 

organization enables coercive forms of power through clear organizational roles commonly 

supported by access to material resources, yet importantly it also allows for – at least an ideal of – 

an ethos of formal organization that encourages ethical organizational behavior and a clear 

allocation of responsibility for upholding ethical requirements. Entangled with such formal 

organization are a variety of informal structures, processes, and practices of organizing, most 

relevant here to highlight the working of organizational culture in form of normative control or 

culture control where power is exercised in forms of domination and subjectification, as well as 

the manipulative power of social networks. In my study of how the dis/organization of Danish 
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universities enables the reproduction of harassment and discrimination, I will analytically 

mobilize and engage with these outlined aspects of formal and informal organization, including 

their entanglement and the resultant contradictions and tensions. 

 

2.2 Subjects in organization(s) 

As has been outlined, I understand organization as social-relational processes that are shaped by 

formal and informal aspects of dis/organization. Such an understanding holds organizational 

members, that is subjects, and their role in organization(s) at its core, wherefore it is equally 

important to provide a thorough theoretical basis for how I understand subjects and their relation 

to organizational structures, processes, and practices. First, I outline how I conceptualize subjects 

as recognition-based and constrained by social and organizational norms. Drawing upon the 

notion of performativity (Butler, 1993, 1997, 2004, 2006) allows me to conceptualize the interplay 

between subjects and organization, that is while subjects are constraint by social and 

organizational norms, such norms only exist by being continuously reproduced by subjects who 

are thus part of continuously reproducing (and potentially changing) the organization. 

Understanding subjects as recognition-based moreover conceptualizes them as ontologically 

relational and in a constant process of subjective becoming. Extending this line of thought, in the 

second part, I engage with questions of vulnerability and autonomy, suggesting that ontologically 

relational subjects are both inherently vulnerable and autonomous. 

 

2.2.1 Performativity, norms, and the norm-critical potential of undoing 

In this dissertation, I build upon an understanding of recognition-based subjectivities whose 

recognition is constrained by social norms, based upon Judith Butler’s notions of performativity 

and undoing (1993, 1997, 2004, 2006). Butler developed and unfolded these concepts throughout 

their writing, employing them mainly in the areas of gender and sexuality, specifically in relation 

to queer theory. Building upon the theories of Foucault, Freud, Lacan, and Hegel, Butler 

developed a theory of the subject as relationally tied and in (continuous) need for recognition 

(from others), where this recognition is anchored in systems of social norms. As Fotaki and 
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Harding (2018, p. 37) summarize: “First, we are constantly engaged in a struggle to be conceived 

of as persons, and this requires that we be recognized by others (people and culture) as persons, 

and meanwhile giving recognition ourselves to others. Second, recognition is given within the 

limits of the prevailing norms.” Combining the notion of recognition-based subjects with ideas of 

a system of social norms, Butler’s scholarship illuminates how subjectivity, or rather subjective 

becoming, is the process of “social organization through which certain performative acts come to 

be recognized as viable subject positions, while others are disavowed” (Riach et al., 2016, p. 

2074).   

Introducing the notion of performativity, Butler theorizes that subjects are performatively 

constituted through the reiteration of (normative) language, discourse, and acts, as this iteration 

of norms allows the recognition of subjects, thus enabling viable, intelligible subjectivities. From 

this perspective, the power of normativity is described in how “certain norms, ideas and ideals 

hold sway over embodied life, provide coercive criteria for [what is deemed] normal […and] 

govern ‘intelligible’ life” (Butler, 2004, p. 206). All of Butler’s further theorizing rests upon this 

performative and processual ontology, conceptualizing the performative as creating subjects (and 

not the other way around) and subjects as “always in a process of becoming” (Harding, 2007, p. 

1761).  

Relating this to gender, in contrast to essentialist or social constructionist ideas that proclaim that 

a subject has or performs a specific gender (identity), Butler foregrounds the performativity, that 

is the performative power, of gender, so that gender is conceptualized “as constitutive (as literally 

making the material of the embodied self)” (Fotaki & Harding, 2018, p. 7). By being performed 

repeatedly, certain ways of performing gender become normalized. Through this normalization, 

certain (gender) norms become ‘fixed’ as the basis of being recognized as an intelligible subject. 

In this process, normative performativities “claim the place of nature or claim the place of 

symbolic necessity, and they do this by occluding the ways in which they are performatively 

established” (Butler, 2004, p. 209). Norms thus come to seem normal and natural due to their 

performative power. Ahmed (2006a), in thinking through the notion of performativity, describes 

normativity as orientation of bodies. What bodies ‘tend to do’, that is what they orient towards, is 

not just given, but shaped by norms and their constant repetition. When bodies reiterate norms, 
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the effort of repetition seems effortless – it is the path of least resistance, as they are already 

oriented towards the norm. Once a body breaks a norm, this breakage becomes recognized as 

effort and punished. 

As Butler argues, the normative way to perform gendered subjectivities is according to 

heteronormative hierarchal binary understandings of gender and sexuality. Subjects need to 

perform gender according to (hetero)normative understandings to be recognized as intelligible 

subjects. Speaking to queer theory, Butler describes (and criticizes) these norms as (1) a 

heteronormative linkage between gender and sexuality and (2) understanding gender as a binary. 

First, their critique questions the coupling of gender and sexuality, and the idea that gender 

presupposes a specific sexual practice. This excludes and ignores the lived realities of decoupling 

gender and sexuality, allowing any gender to coincide with any sexual orientation. Second and 

relatedly, Butler challenges the reduction of gender to heterosexuality. Next to presupposing that 

a person always desires someone from ‘the opposite sex or gender’, this heteronormative linkage 

between sexuality and gender predetermines a (hierarchal) binary between man/woman and 

masculinity/femininity. Opening this binary allows the possibility for various forms of how to 

perform gender and sexuality. According to Butler and opposing (hetero)normative 

understandings, sexuality is not constrained by gender, while gender is not predetermined by 

forms of hegemonic heterosexuality. 

Yet, as outlined above, in heteronormative structures people cannot just perform gender and 

sexuality apart from normative ideas, as it clashes with needs to be recognized as viable subjects. 

The need for recognition as intelligible subjects and how recognition is related to following 

normative ideas of gender and sexuality makes the question of “how to embody a norm [… a] 

question of survival, of whether life itself will be possible” (Butler, 2004, p. 217). Butler describes 

these gender norms as (unnecessarily) exclusionary, even violent to those who do not, or cannot, 

perform them. Yet, “norms are powerful, and failure to conform with them means we do not exist 

socially” (Fotaki & Harding, 2018, p. 37). We might perform normative (gender) identities, even if 

they injure us, “to prevent ourselves from experiencing the consequences of abjection” (Fotaki, 

2011, p. 49). 
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This links to the notion of undoing (Butler, 2004). Butler insists that subjective becoming is a 

process of ‘doing’ while at the same time being a process of ‘undoing’. One way of describing this 

process of undoing is to understand it as a subject producing its (normative) coherence (such as, 

‘doing gender’) to be recognized as a viable, intelligible subject, at the cost of ‘undoing’ its own 

complexity. In this process of undoing, idealized subjectivities are formed and sustained based on 

normative conditions. Describing this as ‘undoing’ stresses the effort involved in continually 

striving for subjective coherence and maintaining the semblance to the norm – relating to 

Ahmed’s (2006) claim of normative reiteration seeming effortless, this might not be the case if it 

requires the simultaneous undoing of parts of oneself, in Ahmed’s word if one is oriented 

differently. It further speaks to “the paradox of identity as apparently fixed but inherently 

unstable” (Fotaki & Harding, 2018, p. 18). At the same time, “the notion of undoing elucidates the 

constant threat that subjects face of ‘being undone’ by others” (Guschke & Sløk-Andersen, 2022, 

p. 33). As their recognition (as subjects) depends on others, they constantly risk losing their 

subjectivity and identity, being undone, if they do not perform according to the social norms that 

govern intelligibility.  

Taking these insights beyond their applicability on gendered norms and Butler’s notion of ‘doing 

gender’, the concept of performativity allows grasping how social norms govern intelligibility in 

such a way that subjects come to reproduce them unquestionably due to their constant need for 

recognition to remain intelligible. The threat of ‘being undone’, that is, not being recognized as an 

intelligible subject within prevailing norms, leads to an (often unquestioned) repetition of social 

norms (Butler, 2004). As I together with colleagues Jannick Friis Christensen, Kai Inga Liehr 

Storm, and Sara Louise Muhr have summarized in a review article on norms: “Norms influence 

behavior (and expectations). […] Norms are enforced by (the threat of) repercussions for those 

who deviate. [..] Norms become salient in interaction where they regulate belonging and 

exclusion. […] Norms achieve stability over time by being repeated, formally and informally, 

between people” (J. F. Christensen et al., 2021, p. 6).  

Simultaneously, the often unquestioned and unnoticed individual repetition of said norms 

reproduces them at a structural level. The latter is important to understand how norms are 

reproduced, highlighting that they cannot exist without repetition. As Christensen (2018) argues, 
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norms, upon their repetition, receive a state of false naturalness, meaning they become ‘true’, yet 

not based on nature but due to the performative power they exercise on subjects. Due to the 

norms’ performativity individuals act according to such normativities in a constant thrive to 

remain intelligible. These norms, their existence reliant upon their continuous repetition, remain 

unquestioned, unopposed, and unnoticed, and become part of the ‘normal’. The normalization of 

normative behavior – norms becoming ‘true’, natural, unquestionable – is thus anchored within 

the interdependency of subjectivity-governing normative structures and individual repetition 

thereof, the combination of these interlinked mechanisms leading to the normalization of 

normative behavior. Thinking about organization, organizational norms constrain what 

subjectivities can be viably performed in the organization, including how subjects can act, yet at 

the same time, only their acts of repeating such organizational norms reproduce them. 

Organizational norms enable and constrain subjects, yet only through the repetition of norms – in 

interaction between subjects – are organizational norms reproduced. Detrimentally, if such 

organizational norms are exclusionary or discriminatory, such as norms based in (white-)hetero-

patriarchy, these influence possibilities of be(com)ing on an individual level accordingly, for 

instance enabling sexist and racist harassment and discrimination, which in turn continuously 

recreates and upholds exclusionary and discriminatory racist and sexist organizational (and 

arguably societal) structures.  

Yet, the notion of undoing also links to the potential of agency and resistance that is inherent in 

Butler’s performative ontology. As a subject’s becoming is based on social norms, and these 

norms are dependent on constant repetition and iteration, “the inevitable failure of repetition of 

the performative” (Fotaki & Harding, 2018, p. 19) holds the possibility of change. From this 

perspective, undoing holds the potential of resisting and adapting the iteration of social norms, 

thereby changing these norms and the subjectivities that are conceivable. This resistance rests 

upon reflexively undoing subjectivities by revealing their constructed and performative qualities, 

the constraining effects of their normativity, and potentially articulating alternative 

performativities that “question the terms of recognition upon which [they] depend” (Riach et al., 

2016, p. 2075).   



43 

 

In queer theory and practice, the notion of norm critique has been developed to highlight this 

potential, and need, for continuously challenging normative boundaries and related power 

structures (J. F. Christensen, 2018; IGLYO, 2015). Drawing upon the idea of queering as a 

rejection of categorical thinking, norm critique aims at continuously questioning and testing the 

limits of the norms that structure social and organizational relations, standards, and expectations 

(Arifeen & Syed, 2020; J. F. Christensen, 2018; Ghorashi & Ponzoni, 2014; Plotnikof & Graak-

Larsen, 2018). Norm critique works through revealing norms in a double-movement of 

uncovering their false naturalness and their performative power which as outlined above if 

unnoticed leads to the constantly re-enforcing process of normative citation and proposing that 

norms could be overwise (J. F. Christensen, 2018). Importantly, norm critique does not strive to 

eventually simply introduce new norms but to constantly push and transgress the limits of 

normativity. At the same time, it needs to be acknowledged that norm critique is not a non-

normative practice, that is it does have a normative basis and it cannot overcome norms. With its 

basis in queer theory and practice, norm critique is built upon the underlying normative notion of 

critiquing and transgressing norms for the purpose of questioning practices of power (in form of 

normative reproduction) that disavow certain subjectivities. This describes its normative basis. As 

for how it is practiced, norm critique can be described as engaging in a continuous practice of 

normative repetition with a difference – yet if it is upheld that subjective becoming is not possible 

without normative citation, norms can be stretched, extended, transgressed but never simply 

dismissed or escaped. 

One perspective this form of critique links to is Michel Foucault’s power-truth nexus. Foucault 

(1997) bases the relationship between power, truth, and the subject at the core of critique. He 

argues that critique is “the movement by which the subject gives himself [sic!] the right to 

question truth on its effects of power and question power on its discourses of truth” (Foucault, 

1997, p. 47). Critique is thus the questioning of the power of (one) truth and of the truth or 

legitimacy of power. The aim of critical work should not be to ‘find out’ what is true, good, or 

real, but rather to reveal the connections between mechanisms of power and truth. Relating this 

to norm critique, Foucault’s critique can be understood as the practice of revealing norms and 

proposing that they could be otherwise, instead of taking them for granted. To start with the 
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latter part of taking norms for granted; Foucault (1997, p. 47) describes as ‘governmentalization’ 

“this movement through which individuals are subjugated in the reality of a social practice 

through mechanisms of power that adhere to a truth”. In the language of queer theories and 

norm critique, his concept of ‘governmentalization’ relates to the idea of an unquestioned 

repetition of social norms due to their state of false naturalness (J. F. Christensen, 2018). The 

‘movement’ describes the continuous repetition of norms, outside which norms cannot exist 

(Butler, 1993). This movement, the repetition of norms, works through ‘mechanisms of power 

that adhere to truth’, which links to the state of false naturalness. Norms acquiring false 

naturalness means they become ‘true’ based not on nature but due to the performative power 

they exercise on subjects, thus invoking ‘mechanisms of power’. Lastly, the ‘subjugation of 

individuals in the reality of social practice’ describes the performativity of said norms (Butler, 

2004) which leads to certain subjectivities being viable while others being disavowed (Riach et al., 

2016). Critique, in Foucauldian terms and from a norm-critical perspective, then aims at revealing 

these norms through a double-movement of uncovering their false naturalness and their 

performative power which if unnoticed leads to the constantly re-enforcing process of normative 

citation – in other words to “question truth on its effects of power and question power on its 

discourses of truth” (Foucault, 1997, p. 32).  

Beyond this, critique from this perspective includes proposing that norms could be otherwise. 

Foucault (1997, p. 47) introduces the practice of ‘voluntary insubordination’, describing it as 

“reflected intractability; […] the desubjugation of the subject in the context of […] the politics of 

truth.” For norm critique, this describes the idea of norm transgression through the disruption of 

the reproduction of norms. The notions of ‘insubordination’, ‘intractability’, and ‘desubjugation’ 

evoke the agentic act of resisting and not subordinating which requires a certain unruliness. At 

the same time, it acknowledges both the risk and potential of desubjugation within a prevailing 

set of norms, namely risking misrecognition but also opening up for transgressing the prevailing 

norms. Critique as a practice of ‘voluntary insubordination’ thus links to the simultaneous 

potential and risk in the practice of ‘undoing’ (Butler, 2004). Such reading of the idea of ‘undoing’ 

which stresses the potential of resisting or adapting the iteration of social norms – thereby 

revealing their constructed and performative qualities, the constraining effects of their 
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normativity, and potentially articulating alternative performativities – can thus be said to lie at 

the core of norm critique. Recognizing the possibility for norm critique, I build my research upon 

an understanding of subjects as constrained by social norms yet also capable of resisting and 

changing prevailing norms.  

 

2.2.2 Vulnerability and autonomy 

My understanding of subjects in organizations conceptualizes them as in need of recognition from 

others, where recognition is constrained by social and organizational norms. Such norms, 

however, are only reproduced by being reiterated in interaction between subjects, which bears 

the potential of norm-critical repetition with a difference. Inherent in this understanding, subjects 

are ontologically relationally tied to one another which raises questions about vulnerability and 

autonomy. That is, one might assume from this that subjects are inherently dependent on and 

thereby vulnerable to one another which might mean that they lack autonomy if the latter is 

understood as a capability of independent individuals. As I will argue in the following, I refrain 

from this individualistic understanding of autonomy and instead argue that ontologically 

relational subjects are both inherently vulnerable and autonomous. 

Building upon a relational ontology, I conceptualize vulnerability as a primary condition of human 

existence that emphasizes the dependency of human beings upon one another. To understand the 

relevance of conceptualizing vulnerability in this ontological sense, it is helpful to first 

differentiate it from common understandings where vulnerability is understood as synonymous 

with weak or exposed to (risk of) injury. In other words, a person, a group, or even an 

environment is rendered vulnerable in a sense unwanted permeability. Etymologically, 

vulnerability can be traced to the late Latin word vulnerābilis, related to the Latin vulnerāre, 

meaning “to wound” and vulnus, that is, “a wound.” Cambridge Dictionary defines being 

vulnerable as being “able to be easily physically, emotionally, or mentally hurt, influenced, or 

attacked.” Oxford Dictionaries extends the definition to being “exposed to the possibility of being 

attacked or harmed, either physically or emotionally; [or being] in need of special care, support, 

or protection because of age, disability, or risk of abuse or neglect.” These definitions thus 
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similarly equate vulnerability with injurability, that is, being exposed to injury or attack and 

therefore in need of support and protection.  

An ontological understanding of vulnerability as an inherent condition of human being(s) 

however does not reduce vulnerability to injurability. Instead, it is maintained that while 

injurability results from the exploitation of vulnerabilities, vulnerability emerges from subjects 

being relationally tied to one another and therefore inherently vulnerable to each other. As Butler 

(2016, p. 16) suggests concerning the understanding of vulnerability as an ontological condition of 

relational human being(s):  

“[I]f we accept that part of what a body is (and this is for the moment an 

ontological claim) is its dependency on other bodies and networks of support, then 

we are suggesting that it is not altogether right to conceive of individual bodies as 

completely distinct from one another. […T]he body, despite its clear boundaries, or 

perhaps by virtue of those very boundaries, is defined by the relations that make its 

own life and action possible.”  

Everyone is vulnerable in an ontological sense, while some might be at particular risk of injury if 

their vulnerability is exploited. 

Such an understanding of vulnerability as part of a relational ontology highlights two aspects, 

namely the link between vulnerability and dependency and between vulnerability and affect. If we 

contend that humans are ontologically vulnerable beings, this means that we are fundamentally 

dependent on others as well as the social and material conditions that are essential to sustain us. 

Dependency is part of human being. Similarly, to be vulnerable indicates a human capacity to 

affect and be affected. Linking back to Spinoza’s understanding of bodies as being contingent 

upon their affective relations with other bodies (cf. Spinoza, 2006), a relational ontology that 

emphasizes vulnerability similarly argues for the inherent capacity of bodies to (be) affect(ed), 

creating “a constitutive openness in the subject, regardless of whether it is wanted or not” 

(Sabsay, 2016, p. 285). As summarized pointedly by Sabsay (2016, p. 279): “[T]his relational 

perspective is based on the subject’s radical dependency and capacity to affect and be affected, 

which, in turn, indicates the vulnerable and embodied character of subjectivity.”  
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Importantly, a turn to vulnerability allows highlighting the role of affect and emotion yet without 

decoupling it from existent power structures that influence affectivities and the possibilities and 

effect of emotion (cf. Fotaki et al., 2017; Pullen et al., 2017). This becomes visible in the 

differentiation that is possible between ‘precarity’ and ‘precariousness’ to use Butler’s term, or 

elsewhere termed ‘permeability’ and ‘precariousness’, differentiating between “(1) vulnerability as 

the capacity to be affected (which might be acknowledged or disavowed)—I call this permeability; 

and (2) vulnerability as a condition that is differentially distributed and might relate more 

straightforwardly with Butler’s notion of precariousness” (Sabsay, 2016, p. 286). Permeability, or 

precarity, thus describes the ontological condition of vulnerability that cannot be managed, 

changed, or opposed. Precariousness, in contrast, highlights the influence of social and material 

conditions, subjective positionality, and implication in existent power structures that make some 

more or less vulnerable than others. It is thus possible to say that some subjects find themselves 

to be more vulnerable than others in the sense of precariousness, yet all subjects are inherently 

vulnerable in terms of their precarity or permeability, that is, able to affect and be affected.  

Mackenzie et al. (2013) propose a similar differentiation between inherent and situational 

vulnerability, yet extend this by a third form, or as they call it source, of vulnerability which is 

important in the context of harassment and discrimination, namely pathogenic vulnerability. 

Inherent vulnerability is intrinsic to the human condition, thus relating to Butler’s (2016) notion 

of precarity and Sabsay’s (2016) definition of permeability. Situational vulnerability is defined as 

context-specific. It can be caused and influenced by the personal, social, political, economic, or 

environmental situations of individuals or groups. It is mediated by social context, either 

enduringly, intermittently, or in a short term, similar to the notion of precariousness (Butler, 

2016; Sabsay, 2016). Finally, pathogenic vulnerability describes a subset of situational 

vulnerabilities that “arise when a response intended to ameliorate vulnerability has the 

paradoxical effect of exacerbating existent vulnerabilities or generating new ones” (Mackenzie et 

al., 2013, p. 9). This can for instance be the case when a person who is responsible for taking care 

of a situationally vulnerable person misuses their position of power to undermine the autonomy 

of the vulnerable person, such as in an abusive parent-child relationship. As this describes a 

particularly morally and ethically troubling source of vulnerability, the authors describe it in a 
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separate category. It further highlights a bidirectionality between care responsibilities and 

vulnerability. While vulnerability can implicate a need for care, relations of care can similarly 

extend existent or create new vulnerabilities as a person in a position to take care of vulnerable 

others can misuse this care responsibility, and related power difference, to exacerbate the 

vulnerability of those they are responsible to care for (Dodds, 2013).  

As outlined, such pathogenic vulnerability aims to undermine the autonomy of the vulnerable 

person. This aspect allows for a relevant insight into how autonomy can be conceptualized in 

relation to vulnerability, as it reveals that a vulnerable person can be autonomous as long as their 

autonomy is not undermined. To understand this, it is important to stress that autonomy from 

this perspective is not conceptualized as an individualistic capability of an independent subject. 

Instead, the relational understanding of vulnerability I draw upon – and the separation of 

permeability as the condition of vulnerability inherent to human being(s) from precariousness as 

the creation of differently distributed vulnerabilities based on material and discursive conditions 

of power – allows an understanding of autonomy that is similarly relational.  

While common understandings of vulnerability as injuribility dismisses the possibility for 

autonomy by conceptualizing the vulnerable subject as in need of (paternalistic) protection, the 

understanding of vulnerability as relational instead argues that autonomy is a relational capability 

and can therefore co-exist with vulnerability. As Mackenzie (2013, p. 41, italics in original) argues, 

“autonomy—understood as both the capacity to lead a self-determining life and the status of 

being recognized as an autonomous agent by others—is crucial for a flourishing life in 

contemporary liberal democratic societies. It is thus a mistake for an ethics of vulnerability to 

reject […] the concept of autonomy.” A relational understanding of autonomy neither moves away 

from a conception of self-determination and autonomy nor does it dismiss these as non-essential 

for a fulfilled human life. It does however stress the social constitution of autonomous agents, 

that is it emphasizes that the development and exercise of autonomy require social support. A 

person cannot enact autonomy if not supported socially to (learn to) do so.  

Two aspects are to be highlighted to properly understand how relational theorists argue for an 

understanding of autonomy as a socially constituted capacity. The first concerns the development 

of autonomy and the second its exercise. One basic premise of a relational understanding of 
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autonomy is that autonomy involves a variety of skills and capacities which must be learned or 

trained. Autonomy is thus not an inherent human capacity. These skills, according to Mackenzie 

(2013) include cognitive capacities, such as reasoning and information processing skills, capacities 

of questioning and critically reflecting upon social norms and values, introspective skills related to 

self-reflection and self-knowledge, emotional-affective capacities that allow sustaining intimate 

personal relations and social cooperation, as well as imaginative capacities, such as the ability to 

envision alternatives to existent courses of action. To develop such autonomy competencies, one 

has to interact in social relationships, both in terms of learning autonomy capacities from others 

as much as to enact and train one’s own autonomy skills. Relationality, and dependency upon 

others, are thus necessary conditions for the development of autonomy.  

Similar to a reliance on social relationships for the development of autonomy capacities, it 

requires embeddedness within a social context to exercise, sustain, and uphold one’s autonomy. 

Here, it is important to stress that being autonomous is understood not only as possessing the 

outlined skills and capacities but as being able to make choices and act in line with the developed 

skills and emergent beliefs, values, goals, wants, and self-identifications. As it is impossible to 

choose and act completely independently of others and the social context one is situated in, social 

relations as well as social structures influence and constrain the ability to act autonomously. 

Socio-political and socio-historical contexts can for instance provide enabling or constraining 

factors that make the enactment of autonomy (im)possible for some based on, first, for instance, 

gendered, racialized, or classed positionalities which allow or restrain the development of 

cognitive, imaginative or introspective skills, and second, societal conditions that allow or hinder 

action and choices that are in line with the developed capacities and related values. As Mackenzie 

(2013, p. 43) sums it up pointedly:  

“We form, sustain, and revise our self-identities in relational connections to specific 

others, and we negotiate our sense of individual selfhood in a specific geographical, 

historical, and political context and in relation to intersecting social determinants, 

such as gender, race, ethnicity, ability, and class. These factors provide the context 

for our choices, which are both enabled and constrained by the opportunities made 

available within the social environment.”  
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Henceforth, it is also acknowledged that developing and exercising autonomy can be hindered 

and obscured by exploitative, repressive, and unjust social and political power structures as well 

as oppressive interpersonal relationships. Relational approaches endorse and support the value of 

autonomy and self-determination yet without reproducing the individualism that is commonly 

associated with liberal conceptions of autonomy. Autonomy can from this perspective be thought 

of together with relationality, dependency, and vulnerability as it is understood as conditioned by 

the relational dependency of human beings (upon one another), and consequently “premised on 

the fact of our inescapable […] vulnerability to others” (Mackenzie et al., 2013, p. 17). Subjects are 

understood as inherently vulnerable and relationally autonomous. 

 

2.3 Harassment and discrimination 

What I have outlined in the previous parts is a theoretical basis for how I understand organization 

and how I conceptualize subjects in relation to organization. This is an important foundation for 

my research as it allows me to investigate how harassment and discrimination are reproduced in 

organizations. Or, more precisely, it provides the basis for understanding how something is 

reproduced in organizations and what role subjects play in such processes of reproduction. What I 

have not delineated yet is my theoretical understanding of harassment and discrimination as that 

what is reproduced in organizations. In this part, I engage with different concepts relating to 

harassment and discrimination to provide the final building block to the overview of theories that 

inspire my research. In line with my processual view on organization and subjective becoming, I 

understand harassment and discrimination as processes that are reproduced between 

interactional-individual and institutional-structural level – that is, in short, interactions between 

individuals reproduce institutional structures which in turn enable and constrain individual 

interactions – wherefore the concepts I draw upon aim at understanding what influences and 

enables processes of discrimination and harassment. Further, as I have outlined in the 

introduction, I understand harassment as a form of discrimination wherefore theoretical insights 

on discrimination are useful for understanding harassment. 
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I begin with delineating the relationship between prejudice, stereotypes, and discrimination 

where prejudice is understood as biased attitudes towards specific social groups, stereotypes as 

the creation of group attributes that relate to biased attitudes, and discrimination as 

disadvantageous treatment of and behavior towards individuals due to their belonging to a 

specific social group. From there I move on to discussing two specific notions of discrimination, 

namely discrimination in the ‘everyday’ (Essed, 1990, 1991) and discrimination based on 

entitlement (Essed, 2020). Importantly, both allow understanding harassment and discrimination 

as both institutional-structural and interactional-individual level problems. Beyond this, however, 

they pinpoint different ways in which harassment and discrimination work, differentiating 

between harassment and discrimination as normalized and thereby reproduced, and harassment 

and discrimination as based on a perceived right to offend and reproduced to uphold the 

privileges that grant such a right. Finally, I turn specifically to sexism and racism as I focus on 

sexist and racist harassment and discrimination in this study. I provide a theoretical basis for my 

understanding of each and an outline of how I approach my study intersectionally.  

 

2.3.1 Prejudice, stereotypes, and discrimination 

Being interested in investigating processes of discrimination demands not only understanding 

what discrimination is, in other words how it is conceptualized but also requires linking it to 

other relevant concepts that contribute to processes of discrimination. Most relevant to include 

are here the notions of prejudice and stereotypes. In short, it can be argued that prejudice relates 

to attitudes towards specific social groups, stereotypes put focus on how group attributes are 

created, and discrimination describes the unfair and disadvantageous treatment of and behavior 

towards individuals due to their belonging to a social group. In this way, prejudice, stereotypes, 

and discrimination are interlinked and nurture one another. Understanding the related yet 

different workings of these concepts is helpful to understand how discriminatory and harassing 

behavior is created and sustained. I will, throughout this part, draw upon racist and sexist 

harassment and discrimination as prominent types of discrimination based on stereotypes and 

prejudice. The insights can however be extended to further, intersectional types of discrimination 

as well. 
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Overall, research engaging with prejudice, stereotypes, and discrimination differentiates these 

concepts in the following: “(a) prejudice, an attitude reflecting an overall evaluation of a group; 

(b) stereotypes, associations, and attributions of specific characteristics to a group; and (c) 

discrimination, biased behavior toward, and treatment of, a group or its members” (J. F. Dovidio, 

Hewstone, et al., 2010, p. 3). Historically, such attitudes, associations, and behavior were 

investigated as consciously produced on an individual level. Over the last decades, however, there 

has been increasing interest, on the one hand, in unconscious and implicit processes in the 

working of prejudices and stereotypes and, on the other hand, in the role of social structures in 

creating, justifying, and sustaining biases that encourage and enable prejudice- and stereotype-

based discrimination. As Dovidio et al. (2010) describe it, the broadening of discrimination 

research has resulted in a simultaneous ‘drilling down’ (into the mind and brain) and ‘expanding 

upwards’ (into social structures).  

In more detail, it can be argued that scholarship on prejudice and stereotypes developed in three 

waves, each delineated by particular assumptions and dominant paradigms (J. F. Dovidio, 2001; 

Duckitt, 1992). The first wave, lasting between the 1920s and 1950s, understood social biases, 

including prejudices and stereotypes, as psychopathology, that is as abnormal and to be treated. 

The underlying idea was that “prejudice might be localized and removed or treated, containing 

the problem and preserving the health of society as a whole” (J. F. Dovidio, Hewstone, et al., 2010, 

p. 13) wherefore prime effort was put into measuring the problem on an individual level and 

trying to understand its sources, found for instance in family relations or personal problems.  

The second wave, taking place roughly from the early 1960s until mid-1990, started with the 

opposite assumption that prejudices are fundamentally rooted in normal behavior and processes. 

Significantly, research focused on the role of socialization into dominant norms and the role of 

such norms in reproducing biases. It was argued that biased behavior based on stereotypes and 

prejudices is inevitable as it serves the essential cognitive need of categorizing and thereby 

simplifying the overwhelming complexity of information encountered in daily life. Yet, it was also 

maintained that interventions could tackle prejudice and stereotypes if set up on a structural level 

of norms rather than on an individual one. Either way, as Dovidio et al. (2010, p. 13) formulate it, 

“these orientations helped to divert the focus away from the question, ‘Who is prejudiced?’ – the 
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answer seemed to be ‘everyone.’” This shift in focus also allowed critical questioning of prior 

results of self-reported attitudes which suggested that the vast majority of people in Western 

countries were non-prejudiced by contesting that being well-intended, that is, self-reportedly 

non-prejudiced, does not automatically translate into non-prejudiced behavior as such acts are 

structurally implicated.  

The third wave, beginning in the mid-1990s, brought back together individual-level investigations 

and research into social structures by implementing the above-outlined simultaneous move of 

drilling down and expanding upwards. New conceptual perspectives enabled by technologies in 

the field of social psychology (cf. J. F. Dovidio & Fazio, 1992; Greenwald et al., 1998) enabled 

researchers to measure implicit and unconscious attitudes and beliefs, allowing for an empirical 

foundation of what had been hypothesized earlier. It was possible to measure implicit biases so 

that further research could be conducted that differentiated between conscious prejudice and 

biases exhibited by individuals (more closely related to the research conducted during the first 

wave) and prejudices and stereotypes that were anchored in social structures and reproduced 

unconsciously (linking to the second wave). A variety of sub-fields developed, for instance 

researching how people targeted by stereotypes respond and adapt (C. T. Miller & Myers, 1998), 

or how prejudice unfolds in interaction (J. D. Johnson et al., 2000). 

To understand the significance of these developments as well as the relevance of the concepts of 

prejudice and stereotypes in relation to my understanding of discrimination, I engage with each 

concept in turn before suggesting how they relate to discrimination. Prejudice, understood as an 

attitude towards a particular target group, is typically conceptualized to consist of three 

components, namely cognitive (that is, beliefs about a particular group), affective (such as dislike, 

disgust, anxiety), and conative (that is, a behavioral predisposition to behave negatively towards 

that group) (J. F. Dovidio, Hewstone, et al., 2010). In the Danish context, one example would be a 

white Danish woman who is prejudiced towards Muslim men with this prejudice being made up, 

for instance, of the belief that Muslim men are aggressive (cognitive), a dislike of Muslim men 

(affective) and a predisposition to behave negatively towards them (conative), for example 

treating her Muslim male Danish neighbor disrespectfully. Recent scholarship, as has been 

highlighted, combines individual-level understandings of prejudice with a structural-level 
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understanding of the role of norms. Such bridging between psychological and sociological 

perspectives allows emphasizing that beyond the individual prejudiced behavior, prejudices work 

as mechanisms that sustain a particular status quo, including role differences between groups. 

The disrespectful behavior by the white Danish woman towards her Muslim Danish male 

neighbor for instance maintains a power relation between white and non-white Danes. At the 

same time, another example might be how sexist prejudice against women – such as the belief 

that women are better caretakers but worse leaders than men (cognitive), a dislike of women 

who actively invest in their professional careers (affective), and disregarding a woman candidate 

for a leadership position (conative) – might reproduce gendered power structures and role 

differences.  

The latter example highlights another important aspect of how prejudices work through an 

interplay of structural and individual-level factors. As the affective reaction in the sexism example 

shows, prejudices evoke negative reactions for those who deviate from expected roles, such as 

women who focus on their careers, while those who follow prejudiced expectations might be 

rewarded with positive reactions as can be identified in cases of benevolent sexism celebrating 

women as natural caring mothers (cf. Glick et al., 2004; Glick & Rudman, 2010). Individual 

behavior is thus part of how prejudice becomes a mechanism that reproduces societal power 

structures, as such behavior rewards and punishes people depending on their alignment with or 

transgression of role differences that are tied to prejudices. In sum, prejudice can be defined as 

“an individual-level attitude (whether subjectively positive or negative) towards groups and their 

members that creates or maintains hierarchical status relations between groups” (J. F. Dovidio, 

Hewstone, et al., 2010, p. 5). 

While research on prejudice is interested in attitudes, studies on stereotypes complement this by 

focusing on how attributes are assigned to social groups – towards which negative or positive 

attitudes can then be held. The term stereotype was first introduced by Lippmann in 1922, 

referring to specific pictures that come to mind when thinking about different social groups. 

Lippmann (1922), like most researchers at the time of the above-described first wave, understood 

stereotyping as a faulty, individual process. Later, this understanding was overcome by research 

that conceptualizes stereotypes as cognitive schemas that are used by individuals to process 
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information about others (Hilton & von Hippel, 1996). Such cognitive schemata are not 

individually but rather socially anchored. In this regard, the understanding of stereotypes is 

similar to that of prejudice, yet while the latter focuses on attitudes, the prior emphasizes group 

associations. Stereotypes work by implying a substantial amount of information about people that 

go far beyond what can immediately be determined on the apparent surface (J. F. Dovidio, 

Hewstone, et al., 2010). This information is perceived not only as descriptive but also holds 

prescriptive value, that is, it generates expectations towards members of the relevant group 

regarding their anticipated behavior.  

The prescriptive elements of stereotypes are created and reproduced both cognitively and socially 

(J. F. Dovidio, Hewstone, et al., 2010). Cognitively people tend to disregard the existence of 

stereotypes and instead find situational factors upon which they can attribute their assessment of 

a particular group and a group member’s behavior. In other words, they rationalize their 

stereotypical attribution which hides the stereotypes and reproduces them unnoticed. Socially, 

language plays a decisive role in reproducing stereotypes. Due to the distinctiveness of 

stereotypes to a particular group, people are more likely to draw upon such stereotypical 

descriptions when speaking of that group. This high communicability of stereotypes contributes 

to their persistent and continuous existence (Schaller et al., 2002). Such stereotypical language is 

used not only in interpersonal conversation but importantly also in media discourse, which 

thereby has an important influence on the transmission of stereotypical attributions.  

This descriptive function is strengthened as stereotypes “produce a readiness to perceive 

behaviors or characteristics that are consistent with the stereotype. At the earliest stages of 

perceptual processing, stereotype-consistent characteristics are attended to most quickly” (J. F. 

Dovidio, Hewstone, et al., 2010, p. 5). That is, if a group member behaves according to 

stereotypical expectations, this behavior will be noticed more quickly than behavior that deviates 

from the stereotypically expected which in turn – through this confirmation bias – solidifies the 

existent stereotypes and related expectations (cf. Payne, 2001).  

Next to confirmation bias, a vicious circle leads to the continuous reproduction of stereotypes; in 

other words, stereotypes are further strengthened through the effects of stereotypes. To provide 

an example, stereotypes about the intelligence of Black people can lead to discriminatory behavior 
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towards Black children in schools, Black youth in universities, and Black adults in job situations. 

These experiences of discrimination create a disparity between the educational level of Black and 

white people. This disparity in turn is taken as an indicator confirming the existent stereotype 

that Black people are less intelligent than white people. Similarly, people perceive members of 

groups with lower socioeconomic status (even if this positioning is caused by discrimination) as 

less competent and less motivated than high-status group members (J. F. Dovidio, Hewstone, et 

al., 2010; Eagly & Diekman, 2005; Hoffman & Hurst, 1990; Jost & Banaji, 1994). Research has also 

investigated how people react to and cope with experiences of being stereotyped. Two aspects are 

to be highlighted. First, studies found that people tend to adopt structurally anchored 

stereotypical thinking, even if this is directed against themselves and disadvantages people from 

their own social group (Jost et al., 2004). Minoritized people for instance draw upon stereotypical 

conceptions to rationalize their own disadvantaged position.  

Second, there have been investigations into the concept of ‘stereotype threat’. As Dovidio et al. 

(2010, p. 6) describe, stereotype threat “occurs when members of a stereotyped group become 

aware of negative stereotypes about them, even when (a) a person holding the stereotype is not 

present and (b) they personally do not endorse the stereotype.” Stereotype threat then, for 

instance, leads to lower performance by those who are threatened by stereotypical association, or 

rather “at risk of confirming, as self-characteristic, a negative stereotype about one’s group” 

(Steele & Aronson, 1995, p. 797). Research abounds on the psychological reasons for these effects 

yet no studies so far provide sufficient results to fully explain the mechanism (see D. M. Quinn et 

al., 2010 for an overview). Most likely, stereotype threat leads to heightened levels of anxiety 

which prevent good performance.  

Overall, following Dovidio et al. (2010, p. 6) it can be summarized that “stereotypes represent a 

set of qualities perceived to reflect the essence of a group. Stereotypes systematically affect how 

people perceive, process information about, and respond to, group members. They are 

transmitted through socialization, the media, and language and discourse. […S]tereotypes [are 

defined as] associations and beliefs about the characteristics and attributes of a group and its 

members that shape how people think about and respond to the group.”  
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Taken together, prejudice influences attitudes while stereotypes relate to group attributes. In 

their combination, they foster discrimination which is the unfair and disadvantageous treatment 

of and behavior towards individuals due to their belonging to a social group. More precisely, 

stereotypes, prejudices, and discrimination can be understood as interlinked such that 

discrimination works through a three-stepped process of group categorization (that is, 

stereotypes), devaluation (that is, prejudice), and exclusion (that is, discriminatory behavior) (El-

Mafaalani, 2021). Based on differentiation of in-group and out-group members, discrimination 

involves both negative behavior towards out-group members and overly positive treatment of in-

group members. Discrimination is thus understood as biased behavior that is both directly (that 

is, negative actions that harm another group) and indirectly (that is, unfair favoring of one’s own 

group) disadvantageous.  

Importantly, research differentiates between explicit and implicit reproduction of prejudices and 

stereotypes, both of which can lead to discriminatory behavior. The differentiation highlights that 

people may be more or less aware, or conscious, of the prejudices and stereotypes they reproduce, 

and relatedly their discriminatory behavior. Taking the example of racism, contemporary 

approaches to racism acknowledge the existence of open and intentional forms of racism, which 

can be said to result from explicit individual beliefs about the inferiority of racialized people. Yet, 

increasingly focus is put on implicit forms of racism which are found to permeate Western 

societies differently than explicit racism. These implicit forms of racism operate more subtly, and 

often outside of the individuals’ awareness, who might even exhibit ambivalence between racist 

biases and personal standards as well as social norms that disregard such biases (Crandall & 

Eshleman, 2003; J. F. Dovidio, Gaertner, et al., 2010). Prejudices and stereotypes that are 

structurally anchored can thus be reproduced implicitly, without direct awareness or intent, of 

the involved person. Nonetheless, these implicit reproductions of prejudices and stereotypes lead 

to discrimination.  

One example hereof is the phenomenon of institutional discrimination, which “refers to the 

existence of institutional policies […] that unfairly restrict the opportunities of particular groups 

of people”, without requiring explicit individual support of such discrimination as it suffices that 

individuals unquestioningly accept such policies, as they ‘seem normal’ (J. F. Dovidio, Gaertner, et 
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al., 2010, p. 313). Institutional discrimination is thus linked to individual action but functions 

outside explicit individual awareness. Institutional racism, for example, describes the toleration or 

support of institutional practices, processes, policies, and laws that unfairly restrict the 

opportunities of people racialized as non-white (J. F. Dovidio, Gaertner, et al., 2010; Feagin, 

2006). Such institutional racism might develop out of intentional individual biases, for instance 

against immigrant groups, or from implicit motivations to support one’s own group. However, 

once set in place – in processes, policies, and laws – institutional racism does not require the 

active and conscious support of individuals or even their awareness of the existent discrimination. 

“[I]nstitutional racism becomes ‘ritualized’ in ways that minimize the effort and energy 

individuals and groups need to expend to support it” (J. F. Dovidio, Gaertner, et al., 2010, p. 313), 

wherefore institutional discrimination works until it is actively stopped. 

In sum, discrimination can be defined as both individual behavior and institutional practices that 

create, sustain, and reproduce advantage for some groups over other groups, where the 

individual behavior can take place both explicitly and implicitly and can be structurally 

encouraged and supported. Discrimination is thus a concept that is anchored both on an 

interactional-individual as well as an institutional-structural level. 

 

2.3.2 Discrimination in the everyday 

Upholding that discrimination is anchored both interactional-individually and institutional-

structurally, a recurring challenge in research has been to conceptualize and analyze 

discriminatory and harassing behavior without a bias to either level or a divergence between for 

instance individual forms of harassment versus institutional forms of discrimination. Instead, 

theoretical concepts are needed that allow pinpointing and highlighting the co-workings of 

institutional-structural and interactional-individual level factors in reproducing harassment and 

discrimination. Philomena Essed’s (1990, 1991) concept of ‘everyday racism’ provides an 

important advancement towards understanding the entanglement of the institutional-structural 

and the interactional-individual level in conceptualizing discrimination. While Essed developed 

the concept specifically for racism and racist discrimination, I suggest that it holds relevant 
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insights for conceptualizing discrimination as such, including but not limited to racist 

discrimination.  

Essed (1990, 1991) mobilizes the term ‘everyday’ to bring together structural and interactional 

aspects of racist discrimination and to create a clear link between institutional and individual 

racism. Arguing that “[t]he distinction between institutional and individual racism is misleading 

and insufficient to explain the (re)production of racist inequality in society” (Essed, 1991, p. 286), 

she suggests that conceptualizations of racism – and as I extend other types of discrimination – 

need to “link details of micro experiences to the structural and ideological context in which they 

are shaped” (Essed, 1991, p. 286). The concept of discrimination in the everyday transcends a 

separation between the interactional-individual and institutional-structural by conceptualizing 

the everyday as always encompassing an individual-structural interplay. That is, discrimination in 

the everyday is more than just a collection of unrelated acts, instead, Essed (2000, p. 189) argues 

that the everyday consists of ‘situational activations’ of power relations in interactional practices 

that reinforce inequalities on a structural level. The everyday thus always encompasses an 

interplay of the interactional-individual and institutional-structural, that unfolds in such 

‘situational activations.’ 

Creating this link between individual experience and institutional structures allows 

understanding the detrimental effect even seemingly ‘small’ instances of harassment and 

discrimination can have. Essed (1991) argues that these experiences are not less significant, 

especially as they happen far more often than overt forms of discrimination. Moreover, the 

constant experience of micro-aggressions triggers prior experiences, so that “[n]ew experiences 

of racism activate memories of previous experiences of racism and influence one’s expectations 

about the future” (Essed, 1991, p. 287). Through this mechanism of an experience of 

discrimination activating memories of prior experiences and influencing future expectations, 

discrimination becomes inscribed as a constant threat. Put differently, discrimination – at least 

the threat thereof – becomes a presence rather than singular acts; a presence that influences 

which ways of being and acting are viable as well as which spaces are accessible for those being 

discriminated against. Living under such constant threat of being discriminated against might for 

instance lead to preventively withdrawing from certain spaces or situations.  
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As a presence in the everyday, discriminatory behavior moreover becomes difficult to address. 

You learn to expect discriminatory behavior and constantly try to prevent it from happening; you 

blame yourself if you experience it despite your preventions – “if something happens, you have 

failed to prevent it” (Ahmed, 2017, p. 24) – which leads to a dangerous entanglement of self-

blame with a need for speaking up. As always-already (potentially) existent in any situation, 

discrimination often remains unquestioned and unopposed. Thereby the everyday-ness of 

discrimination can easily make discriminatory and harassing behavior seem part of ‘normal’ 

conduct, normalizing it in interactional practices and thereby reinforcing it on an institutional-

structural level. 

 

2.3.3 Discrimination and entitlement 

The notion of discrimination in the everyday highlights the difficulty of recognizing 

discriminatory and harassing behavior that passes as a normal part of the everyday despite the 

‘situational activation’ of power relations that reproduce inequalities in such interactions. This 

might assume that neither the harassed person nor the perpetrator is necessarily aware of 

engaging in discriminatory or harassing behavior and reproducing institutional-structural 

inequalities in their interaction. There are, however, situations in which people seem to act in 

harassing and discriminatory ways in full awareness – or at least when made aware of their 

behavior being discriminatory, they nonetheless insist on their right to act as they please. A 

second concept developed by Philomena Essed is helpful to grasp this slightly different form of 

discrimination, which she defines as based on entitlement.  

Specifically, Essed (2020, p. 443) defines entitlement racism as “the insistence on the right to use 

any discourse and images as freedom of expression, also when racially offensive.” It connects an 

individualistic idea of freedom of speech with the presumption of being entitled to enact this 

freedom without regard for any consequences this might have for other people. The speaker 

presumes to deserve priority over others and (more) space for their expressions, that is, have “a 

license to openly claim this [racist statement … so that] racist discourse, presented as freedom of 

expression, gets to be licensed in spite of the universal right to live free from discrimination” 
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(Essed, 2020, p. 443). Importantly, the concept of entitlement racism does not critique the 

conception of freedom of speech as a right per se. Rather, it warns against individualistic 

interpretations of this right that deny any responsibility towards others. As Essed argues in an 

interview, “people seem to feel that they have the right to offend – that the freedom of expression 

is interpreted not as a freedom to be used for the common good, to be used in a way that does not 

humiliate others, but as a license to offend” (Muhr & Essed, 2018, p. 188). When the right of 

freedom of expression becomes ‘a license to offend’, it disregards the need to use existent rights 

responsibly and under consideration of the related rights of affected others; it becomes “reckless 

[to] claim the right here and now that you can say anything you want. Such absolute 

individualism borders on narcissism and desensitizes to the needs of others” (Muhr & Essed, 

2018, p. 191). It reveals a lack of care and respect for the feelings, needs, and rights of others 

involved. 

The concept reveals two important insights as to how racist, sexist, and other related types of 

discrimination and harassment occur differently from what I have discussed as everyday 

discrimination. First, a move from everyday to entitlement shows how discriminatory and 

harassing utterings and acts move from rather subtle and concealed to open, blunt forms of 

discrimination. While everyday discrimination does not have to be implicit, it commonly tends to 

be so (Muhr & Essed, 2018) which leads to difficulties in recognizing such acts as racist, sexist, or 

otherwise discriminatory. Discrimination based on entitlement is openly discernible. Its danger 

lies in the consequence that despite its bluntness it becomes legitimate and acceptable (Muhr & 

Essed, 2018). Second, and relatedly, the common conception of the perpetrator in acts of everyday 

discrimination is a person who is not necessarily aware of the effect of their acts, they might not 

recognize their own behavior as discriminatory. With discrimination based on entitlement, 

however, the perpetrator is well aware that their act is discriminatory or harassing, yet they claim 

the right to act in discriminatory and harassing ways despite being aware of it. As Essed (2020, p. 

444) argues, with easy access to a plethora of (online) media, no one can claim not to know when 

discourses are discriminatory and, for instance, racially humiliating, yet “against the background 

of the celebration of the neo-liberal individualism […] anything ‘me-me-me’ wants to say ‘should 

be possible.’” Hence, people feel entitled to ignore the affected person’s claims. As Essed explains: 
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“Opposite everyday racism and sexism, these examples [of entitlement racism and sexism] are 

out in the open, without any effort to disguise them, and are used in a way where the offender 

often claims a right to be able to behave in this way” (Muhr & Essed, 2018, p. 184). 

It is important to highlight, that entitlement in this conception is a classed, racialist, and gendered 

concept. Those who feel entitled, are primarily middle-class white men (and to some extent 

middle-class white women) who based on their structural positioning are equipped with and used 

to a sense of entitlement. While lower class individuals might, due to a lack of financial or social 

resources, be well aware of the inability to simply claim what they believe they deserve, people 

from the middle class are less used to such restraints. Similarly, men more than women are 

brought up with an acceptance of their needs and wants. It is conceptualized as ‘manly’ to be 

assertive and even aggressively take what one has a right to. Finally, racist structures have 

historically and socio-politically positioned white people as the original bearers of (human) rights 

while Black people were structurally excluded from such claims. As formulated pointedly by Essed 

(2020, p. 447, italics in original), “[a]gitated, annoyed, irritated or otherwise negatively 

emotionally impacted, he somehow feels authorized to express these feelings. This kind of 

empowerment is grounded in the lived experience of entitlement in a societal system that 

attached premium worthiness to masculine whiteness and white (American, middle-classed, able-

bodied, heterosexual) masculinity.”  

Being anchored within entitlement, discrimination then also serves the purpose of upholding the 

privileges that grant such entitlement. To do so, entitlement discrimination relies on implicit 

dehumanization which allows defining some groups as less worthy, and thus less deserving of a 

dignified life and dignified treatment. The humiliation of people in this group is thereby 

legitimized which in turn upholds privileges and related entitlements. To understand this 

mutually reinforcing working of entitlement and discrimination, it is worthwhile to unfold the 

relations between entitlement, dehumanization, dignity, and humiliation.  

In the broadest sense, dehumanization describes the perception and/or treatment of a person or 

group as less than human. Explicit dehumanization has commonly been studied in conflict and 

war settings in which dehumanization is used to legitimize aggressive behavior against the enemy 

which would otherwise be hindered by moral constraints (Haslam et al., 2010). The enemy is 
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described as lacking what is defined as important human attributes, such as intelligence or 

rationality, and based on this lack defined as subhuman. European colonialism including the 

transatlantic slave trade was based upon the most blatant and overt form of dehumanization in 

which Black people were explicitly described as only three-fifth human (Essed, 2020). Other 

forms of dehumanization involve the comparison of groups of people to animals, for example, 

calling Jews rats and people of African descent monkeys (Essed, 2020) revealing an underlying 

degradation of animals below humans or the description of immigrant groups as viruses or germs 

(Haslam et al., 2010). 

Importantly, dehumanization can occur more implicitly as well. First, it can be revealed in 

dehumanizing treatment which “harshly violate[s] moral principles about how human beings 

should be treated […] even if the maltreated person is not explicitly perceived as lacking 

humanity or as being nonhuman by the perpetrator” (Haslam et al., 2010, p. 189). An example 

hereof may be the treatment of refugees at the borders of the European Union (EU). While the EU 

member states and their political representatives would not openly express that refugees are seen 

as less worthy human beings the treatment of people who are deliberately left to die on boats in 

the Mediterranean Sea and in over-crowded refugee camps clearly reveals dehumanizing 

treatment. 

Both in its explicit and implicit forms, dehumanization serves the purpose of creating an ‘us-vs.-

them’ dichotomy that creates such groups based on ascribed normative and idealized values, 

traits, and attributes. The others’ being, their mere existence, as well as their way of being is 

deemed less than human. It ensures the domination of ‘us’ over ‘them’ by naturalizing and 

thereby legitimizing such domination and the concomitant repressive, and otherwise considered 

immoral, treatment of people who are deemed less worthy human beings. Dehumanization thus 

serves as a form of moral disengagement (Bandura, 2002; Opotow, 1990) that allows to “place 

the others outside of the boundary within which normal rules of morality and fairness apply” 

(Haslam et al., 2010, p. 189). Being placed outside moral engagement allows acting against the 

dehumanized group without feelings of shame, remorse, or guilt which would otherwise 

accompany such immoral behavior. The lack of such moral emotions, in turn, makes continuous 

dehumanizing behavior possible and likely as shame and guilt would usually work to inhibit 
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aggression. In sum, dehumanization “may include affirmation of a group's superiority, 

enablement of violent behavior, justification of past aggression, or blocking of unpleasant 

feelings” (Haslam et al., 2010, p. 190). 

Essed (2020) combines the concept of dehumanization with those of humiliation and dignity to 

argue that humiliation serves to uphold systems of oppression which, implicitly or explicitly, 

define some ‘others’ as less than human, that is, less deserving of a dignified life. She uses a 

negative account of dignity to explain “how it is being violated in terms of physical, social, 

economic and cultural humiliations and forms of dehumanization” (Essed, 2020, p. 449). Such a 

negative conception of dignity highlights how systems of domination are built to guarantee 

dignity for some while denying it to others who are thereby denied equal human worth. Essed 

(2020, p. 449) further suggests the concept of ‘dignity hurt’ to emphasize “the subjectivity of 

social, cultural or ethnic-racial pain involved” in being denied one’s dignity (see also Essed, 2009).  

Racist and sexist humiliations in form of entitlement discrimination thus serve the purpose of 

upholding existent regimes of power and systems of domination that define some groups as less 

deserving of human worth. Simultaneously, the conception of these groups of people as less 

deserving of a dignified life and dignified treatment allows entitlement discrimination to continue 

as it legitimizes the humiliation of those who are deemed less worthy. If a group is defined as less 

worthy, less human, it easily becomes legitimate to not care about their feelings, needs, and 

rights. It reveals a dangerous vicious circle that allows the continuous reproduction of racist, 

sexist, and other types of discrimination. 

 

2.3.4 An intersectional approach to sexism and racism 

In my research, I focus on sexist and racist harassment and discrimination. As I am primarily 

interested in the processes of sexist and racist harassment and discrimination and how these are 

reproduced, it is not of core interest to this study to redefine or reconceptualize what sexism and 

racism are. Nonetheless, I deem it important to outline how I understand sexism and racism, and 

how I conceptualize them as intersecting forms of oppression. Audre Lorde (Lorde, 1984, p. 45) 

defines sexism and racism as follows: “Racism: The belief in the inherent superiority of one race 
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over all others and thereby the right to dominance. Sexism: The belief in the inherent superiority 

of one sex and thereby the right to dominance.” Important in this definition is that both sexism 

and racism are forms of oppression that aim to create a hierarchy between those who are 

superior and dominant, and those who are inferior and oppressed. Essed (2020, p. 448, 

highlights in original) provides a similar definition of racism and foregrounds that the groups 

that are positioned as superior and inferior are ‘identified as different’:  

“Racism is about the creation of hierarchies of worthiness attached to groups of 

people identified as different in terms of (attributed) racial, or cultural (ethnic) 

factors. It is a historically anchored ideology, structure and process, where one 

racial or ethnic group privileges its members on the basis of attributed preferred 

values and characteristic, in order to legitimate the disadvantaging of other groups. 

These values and characteristics are used to assess the worthiness of human beings 

and ways of being in terms of related degrees of entitlement to ‘be’, to be validated, 

and to develop.”  

Racial differences thus do not exist per se but are created, for instance, based on factors of culture 

and ethnicity, to privilege one group and disadvantage another. I draw upon these 

understandings of racism and sexism as forms of oppression, acknowledging that racism and 

sexism can then be expressed in a variety of ways, for instance through normalized everyday 

racist and sexist harassment and discrimination or racist and sexist harassment and 

discrimination based on entitlement.  

I further adopt a perspective that understands sexism and racism as overlapping rather than 

independent and separate forms of oppression. This means that there is, for example, not one 

universal form of gendered oppression. Sexist domination works differently depending on 

whether the person is ‘identified as different’ and inferior also based on race or ethnicity, 

sexuality, class, or other categories that are employed to create and uphold power hierarchies. 

This perspective is commonly referred to as intersectionality. The term intersectionality was 

coined by the lawyer and scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989. In a paper titled ‘Demarginalizing 

the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, 

Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics’, Crenshaw (1989) argued that considering the 
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experiences of women separately and independently of the experiences of Black people missed to 

acknowledge the particular experiences of Black women. Importantly, she claimed that being 

Black and being a woman could not simply be ‘added’ upon one another. Instead, the experiences 

of marginalization based on gender and race frequently reinforce each other, calling for an 

explicit analysis and acknowledgment of their intersection. While one of Crenshaw’s main aims 

was to challenge how the justice system responded to cases of gender and race discrimination – 

with her groundbreaking work making it possible in the US to make a legal discrimination claim 

based on the intersection of gender and race rather than one or the other –, her work has been 

picked up, used, and developed further wide beyond the sphere of jurisprudence.  

One example is the concept of ‘misogynoir’ coined by queer Black feminist Moya Bailey. It 

describes misogyny directed towards Black women based on both race and gender (Bailey, 2021; 

Bailey & Trudy, 2018). While one could arguably use the expression anti-Black sexism to describe 

the same phenomenon, giving this particular form of oppression a name helps to acknowledge its 

existence on a structural level (cf. Ahmed, 2015). Further, it provides a good example of an 

intersectional analysis that goes beyond simply listing simultaneous marginalizations (anti-Black 

+ sexism) but makes it possible to explicitly point to the existence of a particular experience of 

oppression that is based on being marginalized as a Black woman in a structurally racist and 

sexist environment. Notably, the concept of intersectionality is not aimed at simply delineating 

particular individual identity categories but puts focus on analyzing the overlap of forms of 

oppression on a structural level to then be able to make claims as to what effects these have on 

particular groups of individuals.  

While the term Crenshaw coined is certainly most widely used today, she was neither the only 

nor the first scholar to work on conceptions of overlapping and intersecting forms of oppression. 

Ideas of intersectionality, despite not being called this, are prominently present in the writing of 

Black feminist scholars (whom Crenshaw openly took inspiration from) before 1989. In 1978 the 

Combahee River Collective, a group of Black feminist scholars and activists, published ‘A Black 

Feminist Statement’ (Combahee River Collective, 2014, p. 271) which was one of the first texts 

explicitly formulating a need for “the development of integrated analysis and practices based 

upon the facts that the major systems of oppression are interlocking.” As Beverly Smith, one of 
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the authors of the Collective’s statement recalled: “[W]e really worked and struggled to develop a 

political analysis that took into account the multifaceted aspects of our identities and our 

conditions” (Smith interviewed in K.-Y. Taylor, 2017, p. 101). The Collective (2014, p. 274) 

explicitly refers to gendered, racialized, heteronormative as well as classed systems of oppression 

that “in our lives […] are most often experienced simultaneously.” 

The intersections between gender, race, and class have been common topics in Black feminist 

scholarship. Angela Davis (1983, p. 122) describes the “coupling of sexism and racism” as 

“mutually strengthening”. Audre Lorde (1984, p. 45), in her description of racism, sexism, and 

heterosexism, shows clearly how all three of them are based on the same “belief of inherent 

superiority” of one group over the other, as well as a consequent belief in a “right to dominance”. 

Lorde (1984, p. 116) further reminds us that even those of us who are marginalized to some 

extent might be ignorant of our own privileges: “Those of us who stand outside that power often 

identify one way in which we are different, and we assume that to be the primary cause of all 

oppression, forgetting other distortions around differences, some of which we ourselves may be 

practicing.” Her reminder speaks to the need to acknowledge that one marginalization cannot be 

measured against another with one being worse or better, and one form of marginalization does 

not simply eradicate other privileges a person might nonetheless hold. The difficulty of 

understanding the notion of intersectionality lies in resisting intersectional practice as a simple 

listing of categories of privilege and marginalization for an individual person. Instead, working 

from an intersectional perspective means questioning and visualizing the structural entanglement 

of identity categories as they play out differently on different bodies in different situations. As 

Oda-Kange Midtvåge Diallo (2019, p. 223) puts it: “[I]ntersectional identities are not static and 

impact on us differently in different environments. Any discussion about the pervasiveness of 

race, class and gender should also include the fluidity that accompanies it” (see also Abdellatif, 

2021).  

Intersectionality might thus be better described as an analytical tool than a theory which raises 

questions as to how intersectionality may be employed in research. As Essed (2020, p. 445) 

formulates it: “As a notion, concept, activist tools, analytical frame, policy instrument and more, 

intersectionality has gained popularity and, arguably, societal acceptance, beyond expectations. 
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Theory is one thing, but how intersectional analysis can work in everyday life is a domain still 

under-researched in the area of race critical studies” (see also Essed & Goldberg, 2002; Solomos 

& Collins, 2010). This, she argues further, is partly due to “the unresolved conceptual tension 

underlying the very idea of multiple, but still separate, factors as intersectional occurrence” 

(Essed, 2020, p. 445) and “the tension between the fact that any experience is uniquely received 

in the context of a unique constellation of life experience (this particular event, that particular 

location, these specific actors involved) but also shared, because at a higher level of abstraction an 

event like this (white male verbal aggression against female of color) fits a standard scenario of 

gendered everyday racism” (Essed, 2020, p. 446). An intersectional perspective stresses the 

intricacy of interlinking oppressions and a simultaneous need for understanding how these 

intersecting oppressions are organized and incorporated into a socio-political and socio-historical 

context (Carrim & Nkomo, 2016; Holvino, 2010; Liu, 2018; Rodriguez & Scurry, 2019). For my 

study, it demands being attentive to how intersectionality comes to matter in the context of this 

study rather than simply assuming that it does. 

 

2.4 Feminist Organization Studies  

I have in the previous parts outlined how I understand organization, how I theorize the interplay 

of organizational structure, processes, and practices and individual interaction through Butler’s 

theory of performativity and the related understanding of norms and norm critique, and how I 

conceptualize subjects as inherently vulnerable and autonomous. I have further discussed several 

theoretical perspectives that help me understand discrimination and harassment. These theories 

provide the theoretical inspiration I draw upon to engage with my empirical research and thus 

help me answer the research questions I posed. These research questions are relevant to the field 

of feminist organization studies which is the field I aim to contribute to with my research. In this 

field, scholars have explicitly engaged with workplace harassment and discrimination in 

organizations, establishing what is known about the occurrence, effects, and reproduction of 

harassment and discrimination. This knowledge is important to position my study. In the 

following, I outline the theoretical and empirical insights on workplace harassment and 

discrimination that have been established in and around the field of feminist organization studies. 
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Moreover, I use this overview to show how my study is relevant within the field, that is, what it 

aims to contribute to feminist organization studies. I begin with a brief historical overview of how 

this area of research has been established and developed from the late 1970s until today before 

turning towards the two main streams of contemporary research on workplace harassment and 

discrimination: first, a stream of research focused on investigating the occurrence and effects of 

harassment and discrimination; second, scholarship focused on understanding the reproduction 

of harassment and discrimination in organizational settings (a similar overview in a much shorter 

form has been presented in Guschke et al., 2019; Guschke, Just, et al., 2022; and Guschke & Sløk-

Andersen, 2022). 

 

2.4.1 Investigating harassment and discrimination within feminist organization studies 

When research on harassment advanced in the late 1970s, academic discussions on sexual 

harassment were primarily approached from a gendered perspective, while racial discrimination 

was investigated within the field of (anti-)racism research. In organization studies, a more 

dominant focus lay on gender-based harassment and discrimination. Nonetheless, intersectional 

perspectives were present in some of the research at least after Kimberlé Crenshaw coined the 

term intersectionality in 1989. Discussions under the label of ‘sexual harassment’ started in the 

late 1970s, the first conceptualizations of this phenomenon typically being ascribed to Till’s (1980) 

empirical categorization and Fitzgerald et al.’s (1988) Sexual Experience Questionnaire, as well as 

Crenshaw’s (1989) intersectional perspective. The scholarship on sexual harassment in the 1980s 

accompanied discussions of legal frameworks to make sexual harassment a punishable act 

(Crenshaw, 1989; MacKinnon, 1979).  

Till (1980) is generally recognized as developing one of the first conceptualizations of what 

‘sexual harassment’, as an umbrella term, consists of, namely gender harassment, seductive 

behavior, sexual bribery, sexual coercion, and sexual imposition or assault. He developed the five 

categories based on the self-described experiences of a sample of US female college students. 

Based on Till’s categories, Fitzgerald et al. (1988) developed a self-report inventory framework 

composed of three related but conceptually distinct dimensions to strengthen the conceptual work 
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initiated by Till. Fitzgerald et al.’s (1988) so-called Sexual Experiences Questionnaire (SEQ) is 

until today the most referred to conceptual framework for sexual harassment. It describes sexual 

harassment as consisting of sexual coercion, such as using sexual cooperation in return for job-

related benefits; unwanted sexual attention, describing unwelcome and offensive verbal and 

nonverbal behavior of a sexual nature; and gender harassment, subsuming verbal or nonverbal 

behaviors that convey hostile and/or condescending attitudes towards women. Despite critique 

concerning the clarity and reliability of this categorization of sexual harassment (Gutek et al., 

2004) and none withstanding the development of some alternative typologies (Gruber, 1992), the 

SEQ is still the most recognized and used self-report inventory framework to assess sexual 

harassment.  

Of particular importance for consecutive studies was the separation of sexual and gender 

harassment. As Leskinen et al. (2011) have noted, this allows acknowledging and analyzing how 

gender-based harassment might be devoid of sexual interest, meaning motives of harassment are 

embedded in historical and structural gender hierarchies. Beyond this separation, research has 

differentiated between the two most common types of sexual harassment at work, namely ‘quid 

pro quo’ and ‘hostile environment’ sexual harassment. ‘Quid pro quo’ relates to the pressure to 

accept sexual activity in exchange for benefit (e.g., promotions, salary increases, etc.) while 

‘hostile work environments’ occur when the offender creates an intimidating atmosphere for the 

victim, which can negatively influence the working environment for this individual (P. A. Johnson 

et al., 2018). Commonly, studies following these conceptualizations further differentiate between 

forms of verbal sexual harassment (entailing inappropriate comments, jokes, or questions) and 

physical sexual harassment (describing any form of unwelcome touching, including hugging or 

kissing) (McDonald, 2012; Swedish Research Council, 2018). Some studies also refer to non-

verbal sexual harassment, such as inappropriate starring, and more recently forms of online 

violence such as digital sexual harassment (FRA - European Agency for Fundamental Rights, 

2015; Humbert, 2022; Lipinsky et al., 2022). While some literature discusses sexual harassment, 

sexual assault, and sexual violence on a spectrum of violent gendered and sexualized behavior 

(McDonald, 2012), for this study I treat sexual assault and violence, including rape, as separate 

categories from harassment and will not explicitly address them.  
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2.4.2 The occurrence and effects of harassment and discrimination 

Analyzing the academic debates that unfolded since the initial studies in the 1970s, two prominent 

streams of research in the field of harassment and discrimination are identifiable: first, a stream 

of research focused on investigating the occurrence of harassment in different settings (ESTHE, 

2016; FRA - European Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2015; Humbert, 2022; Lipinsky et al., 

2022; Loy & Steward, 1984; Murrell, 1996) and its multiple, detrimental effects on individuals and 

organizations (Cortina & Berdahl, 2008; McLaughlin et al., 2017; Nordic Council of Ministers, 

2020; Sojo et al., 2016; Willness et al., 2007); second, scholarship focused on understanding the 

reproduction of harassment and discrimination in organizational settings.  

The SEQ and similar questionnaires built the bases for a variety of such studies over the last 

decades with the primary research interest to assess the occurrence of sexual harassment in 

different settings (ESTHE, 2016; L. F. Fitzgerald et al., 1988, 1995; FRA - European Agency for 

Fundamental Rights, 2015; Larssen et al., 2003; Latcheva, 2017; Reilly et al., 2016). While each 

study reports differently nuanced results, all of them show that sexual and gendered harassment 

and discrimination are prevalent in a variety of organizational settings and workplaces. In 2015, 

an EU study, that included 42,000 women from all 28 EU member states, found that 55% of 

women had experienced sexual harassment, of which over a third occurred in their workplace 

(FRA - European Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2015; Latcheva, 2017). The survey-based study 

was conducted in 2014 by the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights. As part of it, 

women were asked about the varying degrees of sexual harassment they have experienced since 

the age of 15. Eleven different forms of sexual harassment were asked, ranging from different 

physical (i.e., unwanted touching, hugging, kissing), verbal (i.e., sexually suggestive comments or 

jokes), and non-verbal (i.e., cyber harassment) acts. Based on the different forms of sexual 

harassment investigated, it was found that 45% (strict delineation) – 55% (wide delineation) of 

women had experienced at least some form of sexual harassment. Of the respondents who 

experienced sexual harassment, approximately one-third noted that such acts occurred in the 

workplace (FRA - European Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2015). In the context of Denmark, 

83% of respondents experienced sexual harassment at least once since the age of 15 and 80% in 
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the last 12 months, making Denmark third overall and second within the last 12 months with the 

highest occurrence of sexual harassment in the EU-28 countries. It has, however, been argued 

that sexual harassment might be being reported at a higher frequency by Danish participants due 

to higher gender equality standards in the country that lead women in Denmark to recognize and 

name their experiences more clearly as sexual harassment than might be the case in other EU 

countries (Latcheva, 2017). A currently ongoing EU-funded research project called UniSAFE that 

investigates gender-based violence in the context of science and research reports similar 

preliminary results. Based on a large-scale survey with 42,000 participants across 46 higher 

education institutions (57% students and 43% employees), the researchers show that 74% of 

university employees experience ‘any form of gender-based violence’ and 36% report 

experiencing ‘sexual harassment’ in their workplace (Humbert, 2022; Lipinsky et al., 2022). 

Notably, there is not a similarly detailed framework to assess racist harassment and 

discrimination and the SEQ does not take racialized aspects of gendered or sexual harassment 

into account. In general, there is a lack of studies investigating how sexual harassment and 

gendered discrimination are interrelated with other types of harassment and discrimination 

(Lopez et al., 2009; McDonald, 2012).4 However, research shows that particular groups of people, 

such as poor Black women, are more likely to be harassed than others (Buchanan & Ormerod, 

2002; Fain & Anderton, 1987; see also L. Fitzgerald, 2019 on sexual harassment of low-income 

women). Cassino and Besen-Cassino (2019) moreover found that in the US context African 

American woman experience an increased relative risk of sexual harassment in the workplace 

despite a decline in overall reported harassment cases, which the authors attribute to the greater 

economic and organizational vulnerability of women of color compared to white women in 

relation to white men, who were the predominant perpetrators. Berdahl and Moore (2006) 

describe this phenomenon as a ‘double jeopardy’ for minority women regarding harassment at 

work, while others speak of ‘gendered racism’ or ’racialized sexual harassment’ to mark the 

intersection of racism and sexism in experiences of women of color (Buchanan & Ormerod, 2002; 

Texeira, 2002; Welsh et al., 2006). At the same time, women of color are less likely to be 

perceived as victims of (sexual) harassment (Murrell, 1996). 

 
4 The UniSAFE project aims to conduct intersectional analyses of their survey data, but these analyses are not 

available yet.  
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Next to these occurrence-based studies, much research has been focused on the effects and 

consequences of harassment and discrimination. Various studies deal with the question of why 

experiences of harassment are underreported, paying attention to a reluctance to speak up when 

being harassed. The study conducted by the European Agency for Fundamental Rights (2015), for 

example, shows that 35% of women kept even the most serious incident of sexual harassment 

they had experienced to themselves. Studies that inquired into the reasons for a lack of reporting 

found that insecurities about whether the encounter ‘counts as’ harassment or discrimination as 

well as whether they would get help and support are the main underlying reasons for a lack of 

reporting (Humbert, 2022; Latcheva, 2017; Lipinsky et al., 2022; Welsh et al., 2006). Specifically 

investigating sexual harassment in academic workplaces, Johnson et al. (2018, p. 3) in a report for 

the US National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine found that victims of 

harassment refrain from reporting due to “(1) the dependence on advisors and mentors for career 

advancement; (2) the system of meritocracy that does not account for the declines in productivity 

and morale as a result of sexual harassment; (3) the ‘macho’ culture in some fields; and (4) the 

informal communications network, through which rumors and accusations are spread within and 

across specialized programs and fields.” 

Identifying an experience as sexist and/or racist harassment and discrimination can be even 

harder for women of color who have to navigate the intersections of racism and sexism in their 

experiences (Welsh et al., 2006). Further, these insecurities get even stronger when people are 

faced with the normalization or ridicule of harassment in their social environments. It has been 

found that reporting experiences of harassment can lead to (1) being socially labeled as overly 

sensitive, overreacting, or uptight; (2) being met with social stigmas such as being ‘bitter, self-

serving feminists’; or (3) being accused of pursuing trivialities and causing unwarranted trouble 

(Ahmed, 2017; Calder-Dawe & Gavey, 2016; Clair, 1994; Feagin, 1992; Mills, 2010; Olson et al., 

2008; Richardson & Taylor, 2009; Whitley & Page, 2015). 

These forms of dismissing or stigmatizing the harassed person arguably demotivate and hinder 

victims of harassment and discrimination to speak up about or report their experiences. As 

Sbraga and O’Donohue (2000) describe it, victims face a double bind: even though speaking up 

about and reporting experiences of harassment and discrimination and confronting the 
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perpetrator are considered appropriate reactions, they are at the same time punished through the 

above-described mechanisms and thus come at the cost of the victim’s reputation and are 

potentially detrimental to their wellbeing. They are moreover likely to also influence the reactions 

of bystanders and observers. Studies found that both individual factors, such as personal ethics, 

as well as situational factors, such as the relationship between the actors and targets and the 

reactions of other observers, influence bystanders’ decisions to intervene or not (Bowes-Sperry & 

O’Leary-Kelly, 2005; Dunlop & Lee, 2004; McDonald et al., 2016). Relatedly, Brown and Battle 

(2020) discuss the relationship between ostracism and harassment arguing that ostracism is both 

an effect of harassment and a reason for not reporting experiences of harassment. That is, victims 

feel excluded and ignored when experiencing harassment, leading to pain and psychological 

distress, while also fearing further isolation if they report their experiences. 

Whitley and Page (2015) further stress the difficulty of resisting and reporting a person that holds 

institutional power over you, such as when a senior colleague harasses a junior colleague, or a 

professor discriminates against a student (see also Diekmann et al., 2013). In these situations, the 

perpetrator might use their power coercively (such as using direct threats) or manipulatively 

(such as triggering fear of retaliation) to restrict the victim from speaking up or otherwise 

resisting the harassing and discriminatory behavior. If the victim does decide to speak up, the 

authors pointedly describe how stigmatization as a troublemaker (cf. Ahmed, 2017) comes about. 

Describing the process of a woman considering filing an official complaint against harassment 

within a university setting, Whitley and Page (2015, p. 43) argue:  

“The language of complaint matters. Naming a formal objection to sexual 

harassment as a ‘complaint’ constructs the behavior of objecting as the action ‘to 

complain’ about something. When a woman files an objection to sexual harassment 

she becomes in the language of the institution a woman who complains, and by 

extension a complainer. This language becomes a way of directing attention away 

from sexual harassment in exactly the moment that women are insisting that it 

appear.”  

The person who speaks up becomes the one who complains and is thereby perceived as the one 

who created the problem rather than the one who points out an already existent problem, or as 
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Ahmed (2015, p. 9) phrases it: “You can become a problem by naming a problem.” Black women 

are found to be at even greater risk of not being believed when reporting instances of harassment 

and discrimination (Feagin, 1992; Richardson & Taylor, 2009). Welsh et al. (2006) further note 

that women of color without full citizenship rights experience even greater hurdles to reporting 

their experiences with harassment and discrimination as they fear retaliation that affects their 

citizenship status. Dar et al. (2020, p. 6) poignantly describe the toll of becoming a troublemaker 

or space invader (Puwar, 2004) as a woman of color scholar: 

“As space invaders (Puwar, 2004), our bodies come into conflict with its structures 

in ways that take a toll on our mental and physical health. The harm on our bodies 

is felt in the nauseating anxiety as we gather up the courage to tell our manager 

that they are exploiting colleagues of colour in precarious contracts, the hours of 

overtime put in to develop repeated applications for promotion, with little hope of 

them being accepted, and the reading and rereading of our email to the Dean asking 

why yet another candidate of colour was passed over for recruitment. The pain is in 

the crossed arms and frowns of a conference audience and the influential professor 

who whispers ‘troublemaker’ to those around him, and in the venomous review, we 

receive from an anonymous peer whose mind snapped shut at our first use of the 

phrase ‘racism’. It is in the shuns we receive from colleagues, who stop inviting us 

for lunch when we have spoken up for students of colour too often at department 

meetings, in the silence when it is always only our voices speaking out, and in the 

emotional labour of absorbing the anger and deflections of defensiveness, or 

soothing tears of awakening.”  

Finally, scholars investigate individual and organizational consequences of harassment and 

discrimination, examining for instance the ‘toll on […] mental and physical health’ that Dar et al. 

(2020) noted. Studies have investigated employment consequences such as job loss and 

withdrawal at work (Humbert, 2022; Lipinsky et al., 2022; McLaughlin et al., 2017; Miner-Rubino 

& Cortina, 2004; Richardson & Taylor, 2009; Solomon & Williams, 1997; Willness et al., 2007). A 

report by the US National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine found regarding 

sexual harassment of women in academia: 
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“[W]omen are often bullied or harassed out of career pathways in these fields 

[science, engineering, and medicine]. Even when they remain, their ability to 

contribute and advance in their field can be limited as a consequence of sexual 

harassment—either from the harassment directed at them; the ambient harassment 

in the environment in their department, program, or discipline; or the retaliation 

and betrayal they experience after formally reporting the harassment” (P. A. 

Johnson et al., 2018, p. 2). 

On an organizational level, it has moreover been argued that harassment cases are costly for 

organizations as numbers from the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission confirm 

costs of more than USD 50 mil. in monetary benefits over and above litigation dues in sexual 

harassment cases in 2018 (Chawla et al., 2021). Moreover, a variety of studies revealed health 

problems including depression (Friborg et al., 2017; Houle et al., 2011), burnout (Takeuchi et al., 

2018), anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder (Avina & O’Donohue, 2002) and dissociation 

(Adams-Clark et al., 2019) as well as other psychological conditions (Chan et al., 2008; P. A. 

Johnson et al., 2018; Loy & Steward, 1984; MacKinnon, 1979; Sojo et al., 2016). Studies have 

further established that effects may be even more intense for ‘invisible’, repeated, everyday 

experiences of harassment than for more visible yet less frequent instances (Langhout et al., 

2005; Sojo et al., 2016). Further, research has emphasized the relevance of investigating 

emotional consequences, such as feeling embarrassed, angry, sad, guilty, and ashamed, or losing 

self-confidence (FRA - European Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2015; Humbert, 2022; Latcheva, 

2017).   

 

2.4.3 The reproduction of harassment and discrimination 

The reproduction of harassment and discrimination – specifically, how harassment as a form of 

discrimination occurs, why harassment keeps occurring, and how this occurrence is organized – 

is investigated in a second stream of research. Research on the reproduction of harassment can be 

separated into two lines of studies. Some scholars focus on mistreatment in the working 

environment and argue that harassment is part of general workplace incivility. Others, 
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particularly feminist organization scholars, maintain that harassment and discrimination are 

reproduced through engrained gendered and racialized organizational structures, processes, and 

practices, wherefore in their research, they pay attention to the role of gendered and racialized 

power structures in organizations and how these are inscribed within and enacted through 

heteronormative, misogynist, and racist organizational cultures, normalized sexist and racist 

organizational behavior, unequal workplace structures as well as exclusionary organizational 

networks. There are surprisingly few overlaps between these fields of study. I will therefore focus 

on each in turn.  

Scholars in the first line of studies, often inspired by or positioned within organizational 

psychology, position harassment within a broader frame of disrespect and uncivil behavior 

(Berdahl & Raver, 2011; P. A. Johnson et al., 2018; Perry et al., 2020; Robotham & Cortina, 2019). 

Research from this perspective highlights the co-existence of, for instance, sexual harassment 

with other forms of incivility, such as rudeness and condescension (Lim & Cortina, 2005) and 

advances the argument that a climate of intolerance and disrespect is a predictor for persistent 

sexual harassment (Cunningham et al., 2021; Hulin et al., 1996). Cunningham et al. (2021) for 

example focus on the social networks of perpetrators and harassed people in cases of sexual 

harassment and find that perpetrators are embedded in networks of complicity, that is, a group of 

supporters or as the authors call them ‘active enablers’, who support and protect any problematic 

behavior by this person, including but not limited to sexual harassment. ‘Passive enablers’ played 

an additional role in allowing uncivil behavior to persist “through continually ignoring 

perpetrators’ bad behavior, turning a blind eye, making light of it or rationalizing it to the point 

that it was not on their radar” (Cunningham et al., 2021, p. 396). It is thus not only harassment 

that is reproduced by being ignored or actively enabled but also other forms of incivility.  

Lim and Cortina (2005) tested this correlation in a study on interpersonal mistreatment in the 

workplace, finding that general incivility and sexual harassment are related constructs. This leads 

them to argue that research on harassment should be integrated with studies on general incivility 

to avoid these two streams of research being conducted in two divided and disconnected fields. 

Arguing along a similar line, yet focusing on practical organizational tools against harassment, 

Robotham and Cortina (2019) argue for interventions towards respectful work environments 
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after showing in their study that sexual and ethnic harassment are correlated to a general climate 

of respect in the organization (see Perry et al., 2020 for a similar insight regarding inclusive 

leadership and work climate). Nonetheless, it is also suggested in this field that marginalized 

employees are targeted at higher rates and through unique forms of discrimination (Cortina, 

2008; Kabat-Farr et al., 2020). Scholars have described this as ‘selective incivility’ and highlighted 

that people at the intersection of multiple stigmatized identities, such as women of color, are at 

greater risk of mistreatment (Cortina et al., 2013; Daniels & Thornton, 2019). Chawla et al. (2021) 

further used the term ‘gendered incivility’ to describe deviant and disrespectful behavior 

particularly targeted at women. The overall claims made in this line of studies are that 

perpetrators behave in harassing and discriminatory ways in work environments that foster 

disrespectful and uncivil behavior, sexist and racist harassment being one form of such incivility.  

Next to this first line of studies on the reproduction of harassment, there is research, primarily 

within the field of feminist organization studies, that focuses on investigating how gendered and 

racialized organizational structures, norms, and workplace cultures enable and support the 

reproduction of harassment and discrimination (E. Bell et al., 2019; Fernando & Prasad, 2019; 

Hlavka, 2014; Phipps & Young, 2015). That is, they conceptualize harassment and discrimination 

not primarily as something that happens between and is caused by individuals – thus not as 

interactional-individual level problems – but as problems linked to the organization itself and 

how it is managed, or more precisely to mismanagement within an organization. From this 

perspective, scholars identified a variety of factors that influence organizational structures, 

processes, and practices so that these enable the continuous occurrence of harassment and 

discrimination. Hlavka (2014) investigates gendered harassment and violence against adolescent 

women and shows how the reproduction and maintenance of harassment and violence are based 

on a normalization of sexism and sexualized violence. Another study that deals specifically with 

the connection between normalized sexism and sexual harassment is Hennekam and Bennett’s 

(2017) investigation of ‘Sexual Harassment in the Creative Industries’, revealing a similar 

relationship between normalized sexism and the occurrence of sexual harassment. Next to 

revealing the influence of normalized sexism on sexual harassment, the authors also relate 

harassing behavior to specific workplace structures, processes, and cultures. Their study shows 
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how sexual harassment is being exacerbated by an occupational culture of creativity, informality, 

and at the same time constant competition as well as gendered power relations within the 

organization (Hennekam & Bennett, 2017).  

Hennekam and Bennett’s (2017) research links to another group of studies, which approach the 

question of persisting harassment and discrimination from the perspective of workplace cultures. 

Phipps and Young (2015) draw a connection between ‘lad culture’ and occurrences of sexism, 

sexual harassment, and sexual assault. They describe ‘lad culture’ as a potential form of 

masculinity that is built upon ideas of “reclaiming territory in the context of […] increased 

competition between the sexes” (Phipps & Young, 2015, p. 461) and includes the objectification of 

women, pressure to perform particular forms of (hetero)sexual activity, strong homosocial 

bonding, and misogynist banter. Fernando and Prasad (2019) also focus on workplace culture and 

reveal how a culture of reluctance to change that goes hand in hand with the silencing of victims 

keeps sexual harassment as part of the status quo in workplaces. Alvinius and Holmberg (2019), 

while focusing on resistance against sexual harassment in the Swedish military, nonetheless 

highlight the role of organizational norms, institutionalized processes, and a culture of hyper-

masculinity in the military that normalizes violence and leads to a continuous existence of 

harassment. In particular, they reveal – among others - norms of silence and obedience in 

combination with practices of not reacting to events and reducing or neutralizing events to enable 

continuous harassment. Kartolo and Kwantes (2019) extend the research on organizational 

culture towards societal factors, arguing that organizational norms work in combination with 

perceptions of societal discrimination structures in enabling persistent discrimination; for 

instance, if employees perceive their societal context to be discriminatory, this perception may 

influence their perception of organizational discrimination yet this perception is mitigated, that is, 

strengthened, weakened, or otherwise adapted, by the organizational culture.  

In a broader study on gender regimes in organizations, Ortlieb and Sieben (2019) can show how 

sexual harassment can be understood as part of gendered organizational practices that shape 

workplaces. The authors focus on the inclusion of women in organizational social events and 

maintain that these events work to reinscribe and strengthen, rather than break, existent 

gendered organizational structures, and processes, that is, gender regimes (Acker, 2006). Sexual 
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harassment comes to be reproduced as part of such gender regimes as they rely upon the 

reproduction of heteronormative sexuality through sexualized games, conversations about sex, 

and acts of sexual harassment. Gender regimes, and with them persisting sexual harassment, are 

moreover upheld by establishing and upholding gender images (for example, through gender-

typed presents or gender-coded sub-events), status differences (for instance, through seating 

arrangements and speaking roles), and gendered bodily expressions (such as comments on 

female bodies and clothing) (Ortlieb & Sieben, 2019). What connects all these studies is that their 

analytical focus lies on the level of power structures, for instance by studying gender regimes, 

while most studies do not directly investigate harassment as an interactional-individual level 

problem. 

Notably, few studies explicitly refer to racist harassment and discrimination. As argued by 

Mandalaki and Prasad (2022, p. 2), “[a]lthough race is often included in organizational discourses 

related to diversity […] contextually situated questions about the subtle ways in which race and 

racialization materialize remain understudied”. In their study in the context of academia, the 

authors show how racist discrimination in form of implicit racism is upheld through the model 

minority myth associated with Asian women. Paying particular attention to the specific 

experience of Asian women as one group affected by racist discrimination, the study highlights 

how different forms of racism manifests in idiosyncratic forms that are dependent on historical, 

political, and social context yet nonetheless contribute to manifesting racial inequalities that 

organize social relations as “part of a broader racialization project that is formidable in 

maintaining the racial hierarchies and inequities” (Mandalaki & Prasad, 2022, p. 3). Relating 

similarly to race and ethnicity in intersection with gender, in a study on discrimination of women 

of color at Belgian universities, Bourbain (2020) identifies four distinct processes that uphold 

everyday sexism and racism against female non-white/ethnic minority PhD and postdoctoral 

researchers. First, the maintenance of nonconsequential equality discourses works a 

‘smokescreen of equality’ that prevents actual equality work – in Ahmed’s (2006b) words such 

diversity work is non-performative; second, formal and informal exclusionary practices lead to 

‘everyday cloning’ that hinders non-white women’s careers; third, ‘patronizing’ practices lead to 

undervaluing of marginalized people and their work; and forth, non-white women are pressured 
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to assimilate to established norms in ‘paternalistic’ processes. Bourbain’s (2020) study not only 

provides a relevant and very detailed outline of the organizational processes that allow 

harassment and discrimination to persist but importantly does so from an intersectional 

perspective that shows and contextualizes the entanglement of racist and sexist discrimination 

within a European, here Belgian, context – a perspective still largely absent in most of the 

research on the reproduction of harassment and discrimination in organizational work settings.  

 

What I identify from this overview is that prior research has established that harassment and 

discrimination exist in organizations, have detrimental effects on individuals and organizations, 

and are reproduced through engrained gendered and racialized organizational structures, 

processes, and practices. In feminist organization studies, the focus lies on investigating the 

reproduction of harassment and discrimination, understanding harassment and discrimination 

not as something that happens between and is caused by specific individuals but rather studying 

harassment and discrimination as problems of the organization and its mismanagement. While 

this has been paramount to investigate the role of gendered and racialized power structures in 

organizations, and how these are inscribed within and enacted through heteronormative, 

misogynist, and racist organizational cultures, sexist and racist organizational behavior, unequal 

workplace structures as well as exclusionary organizational networks, I maintain that it leads to 

two weaknesses.  

First, harassment and discrimination are from this perspective studied as instances of 

mismanagement in an otherwise well-functioning organization. Building upon dis/organization 

literature, however, I refrain from creating an order between proper (non-discriminatory) 

organization and (harassment-ridden) mismanagement and instead suggest that there is a need 

for research that investigates harassment and discrimination as part of the very dis/organization 

that upholds the organization. Second, I argue that a strong focus on power structures leads to an 

institutional-structural bias, that is most studies are detached from investigating harassment also 

as interactional-individual level problems. While I agree that attending to power structures is 

important to investigate harassment as a form of discrimination, I suggest that this can be done 

without creating a separation from interactional-individual experiences by understanding, 
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conceptualizing, and analyzing harassment as structurally anchored yet interpersonally 

reproduced.  

Next to these two shortcomings, the overview shows that most research in feminist organization 

studies is concerned with sexual harassment and gendered discrimination, which points to a need 

for intersectional analyses in studies on the reproduction of harassment and discrimination. 

Considering the high occurrence and particularly damaging effects of harassment and 

discrimination based on gendered and racialized inequalities, there is a need for research that 

attends to harassment and discrimination as intersectional problems and particularly to the 

reproduction of sexist and racist harassment and discrimination. 

Positioning my study in the field of feminist organization studies and aiming to address the three 

outlined research needs, my investigation is guided by three research questions. Addressing the 

need to investigate the reproduction of harassment and discrimination as part of the very 

dis/organization that upholds the organization, I ask: How does the dis/organization of Danish 

universities enable the reproduction of inequalities, specifically in form of sexist and racist 

harassment and discrimination? Engaging with the challenge of examining harassment and 

discrimination as both institutional-structural as well as interactional-individual level problems, I 

inquire: What allows sexist and racist workplace harassment and discrimination to be reproduced 

both on an institutional-structural and an interactional-individual level? And finally, addressing 

the shortage of intersectional analyses of how sexist and racist harassment and discrimination are 

reproduced, I pose the question: How are sexist and racist harassment and discrimination 

reproduced intersectionally, and what is distinct in how they are reproduced?  
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3 Methodology  

“Ideally, a methodology is a coherent set of ideas about the philosophy, methods, and data that 

underlie the research process and the production of knowledge” (McCall, 2005, p. 1774). McCall 

(2005) makes this suggestion in an article about how to conduct intersectional feminist research. 

Homing in on this ideal, the following chapter will outline the ontological and epistemological 

views that underly my research (3.1), the method I employ, including a description of the context, 

design, and research process of my study (3.2) as well as my approach to working with data – 

from data generation over analysis to writing – that I develop and draw upon to produce 

knowledge (3.3). All three parts are interrelated. That means, for example, that my approach to 

analyzing affective flows as part of my interview encounters is embedded in my feminist 

epistemology that acknowledges embodied and affective insights as an important aspect of 

knowledge production. In their combination, my ontological and epistemological perspectives, my 

method, and my approach to working with data provide one coherent methodology that guides 

my research. 

I begin by describing my approach to critical research and how it provides the basis for a 

relational and performativity-based ontology of embodied being/becoming as well as a feminist 

epistemological approach to investigating the interplay of individual and structural factors 

enabling the reproduction of harassment and discrimination. The next part describes the context 

and design of my study as well as my research process, reflecting both on my initial intentions 

and the actual implementation of the study, considering that “research is hardly ever a linear 

process, and one rarely ends up where one started out” (Thanem & Knights, 2019, p. 43). As part 

of situating the study in the context of Danish universities, I reflect on my positionality as a young 

non-Danish woman of color employed at a Danish university, investigating sexist and racist 

harassment and discrimination at Danish universities. Moreover, I introduce the method I 

employed, namely a two-step process consisting of a preparatory mixed-method survey followed 

by individual, in-depth, semi-structured interviews. Finally, I describe the anti-narrative research 

approach operationalized through embodied queer listening that I developed to generate and 
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analyze my empirical data. I conclude the chapter with a reflection on scriptology, discussing how 

I wrote this dissertation and what role writing played throughout the research process. 

 

3.1 A critical approach to philosophy of science 

I engage in this research with the broad aim of understanding problems that currently inhibit 

equality. In other words, I have a critical and emancipatory aim of providing insights that allow 

approaching problems of inequality anew and differently. With this approach, I position my 

research within the philosophical tradition of critical theory (Bohman, 2005). The underlying 

argument of critical theory can be described as claiming that science as it is commonly practiced 

is too abstract and detached from the societal setting within which it is conducted. Scientific 

projects are taken out of context and therefore miss important relations to the social and human 

spheres they investigate. Instead, critical theorists argue that contextualization of research and 

grounding it within a social function are necessary to extend, refine, and develop research beyond 

a mere abstract, conceptual aim (Bohman, 2005). Based on this, it is further maintained that it is 

not the rational logic of a theory and its firm grounding within a specific discipline that matters 

within research but rather the social function of the studies conducted. Scholars need to 

deliberate and judge the social value of a study to determine its social function, which means that 

value judgments become an essential part of conducting (critical) research.  

One core value-based aim of critical theory is the emancipation of all people from domination. 

According to Horkheimer (1982, 1993), there are three criteria that critical research should follow 

to achieve this aim of emancipation. Research should, first, be explanatory, that is, explain what is 

wrong with current social reality; second, be practical, specifically by identifying actors for 

change; and third, be normative, which here means providing clear norms for criticism and 

achievable practical goals for social transformation. A similar process – and one that is more 

closely linked to the aims of my study – can be identified within critical race theory. Critical race 

theory emerged as a stream of critical theory within legal scholarship and has since been utilized 

and developed within a myriad of research fields concerned with the study of racism. It aims for 

social change and transformation, focusing on the relationship between race, racism, and power 
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(A. P. Harris, 2015). The critical research emerging from the field can be understood as a three-

stepped process: first, the identification of underlying structures, processes, and practices to 

reveal oppression and the mechanisms upholding it – what could be called the explanatory part; 

second, the confrontation of these underlying mechanisms including a re-examination of the 

terms, conditions, and norms of how the problem has been negotiated so far – similar to the 

outlined practical aims; and third, utilizing the revelation of oppressions and their structural 

anchoring as a force towards liberatory and emancipatory transformation – thereby adding a 

normative component (Willis, 2008). 

Turning towards critical race theory and related fields of research moreover reveals an aspect 

that has been neglected in many discussions of critical theory, namely the question of who gets to 

participate in these discussions in the first place and which voices are excluded as legitimate 

contributors to scientific discussions. To address this shortcoming, I follow Black feminist 

scholarly traditions which consistently challenge the ontological and epistemological exclusion of 

marginalized people and knowledges by calling for a practice of critical research that is both for 

and by those who are marginalized. Importantly, this questions dominant subject-object relations 

in critical practice and legitimizes knowledges based on lived experiences from marginalized 

perspectives (Christian, 1987; Collins, 2002, 2009; Combahee River Collective, 2014; Mohanty, 

2002, 2003a). To provide one prominent and striking example, when in 1978 the Combahee 

River Collective (CRC) first published ‘A Black Feminist Statement’, they demanded a crucial 

recognition, namely “that black women are inherently valuable, that our liberation is a necessity 

not as an adjunct to somebody else's but because of our need as human persons for autonomy” 

(Combahee River Collective, 2014, p. 273). As the recognition of Black women as valuable human 

persons has been continuously contested in historical as well as contemporary contexts, the CRC’s 

explicit claim was and is indispensable for establishing an indisputable and unconditional 

acknowledgment of Black women’s need and right for liberation and autonomy, while positioning 

them as legitimate subjects within the struggle towards these goals. Black feminist thought thus 

works from the core aim of questioning who gets to be recognized as a viable subject and 

challenges the boundaries that exclude certain subjects and their knowledges. Critical research 

thereby also becomes an ontological and epistemological concern in questioning what it means to 
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be (human) and know, challenging and re-imagining the perspectives from which knowledge is 

created, and fundamentally shaking the foundation of how being and knowledge are legitimized.  

With this critical perspective on critical theory itself, Black feminist research essentially turns the 

gaze inwards and practices what critical theory calls for, namely an immanent investigation of the 

norms inscribed in a discipline or practice of research and a critical questioning as to whether 

those practices live up to their inherent ideals, in this case, emancipation and democratic 

participation of all. It thereby also triggers one of the main dilemmas of critical theory, namely 

the need for epistemic plurality on the one hand, yet on the other hand the risk of either a lack of 

legitimacy and consistency (can anything be critical theory?) or some form of – potentially 

arbitrary – epistemic superiority (do those who have established themselves as critical theorists 

get to decide how to evaluate what critical theory is?) (cf. Bohman, 2005). Turning towards 

rather than away from this dilemma and providing a critical perspective to it that immanently 

challenges the normative achievements of the field arguably makes Black feminist theory an 

essential part of critical theory as a perspective of research. 

 

3.1.1 A relational and performativity-based ontology of embodied being/becoming 

Ontologically, my study is grounded within an approach of conceptualizing subjectivities as 

performative (Butler, 2004), that is, understanding them as shaping-and-shaped-by subjectivity-

governing norms. As I have outlined in more detail in the theory chapter, the underlying 

conception of this understanding is that human beings are constantly engaged in a struggle to be 

conceived of as subjects, which requires being recognized by others. This struggle for recognition 

by others is governed by social norms which influence which performative acts come to be 

recognized as forming viable subjectivities. The notion of performativity then stresses that 

subjects are performatively constituted through the reiteration of (normative) language, 

discourse, and acts. That is, the iteration of norms allows being recognized, thus enabling viable, 

intelligible subjectivities. From this perspective, the power of normativity lies in how norms 

determine what is deemed normal and acceptable and thereby “govern ‘intelligible’ life” (Butler, 

2004, p. 206). In other words, through their performative power norms create or enable subjects. 
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At the same time, the constant need for normative iteration leaves subjects “always in a process of 

becoming” (Harding, 2007, p. 1761). In short, one cannot be/come (a subject) without recognition 

from others, and achieving recognition requires reproducing subjectivity-governing norms. Yet, 

at the same time, the continuous individual repetition of norms is what reproduces said norms, 

leading to a mechanism of normative reproduction. 

As part of my understanding of subjectivity-governing norms, I acknowledge the ontological 

significance of (normative) structures, that is, their existence and their influence upon social 

being(s). By committing to their significance, I maintain that research needs to account for their 

existence and influence by discovering and describing structures and their functionality in 

creating or determining phenomena. From this ontological perspective, structures are broadly 

understood as ‘something that functions’ in a certain context, and that is made up of interlinking 

elements that co-determine each other (Barbosa de Almeida, 2015). A structure can come about in 

multiple forms. For instance, the narratives underlying the postfeminist gender regime and the 

notion of Nordic racial exceptionalism that I described as permeating the Danish context can be 

understood as a discursive structure that functions to uphold an understanding of equality in the 

Danish context. Another example is gendered hierarchies and related wage differences within 

organizations which can be understood as material structures that affect the power dynamics 

within an organization.  

A structuralist analysis would assume that such structures govern all processes of meaning-

making, “affirming the priority of structures over subjects” (Barbosa de Almeida, 2015, p. 626, 

italics in original). For the context of organizations, this assumption would maintain that 

structures regulate and control all aspects of organizing. The challenge structuralists run into 

with this claim is the inexplicability of change. How can change in structures, processes, and 

practices be conceptualized if the underlying assumption presupposes that structures determine 

processes and practices and co-determine each other? Where would change within an 

organization be initiated in such a model (that is, change that is not triggered by external events)? 

In my understanding I, therefore, highlight the important role of structures in creating, 

maintaining, and regulating processes of being/becoming, but simultaneously acknowledge the 

existence and significance of other factors, such as individual agency, to influence structures. That 
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is, the continuous individual repetition of norms that is required to uphold normative structures 

allows for repetitions with a difference which holds the potential of challenging and changing 

existent structures (cf. Butler, 2004). Structures are thus significant and influential, yet not fully 

determining. 

Next to this performativity-based ontology, I understand subjects as embodied and relationally 

dependent, thereby introducing the role of the body and affect from an ontological position. It has 

been a continuous feminist claim that the dualism between mind and body, and relatedly an ideal 

of rationality and thinking vis-à-vis acknowledgment of emotion and feeling, needs to be 

questioned and overturned as part of challenging and transgressing hetero-male-patriarchal 

normativities of scientific understandings of being. One perspective which can be considered a 

critical response to the normative privileging of mind over body in academic research, and which 

holds important ontological consequences, is a turn towards investigating the role of affect and 

the body. Since the early 1990s, scholars from several disciplines and research fields, including 

organization studies, have been engaged in such investigations (Ahmed, 2014a; Ashcraft, 2017; 

Fotaki et al., 2017; Gregg & Seigworth, 2010; C. Hunter & Kivinen, 2022; Kenny & Fotaki, 2014; 

Massumi, 2015; Pullen et al., 2017; Thanem & Wallenberg, 2015; Vachhani, 2013), a paradigmatic 

shift often described as the ‘affective turn’ (Massumi, 1995).  

Such scholarship often relates to the philosophy of Spinoza as the creator of the concept of affect 

as it is understood by many of the involved scholars. Spinoza (2006) conceptualized the world as 

made up of bodies that have the capacity to affect and to be affected by other bodies. To be 

affected, to Spinoza, essentially means to change somehow yet with the important caveat that 

ontologically bodies are contingent upon their affective relations with other bodies. In other 

words, bodies exist as bodies through the capacity to affect and to be affected (cf. Guschke, 

Christensen, et al., 2022; C. Hunter & Kivinen, 2022; Massumi, 2015). In extension, part of the 

‘affective turn’ is to conceptualize human being(s) as essentially embodied and with the 

fundamental capacity to (be) affect(ed). For my ontological understanding, an embodied 

understanding of subjects means that I understand human beings as relationally tied (through 

their capacity to (be) affect(ed)) and therefore ontologically dependent on one another – an 
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ontological conception that contradicts and transcends the ideal of the disembodied (masculine) 

human being as put forth through the normative ideal of science. 

 

3.1.2 A feminist epistemology 

An ontology that accounts for the interplay of material and discursive structures with an 

embodied notion of being requires an epistemological approach that is similarly attentive to these 

interplays. I maintain that we need to pay attention both to structures – material and discursive – 

that enable the reproduction of harassment and discrimination, as well as to individual 

understandings – cognitive and embodied – of harassment and discrimination experiences that 

likewise influence how these issues are reproduced. Epistemologically, I assert that one can learn 

about the prior through the latter, that is, I suggest that one can recognize structures through 

their function and thus their effect upon subjects, wherefore I investigate individuals and their 

subjective understandings to attend to both the institutional-structural and the interactional-

individual level in my research. Further, linking to my ontological understanding of subjects as 

embodied, my epistemological approach attends to different ways of knowledge creation, 

including embodied forms of knowledge and ways of knowing, as well as approaches to embodied 

knowledge sharing. 

Important for this endeavor is that I challenge the often-assumed separation between mind and 

body, rationality and feeling, thinking and sensing. As outlined, I do so as part of my ontological 

understanding of being but as I will explain in the following, it is also part of a feminist critique of 

privileging masculine-rational forms of knowledge production (cf. Collins, 2009; J. Martin, 2003). 

As part of the mind-body separation, anyone ‘othered’ against a hetero-male-patriarchal norm of 

the disembodied scientist, in particular women, people of color, and queer persons as well as their 

knowledges, has been demeaned, ignored, and subjugated. Challenging such dualisms (mind-

body, rationality-feeling, etc.) therefore ties into a feminist practice of revealing dichotomies as 

socially constructed and ambiguous: “[a] primary concern of feminist theory has been the 

reification and dichotomization of such concepts as male and female, objectivity and subjectivity, 

competition and cooperation, and rationality and emotionality” (J. Martin, 2003, p. 69). Especially 
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from a post-structuralist feminist perspective, it has been paramount to deconstruct binaries, not 

only to ‘denaturalize’ them but also to reveal their gendered associations that lead to the 

devaluation of one of the paired concepts, namely that which is associated with the feminine (cf. J. 

Martin, 2003).  

Accordingly, part of the efforts of feminist research has been to “heal[-] unnecessary divisions” 

(Lorde, 1984, p. 9) between body and mind, sensing and thinking, feeling and knowing, as 

encouraged by many feminist scholars (for example, Ashcraft, 2017, 2018; Fotaki & Harding, 

2018; M. Phillips et al., 2014; Thanem & Knights, 2019). As part of this, it has been paramount to 

legitimize lived experience as an accepted form of knowledge, as claimed prominently within 

Black feminist, Chicana feminist, and postcolonial scholarship (Christian, 1987; Collins, 2009; 

Essed, 1991; Mohanty, 2003a; Moraga & Anzaldúa, 1983). Acknowledging the epistemic value of 

lived experience allows for forms of knowledge that are rooted in embodied practice and that 

stem from a multiplicity of perspectives instead of favoring normative and dominant viewpoints. 

As Essed (1991, p. 286) argues regarding the value of personal accounts of racist experiences: 

“Accounts are not just stories about racist events, they contain elements of knowledge about 

racism.” Mohanty (2002, p. 210) similarly emphasizes from a postcolonial perspective that the 

importance of utilizing lived relations as a basis of knowledge lies in making visible hierarchies of 

power and domination and how they affect ‘the everyday world’ (see also Moraga & Anzaldúa, 

1983). Lived relations and embodied experiences can thus provide access to affective knowledge 

where “affect [is understood] as socially situated rather than as an individual and depoliticized 

state of being and experience” (Fotaki et al., 2017, p. 10; see also Pullen et al., 2017; Thanem & 

Knights, 2019). 

Such an epistemological perspective is not necessarily common in organization studies (cf. 

Thanem & Knights, 2019). Phillips, Pullen, and Rhodes (2014) make the point “that the dominant 

strains of [organization] research reflect an unnamed masculinity in their orientation.” What they 

mean by this claim is that organization studies are permeated with normative values of 

scientificity, objectivity, rigorous method, and hard (quantitative) data, which mirror a 

stereotypical ideal of masculinity or ‘manliness’ in positioning and privileging ideals of rationality 

and rigor over qualities such as subjective, affective, and embodied knowledges, methodological 
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idiosyncrasies, or soft (qualitative) data which are in effect deemed unsuitable and insufficient for 

‘proper’ organizational research. As Phillips et al. (2014, p. 316) write pointedly: “The approach 

that dominates is one where rigor is pursued with a certain scientific rationality – one that 

valorizes precision, systematicity, objectivity and the advancement of knowledge. […] Science and 

the reign of rigorously applied rationality that it promises are not gender neutral, they are 

genealogically entangled with the meaning of masculinity.”  

It is not unique to organization studies but relevant to scientific research as a whole that norms of 

masculinity tend to legitimize scientific knowledge. As Lloyd (1993, p. 1) writes: “Rational 

knowledge has been constructed as a transcending, transformation or control of natural forces; 

and the feminine has been associated with what rational knowledge transcends, dominates or 

simply leaves behind.” The foundational legitimization of scientific knowledge as authoritative 

over other, trivial forms of knowledge is hence fundamentally built upon a hierarchical separation 

between masculinity and femininity where the prior transcends and dominates the latter. As this 

separation and masculine domination are taken for granted as normative within the field of 

science, it commonly goes unmentioned and often unnoticed. The masculine is rendered normal 

and thereby invisible, “its gendered character is not announced by name, remaining powerful 

through a silence that works to resist contestation by keeping it outside of discursive exchange” 

(M. Phillips et al., 2014, p. 317). 

Opposing the separation of body and mind, I argue that it is important to render these taken-for-

granted normative conceptions visible, reveal who and what knowledges they exclude, and rather 

than privileging one over the other find ways of engaging with cognitive as well as affective and 

embodied knowledges (understood as always-already entangled)5 as part of critical research. My 

epistemological approach rests upon the conviction that this allows paying attention to both 

material and discourse structures as well as cognitive and embodied understandings of such 

structures and their effects and enactments. In the subsequent sections, I will describe how I 

practice this in my research. At this point, in summary, it is important to note that in this project I 

 
5 It may even be argued that mind and body are essentially ‘entangled’ as the mind itself is part of the body and, thus, 

it is always the body that functions as ‘the knowledge-acquiring apparatus’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1962; discussed in 

Thanem & Knights, 2019, p. 27). 
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deem the integrated investigation at these different levels not only a possible but a necessary 

epistemological stance to critical feminist research.  

 

3.2 From intentions to implementation: Study context, design, and research process 

Building upon this ontological and epistemological foundation, I work with a reflexive mode of 

induction. This means that I am guided empirically by the data I generate, yet my continuous 

reflections are embedded in and inspired by relevant theories which work as potential guiding 

lights. Moreover, I work with embodied practices of data generation and analysis to home in on 

the potential of embodied knowledge creation. With this, I aim to work with my data in an open-

minded but not empty-headed or empty-hearted way. In the following, I first outline the context 

in which I conducted my empirical research and reflect on my positionality within this context. 

Thereafter, I describe the study design as well as the actual research process, that is I move from 

outlining my intentions and plans for this study to a reflection on how the research was 

implemented in practice. As I wrote an article together with Sine Nørholm Just and Sara Louise 

Muhr based on parts of my empirical data, some of the reflections and descriptions in this part 

can also be found in the article ‘Organizational norms of sexual harassment and gender 

discrimination in Danish academia: From recognizing through contesting to queering pervasive 

rhetorical legitimation strategies’ (Guschke, Just, et al., 2022). 

 

3.2.1 Research context 

I conducted my research project in the context of Danish universities. As I started outlining in the 

introduction, Denmark, as part of the Nordics, is often perceived as a role model for social 

equality. A post-feminist myth of having achieved gender equality prevails (J. F. Christensen & 

Muhr, 2019; Ronen, 2018; Utoft, 2020) despite the persistence of problems such as workplace 

sexual harassment (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2020) and gendered inequality (World Economic 

Forum, 2022). The idea of Danish racial exceptionalism, built upon ignoring Denmark’s colonial 

past (and present) and drawing upon a narrow definition of racism as intentional discrimination 

based on asserted biological difference, upholds that ‘real’ issues of racialization and racism do 
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not exist in Denmark (Danbolt, 2017; Goldberg, 2006; Loftsdóttir & Jensen, 2012). This works to 

silence discussions about racial discrimination and leaves racism largely unchallenged (Midtvåge 

Diallo, 2019; Thorsen, 2019), not least through the ideal of ‘equality as sameness’ promoted 

within Nordic welfare states (Hervik, 2011; Holck & Muhr, 2017). Furthermore, current 

conceptions of Danish racial exceptionalism are used to delegitimize research-based 

understandings of racist discrimination, positioning “researchers as the propagation of dangerous 

racist thinking with their insistent talk about racial difference” (Danbolt & Myong, 2019, p. 40) 

and demonizing anti-racist scholars as ‘polarizing and destabilizing figures’ for calling out 

structural forms of racism (a threat certainly not exclusive to the Danish context, see for example 

Liu, 2019). 

While these mechanisms influence many spheres of Danish society, universities provide 

additional contextual factors allowing harassment and discrimination to persist. A myth of 

meritocracy, the (self-)perception of being a meritocratic, fair, and critical organization, veils 

problems and challenges that do not fit this view, leading to problems of sexism, racism, and 

other types of discrimination being sidelined, dismissed, and reproduced (Castilla, 2008; Dar et 

al., 2020; Scully, 2002; van den Brink & Benschop, 2012). Danish universities are no exception 

here; studies have found them to be places of consistent sexist and racist harassment and 

discrimination (Andreassen & Myong, 2017; Guschke et al., 2019; Hvenegård-Lassen & Staunæs, 

2019; Skewes et al., 2019; Thorsen, 2019). Only two years ago, in October 2020, 689 researchers 

working at Danish universities signed a petition against sexism at Danish universities, 

establishing an academic #MeToo movement in Denmark (Fog et al., 2020). The signees included 

academics from all eight Danish universities: Aalborg University, Aarhus University, Copenhagen 

Business School, Technical University of Denmark, IT-University of Copenhagen, University of 

Copenhagen, Roskilde University, and University of Southern Denmark.  

All eight Danish universities are public institutions. Copenhagen University (KU), based in 

Denmark’s capital, is the oldest university in Denmark, having been founded in 1479. Today, it is 

one of the biggest research and education institutions in the Nordics with ca. 38,000 students and 

ca. 5,000 academic and 4,500 administrative employees. The foundation for DTU, the Technical 

University of Denmark, located just outside of Copenhagen, was set in 1829 when it was founded 
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as The Polytechnic Institute (Den Polytekniske Læranstalt). It was from the beginning an 

institution with a clear focus on technical education. The university teaches ca. 12,000 students 

and has ca. 5,900 employees, out of which 2,200 are academics. Aarhus University (AU), founded 

in 1928 in Jutland, is similar to KU in size, teaching ca. 38,000 students with ca. 8,300 academic 

and administrative employees.  

In the 1960s and 1970s, four more public universities were established in Denmark. In 1965, 

Copenhagen Business School (CBS) became one of the public universities. The institution was 

founded in 1917 as the privately funded and run Association for Young Tradesmen’s Education 

(Foreningen til Unge Handelsmænds Uddannelse). Today, CBS is Denmark’s only independent 

business university and has ca. 23,000 students, ca. 1,500 academic employees, and ca. 650 

administrative employees. The University of Southern Denmark (SDU) located on Fyn was 

founded in 1966 as Odense University and was renamed in 1998. It has ca. 3,500 employees, out 

of those 2,000 are academics and 1,500 administrative staff, and 30,000 students. In 1972 

Roskilde University (RUC) was founded with the aim to provide an approach to teaching and 

research that was different from KU, AU, and SDU, introducing new teaching approaches such as 

group-based and project-oriented interdisciplinary education. Today, RUC as one of the smaller 

universities in Denmark teaches ca. 9,500 students and has ca. 1,200 employees. Founded shortly 

after, in 1974 as the second university in Jutland next to AU, was Aalborg University (AAU), which 

today employs ca. 6,700 academic and administrative staff and teaches ca. 20,000 students. The 

IT University of Copenhagen (ITU) is the youngest and smallest university in Denmark. It was 

founded in 1999 with a focus on IT, data, and digital design. ITU employs ca. 500 people and 

teaches ca. 2,700 students. 

All eight universities officially commit in one or the other way to ideals of diversity, inclusion, 

equality, and anti-discrimination. ITU, for instance, claims that “the board and executive 

management at ITU have kept diversity a top priority” (IT University of Copenhagen, 2022a) 

while Aalborg University asserts that “[g]ender equality and diversity are core values for Aalborg 

University” (Aalborg University, 2022). In addition, each university has in recent years published 

a gender equality (and diversity) plan as this has been established as a condition for funding from 

the EU Framework Programme for Research and Innovation (Aalborg University, 2022; Aarhus 
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University, 2020; Copenhagen Business School, 2021; IT University of Copenhagen, 2022b; 

Roskilde University, 2022; Technical University of Denmark, 2021; University of Copenhagen, 

2021; University of Southern Denmark, 2021). These action plans outline visions, goals, and 

initiatives towards equality and diversity among staff and students, however, predominantly 

writing about gender equality. As there is no research-based indication that – due to or despite 

these plans and initiatives – sexist and racist harassment and discrimination are more or less 

present at one or the other Danish university, I included all eight universities in my research. It is 

important to note, however, that I study harassment and discrimination in workplaces at Danish 

universities, and more specifically in academic workplaces, which means that I have included 

neither students nor administrative staff in my study.  

 

3.2.2 Researcher positionality 

Methods have politics, and these are mine. 
This is who I am. 

This is what I’ve done. 
(Anthym, 2018, p. 218) 

I conduct this research on sexist and racist harassment and discrimination in workplaces at 

Danish universities as a young non-Danish woman of color working at a Danish university. I am 

an insider to (one of) these organizations. Yet, I am also positioned as one of the proclaimed 

‘polarizing and destabilizing figures’ who point out discriminatory structures as well as a person 

at constant risk of experiencing the racism and sexism that supposedly does not exist in 

Denmark.  

Navigating this role, particularly as a non-tenured scholar, can be difficult. My work reveals 

harassment and discrimination as a persistent problem at Danish universities, which – even 

though I do not make specific claims about any particular university – includes the institution I 

work at. I present my work to fellow academics working at Danish universities claiming to know 

something (problematic) about their workplace. Even though I do not name names or point 

fingers, I maintain that many at universities are complicit in reproducing harassment and 

discrimination. I bust the myths that universities are meritocratic institutions, and that Denmark 
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is a country where sexism only happened in the past and racism only exists elsewhere. At points, 

this has been an uncomfortable position for creating and sharing knowledge. My insights have 

been doubted (‘It can’t be this bad.’), my intentions questioned (‘Is this research or politics for 

you?’), and my qualifications discredited (‘Don’t you think you are a bit too biased to do this 

research?’). While I agree that research needs to be open for critique, doubt, and questions, the 

concerns that were voiced were usually not based on how I conducted my research but on who I 

am as a scholar and what this positionality must means for my research, aiming to discredit me 

as a researcher and reject the results I presented. As Ahmed (2017, p. 37) writes: “When you 

expose a problem you pose a problem. It might then be assumed that the problem would go away 

if you would just stop talking about it or if you went away.” Maybe these concerns arose because, 

with this dissertation, I expose, I talk about what I expose, and I refuse to go away. 

Despite these difficulties, I insist that conducting research on sexism and racism at universities as 

a woman of color scholar opens a valuable position for knowledge production. I voice my claims 

and insights from a marginalized standpoint, which in and of itself is certainly not more truthful 

or accurate, yet one that is often sidelined in dominant knowledge production and can thus 

provide valuable and important perspectives, including those built upon reflections of lived 

experiences and the capability to empathize with feeling racialized, gendered, and sexualized in 

dominantly male white settings (Andreassen & Myong, 2017; Collins, 2009; Hemmings, 2012). It 

for instance affected how I engaged with the participants of this study. From my position as a 

woman of color conducting anti-racist and anti-sexist research, I was able to feel with many of 

the experiences shared by the interviewees. While I utilize these embodied feelings as part of my 

data generation and analysis, as I will outline in more detail below, I think that being able to feel 

with interviewees most importantly helped me recognize and acknowledge their accounts as 

containing knowledge (Essed, 1991). It might also have made it easier for some interviewees to 

share difficult experiences when the interview in itself might have put them in a vulnerable 

situation. 

At the same time, the encounters between me as the researcher and the interviewees were not 

free of the gendered and racialized power relations that structure Danish universities. As Thanem 

and Knights (2019, p. 78) write: “[W]hen interviews and conversations happen face-to-face 
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between researchers and participants, they are embodied encounters […and] our bodies may 

communicate meanings which affect the power dynamics between researchers and participants, 

particularly as they are inscribed by identity markers such as gender, race and class.” In my 

study, this meant that I was met with more or less visible forms of racist and sexist hostility as 

part of some interviews. I jotted down the following words after one interview I conducted. 

*** 

Fire 

inside me. 
 
Roaring,  
shifting. 
Dark red, 
yellow, 
hot. 
 
Wild 
inside me but 
tamed, 

contained 
inside (me). 

Outside 
there is you. 

Talking, 
crying, 

speaking, 
trying.  

 
To convince me 

of your story? 

To change things? 
Or keep things unchanged. 

*** 

The interview was with a white, male professor who shared that he felt attacked by students of 

color who had called out his racist behavior in a class he taught. Specifically, I wrote these words 

thinking about a part of the interview in which he kept making statements that to me, as a 

woman of color, felt racist. I could feel my body reacting to the statements. I could feel the anger 
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building up as a hot fire roaring inside me. Yet, I did not openly express any of these feelings 

towards the interviewee. I tamed and contained my emotions, from the outside being a calm 

researcher listening to the interviewee who tried, as it seemed to me, to subtly convince me of his 

version of the story he was telling. In addition to the above, I noted down some initial questions 

this raised for me: What (power) relations are revealed at this moment that allow the situation to 

unfold in the way it does, namely him speaking and me keeping quiet? Which expectations 

towards my positionality might he assume and form his narrative towards? Is my presence 

making him more self-aware and potentially more critical of his own position, leading him to tone 

down some of his opinions or withhold some of his thoughts and behavior in anticipation of my 

reaction and his wish for social acceptance, or does it trigger the expression of more radical views 

prompted by a perception of me holding anti-sexist, anti-racist views, and a related sense of 

having to convince me of his perspective? While the prior assumes that I, as the researcher, hold a 

powerful position towards the interviewee and accordingly presumes his desire to gain my 

acceptance, the latter supposes that his position as a white, male professor towards a younger 

scholar who is also a woman of color puts him in a powerful position wherefore he expects to 

shape the dominant and acceptable perspective.  

While I cannot answer these questions with certainty, they highlight the complexities of 

navigating my role in this study. They show how important it is to critically reflect on my 

positionality, yet not to discredit my research insights but to qualify them. As I jotted down after 

this interview, it felt as if he tried to convince me of his story to change how I perceive what was 

right and wrong in the account he shared. However, this might in effect leave things unchanged, 

that is, reestablish and stabilize the normative power structures as they are – giving him 

definition power over what counts as racist behavior and what does not while the students who 

accused him can be dismissed as overreacting and my interpretation is supposed to follow his 

delineation. His need to convince me might indeed be driven by the idea that I, as a woman of 

color, am already deviating from his perspectives and must be convinced back into them. This 

reflection which unfolded from my positionality as a woman of color conducting this interview 

thus becomes an important aspect of analyzing what role individual perspectives, normative 

assumptions, and dominant narratives play in my research (which I will expand on in the part on 
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data generation and analysis). It allows me to inquire into the norms his understandings are 

based upon (and how they might deviate from mine). And it allows me to capture how racism is 

reproduced in this situation in which a white, male professor declares racism not to exist and I 

feel like I need to stay quiet, tamed, and contained. 

Overall, in relating to different interviewees, I had to both navigate my own positionality towards 

the issues discussed in the interview situation and stay reflexive about the interviewees’ 

subjective positions and vulnerabilities. Thanem and Knights (2019, p. 143) suggest that “[b]y 

connecting the personal troubles of our research participants both to our own experiences and to 

social problems on a larger scale, it may become possible to craft vivid and powerful narratives 

that inspire political change to make different lives more livable.” That at least would be the aim. 

The consecutive parts outlining the research design as well as my approach to data generation 

and analysis further reflect how I engaged with this aim and the resulting challenges by 

conducting all parts of my research in an embodied, (self)reflexive, and ethical way. 

 

3.2.3 Study design and research process 

My research project consists of two phases of data generation where the first functions as a 

preparatory step to the second. I started with a mixed-method survey aimed at exploring both 

understanding of and experiences with harassment and discrimination in workplaces at Danish 

universities. The survey consists of seven open- and six closed-field questions (as well as seven 

demographic questions) and was sent out to individuals working at all eight Danish universities 

under the name ‘Understanding Harassment in the Workplace’ (see Appendix 1 for an overview of 

the survey questions). I created a list of 1000 employees at Danish universities6, both academic 

faculty and administrative staff, and sent individually addressed emails to these people. The list 

consisted of 197 people I chose specifically because of their function as head of department, head 

of faculty, head of secretariat, head of research group, head of administrative working group, etc. 

The remaining people were chosen randomly yet making sure to include equal numbers of people 

 
6 Aalborg University (AAU), Aarhus University (AU), Copenhagen Business School (CBS), Technical University of 

Denmark (DTU), IT-University of Copenhagen (ITU), University of Copenhagen (KU), Roskilde University (RUC) and 

University of Southern Denmark (SDU). 
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from each university as well as a rough gender balance. Everyone was asked to fill in the survey 

and share it with colleagues or work groups. It was explicitly stated that one did not need to have 

specific experiences with harassment and discrimination to fill in the questionnaire. All data were 

processed and stored anonymously and according to the GDPR. The survey was open to replies 

between June and August 2019.  

In total, 399 people from all eight universities answered the questionnaire. More than three-

quarters of them spent between 0 and 10 years at their current university, with 40% working 

there between two and five years. 39% are PhD fellows, 13% are research assistants, postdocs, or 

assistant professors, 24% are associate professors or full professors, 8% hold managerial 

positions, such as head of faculty, head of department, or head of secretariat, and 3% are 

administrative staff. 52% identify as female, 44% as male, and 1% as non-binary. The age 

distribution shows that more than half of the participants (54%) are between 31 and 55 years old, 

while about one-third (32%) are between 18 and 30 years, and 11% are 56 and older. For each 

demographic question, 2-10% of respondents chose the options ‘Prefer not to say’ or ‘Other’ (see 

Appendix 2 for an overview of the survey respondents’ demographics). The survey is not meant 

to be representative of people working at Danish universities. It was aimed at providing some 

initial insights that guided the following steps of my research, first, by initiating contacts for 

interviews and second, as I will outline later, by providing insights for creating vignettes that I 

used in the interviews. 

At the end of the survey, participants could decide if they wanted to provide their email address 

(saved separately from their other entries to ensure anonymity) to be contacted for a follow-up 

interview. I conducted 37 interviews. Interviews lasted between one and two hours and were held 

between September 2019 and March 2020. Out of the 37 interviewees, 20 identified as cis-women 

and 17 as cis-men. I interviewed 16 PhD fellows, eight non-tenured academic employees 

(postdocs, research and teaching assistants, assistant professors), ten tenured academic 

employees (associate professors and full professors, incl. heads of departments), and three 

administrative employees. To ensure anonymity, I disclose only the gender and the employment 

category of the interviewees (see Appendix 3 for an overview of the interview participants’ 

demographics). While I had at first planned to investigate all workplaces at Danish universities 



101 

 

and therefore interview both academic and administrative staff, I soon realized that this frame 

would be too broad for my study, wherefore I decided to exclude the three interviews with 

administrative employees and focus my analysis on the 34 interviews with academic employees. 

The interviews, which are the core part of my data generation, were conducted as individual, in-

depth, semi-structured interviews. The main aim was to explore what the interviewees 

understand harassment and discrimination to be and what their understandings are based on. 

Additionally, I explored the interviewees’ views on how to both prevent as well as deal with 

harassment and discrimination in workplaces at Danish universities as these views can reveal 

further underlying perceptions of where and how the problem is understood and located. While it 

was no precondition to have own experiences with harassing and discriminatory behavior to be 

included in the interviews, I also ask about occurrences of harassment and discrimination in the 

interviewees’ workplaces, no matter if they were involved as victims, perpetrators, or bystanders. 

The interview guide was structured into nine parts that I aimed to cover during the interview. 

Each part describes one theme: introduction; work environment and career experiences; 

understanding harassment/discrimination; entanglement of different forms of harassment; 

experiences with harassment; experiences of potentially harassing someone; occurrence and 

normalization of harassment; harassment processes – current, wishes, advice; ending. In addition, 

there were two optional themes: resistance to dealing with harassment and additional questions. 

The first I used only if the interviewee did not think harassment and discrimination were 

problems to deal with in the first place, with the aim of exploring their resistance to dealing with 

them; the second included any additional questions that might develop in the interview situation 

and did not fit any of the existent thematic parts. Each thematic part included between five and 

eight exemplary questions (see Appendix 4 for the full interview guide). As the interviews were 

semi-structured, I tried to follow the structure of the overall themes, but I did not ask all 

exemplary questions in all interviews. Rather the questions guided the conversation, but I chose 

and formulated them as they fitted the interview situation.  

In the next part on data generation and analysis, I will outline in more detail how I conducted the 

interviews, but it is important to note already now that I opened space to follow up on insights 

shared by the interviewees if they seemed relevant even if this meant deviating from the order of 
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the themes. For instance, some interviewees who had experienced harassment entered the 

interview situation with a narrative in mind that they wanted to share with me. This often led 

them to already talk about their experiences in one of the first thematic parts, for instance when I 

asked them about their work environment, even if I had not specifically asked about harassment 

and discrimination at that point. Rather than stopping the interviewees from speaking about their 

experiences I would then skip to the theme of experiences with harassment, and re-structure the 

rest of the interview accordingly.  

I audio-recorded all interviews. The interviewees signed an interview consent form before the 

interview in which they agreed to the recording of the interview and the use of the data for the 

research project (see Appendix 5). All data were processed and stored anonymously and 

according to the GDPR. In addition, after each interview, I immediately noted down my initial 

thoughts in an interview logbook (see Appendix 6). It included four categories: content (What 

were the main themes in this interview? What patterns do I see with other interviews? What new 

things did I learn?), atmosphere (What was the atmosphere like? What played a role here?), 

method reflection (What worked well? What did not? What might I want to change?) and 

personal/emotional (How did I feel during the interview? What triggered emotional reactions? 

How did I deal with it? How do I feel now?). I used the logbook almost as a form of field diary in 

the interview process. I follow Ayata et al. (2019, p. 65, italics in original) in suggesting to 

“approach […] interviews as a process that encompasses the phases before and after 

the actual conversation […] Therefore, the thoughts, emotions, affects and 

interactions between the interviewer and the interview partner need to be 

documented. Likewise, the phases before, during and after the interview must be 

considered for a more comprehensive account for the dynamic and relational 

aspects of the interview process. Such an understanding and practice of 

interviewing collects more nuanced material since the notes, records and reflections 

regarding the affective dynamics of the interview process itself help to contextualize 

and analyze the interview beyond the mere textual analysis of the interview 

transcripts. This can create more space for self-refection on the part of the 

researcher without turning data collection into an auto-ethnography. Moreover, 
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such an approach invites and encourages researchers to be more attentive to non-

lingual dimensions of the interview by cultivating awareness of the affective 

intensities and embodiments during the interview process.” 

Working with the logbook allowed me to register, identify and remember any thoughts that came 

up immediately after the interview while further providing a way of capturing the embodied 

sensations I felt during and after the interview situation. Creating this collection of descriptions of 

my embodied state of being enabled me to remember and draw upon these affective insights in 

the analysis. 

I did not start analyzing the data I had generated through the interviews directly after the 

interview phase – or, put differently, I did not start the post-interview analysis directly after the 

interview phase; as I will argue later, part of the analysis already started during the interviews. 

Partly, this was due to having other responsibilities at the time: I was teaching full-time from 

April to July 2020 and as the Covid pandemic had just started I needed to convert my teaching 

online. I did however also feel the need to let the data rest for a while, letting the initial insights I 

had compiled during the interview phase sink into my mind and body. I then spent several weeks 

in the summer and fall of 2020 analyzing the data, which included relistening to the interview 

recordings, noting down first analytical ideas, and collecting post-it notes on different 

whiteboards around my office. I made transcriptions of all interviews using the transcription 

software Konch and used these for the analysis, for instance cutting out quotes and adding them 

to the whiteboards. I wrote the first draft of my analysis in December 2020 but returned to it 

several times throughout the next two years, editing, re-writing, re-listening to interviews, 

engaging with relevant theory, presenting and discussing my work at relevant international 

academic conferences as well as university-internal research seminars7, editing again – slowly 

developing the analytical insights I present in this dissertation. 

 
7 It is part of the PhD program at Copenhagen Business School to present your work at two Work-in-Progress 

Seminars which I held in November 2019 and October 2022. In addition, I presented my work at the Critical 

Management Studies Conference in 2019, the Gender, Work and Organization Conference in 2021, the Standing 

Conference on Organizational Symbolism (SCOS) in 2021, and the European Group for Organizational Studies 

(EGOS) Colloquium in 2022 as well as several smaller local and international research seminars. 
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One important shift occurred in my research process while working on the analysis. I had initially 

planned to write my dissertation in an article-based format which means writing three to four 

publishable articles as well as an overall frame and combining these into one dissertation. 

Admittedly, I developed this initial plan primarily because this was what I saw most of the other 

PhD fellows at my university do. But also because I was already part of a productive process of 

writing an article on sexual harassment at universities based on data we had collected for a 

research project I was engaged in before I started the PhD (Guschke et al., 2019) and could well 

imagine writing more articles. However, the shift that occurred when conducting my analysis was 

that I decided to write this dissertation as a monograph. I noticed that I wanted to write about the 

breadth and depth of my empirical data and my engagement with it in a way that did not fit the 

space, format, and form of academic journal articles. The analysis I started to write was spilling, 

leaking, bubbling, and pouring onto the pages and the thought of having to cut this analysis into 

neat pieces, publishable in 8,000-12,000-word, accurately structured articles felt painful. 

The reflections of Myntha Anthym (2018, p. 3) on her PhD dissertation writing process rang true 

for me in this regard: “In another version of this project, (the version that I tried, for the longest 

time, to write) I am entirely absent in the arguments I make. The voice is that of the scholar: 

detached, objective, and supposedly authoritative. I sounded like anyone. I sounded like everyone. 

I sounded like no one.” Even the thought of having to try to write ‘that version of the project’ – 

detached, ordered, contained – felt cruel to me. I knew that there were more and more 

possibilities to engage in alternative forms of writing in the field of organization studies with 

several journals for instance providing specific segments, such as Gender, Work and 

Organization’s ‘Feminist Frontiers’ section or Organization’s ‘Speaking Out’ and ‘Acting Up’ 

papers, in which arguably I would not only be allowed but invited to speak as myself, neither 

detached, nor objective, or authoritative. Nonetheless, I felt the need to use this dissertation to 

create a space where I could explore the research topic I was investigating while also exploring 

how I could write about the problems of sexist and racist harassment and discrimination in a way 

that sounded like myself (rather than anyone, or everyone, or no one) – because frankly, at that 

point, I did not know yet what this would sound like. 
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Even though some advised me against it, arguing that publishing articles was essential for a 

career in academia, I stuck with my decision to (also) write a monograph. That is, I decided to 

continue writing articles to engage in scholarly debates in the fields I want to contribute to while 

writing my PhD dissertation as a monograph. Throughout my time as a PhD fellow, I managed to 

write four articles and one book chapter. Three articles were published in 2021, one in Ephemera 

on sexual harassment in the university and the military context with Beate Sløk-Andersen 

(Guschke & Sløk-Andersen, 2022), and two on norms and norm critique – topics that I have been 

exploring and working with closely wherefore they are important part also of my dissertation – in 

Women, Gender and Research with Jannick Friis Christensen and Human Resource Management 

Review with Jannick Friis Christensen, Kai Inga Liehr Storm, and Sara Louise Muhr (J. F. 

Christensen et al., 2021; Guschke & Christensen, 2021). This year, in 2022, an article I wrote 

together with Sine Nørholm Just and Sara Louise Muhr on sexual harassment and gender 

discrimination was published in Gender, Work and Organization (Guschke, Just, et al., 2022) as 

well as a book chapter with Jannick Friis Christensen and Thomas Burø on Sara Ahmed’s work on 

affect and her influence on organization studies (Guschke, Christensen, et al., 2022) – maybe 

unsurprisingly, an influence she has also had on my research. I do not deny that partly I wrote 

these articles because I know that the advice that it is essential for a career in academia to publish 

articles is not wrong. But more importantly, writing these articles in parallel to writing this 

monograph allowed me to collaborate with colleagues and co-authors from whom I learned a lot 

in our co-writing endeavors while nonetheless allowing myself to use the monograph as my 

writing space. While the articles certainly relate to my dissertation work, either building upon 

parts of the empirical data or using similar theoretical concepts, I could use this monograph to 

explore my empirical data more fully, including the affective and embodied aspects of it, and I 

could use it to explore how to sound like myself when I write about what I have come to know 

through the process of this research. 
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3.3 Anti-narrative research and embodied queer listening in data generation, analysis, 

and writing  

In both data generation and data analysis, I draw on the approach of anti-narrative research, 

which I operationalize through embodied research practices, such as embodied queer listening. 

My use of anti-narrative research is inspired by Kathleen Riach, Nick Rumens, and Melissa Tyler’s 

(2016) work ‘Towards a Butlerian methodology: Undoing organizational performativity through 

anti-narrative interviewing’. Using Butler’s notions of performativity and undoing as a basis for 

organization research, the authors develop anti-narrative research as a tool for listening to and 

working with the inconsistencies in people’s narratives instead of trying to create and maintain a 

coherent story from their accounts. In their ‘translation’ of Butler’s theoretical ideas into research 

practice, Riach et al. (2016) stress the potential of understanding how, why and at what cost 

idealized organizational subjectivities are formed and sustained. They focus on revealing the labor 

that goes into maintaining consistent narratives and normative subjectivities. By founding this 

technique of data generation and analysis upon an understanding of performativity, as outlined 

above, it becomes possible to attend to both structures and their governing function as well as 

individual differences in the repetition of these normative structures. It allows paying attention to 

both institutional-structural and interactional-individual level factors. 

This is of great importance for my work as it allows me to explore the conditions, expectations, 

and ideals of organizational subjectivities underlying the perceptions and understandings of 

harassment and discrimination that the research participants express. In other words, I am trying 

to understand which normative, structurally anchored expectations their understandings of 

harassment and discrimination are based upon and how those are linked to their individual 

perceptions of viable narratives and subjectivities. Even more, I go beyond simply acknowledging 

those (idealized) subjectivities and narratives (and how they link to understandings of 

harassment and discrimination), but instead scrutinize the normative basis they are built upon as 

well as the norms that constrain them. This helps me gain a better understanding of why and 

how these perceptions come about as well as what performative power is inherent to them. 

Importantly, it turns away from individualizing problems of harassment and discrimination 
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towards an understanding of harassment and discrimination as present violence in organizations 

that is built upon a structural understanding of legitimate subject positions in the workplace. 

In addition to opening these possibilities of doing research on organizational subjectivities and 

narratives based upon a performative ontology, Riach et al.’s (2016) approach encourages (self-

)reflexive research practices that avoid ‘fixing’ subjects within the research process. The authors’ 

encouragement for “a reflexive ‘undoing’, not of organizational subjects, but rather of 

organizational subjectivities and the normative conditions upon which they depend” (Riach et al., 

2016, p. 2075) challenges me to engage with my study participants in a shared reflexive 

questioning and undoing of norms, normative structures, processes, and practices, narratives, 

and subjectivities. In my research, I delve into the norms that govern the study subjects’ 

perceptions of and experiences with harassment and discrimination while engaging in a constant 

(self-)reflection process to balance the risk of ‘fixing’ these normative understandings in (and 

through) the research process. With this, I also relate anti-narrative research to dis/organization 

theory, staying open to the possibility that normative understandings might be contradictory, 

even paradoxical at points, as contradictions, paradoxes, and tensions are part of the 

simultaneous order and disorder that shape any form of dis/organization. 

In the following, I outline how I practiced anti-narrative research in my study. I discuss what it 

allowed me to do beyond ‘traditional’ approaches to data generation and analysis. This includes 

reflections on an embodied perspective to research that allows me to reject the dismissal (and 

relatedly neglect, control, or avoidance) of embodiment, affect, and atmosphere as disturbances to 

qualitative interviews (cf. Ayata et al., 2019; Thanem & Knights, 2019) and instead attentively 

trace the ‘flows’ of affective intensities that are present in interview encounters (Ayata et al., 

2019; Brennan, 2004). Moreover, it enabled me to acknowledge the interview encounter not only 

as part of data generation but also as a first step of the analysis. I end with a brief reflection on 

how the approach of anti-narrative research and the practice of embodied queer listening relate 

to my writing process.  
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3.3.1 Anti-narrative interviewing 

An important aspect of operationalizing anti-narrative research in my study derived from the use 

of vignettes in my interviews. It might seem contradictory to work with vignettes, which are 

short stories that describe situations of (potential) harassment and discrimination – thus 

essentially narratives, when one wants to work with anti-narrativity. However, I argue that the 

use of vignettes allows me to approach anti-narrative research through four practices: (1) 

breaking with straight narratives, (2) practicing embodied listening, (3) listening from different 

perspectives, and (4) triggering the re-telling of own narratives.  

I started by creating seven vignettes for the purpose of my research. They are based on 

experiences that were shared through the survey I conducted at the start of my study, but to 

ensure anonymity I merged fragments of different individual narratives and condensed them into 

new storylines. In a second step, I then created one or two alternative narratives of the same 

vignette. My aim was to break with or at least interrupt the (presumed) linearity of the story as 

well as to avoid my own biased interpretation of the events to be reflected in how I told the story. 

I used several techniques in writing those vignettes, such as switching between 1st and 3rd person 

narrator, abruptly shifting between the perspectives and voices of several people, integrating 

contradictions, formulating alternative endings, or using confessional writing that included inner 

monologues (see Appendix 7 for an overview of all vignettes used in the interviews). Using those 

techniques, I aimed to create stories that break with straight narratives. During the interviews, I 

read one or two (randomly chosen) vignettes out loud. What reflecting upon these vignettes with 

my interviewees then allowed was revealing and discussing ‘that which seems not straight’, 

tuning into the untypical and the uncanny instead of dismissing it. As part of exploring those 

‘breaks’, we turned our gaze towards the normative framework that makes these aspects seem 

out of place. As an example, an interviewee might reflect that they find a particular (re)action of a 

character in the vignette unrealistic, implausible, or unwise. By exploring how come they perceive 

it to be so, we could reveal some of the expectations, preconceptions, and normative bases 

through which they frame their evaluations. 

In addition to these explorations, I asked the interviewees to listen to their body while listening to 

me read out the vignette. With this, I tried to prime them towards an embodied understanding of 
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the read-out account. I asked them to register where in their body they could feel which parts of 

the story and in what ways it resonated with them. I also told them that they should not try to 

jump to immediate judgments of who is right or wrong in this story or who should have done 

what (differently), but instead allow what they hear to ‘sink into their body’. After reading the 

vignette, I asked them to freely describe everything that they felt when hearing the story. 

Encouraging the interviewees to engage with their bodies, I allowed them to reflect on what this 

story moved in them rather than having to provide a clear opinion of what they thought about the 

story. 

This aspect is inspired by practices used under the frameworks of (queered) collective biographies 

(Basner et al., 2018; Davies et al., 2013; Davies & Gannon, 2012; De Schauwer et al., 2018). While 

collective biography workshops provide a much more structured approach to exploring stories, I 

take from these frameworks the approach of drawing on embodied sensations related to an event 

as well as giving space and voice to affective experiences, even if they seem to ‘not make sense’ or 

not be explainable. The latter aspect is of particular importance for my aspiration to delve into 

(and potentially disrupt) organizational norms and their performativity. What an embodied 

understanding of the vignette might allow for is to explore especially those points at which the 

body tells us something that we cannot put into words yet. For instance, when a felt resistance 

might reveal an underlying normative expectation that was just broken which would have 

otherwise not been speakable (yet), or when a rush of unexpected empathy felt physically 

through heightened heartbeat and sweaty palms facilitates a conversation on whom we allow 

ourselves to feel with and whom not. All these sensations can reveal some of the underlying 

normative restrictions interviewees, as organizational subjects, find themselves in when 

navigating situations of (potential) harassment and discrimination in workplaces. Moreover, this 

approach provides one possibility to bring back together ‘rational’, thought-focused ways of 

understanding with more embodied forms of gaining knowledge about an issue. 

Throughout the continuing conversation, the interviewees and I explored the stories from 

different viewpoints. I asked the participants how they would feel if they were a particular person 

in the narrative (for example, the victim, the perpetrator, or a bystander), opening up their 

perspective to several viable viewpoints that might exist simultaneously. By challenging their 
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initial reaction to the situation (which might have been empathetic, supportive, resistant, 

opposing, …), I open the possibility of (self)reflexively questioning their own positioning and the 

norms their initial perception of the situation might be based on. This collective/self-reflection, I 

argue, brings about the unraveling potential that Riach et al. (2016) describe as inherent in anti-

narrative research. Not only can we reveal these norms, but by challenging their presumed 

naturality and neutrality through the change of perspective, it also becomes possible to disrupt 

their constant repetition and by that potentially change them. 

A final aspect that I see as a potential inherent in my approach to anti-narrative research through 

the use of vignettes in interviews is that it triggers interviewees to re-tell their own experiences 

from a new angle. In the process of reflecting upon the vignette’s narrative, the disruption of its 

linearity, and the norms underlying this ‘straightness’, interviewees often referred back to their 

own experiences. Some of these experiences they might have shared earlier in the interview, 

while others they had not yet talked about with me. In re-telling their own accounts, they tended 

to deviate from the narrative they shared before. While usually they first shared a very consistent 

narrative, they now opened up about their insecurities, the story’s inconsistencies, and 

contradictions. It is understandable that when I asked interviewees about their own experiences 

with harassment and discrimination before the vignette-reading, they would tend to tell a rather 

structured, coherent, and often temporally linear story. As experiences of being harassed and 

discriminated against are often not taken seriously, and victims’ accounts are frequently doubted 

(Ahmed, 2017; Richardson & Taylor, 2009; Whitley & Page, 2015), being able to create a credible 

account of the experiences one had (as well as a credible and viable account of oneself) might 

seem to be a precondition for being believed. Credibility is being related to (seemingly) consistent 

narratives and normative subjectivities (Butler, 2004; Riach et al., 2016), leading to the creation 

of narratives that are viable and recognizable in the (organizational) context in which one is 

situated. The re-telling of their own story in a less linear, more fragmented way renders visible 

not only those aspects of the experience that seemed unspeakable before but can also reveal 

insights on those parts of oneself that are undone in the process of creating normative narratives 

and subjectivities, the labor that goes into creating those linear narratives, and the norms that 

require the doing of these coherent accounts in the first place. 
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3.3.2 Embodied queer listening as data analysis 

The anti-narrative approach has implications both for the conduct of data generation, as outlined 

above, as well as for the process of data analysis. A common strategy for analyzing interview data 

is to code the transcribed material. While there are several coding strategies and processes, the 

general idea is to find patterns, clusters, and categories that help make sense of the generated 

data (Charmaz, 2006; Czarniawska, 2014). I argue that one needs to be careful with coding 

strategies when the goal is to reveal and unravel existent norms. Coding material by putting it 

into boxes and categories risks fixing exactly those normative ideas that I wish to undo in my 

research (cf. Riach et al., 2016). Admittedly, coding practices might emphasize the need for step-

by-step processes to guard oneself against jumping to predetermined, expected conclusions 

(Charmaz, 2006). Yet, arguably, the goal is still to look for salient patterns and similarities, or 

maybe tensions, and the researcher’s alertness for and interpretation of data as similar/different 

and salient/irrelevant relies on the norms they base their understanding upon. One might even go 

so far as to argue that coding always strives towards a certain normalization of messy interview 

data, of ‘putting things in their proper place’ rather than allowing for “dirty, filthy […] flesh, life 

and complexity” (Thanem & Knights, 2019, p. 110). By putting data into neat categories, we 

struggle towards a universal ideal frame of interpretation, which might never be achievable yet 

remains the idealized goal in the coding and analysis process. 

Researchers, especially in the field of queer and feminist research, have developed strategies that 

work against this need for normalization. Ashcraft and Muhr (2018) develop the approach of an 

“‘unfaithful’ attitude towards analysis.” In their research, they try to avoid jumping to any ‘close’, 

normative, and fixed conclusion and instead play with alternative, non-linear ways of 

understanding their data in an attempt to “avoid fixed binaries and categories as much or as long 

as possible” (Ashcraft & Muhr, 2018, p. 211). Similar ideas have been developed in the area of 

norm-critical research, where the aim is to refrain from normative judgments as long as possible 

(J. F. Christensen, 2021). It is not claimed that it would be possible to analyze data unbiased or 

non-normatively. However, norm-critical analyses aim towards keeping an open mind for as long 

as possible to remain receptive to alternative interpretations that question, challenge, or bypass 

existent norms. Such an approach fits with my aim of attending to paradoxes and tensions in 
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organizations, as “exploring paradox requires remaining acutely aware of contradictions and 

anomalies and expanding our strategies accordingly. In this light, paradoxes may offer 

challenging, even frame-breaking experiences, pushing researchers to question approaches that 

oversimplify and overrationalize complex phenomena” (Lewis, 2000, p. 771; see also Smith & 

Lewis, 2011).  

Aiming to stay ‘acutely aware’ of the risk of fixing data in normative frames made me realize that 

the initial process of data analysis already starts in the interview situation. As I will extend in the 

following, how I encounter, engage with, and listen to the interviewees arguably already shapes 

what data is generated and what interpretations and analyses become possible. The interactions 

and dialogues with the interviewees are thus already one part of the analysis. According to Black 

feminist scholar Patricia Hill Collins (2009), the use of dialogue is an essential part of Black 

feminist epistemology. She argues that it enables a research process between subjects instead of a 

subject-object relation between researcher and research object, that is, interviewer and 

interviewee. This acknowledges informants as knowledgeable subjects rather than dismissing 

them as objects to be researched and understood by a knowledgeable researcher (Collins, 2009). 

It further links to the aims of queering knowledge production by locating knowledge in new 

places and acknowledging “the critical epistemological value of nonhegemonic voices for the 

construction of knowledge” (Landreau, 2012, p. 162). To create such dialogic interactions, I 

conceptualize interviews as “situated affective encounters” (Ayata et al., 2019, p. 65, italics in 

original; see also Thanem & Knights, 2019 who understand interviews as affective and embodied 

encounters). Understanding interviews as encounters that are situated and affective highlights 

“the relationship between interviewer and interlocutor, which is dynamic and always shaped by 

different relational intensities. […] In addition, the temporal, spatial and emotional context of the 

encounters also influences the interview, which needs to be taken into account as systematically 

as possible. Thus, to approach interviews as affective encounters highlights the relationality 

among the settings, actors and contexts involved in the interview process” (Ayata et al., 2019, p. 

65). In these encounters, listening becomes an important skill as an essential part of having a 

dialogue. Following Helin’s (2013) idea of ‘dialogic listening’, listening is an active process and 

embodied activity which creates relationality in dialogue yet is often taken-for-granted. She 
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argues that listening is as much a part of a dialogic moment as speaking is and that, accordingly, 

as researchers, we need to pay closer attention to how we listen, reflect on the impact our 

listening practices have on the research process, and acknowledge “listening as an active process 

of meaning-making” (Helin, 2013, p. 227).  

Paying closer attention to how I listen in my research, I developed and employed practices of 

embodied queer listening, inspired by Gill’s (2012) work on embodied listening and Landreau’s 

(2012) notion of queer listening. Gill (2012, p. 34) draws on Black queer influences on 

ethnographic work to describe a practice of (Black queer) embodied listening that “sharpens one’s 

ability to hear what people say about themselves, their communities, and their world by listening 

to their words and beyond.” Stressing the need to attend to both linguistically and bodily 

expressed accounts, Gill proposes to be attentive to language and bodily reactions as well as to use 

the own body to register different aspects of what is shared in a research situation (beyond what 

one can hear). With this, he argues, one is better equipped to reveal and untangle situated lived 

experiences beyond the normative frames through which they might be told, allowing “the 

reverberations of race, gender, sexuality and place (at the very least) [to be heard] in the song of 

subjecthood” (Gill, 2012, p. 34). Landreau (2012) draws on Ratcliffe’s (2005) concept of rhetoric 

listening in combination with Ahmed’s (2006a) notion of queer orientation to develop queer 

listening as a practice that “allows things to remain askew, strange, unhoused, and unfamiliar” 

(Landreau, 2012, p. 156), instead of trying to ‘straighten’ them out. He describes queer listening as 

“the ability to listen with new ears to familiar voices” (Landreau, 2012, p. 159), putting into focus 

the potential to connect what is heard to different interpretative frames that go beyond normative 

interpretations. 

The question then is, how can embodied queer listening be practiced as a strategy for data 

analysis in my research on harassment and discrimination in workplaces at universities? How is 

it different from regular listening practices in interviews? In the following, I outline how I 

practiced embodied queer listening during and after the interviews, both of which I understand as 

part of the analysis. One strategy I used in the interview situation was to constantly challenge 

myself to stay in ‘listening mode’ for a bit longer than it felt comfortable or that I was used to in 

interview situations. I learned to endure silence after the interviewee had spoken. This mode of 
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‘listening into’, as Helin (2013) describes it, enables (at least) two practices. First, it opens the 

possibility of tuning into a “bodily experience [of] social phenomena in a moment of pre-

understanding” (Helin, 2013, p. 238). It allows learning something from my interviewees in an 

embodied way which cognitively I might not understand (yet), enabling an embodied 

comprehension without “the need to immediately try to make sense, rationalize, or theorize” 

(Helin, 2013, p. 238). Noting down my embodied experiences during and immediately after the 

interview helped me to put them into a cognitive frame of understanding at a later point of the 

data analysis process, building upon my initial comprehension to go beyond normatively shaped 

understandings of the interview situation and the generated data. 

Secondly, the mode of ‘listening into’ makes it possible for the interviewee to add to what was 

said without interruption by a new interview question. I could listen for what else might be there. 

In my interviews, I realized that often these moments of silence opened for further reflection by 

the interviewees in which they, for instance, re-phrased what they had said before and thereby 

opened a new perspective that differed from the normative narrative they had shared first. 

Sometimes, they even explicitly said that they had ‘this other thought’ in the back of their mind 

but that they were ‘somehow not sure about sharing it’. As we explored this further, it often 

turned out that it was because they were afraid to voice a thought, concern, or feeling that 

deviated from what they perceived as a normatively accepted interpretation of or reaction to the 

described situation. As Gould (2009, p. 30) stresses, it is important to be able “to observe and 

read in a manner that can pick up the unspoken, the repressed, the less-than-fully conscious, the 

inarticulable.” Building upon Gould’s work, Ayata et al. (2019, p. 66) further claim that listening 

to “realms of silence and the unspoken” can be productive for exploring “intense collective and 

personal experiences that are difficult to talk about, such as […] disappointments, feelings of 

defeat, hope, loss and despair are hard to express in a straightforward manner during an 

interview.” 

Next to this, a practical implication I take from Landreau’s (2012) work is to listen to my own 

resistances when speaking to research participants and when I relisten to the interview 

recordings. These resistances might point me towards something that seemingly does not fit, 

hence revealing tensions and inconsistencies to explore further. Listening to bodily resistance 
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acknowledges that ‘that which does not fit’ with the norm might feel out of place (Ahmed, 2017). 

Yet, it allows understanding these resistances as a symptom of my own normative expectations 

being broken. By focusing on the underlying norms, I acknowledge how a norm might be 

exclusive rather than assuming that the narrative or subjectivity that does not ‘fit’ is problematic. 

Linking embodied queer listening back to anti-narrative research, I argue that it allows and 

encourages both the telling of and the listening to those narratives that are not coherent, not 

‘straight’, in the sense that they do not create coherent subjectivities. By not expecting narratives 

to create fixed organizational subjectivities, embodied queer listening opens space for narratives 

(and subjectivities) that are complex and contradictory yet not less viable. It could be argued that 

embodied queer listening is a norm-critical practice in the way in which it challenges the 

normative majority to tune into queer narratives and learn how to listen to them, rather than 

asking those who are minoritized to tell their stories in different (more normative, more familiar) 

ways. What is important to note is that researchers practicing this embodied form of queer 

listening might need to rethink the practice of transcribing and reading interview material. In my 

analysis, I re-listened to the interviews several times as this allowed me to focus on embodied 

reactions, such as resistances, in a better way than when I read the transcripts. 

A third practice I employed to engage in embodied queer listening is to emphasize polyphony 

(Bakhtin, 1984) by listening to “the simultaneous interplay of voices in the field, and how these 

voices contribute to the multitude of possible meanings, rather than trying to combine and merge 

them into a single strong voice” (Helin, 2013, p. 227). This links back to the idea of ‘unfaithful’ 

analysis and the aim to withhold judgments and categorizations as long as possible (cf. Ashcraft & 

Muhr, 2018; J. F. Christensen, 2021). Beyond this, it adds the perspective of acknowledging that 

one person might provide different ‘voices’, all of which can be legitimate and relevant (Helin, 

2013; Linell, 2009). In my research, I practiced this by consciously trying to note down not only 

similarities and patterns within and between interviews, but also that which is “supplementary, 

different and unique” (Helin, 2013, p. 236). With this approach, I tried to notice and capture those 

parts that deviate from the norm, even if only slightly so and often silently. 

Bringing together the two practices of listening for embodied resistance and emphasizing 

polyphony leads me to a final reflection on embodied queer listening as a research practice. 
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Landreau (2012, p. 163) argues that in order to listen queerly we must train our ears to perceive 

that which is normative as “suddenly noisy.” Making the familiar noisy and strange questions the 

naturalization of norms, showing their potential arbitrariness depending on the perspective you 

employ when you examine them. It also opens for potential norm transgressions as it 

simultaneously makes the unfamiliar less noisy and thereby more possible to engage with. Yet, at 

the same time, the question arises whether the aim should thus be to make queer listening an 

everyday practice so that the normative sounds uncanny and strange while that which breaks 

with the norm becomes familiar? Or does this creation of new familiarity risk a normalization of 

new norms? In other words, if embodied queer listening is established as a data analysis practice, 

how do we as researchers avoid falling into the trap of simply establishing new norms and fixing 

these in our research process? I suggest that when employing embodied queer listening, it will be 

paramount to acknowledge that as researchers, we will never escape normative structures and 

that a change in approach and perspective will be necessary exactly at that moment when we 

start feeling comfortable with the uncanny. 

 

3.3.3 Scriptology 

“I too am trying, 
as best as I can, 

to be free. 
And while I am doomed to fail, 

this is a possibility that is both necessary and futile.” 
(Rhodes, 2019, p. 35) 

In an article on ‘Sense-ational organizational theory! Practices of democratic scriptology’, Carl 

Rhodes (2019, p. 25) introduces the neologism ‘scriptology’ to suggest that “just as a methodology 

provides an explanation and justification of the methods with which a research project is 

conducted, a scriptology would do the same thing for the form in which research is written.” 

While Rhodes (2019, p. 25) uses the term scriptology “as a counterpoint to methodology”, I draw 

upon his idea of scriptology but suggest that it is part of my methodology rather than a 

counterpoint to it as writing is part of how ‘a research project is conducted’. With this suggestion, 

I home in on Thanem and Knight’s (2019, p. 120) claim that “[s]ince writing shapes how we think 
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about our research […w]riting can never be an isolated state of ‘writing up’” – a point that 

Rhodes (2019) is not opposed to. For me, writing has been a continuous and influential part of my 

research process and, thereby, a part of my methodology. 

The need to understand writing as part of the research process is embedded in my approach of 

anti-narrative research. As I have outlined, working with anti-narrative research and embodied 

queer listening requires blurring the boundaries between data generation and analysis, which in 

effect questions normative notions of an ordered process of data generation, subsequent data 

analysis, and then a phase of ‘writing up’. Instead, as argued, data generation is already infused 

by analyses – how I listen during the interview frames what I analyze, an initial analysis guides 

my listening, which in turn influences what and how interviewees are willing to share, thus 

affecting the data that is generated. In addition, both the initial analysis at that moment as well as 

my later analyses while listening to the interview recordings were influenced by the theoretical 

knowledge that I had gained until this point. While my analysis was not theory-driven in a 

deductive way it followed a reflexive mode of induction, that is, I drew upon theoretical insights 

as potential guiding lights that influenced how I listened, how I made sense of what I heard, and 

from which perspectives I regarded the resulting insights. It was always an interplay of embodied 

and cognitive knowledge creation, drawing upon an empirical basis as well as theoretical 

inspiration, and thereby a process of listening, analyzing, feeling, writing, and thinking 

simultaneously. 

But Rhodes’ suggestion of a scriptology goes beyond a mere acknowledgment that writing is part 

of research. He argues that reflecting upon, naming, and questioning existent scriptologies in a 

field can challenge the dominance of one form of writing over others and thereby open for 

democratization and freedom “about what can and cannot be said politically”, redistributing 

“what counts as being meaningful and what does not” (Rhodes, 2019, p. 28). As I have outlined in 

relation to my epistemology, questions of what counts as meaningful and viable research have 

been a primary battleground for feminist scholars, with queer and Black feminists denouncing 

that their knowledges, often based on lived experienced, are (still) continuously demeaned and 

ignored. Part of this has been a struggle for acknowledging different forms of writing, such as 

poetry or storytelling, as part of academic knowledge production. As Black feminist scholar and 
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self-described black, lesbian, mother, warrior, poet Audre Lorde (1984, p. 36) declared: “[I]t is 

through poetry that we give names to those ideas which are – until the poem – nameless and 

formless, about to be birthed, but already felt. That distillation of experience from which true 

poetry springs births thought as dream births concept, as feeling births idea, as knowledge births 

(precedes) understanding.” For Lorde, poetry is a form of knowledge, wherefore writing poetry is 

necessary to generate thoughts, ideas, and understanding. Moreover, it is essentially tied to 

freedom: “The white fathers told us: I think, therefore I am. The Black mother within each of us – 

the poet – whispers in our dreams: I feel, therefore I can be free. Poetry coins the language to 

express and charter this revolutionary demand, the implementation of that freedom” (Lorde, 

1984, p. 38). A democratic scriptology, as Rhodes (2019, p. 30) suggests, would thus require 

“room […] for freedom to write in a way that engages with art, creativity, passion [and] feeling.” 

In the field of organization studies, there have likewise been struggles about what forms of 

writing are rendered meaningful (cf. Rhodes, 2019). Often subsumed under the idea of ‘writing 

differently’, scholars have developed a myriad of ways of exploring the creative and critical 

potential of writing research in ways that deviate from usual forms of academic text in structure, 

wording, form, and tone (Burø, 2020; Gilmore et al., 2019; Grey & Sinclair, 2006; Helin, 2019; 

Parker, 2014; Pullen, 2006; Pullen & Rhodes, 2015; van Eck et al., 2021; Weatherall, 2018). 

Scholars employ forms of writing differently, for instance, to include and foreground emotions in 

their writing (Kara, 2013; Page, 2017; Weatherall, 2018), to explore the transformational potential 

of their work (K. L. Harris, 2016; Vachhani, 2015), or to highlight the need for more pleasurable 

writing and reading experiences in academic research (Grey & Sinclair, 2006). From a feminist 

perspective, it has been paramount to use ‘writing differently’ as a practice of opposing dominant 

masculine norms of writing that privilege (seemingly) rational, orderly, and disembodied text (M. 

Phillips et al., 2014; Pullen, 2018; Pullen & Rhodes, 2015; Vachhani, 2019; van Eck et al., 2021; 

Weatherall, 2018). Instead, feminist scholars highlight the need to write with/through/about 

emotions, embodiment, fluidity, and messiness, which mirrors the aims of embodied queer 

listening in research and echoes the need for writing to engage with felt and lived experience.  

In my understanding, ‘writing differently’ aims at exploring the different ways in which we can 

speak meaningfully about what we care about when we feel a need to speak about it in a way that 
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cannot be satisfied by dominant forms of academic writing. If I take this to be at the core of 

‘writing differently’, then I too (try to) write differently in my academic work. Yet, as I have 

alluded to in the introduction, I am hesitant to claim that I engage in ‘writing differently’ in this 

dissertation. Not least as I want my work to be recognizable as a PhD dissertation within existent 

academic norms of writing, my work might not be as ‘different’ as such a claim might promise. In 

addition, I find it difficult to pinpoint and label my way of writing – as ‘writing differently’ or any 

other form or style of writing. Writing has been a continuous process, a permanent yet ever-

changing part of my research. That means that I wrote some pages of this dissertation in 2019 as 

an absolute newcomer to academia, not knowing (m)any of its norms, yet also not having much 

writing experience, while other parts were written later in the process at a PhD seminar where I 

tried to follow strict instructions by a writing coach (the most useful advice I remember might be 

that ‘most writing is editing, but you cannot edit what you have not written’). Some bits 

developed in dreadful, slow writing sessions at the home office during yet another Covid 

lockdown in 2020 and 2021, while other parts flowed onto the page this year, not seldom after 

having read poems that made me angry, sad, or excited. This is to say: I do not have one writing 

style, or in Rhodes’ (2019, p. 35) words, at least “I cannot ‘know’ my own scriptology”, I can only 

comment on my writing practice. 

One important comment on my scriptology is that while I have explored creative ways of writing 

– in form of ‘found poetry’ (van Eck et al., 2021), original poems, and embodied analytical 

vignettes that aim to capture “all the other things that happen in interviews – things that may not 

be expressed verbally but expressed and experienced nonetheless” (Thanem & Knights, 2019, p. 

79) – I always considered how the words I use and the style in which I write relate to the 

experiences the interviewees shared with me and the overall topics of my dissertation. At points, I 

feared that writing about other people’s experiences of harassment and discrimination in form of 

poems and embodied vignettes would risk resulting in ‘misery porn’ or making a spectacle of 

their pain, a questionable (to say the least) way for me as the writer and my readers to empathize 

and an unethical approach vis-à-vis the interviewees who trusted me with their accounts. 

Therefore, I refrained from writing ‘too vividly’ at points, which then again made me question if 

what I was writing was ‘different enough’. I wrote the following while writing parts of my 

analysis. 
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*** 

Dear reader, how do you feel? 

Are you confused? Disappointed maybe? 

I have promised you ANTI-narrativity. 

Embodied affective experience. 

Queer norm-critical cracks and breaking points. 

 

Now you expect 

to feel – to sense – to indulge 

in the pain 

in the injustice 

in the imperceptibility of harassment. 

 

But this pain, this injustice is not for you to consume  

and not for me to display. 

So, if the way in which this is written feels 

too mundane 

too well known 

too normative 

  at points 

maybe that’s because … it is.  

 

Harassment is not painful because it is extraordinary. 

It is devastatingly painful because of how ordinary it is. 

 

What is painful is how easily you will recognize it when it is put into words 

and yet you would not recognize it when it happens. 

*** 

In addition to reflecting critically on when and how to use which forms of writing, I reached out 

to all interviewees who shared personal experiences of harassment and discrimination, offering 

them to read the analysis to make sure they could agree with the way that I had used their 

accounts and felt comfortable with how I anonymized their stories. Some replied, read the 

analysis, and gave a few comments that I could easily integrate. Some refrained from reading it. 

Either way, in the end, it is I who will be held accountable for how I have written about what I 

have come to know through this research. Wherefore I refrain from calling it ‘writing differently’ 
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or giving it any other label that I then try to live up to. This is my way of writing, my struggle ‘as 

best as I can to be free’, doomed to fail but willing to try. 
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4 Analysis  

Just because they give you a seat at the table 
doesn’t mean that they’ll take their feet off the table 

[…] 
Just because they give you a seat at the table 

doesn’t mean they’re prepared to change the room 
(Manzoor-Khan, 2019, p. 82) 

 
In the following chapter, I present my analysis based on the empirical data I generated as part of 

this research project. This chapter aims to do two things, give relevance and prominence to the 

empirical material, and develop an analysis that discusses these empirical insights in light of 

relevant theoretical insights. It thus slightly blurs the boundaries between descriptive empirical 

analysis and theory-inspired discussion. With this slight deviation, it stays true to the approach of 

anti-narrative research which I read as a norm-critical approach to working with data, allowing 

for empirical insights to entangle with theoretical knowledge to develop new insights in a 

reflexive inductive process that is open-minded yet neither empty-headed nor empty-hearted. 

I begin the chapter by outlining contextual mechanisms that are facilitative of the occurrence of 

workplace harassment and discrimination. The mechanisms that I outline do not necessarily lead 

to harassment and discrimination, they should not be understood as conditioning harassing and 

discriminatory behavior. Rather, they provide a fertile ground for harassment and discrimination 

to take place. I understand them as enabling factors. Most mechanisms are described relative to 

the academic context, its set-up, and organizational norms, while some are more closely related to 

the Danish national context, that is, aspects of what is described to me as ‘Danish culture’ 

permeating the workplace. In their combination, the contextual mechanisms that I identified 

within Danish academia show how universities are dis/organized through a complex interplay of 

formality and informality pervading this context and how this in/formality facilitates harassment 

and discrimination as part of how academia is dis/organized.  

The chapter proceeds with analytical reflections on researching sexist and racist harassment and 

discrimination in academia, pointing to the process of legitimized othering and the 

unspeakability of racism. The aim of my research was to provide an intersectional analysis of 
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the entanglement of different types of harassment and discrimination in organizational contexts, 

with a particular focus on sexism and racism. In this part of the analysis, I focus on the embodied 

and affective elements of my research to analyze how expressions of race and racism are 

affectively present in many interview situations but are not being verbally expressed. While the 

analysis of the spoken utterances and dialogues from and with interviewees points primarily 

towards an understanding of harassment as gendered and heteronormatively sexualized, the 

embodied analysis of the affective elements of the interviews reveals the presence yet 

unspeakability of racist discrimination in Danish academia. I present the embodied analysis 

through four analytical vignettes. Embedding the analysis of the unspeakability of racism in a 

broader theoretical frame, I mobilize Ahmed’s (2006a) theorization on queer orientations to 

inquire what our bodies in academia are orientated towards, what this brings us in proximity 

with and who gets positioned out of view. Based on my analysis, I suggest that Danish academia 

is orientated towards white, Danish, Western, heterosexual bodies, while non-white, non-Danish, 

Muslim, queer bodies remain invisible and silenced – detrimentally, even when exclusions 

through harassment and discrimination come into focus. This means that workplace 

discrimination is discussed as ‘sexual harassment’ and ‘women’ are understood as the ones being 

harassed, while non-white, non-Danish, Muslim, queer bodies are seen as too different and are 

thereby not even recognized as possibly being excluded. I conceptualize this process of 

legitimizing unequal treatment as legitimized othering. 

These first two parts, 4.1 on ‘Contextual mechanisms facilitating harassment and discrimination’ 

and 4.2. on ‘Legitimized othering and the unspeakability of racism’, provide the basis and frame 

for the subsequent analytical parts. They outline what organizational structures, processes, and 

practices enable the reproduction of harassment and discrimination at universities and stress the 

importance of paying attention to the intersections of both sexist and racist types of harassment 

and discrimination, even if they are revealed in different ways in the data. The subsequent parts 

of the analysis in their structure trace and draw out how workplace harassment and 

discrimination travel within the organization. That is, it begins with analyzing occurrences of 

harassment as embodied, affective experiences in part 4.3. on ‘The imperceptibility of harassment 

experiences.’ Then it moves on to 4.4 on ‘(De)legitimization strategies’ to investigate what 
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strategies are used to legitimize harassment and discrimination and delegitimize any claims 

against it. Next, in 4.5. called ‘Just speak up – in the right way’, I focus on the (im)possibilities of 

speaking up against harassment and discrimination before turning towards organizational 

reporting processes in 4.6 on ‘Reporting harassment and discrimination’. I provide a brief 

overview of each part in the following. 

I write about the imperceptibility of harassment experiences to provide a detailed analysis of 

harassment as it is experienced by the interviewees, identifying four common experiences that 

the interviewees went through: questioning their own perspective, losing their sense of self-

worth, feeling isolated and non-belonging, and feeling dependent. Next to outlining each 

experience in detail, I argue that in combination they lead to harassment experiences becoming 

imperceptible, that is, affectively noticed before they can be named as such. Francois Jullien (2011, 

p. 3) describes imperceptibility as nuanced yet significant changes that are not necessarily 

invisible but silent: “In fact, ‘silent’ is a more precise word to use in this respect than invisibility, 

or rather it is more telling. Because not only is this transformation in process, even if we do not 

perceive it, but it operates without warning, without giving an alert, ‘in silence’, without 

attracting attention […] until it destroys us.” This outlines quite accurately the feeling described 

by many interviewees who explained that only after they were able to realize and name their 

experience as harassment were they able to trace how the harassing behavior had been taking 

place silently, imperceptibly over a longer period of time. Only then could they, for example, make 

sense of the bodily changes they had sensed but not properly noticed before. In many cases, this 

led to the detrimental perception that it was always either too early (seemingly not severe 

enough, thus not recognized as harassment) or too late (the victim being too dependent and 

insecure about their perspective, self-worth, and belonging) to report or speak out against 

harassment.  

Thereafter, I turn towards (de)legitimization strategies. I describe ten strategies that I 

identified as legitimizing harassing and discriminatory behavior, or the other way around, 

delegitimizing any action against harassment and discrimination. In order words, these strategies 

prohibit harassment and discrimination to be acknowledged as problems. I call these strategies 

denial, passivity, derailing, dismissing, avoidance, ignorance, individualizing, ridiculing, non-
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performative diversity, and hierarchization of experiences. It is important to outline each strategy 

in detail to understand how they work together and reinforce each other in reproducing 

workplace harassment and discrimination. It is further imperative to note that not all strategies 

might be employed with a conscious aim of legitimizing harassment and discrimination. They are 

rather identified as (de)legitimization strategies by their effect.  

The two final parts describe expectations, experiences, and organizational norms of how to deal 

with occurrences of harassment and discrimination. The part just speak up – in the right way 

highlights the impossibilities of speaking up about harassment and discrimination experiences 

and identifies a constant tension between paradoxical expectations put on victims that leave no 

viable way to speak up about their experiences without in the same move breaking some of the 

normative expectations that permeate their workplaces. It further highlights the contradictory 

expectations that exist towards victims versus perpetrators. The part on reporting harassment 

and discrimination analyses organizational reporting mechanisms. Detailing five aspects that 

shape the reporting process, namely, the burden of proof, the role of emotions, the threat of false 

accusations, anonymity, and intransparency, it stresses the malfunctionality of reporting process 

while also pinpointing why they are set up in such ways.  

 

4.1 Contextual mechanisms facilitating harassment and discrimination 

I begin by outlining contextual mechanisms that facilitate the occurrence of workplace 

harassment and discrimination. The main underlying trait of the context is one where formality 

and informality entangle. Careers in academia are hierarchically structured while nonetheless 

remaining fluid so that various encounters between people at all steps in their careers take place 

in everyday situations. Building upon the tensions between formal and informal ways of 

organizing within academic institutions, several more particular contextual factors coalesce to 

enable harassment and discrimination. Importantly, these factors are not causal, nor is 

harassment inevitable. Yet, in their combination, these factors not only make harassment and 

discrimination possible but facilitate their occurrence and normalization within Danish academia. 

The most notable factors, as identified in the interviews, that come to matter are power relations 
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and in/formal hierarchies, personal-professional relations in an international academic setting, 

competition, precarity, and individualism, the ideal of academic freedom and the glorification of 

conflict, a belief in meritocracy and ‘enlightened’ academia, untouchable ‘star’ academics, as well 

as what has been referred to by interviewees as ‘the Danish way’. In a shorter form, I describe 

these contextual mechanisms in an article I wrote for Gender, Work and Organization in co-

authorship with Sine Nørholm Just and Sara Louise Muhr (Guschke, Just, et al., 2022). In the 

article, the contextual mechanisms are used to situate the empirical data as the article draws 

upon data from my PhD research whereas here, I extend the description of the mechanisms as 

they are a core part of my analysis. 

 

4.1.1 Power relations and in/formal hierarchies 

One aspect that is continuously mentioned in interviews is the complexity, the messiness, and the 

seeming invisibility of hierarchies in Danish academia. At several places within academia, formal 

managerial responsibility and informal leadership power are decoupled from one another. To give 

some examples of how formal and informal hierarchies entangle: As a PhD student at Danish 

universities, you are formally both an employee and a student. This means for instance that your 

supervisor is formally your colleague as much as your advisor. Formally, a supervisor is not a PhD 

student’s boss or manager but they might very well act as their leader, creating a strong yet 

informal dependency. Effectively in practice, “[informally] your boss is also your examiner and 

your supervisor. You're not just being led by the people above you; they're also constantly being 

those who have to evaluate the quality of what you do and report it to other places.” (A12). 

Similarly, a PhD student shared: “It’s such a flat hierarchy that there's no respect for differences 

in power. [There is no acknowledgment] that yes, while I'm here and I'm treated as an employee 

and we can all sit at the lunch table together and we can call each other on our first names, […] 

we are not the same. I am beholden on you in order to get my work done.” (A22) 

At the same time, the formal relationships might not even be clear to all parties involved, so that 

“sometimes we do struggle with hierarchical issues. So, we have had issues with for example 

people [supervisors] thinking that PhD students are their employees. [They were thinking that] if 
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you're supervising, you are their boss, which is not true” (A31). Moreover, many PhD students 

report not knowing about their employee rights or not being sure if employee rights really apply 

to them. This relates to a general problem outlined in the interviews, namely a lack of informing 

employees of their rights, but requiring them to simply know or find out about their rights while 

not providing proper access to relevant information. In the words of one interviewee: “What are 

your rights actually as a worker? We often take for granted [that people know this, which] we 

shouldn’t. I guess that’s also why communication [about employee rights] here is so bad when it 

comes to these things [harassment cases] because everybody just takes for granted that 

everybody knows” (A11). 

The entanglement of formal and informal hierarchies is further seen in the position of the head of 

department, institute, or section, who leads and manages a group of researchers for a certain 

amount of time, usually between 5 and 10 years. While in their leadership function they have 

managerial power and responsibility towards the other researchers in their group, they remain a 

colleague in their research field who stays equally dependent on other, primarily senior, scholars 

in their field. Referring to an example of a harassment case involving two professors as 

perpetrators and the potential of reporting this to the head of section, one interviewee shared: 

“So, it's all very much interwoven. The interests are all like this [interweaving her fingers]. And 

for example, the guy who was head of section and is in principle above those two other 

professors, in reality, is just their colleague, right? And he has this ‘hat’ of being head of section. 

But if I were him, and the way that I sort of see the interactions between them, I would feel that I 

don't have any power of decision over the others. I have some kind of administrative 

responsibility for making this unit work, but I don't really have decision power. I'm not really 

above them. The same goes for the head of the institute. Yes, he has a lot of power but he's also a 

colleague of the other professors” (A12). This quote already details quite clearly the tension 

between formal administrative responsibility and informal power over decisions and other 

people. 

Most department, institute, and section leaders continue working in their field of research, might 

publish in the same field as other professors, and might be dependent on them for their academic 

career progress. This means that in interaction with their department’s researchers, a head of 
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department has something at stake not only formally as a boss but also informally as a colleague. 

While this can potentially lead to stronger accountability, it has shown also to lead to enabling 

harassment and discrimination. Leaders are unlikely to stand up against senior researchers who 

are accused of harassing and discriminatory behavior when they fear consequences for their own 

careers or are in a friendly collegial relationship with the perpetrator. In the words of one 

interviewee: “[If] the head of the department is in charge in sexual harassment [cases, it] is really 

fucked up because what if he is […] really a buddy or a good friend with one of the professors 

who was harassing?” (D1). A head of department thus becomes implicated in reproducing 

harassment and discrimination by being unwilling to take over formal managerial responsibility 

in a system in which this can be punished informally with research-related career setbacks. It is a 

situation in which formal and informal organizing entangles in a way in which formal 

organizational mechanisms, here based on managerial responsibility that should follow a 

bureaucratic ethos (cf. Lopdrup-Hjorth & Roelsgaard Obling, 2019), become less powerful in the 

face of informal organizing that works via manipulation and domination as expressions of power 

(cf. Fleming & Spicer, 2014), in this case in form of social network related career threats. 

 

4.1.2 Personal-professional relations in an international academic setting 

Within academia, people talk about a simultaneous strong attachment and detachment from their 

working environment. On the one hand, personal and professional relationships often overlap. 

Many describe people from their close professional networks as having become good friends and 

even partners and spouses. In general, academia is described as being built upon personal 

relations and close circles that can almost be compared to close-knit groups of friends or even an 

‘academic family’. Some describe engaging in personal relations as of the core assets of working 

in academia, one interviewee for instance stating: “I like engaging in personal relations and I 

think it's a very nice part of the academic world” (A21) 

On the other hand, many describe a certain detachment from their working environment when 

referring to their physical workplace. The fact that much academic work, especially research 

work, that is, generating data, reading, or writing, can or even must take place outside the 
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university, leads to many academic staff not working from their offices on a regular basis. 

Moreover, many researchers do not collaborate closely with the colleagues they share a workplace 

with. They are connected internationally to the relevant researchers in their field, or to fellows 

they have met in other research institutions, may this be due to prior positions, research stays 

abroad, or attending academic conferences.   

This situation of de- and attachment leads to several mechanisms that enable harassing and 

discriminatory behavior. Due to a detachment from their physical workplace, many academics do 

not feel a strong responsibility towards upholding a well-functioning work environment within 

their institutions. Next to the outlined implications of an international working environment that 

might be somewhat detached from the local office, another aspect implicating this is “that a lot of 

people in universities […] view the workplace culture as something that's very tertiary to 

producing research and teaching“ (A24). The office is by some seen rather as a place to work 

from – and just that, providing a desk, a chair, some books, and a door to remain closed in order 

to conduct concentrated work. Ideally, they do not have to be engaged in working towards a good 

workplace culture, which incites harassment and discrimination to remain unnoticed. When 

sitting behind closed doors without any interest in opening them, harassment that takes place in 

the hallways – or behind other closed doors – remains invisible. Moreover, someone who tries to 

create awareness about discrimination as a problem in the workplace becomes the one disrupting 

the ideal of detaching. 

At the same time, the depth and breadth of personal relations within academia bring their own 

difficulties, many of them related to the intransparency of these relations and the consequences it 

can have to break with a network. Some talk about a general lack of trust between colleagues, as 

it is never completely clear ‘on whose side’ one stands. One interviewee, reflecting on the 

aftermath of her own harassment experience related to this issue by sharing the concern that “it's 

so dangerous for me now [to speak about the harassment experience] because he's talking to the 

men around and he offers them stuff, makes them feel important, and makes their relationship 

feel important and shows them that they are special to him” (A17). She goes on to argue that 

these relations might make colleagues believe ‘his side’ of the story rather than hers, which makes 

it very difficult to speak up about harassment and discrimination, as trust is an important 
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component in coming forward with harassment and discrimination experiences. If one cannot be 

sure if the person one approaches with the claim is closely related to the harassing person, how 

can one trust the claim to be taken seriously? Secondly, several interviewees shared the concern 

that one’s career progress relies strongly on the informal networks and connections one builds 

within one’s field of research. With strong bonds being held internationally within one scholarly 

field, victims report that speaking up about harassment and discrimination easily feels like 

breaking up with a social group that is essential for your professional progress. It becomes 

‘impossible to get out’ of a social group without also cutting important professional ties, or as the 

same interviewee phrased it: “There's no escape. It is one big international workplace” (A17).  

 

4.1.3 Competition, precarity, and individualism 

When I asked the interviewees to describe the academic work setting, many referred to conditions 

of extreme competition, constant performance pressure, and precarious working conditions – 

with each of these three factors implicating and strengthening the others. Being employed in a 

precarious working environment, researchers in temporary positions know that getting a tenured 

position remains the privilege of the few rather than a general career path. This leads to strong 

competition among colleagues, which in turn implicates constant performance pressure to prove 

more worthy of a tenured position than others around you. A PhD student shared that a key 

learning for her upon entering the university was that academia is not set up for collective 

support but for being self-interest led, or in other words: “We’re not necessarily always gonna be 

happy for each other because we’re in our own individual paths.” (A16). These conditions are 

perceived to have gotten worse over the last decade. New funding schemes for instance require 

researchers to apply for more external funding for their research activities, which firstly, leads to 

an extension of the tasks a researcher has to fulfill, while secondly, it strengthens the belief of 

having to constantly and repeatedly prove your own (research’s) worth by being granted external 

validation in the form of research grants, as one head of department explained (A10).  

This leads to a variety of mechanisms enabling harassment and discrimination, some of which 

might even have been magnified over the last few years. First, performance pressure leads to a 
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constant sense of not having enough time for all the things that are required of you. As stated by 

the same head of department: “There is more and more pressure to do more and more things so 

that those kinds of conflicts […] might occur because there’s kind of just enough not time to 

engage with all of them” (A10). Dealing with harassment, especially if it is perceived as one 

workplace problem out of many, becomes ‘priority 16’ on your list, as a professor phrased it 

(A28), and is then easily forgotten altogether. Second, extreme competition leads to your career 

becoming something you need to fight for, even if this means compromising some of your values 

and ideals. Overlooking harassing and discriminatory behavior instead of speaking up as a 

witness becomes a choice for avoiding hindrances to your career progress. As one interviewee 

shares: “I think people are very afraid of losing their jobs, perhaps being kicked out of academia. I 

mean because a lot of it is so network-based, it might not only be your job, it can also be your 

reputation [that you risk losing] if you get the wrong enemies […or] get into a struggle with the 

wrong people” (A11). Here, again, formal career mechanisms, such as a lack of tenured positions 

and the resulting competition between precariously employed academics, entangle with informal 

power structures that through manipulation of social network ties influence how the academic 

system is reproduced, that is, who moves up within and who falls out of it (cf. Fleming & Spicer, 

2014).  

Importantly, these conditions are known to the people working in academia which leads to 

further problems. “The pressure is just basically addressed as something people should deal with. 

[…] Most people feel it’s part of the job. You either like it or leave it”, a female professor shared 

(A23). It leads to a ‘like it or leave it’ mentality which positions any struggle within the 

precarious, competition-driven system as an individual failure of not being able to take the 

pressure. The idea of ‘having to struggle to make it’ becomes normalized, to the extreme of 

normalizing mental health problems as part of the job. A PhD student relates to her own struggle 

with anxiety, stating that “everybody always says: Oh yeah, a PhD is a tough time. Mental health 

issues in PhD students are an issue. […] So, somehow in my mind I knew that I was not in a good 

place, but at the same time, it’s not … [she hesitates, then sighs] It was normal. Everybody has it. 

Everybody's in the same situation. Everybody’s struggling. [I felt like] I shouldn't have been 

complaining more than the others about it because everybody has issues.” (A34). Having to 
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struggle with harassment, and all its mental and bodily implications, neatly falls within this 

frame, becoming a problem the individual has to learn to cope with as part of what is normal in 

academia. 

 

4.1.4 The ideal of academic freedom and the glorification of conflict 

There is a strong belief in the value of good academic conduct. Good academic conduct is being 

defined as being able to have a scholarly discourse in which critique and disagreements can be 

voiced and conflictual views can be expressed. As one interviewee phrased it: “For me, it's part of 

academia that you learn that a harsh discussion with strong arguments is not a personal thing. 

Academic discussions can be very tough” (A27). Interestingly, there is an assumption that this 

voicing of disagreement within a fruitful discussion needs to be somewhat aggressive and even 

violent at points to lead to good outcomes, as the following quote illustrates: “It’s quite important 

that you have these negotiations. And these discussions can get quite heated and violent as well. 

[…] And, of course, there is lots of fighting and lots of arguments and so on” (A10). From this 

perspective, being doubted by others becomes an essential part of improving your academic work, 

potentially even your academic self. 

However, this disregards that doubt towards your work easily becomes doubt about yourself, 

when the position you hold within the academic system is legitimized by the value of your work. 

This is especially so for people in positions that do not legitimize them within the academic 

setting ‘by default’. While a white male senior researcher might be able to doubt his work without 

doubting – or having others doubt - his position within the academic context, a Black female 

junior researcher easily finds herself in a more doubt-ridden situation. Thinking about this 

through the notions of dehumanization and entitlement (cf. Essed, 2020; Haslam et al., 2010), it 

can be argued that white men inhabiting the normatively secured position of a legitimate member 

of the university do not have to fear any attribution of less-than-human value when their work is 

critiqued. They will still feel (and be seen as) entitled to their academic position. A person who 

based on their gender, race, ethnicity, or any other identity category is placed outside normative 

frames of being a legitimate academic however risk dehumanization, that is, being seen as less 
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deserving of space (and voice) within the academic system. In effect, when their work is doubted 

their being (within academia) is doubted, too. 

While many stress that scholarly debates should and do primarily take place on a professional 

level, meaning each other’s work is discussed, taken apart, doubted, and fought over, even 

violently, the argument is also used to explicitly legitimize conflict between colleagues. It is 

maintained that speaking up about harassment and thereby claiming something to be harassment 

rather than normal workplace conflict prevents a good academic debate which is an essential part 

of the academic scholarly ethos. This easily leads to regarding harassing behavior as a normal 

part of good academic conduct, thus enabling the occurrence of harassment and discrimination, 

even legitimizing it as good, proper, and necessary within academia while simultaneously making 

it seemingly impossible to speak up about experiences of harassment and discrimination without 

being blamed for disrupting or disregarding scholarly conduct. The one speaking up about 

harassment and discrimination is seen as a troublemaker or ‘killjoy’ (Ahmed, 2017). Moreover, 

speaking up is perceived as making the professional personal. The reference to ‘identity politics’, 

for instance, is used as a strategy to dismiss harassment and discrimination claims. Picking up the 

quote from above illustrates this:  

“I think that at least my colleagues here would agree that protecting the academic 

freedom is our most important task as leaders. For me, it's part of academia that 

you learn that a harsh discussion with strong arguments is not a personal thing. 

Academic discussions can be very tough, but it is not about identities. It’s not about 

you. It’s about ideas. […] Identity politics is a no go in academic settings” (A27). 

Thus, if you speak up about harassment and discrimination, not only do you not understand what 

academia is about, but you also ‘make it about you’ – taking something from a legitimate 

professional sphere to an illegitimate site of personal identity politics. You threaten the working 

of academia with your personal problems, the argument goes. 

Relatedly, as can be seen in the quote, there is an argument made about the need to uphold 

academic freedom, evoking a picture of academic freedom being endangered. It is argued that 

worrying too much about harassment and discrimination will prevent free academic research and 
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discourse, limiting the freedom of academics in expressing themselves and disseminating their 

research. One example of this shows in how harassment policies have been discussed at one of 

the universities. The professor quoted above was involved in the policy writing process. She 

shared that one of the main concerns about the first draft of the policy was the fear of academic 

freedom being limited by a so-called ‘zero tolerance’ policy. The policy group’s reaction to this 

was to add an explicit paragraph on the need to uphold academic freedom into the policy, which 

reveals how pertinent the threat to decreasing academic freedom seems in the debate on 

harassment. As this professor said: “There was this paragraph now [in the new policy] about 

academic freedom just to make sure that things said in an academic discussion in research or in 

teaching have to be accepted, [in fact] must be there. And so, this [harassment policy] was not an 

attempt to decrease academic freedom” (A27). In effect, offenders might perceive their right to 

academic freedom and freedom of expression as ‘a license’ to offend (Essed, 2020). 

 

4.1.5 The belief in meritocracy and ‘enlightened’ academia 

Another mechanism that enables the occurrence of harassment and discrimination is a strong 

belief in academia being a meritocratic and enlightened system. The belief in meritocracy first 

and foremost overshadows injustices as inequalities can be explained by individual merit. If 

someone does not get access to particular positions or privileges, it must be due to their own lack 

rather than external conditions influencing the situation. The consequences of harassment and 

discrimination, especially the material ones, are easily ‘explained away’. It moreover leads to a 

reward and incentive system that is set up upon ‘hard measures’, such as number of publications, 

publication rankings, amount of funding grants, etc. while ‘soft indicators’ such as engagement 

within the working environment and workplace behavior play a lesser role. In the words of one 

interviewee:  

“People who are researchers are probably less diplomatic or less sort of people-

persons in general, because it is a meritocracy - or should be a meritocracy, it’s not 

always true – so, in most cases, you can get away with being not very co-operative 

in organizational settings. And in other places that would be a huge problem, but at 
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a university, people can be odd and stay odd for a very long time without anything 

happening because they are measured on different levels. Basically: does he have a 

Nobel Prize and has he written a book on the subject? Okay, [that person] has to do 

something very bad to be fired. Or, he’ll not be fired just because he's a bit abrasive 

or a colleague who is not very cooperative” (A5).  

Relatedly, speaking up against harassment and discrimination in an engagement for a better 

workplace culture will not be valu(at)ed as highly as a high-ranked publication on your list. 

Next to understanding the academic system as a meritocracy, universities are also understood as 

enlightened spaces. As one interviewee phrases it:  

“I really don't know [if anything that happens within academia would make me feel 

harassed] unless it was something really quite extreme because, I mean, I guess 

some people would usually associate the universities with being sort of a very 

enlightened place, where people would know exactly how to behave. And hence, you 

know that sort of tolerance for krænkelse [offensive behavior], I mean, you would 

think would be smaller at a university than in other places. […] I just think that if 

you've worked outside of universities, you'll see, I mean, you'll hear people talk in a 

way that’s way rougher and be much rougher with each other. I mean, at least 

openly and explicitly than you'll find in a university” (A4). 

The combination of a belief in meritocracy with an idea of academia being an ‘enlightened place’, 

in which people of course know how to behave and interact, makes experiences of harassment 

not only seem out of place but positions them outside the realm of possible occurrences.  

Finally, it also leads to a lack of interest in filing harassment cases, as this might lead to an image 

contradictory to this ideal. As one interviewee explains: “Universities don't want to have 

harassment issues. [It is not that] they don't want to solve them - they just don't want to have 

them. Because if they report cases, then they have bad records. But if they don't report cases, even 

if they exist, then it's fine. […]. So, the easiest is to not have people reporting. If you don't listen 

or if you don't want to record when there's an issue, then you get these [ideal] statistics” (A34). 

As long as the perception of a good academic workplace is upheld, there is no problem to be 
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investigated, the credo goes. Or in the words of one head of department: “It’s my job […] that at 

least most people are happy, even [if that means] probably not all the time everybody” (A30). If 

possible, keeping the workplace a happy space for most should happen informally, as is mirrored 

in the following statement: “The best thing is if it [the problem] can disappear. If it can be 

suppressed. […] The way to work with it is not to run to the [formal] positions” (A1, also A10).  

 

4.1.6 Untouchable ‘star’ academics 

In addition, the occurrence of harassing and discriminatory behavior within academia is enabled 

by what I call the problem of untouchable ‘star’ academics, based upon the identification several 

interviewees offered of some professors as untouchable ‘stars’ within academia. As stated 

pointedly by one interviewee: “The thing in academia is that we have stars. We have like 

celebrities, if you will, and they're quite powerful, maybe not structurally but they have a certain 

appeal” (A17). As several interviewees reported, some high-ranked professors seem to be immune 

to the formal workings of the academic system, somehow standing “beyond the law [so that] no 

matter what social rules we decide on, that apply to everyone, it doesn't apply to [them] now 

because [they are] so powerful. [They don’t] need to care about what the rules are. [They] just 

ha[ve their] own rules. And that's exactly the problem” (A17). It is usually male senior professors 

who are of high importance to the department due to a combination of their outstanding 

reputation in their field of research, their highly ranked publication lists as well as the high 

amount of external funding they bring to the university. As one interviewee stressed when 

speaking of the harassing behavior of some of these ‘stars’: “In any other private company people 

would have been fired long ago” (A24). Yet, within academia, there are seldom any repercussions 

for these people.  

One underlying reason relates to the incentive system outlined above. If publications and funding 

are valued highest, those who excel in these areas seem to forego control of any other aspects of 

their conduct. Formal criteria secure the position of the stars. At the same time, the informality of 

the academic system provides another security net. One can assume that those who make it to the 

top of the academic system must have established a strong informal network, both within their 
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research field and the institutions they work in. Relating to the problem of trust within the 

informal relationships of academia, it clearly the difficulty for the victim to know whom to turn to 

if everyone seems to be attached to the perpetrator.  

Detrimentally, even if a ‘star’ gets punished for their harassing behavior and maybe even loses 

some precious positions within the academic system, the victim remains feeling responsible for 

the institution’s loss of a significant part of their reputation and funding. Several victims reported 

feeling like they had to prove that it was worth it for the institution to choose them over the 

highly-ranked professor, or in other words that they were worth it: “He [the perpetrator] had to 

go because of me. Now I have to prove that I'm worth that. […] And the other version of that is: I 

need to sort of claim my space. […] I have to work to claim that space and to make sure that 

everybody knows that I belong here” (A17). What should be a decision for or against letting 

harassment in the workplace go unnoticed and unpunished becomes a question of choosing 

which person is more worthy, valuable, and belonging. 

 

4.1.7 ‘The Danish way’ 

On top of these issues, some aspects are assigned particularly to the Danish context. While I do 

not claim that these things are particularly ‘Danish’ in the sense of being linked to Danish culture 

or particularly different from other national contexts, it is interesting that many refer to them as 

‘something Danish’ or related to ‘the Danish way’ (A23), thereby positioning them as something 

legitimately belonging to the workplace. Or, in other words, it becomes difficult to resist and 

object to something when it is legitimized by its Danish-ness. 

How ‘the Danish way’ becomes an ideal to live up to becomes visible in a comment made by a 

non-Danish female junior scholar who describes herself as “not the ideal foreigner”, claiming that 

“if you are a foreigner you have to be even more Danish than the Danes, otherwise everything you 

do is not good enough” (A34). Being/becoming Danish is set up as an ideal, and ‘the Danish way’ 

should not be questioned: “As a foreigner to critique the Danish way is really risky. Extremely 

risky. […] Because if you're labeled a difficult person then you're - because the jobs are so 

competitive anyway - that you're really digging your own grave” (A23). At the same time, it 
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becomes an unattainable ideal, leaving non-Danes, and especially non-white non-Danes, to always 

fall somewhat short of the expected Danish-ness. This creates another reason for some to 

question their belonging to and worth within the Danish academic system, proliferating the 

problem of not feeling safe to speak up about harassment and discrimination experiences. I will 

return to this point later. 

The problem of legitimization through the claim of ‘Danish-ness’ is also seen in the legitimization 

of sexist jokes and comments as just ‘Danish humor’. Several interviewees have shared that they 

perceived the boundaries of acceptable joking to be comparably loose in Denmark. In this regard, 

many make a comparison to the neighboring country Sweden, in which the tolerance towards 

sexist jokes is described as a lot lower (A4, A6). The outcry that Danes would “turn to be Swedes” 

(A1) is used to wade off any claims towards stricter rules on appropriate behavior or remarks, an 

undercurrent being a fear of forgoing ‘the Danish way’. Interestingly, this nonetheless goes hand 

in hand with claims of Denmark already having achieved gender equality, wherefore sexism must 

be something that happened in the past or happens elsewhere, however not in contemporary 

Denmark, evoking the notion of Denmark as a ‘postfeminist gender regime’ (cf. Utoft, 2020).  

 

The contextual mechanisms introduced in this part outline the structures, processes, and 

practices, as identified in the empirical material, which I argue dis/organizing workplaces at 

universities. As my analysis shows, they become enabling factors for workplace harassment and 

discrimination at Danish universities. What this part reveals is how the very mechanisms that 

dis/organize academia, that is, the structures, processes, and practices that uphold the academic 

system as such, are at the same time facilitative of harassment and discrimination. Consequently, 

harassment and discrimination are not, as often implied, unfortunate mistakes in an otherwise 

well-functioning academic system (cf. Guschke & Sløk-Andersen, 2022; Hearn & Parkin, 2001).  

While the entanglement of formal and informal hierarchies allows for cross-hierarchical 

collaborations that foster research progress, it also leads to a lack of clear formal allocation of 

responsibility when it comes to harassment and discrimination risking interests to overlap in a 

way that influences how harassment cases are dealt with. Similarly, close-knit long-term 
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relationships between researchers that cross boundaries of professional and private interactions 

can be fruitful for productive and creative academic development, yet at the same time they blur 

the boundaries of appropriate workplace behavior and enable the normalization of harassment 

and discrimination in unclear private-professional settings. Competition between individuals in 

situations of scarcity of career positions is meant to foster excellence and let only the best 

academics succeed, yet it also leads to unnoticed and disguised suffering in a precarious system in 

which no one wants to seem like they are failing the high requirements. Academic freedom and 

research progress are to be achieved through scholarly disputes, yet with conflict becoming “the 

ebb and flow of academic life” (Irwin, 2021, p. 118) a certain glorification of conflict risks 

disguising harassment as a normal part of academic work-life. At the same time, meritocratic 

ideals are to organize academia fairly, yet the seemingly unshakable belief that “academia is a 

meritocratic environment […even though] meritocracy was not always the guiding principle” 

(Horst, 2021, p. 137) hides any claims to inequality that do not fit this myth of meritocracy (cf. J. 

F. Christensen & Muhr, 2019; van den Brink & Benschop, 2012). Finally, intellectually important 

and successful figures – “the highly successful academic ‘star’, the much published, wise, revered 

intellectual” (Ford et al., 2010, p. S78; see also, Knights & Clarke, 2014) – are to provide guidance 

and inspiration, and drive a whole research field. However, their exclusive position allows them 

to misuse their seemingly uncontrolled power in situations of harassment and discrimination.  

It is this web of informal and formality, structures, processes, and practices that dis/organizes 

academic workplaces in such a way that they become facilitative of harassment and 

discrimination. Throughout this chapter, I will continuously refer back to the various mechanisms 

to show how they are implicated in the reproduction of harassment by providing a fertile ground 

for its occurrence and persistence. 

 

4.2 Legitimized othering and the unspeakability of racism 

I started my investigation with the aim of understanding how different types of harassment and 

discrimination are reproduced in workplaces at Danish universities. I was particularly interested 

in discrimination at the intersection of gender, sexuality, and race, yet I wanted to stay open to 
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the insights emerging from the data including which types of harassment and discrimination the 

interviewees would focus on and give relevance. Through the analysis of the interviews, I realized 

that interviewees predominantly spoke about sexual harassment and gendered discrimination 

when asked about harassment, discrimination, or inappropriate behavior in their workplace. 

Most people I spoke with agreed that sexism, sexual harassment, and gender discrimination are 

relevant and timely topics in contemporary workplaces, even if their views differed on the value 

and necessity of engaging with these issues. In contrast, only a few reflected on other types of 

harassment and discrimination. Some interviewees mentioned categories such as ethnicity, 

culture, religion, nationality, or language to describe harassment and discrimination that were 

not gendered. Yet, they hardly ever used the words racist or racism. While sexual harassment and 

gendered discrimination were spoken about predominantly, references to racist harassment and 

discrimination remained side-lined. 

 

4.2.1 Legitimized othering 

What I noticed in this side-lining of racist harassment and discrimination is that interviewees 

showed a general tendency to legitimize certain differences, using these to create a form of what I 

conceptualize as legitimized othering that justifies unequal treatment, and even harassment, of 

other(ed) people. Legitimized othering, as I term it, describes the process through which a group 

is defined as different and differential treatment is justified due to this labeling, thus making 

them ‘the other’ who is treated differently from those who are part of one’s own group. For 

example, cultural differences, religious differences, or gender differences are accepted as always-

already existent and used as explanatory factors that rationalize and legitimize people being 

treated differently because of their cultural background, religion, or gender. This logic makes 

sense from a standpoint that promotes treating ‘that which is the same’ in the same way, and 

‘that which is different’ in different ways, wherefore people who are legitimized as different can 
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and even should be treated differently. The danger lies in the flawed basis that is used to create 

and justify those differentiations.8  

In my data, the two most common differentiations were drawn between men and women based 

on their gender and between seemingly ‘Danish’ and seemingly ‘non-Danish’ people where 

Danish-ness was ascribed primarily based on nationality, cultural background, language, 

ethnicity, and religion. In my interviews, gender differences were explained as a male-female 

binary based on two main lines of argumentation. Some argued that differences between men 

and women are natural, referring to nature as irrefutable fact and biology as scientific proof as 

the following argument illustrates: “I am a biologist. There are differences between men and 

women. There are differences. So, you cannot neglect these differences when you hire people. 

[…As an example] if you give a critique point to a man, he tries to defend [himself] and in many 

cases, it’s in an aggressive way, and [that is] just because of their nature. While if you make a 

critique point to a girl, she would in most cases - of course not in hundred percent but in most 

cases - she would be more shy.” (A2). Others invoked the idea of socialization, tradition, and 

cultural history to explain why men and women are and should be different, for instance saying: 

“I think our group is very male-dominated in the sense that we have very few female employees 

in the group and also very very few female students. But traditionally [our field] is not very 

attractive [for women]” (A8). While some were explicitly referring to these reasons others simply 

stated there to be a difference between men and women without explicating why: “Sometimes the 

vibe I get from Sweden […is that] we don't do male and female. And now we make it a neutral 

word, so we avoid that entirely. But I mean it becomes a bit ridiculous because we look at each 

other and we are different” (A32).  

 
8 When working with this concept it is important to differentiate between, on the one hand, legitimized othering as 

describing the processual legitimization of structural differences and discriminatory treatment based upon such 

processes of othering, as I conceptualize in this dissertation, and, on the other hand, practices that might be described 

as legitimate differentiation, that is, the recognition of existent structural differences and the adaptation of practices, 

processes, and structures to amend such structural differences. Examples of the latter would for instance be explicit 

hiring strategies targeted at groups underrepresented in the organization or the recognition of intersectional 

discrimination in organizational policies. These should not be understood as and confused with legitimized othering 

which has the aim and effect to legitimize existent structural differences rather than recognize to be able to criticize 

and potentially overcome them. 
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Understanding each of the explanatory factors – nature and socialization or tradition – as 

deterministic fixes binary gender roles and related expectations towards male and female 

behavior. These expectations are then used to legitimize harassing and discriminatory behavior as 

the following quotes show. “I think that kind of harassment or clash, that comes from a gender 

difference” (A8), one interviewee states after outlining there to be traditional differences between 

the preferences of men and women. “When there is a real basis [then it is discrimination, in other 

cases] they do choose on gender basis, of course, they do, but it’s not discrimination, because it’s 

very natural reasons why men are coming there [and discriminate against women.]” (A2), 

another interviewee claims based on presumed natural differences between men and women. 

Gender becomes not only an explanatory but a justifying factor that allows harassment to 

reproduce unquestioned.  

*** 

Legitimized  

 

There are differences 

you cannot neglect 

because of their nature. 

(Of course, not in hundred percent but)  

In most cases 

traditionally 

we look at each other 

and 

we are different 

of course. 

of course. 

of course? 

There are differences 

you cannot neglect. 

So: it’s not discrimination, because    it’s very natural. 

 

othering 

*** 
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While legitimized othering based on gender was framed clearly within those lines of 

argumentation, legitimized othering based on the categorization of ‘Danish’ versus ‘non-Danish’ 

was slightly harder to grasp as it was not expressed as univocally as the references to binary 

gender differences. Some interviewees did refer specifically to differences in behavior between 

Danes and ‘internationals’ or Danes and ‘people from other countries’, for instance drawing 

comparisons between Danes and Russians (A2), French (A9), or Swedes (A32). While there was 

no consistent stereotypical attribution to any of these groups, the difference in nationality was 

used to explain conflicts and harassing behavior. One interviewee, for instance, explained that 

‘cultural differences’ inevitably lead to clashes which according to him explains the occurrence of 

workplace harassment: “A multicultural workplace brings with it the problem that you have 

many cultures which is in some cases problematic. I mean we have people with all sorts of 

backgrounds, who have grown up in all sorts of environments - and with all sorts of views of all 

the people with all the backgrounds – it sometimes clashes” (A5). Another interviewee described 

harassing behavior towards her and explained it by stating “he was very unpleased that I was 

younger, and I was a girl because he was from the south of Russia. They have this traditional 

society in the Muslim part of Russia. And he was from there. And for him, it was an unacceptable 

situation when the boss is a woman and young […] it is their tradition in Muslim countries. I 

mean that was the problem” (A2). 

What this quote also shows, is that it is often not even the country of origin, or nationality itself, 

that is made salient. Instead, many create this difference by proxy of religion, where Muslim 

religion is opposed to being Danish (independent of the person’s national identity). One 

interviewee tries to explain how the category of the Muslim woman is created stereotypically as 

not only different but inferior to Danish women, saying: “There are these girls with [head]scarfs, 

and people assume that you are oppressed and poorly educated because you are oppressed and 

[she starts speaking in a voice that sounds angry and grumpy in an exaggerated way] you believe 

in a strange religion which I don’t approve of, which is oppressing people and is violent. [She 

continues in her normal voice] You are all these things. […] And we are not aware in Denmark 

that you carry this with you” (A6). Here, the importance of an intersectional perspective becomes 

relevant once again. While Muslim men are stereotypically seen as misogynistic and violent, 
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Muslim women are described as oppressed and inferior. Still, in both ways, a difference to a 

‘Danish’ norm is created and upheld. 

*** 

You are all these things. 

  international --- different 

  multicultural --- problematic  

  the backgrounds --- it clashes 

  headscarf --- oppressed 

  Muslim --- misogynist  

  woman --- inferior  

You carry this with you. 

*** 

Alternatively, the differentiation might be drawn by proxy of cultural background, for instance 

stating “I think culture is really important at a workplace where you have basically a mix and 

match of everybody from all over the world. So, a lot of cultures are represented. And there are 

challenges a lot of times. And I think it is true that you have to approach different cultures 

differently” (A8). Later, the interviewee goes on to describe his interactions with people from 

Asia, thus creating a very broad ‘cultural’ category, explaining that people from Asia would 

behave differently than Danes, or Europeans: “It's part of the culture. But some of them are really 

good to adapt to Western culture. So, they are aware of all of these pitfalls and then they correct 

themselves. Or, let's say, they don't display their background like others do. So, some are very 

open. They have no problems in saying no. So, it really depends on the person very very much. 

I'm guessing it also depends if they've had any sort of international experience before or maybe 

they've studied somewhere else in Europe before” (A8). The stereotype (re)produced here is that 

of Asian people not being assertive and less self-confident than people from Western countries, as 

well as the idea that they need to ‘correct’ this behavior to ‘function’ in a Danish context.  
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Interestingly, language is also used as a point of reference, for instance, a head of department 

stated that “now we have hired four Portuguese-speaking [colleagues]” when speaking about the 

cultural diversity in his department (A30). He continues to speak about the unavoidable 

difficulties in the department due to ‘cultural differences’ however not directly referring to 

language barriers as a problem but rather the pre-assumption that a ‘Portuguese-speaking’ 

person must bring with them a cultural background that is different from the Danish. In either 

case, the category of culture is used to identify differences, in some instances even to separate 

between good, normal (Western), and bad, deviant (other) behavior. The flexibility of the 

meaning of ‘culture’ in how the interviewees use it becomes clear as the interviewees rarely 

defined their understanding of culture or described what aspect of another person’s culture 

apparently influenced the situation. Rather, they stick with a taken-for-granted claim of obvious 

difference due to differences in ‘culture’, where culture is variedly linked to nationalities, 

ethnicities, religions, or also languages. 

*** 

You are different. 

Your nationality, or …  

Your ethnicity, or …  

Your religion, or … 

Your language … 

 Something about you is – must be – different. 

It is not (really) 

Your nationality, not (quite)  

Your ethnicity, not (exactly) 

Your religion, not (entirely)  

Your language … 

 It is – must be – your culture. [sigh of relief. difference explained.  

legitimized as other.] 

*** 
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What is important to note is that it is not a fixed determination of a particular difference as such 

that matters but the process of categorizing someone as different from the norm of ‘Danish-ness’ 

and the legitimization of this differentiation. When differences are not fully determined – culture 

and cultural differences are never fully described or defined – the conditions of acceptance into 

the norm of ‘Danish-ness’ are not fixated either. That is, it is not necessarily a question of being 

(recognized as) Danish or not – either you are in, or you are out. Rather, the norm of Danish-ness 

is created through continuous differentiation from ‘its’ other, that which is not same but different 

– yet this differentiation needs to be continuously reproduced for the norm of ‘Danish-ness’ to 

persist. It is a constant question of (not) becoming (recognized as) Danish.  

For some, it might be easier, more achievable than for others to be recognized as Danish. For 

instance, if you are white and speak Danish fluently but hold a non-Danish passport, you might 

nonetheless in many contexts be recognized within the category of ‘Danish-ness’, whereas if the 

same person was not white their ‘Danish-ness’ might be questioned more frequently. In other 

instances, it might suffice that you do not speak Danish, or speak it with an accent, to be 

positioned outside the category of ‘Danish-ness’. It is thus not about what ‘Danish-ness’ is. 

‘Danish-ness’ is filled with meaning as necessary for the legitimization of behavior that would 

otherwise risk being criticized; it is used to exclude anyone who is not (supposed to be) fitting 

into the category of ‘Danish-ness.’  

‘Danish-ness’ thus functions almost like an empty signifier, yet it is not arbitrarily extendable. 

That the category is not fixed but rather flexibly extended can be seen in how Muslim people and 

people of color are commonly disassociated from ‘Danish-ness’ under the claim of having a 

different cultural or social background, independent of whether or not the person might be 

Danish in the legal sense of holding Danish citizenship and potentially also having grown up in 

Denmark. Yet, this also shows how ‘Danish-ness’ is often linked to whiteness and differentiated 

from being Muslim. It is not infinitely and arbitrarily extendable but likely to be extended along 

axes of presumed nationality, religion, culture, and ethnicity (cf. Hervik, 2011; Keskinen et al., 

2009; Skadegård & Jensen, 2018). Importantly, however, the intersectionality at play here is more 

than just an additive ‘double’ or ‘triple’ marginalization. My argument is not that nationality and 

ethnicity and religion and language and culture add up to move you closer or further from 
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‘Danish-ness’. Rather ‘Danish-ness’, as a norm, functions through a constant risk of 

misrecognition, of not fully achieving ‘Danish-ness’. Nationality, ethnicity, language, religion, and 

culture are then mobilized for the purpose of legitimizing difference, to create a group of people 

legitimized as other, not (the same as) ‘Danish’, a group that can legitimately be treated 

differently. 

I argue that it is less about the particular name that is given to the differentiating factor, may this 

be culture, language, nationality, or religion, but rather that these different criteria reveal the 

invisible conditions that are linked to the idea of Danish-ness (cf. Hervik, 1999, 2004). While 

being Danish, in a legal sense relates to possessing a Danish passport, the invocation of Danish-

ness in the workplace at Danish universities brings with it the expectation to speak Danish as first 

language, to be born and raised in Denmark rather than having moved from a different country 

and thus assumedly ascribe to Danish culture, and finally, to not be Muslim (importantly, it is not 

even about ascribing to a particular religion, or atheism, but to refrain from Muslimness). 

‘Danish-ness’ carries the ghosts of other(ing) factors that create the ‘us’ and the ‘other’. 

Detrimentally, these factors are seen as legitimate explanations for differential, even harassing, 

treatment. That is, first, such differentiations are built upon stereotypical ideas about men, 

women, Danes, ‘internationals’, migrants, and Muslims and second, these stereotypical 

ascriptions are then used to legitimize unequal, prejudiced treatment (cf. J. F. Dovidio, Hewstone, 

et al., 2010). What disappears from view and judgment is that these stereotypes – for instance, 

the perception that Muslim women are oppressed and poorly educated or that people from Asia 

are not assertive – are not based on actual experiences, but developed as ascriptions, attributions, 

and eventually prescriptions. They thus lead to discrimination through the three-stepped process 

of stereotypical group categorization, prejudiced devaluation, and discriminatory exclusion (cf. El-

Mafaalani, 2021).  

That stereotypes are not based on actual experience becomes very clear in how people deal with 

deviations from the stereotypical rules (cf. Payne, 2001). Deviations are not only recognized but 

even preempted. Several interviewees state something along the lines of the following quote: 

“There is the average and the exceptions of course. But if you are an exception, it doesn't mean 

that the average is like you” (A2). Notably, people admit that these presumptions are based upon 
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stereotypes and do not hold for everyone, yet by acknowledging this as an exception to the rule, 

the general rule can be kept in place (cf. J. F. Dovidio, Hewstone, et al., 2010; Payne, 2001). Thus, 

despite acknowledging the insufficiency of the stereotypical rule, culture (as a proxy for ethnicity-

nationality-language-religion) or gender become that which is noticed, seen, visible, thus that 

which becomes salient, the important characteristic that differentiates people. Even though not all 

behavior can be explained by these stereotypes, they are evoked easily when they fit. Whenever 

one can be accused of acting in a stereotypical way, in a way that fits this person’s gendered or 

cultural box, it is immediately and unquestionably explained by their gender or culture.  

The concept of legitimized othering that I develop here speaks to research on othering and 

discrimination based on stereotypical ascriptions (cf. J. F. Dovidio, Hewstone, et al., 2010; El-

Mafaalani, 2021), specifically in relation to racist harassment and discrimination in the Danish 

context (cf. Hervik, 2011; Keskinen et al., 2009; Skadegård & Jensen, 2018). It explains the 

justification process that makes it possible to view some, those who are legitimized as other, as 

different and place them in a hierarchical order of ‘us’ versus ‘them’. This hierarchical ordering 

justifies differential treatment, including harassing and discriminatory behavior, which can be 

explained as legitimate practice without triggering feelings of remorse, guilt, or shame that would 

otherwise accompany the mistreatment of people who are deemed ‘same’ and thus equally 

deserving of non-discriminatory behavior (cf. Essed, 2020; Haslam et al., 2010). 

 

4.2.2 The unspeakability of racism 

One does not drive to the limits for a thrill experience, or because limits are dangerous and sexy, 

or because it brings us into a titillating proximity with evil. One asks about the limits of ways of 

knowing because one has already run up against a crisis within the epistemological field in which 

one lives. The categories by which social life are ordered produce a certain incoherence or entire 

realms of unspeakability. 

(Butler, 2001, p. 215) 

Having offered this account of how the complex entanglements of nationality-culture-ethnicity-

religion-language create an image of Danish-ness versus non-Danish-ness to explain, even justify, 

unequal treatment and harassing behavior, what I will focus on next is the resultant lack of 



149 

 

engagement with and conversation about harassment that is not gender-based. To do so, I will 

put the affective level of my research into focus. Much of my analysis is focused on the discursive 

level even though the affective and embodied is always part of it, creating an entanglement of 

both. In this part, however, I will pay particular attention to the affective aspects in those 

instances where the discursive failed me. That is, next to analyzing what interviewees said I 

examine the embodied and affective intensities that I felt when conducting the interviews. 

As described, I set off to explore harassment from an intersectional perspective. I wanted to pay 

attention to the intersecting categories emerging in my data, with the hope of being able to grasp 

more than ‘just’ gendered types of harassment and discrimination understood as one-

dimensional. Nonetheless, an analysis of the interview data, the spoken utterances and dialogues 

from and with interviewees, pointed primarily towards an understanding of harassment and 

discrimination as gendered and sexualized from a heteronormative perspective. Discursively, 

harassment is immediately linked to sexual harassment and gendered discrimination. One 

interviewee explained harassment is “when your sexism drives you to systematically act in an 

unpleasant, threatening or undermining way. [… It is] bullying with a certain oppressed identity 

linked to it.” (A20). Harassment is here automatically linked to sexism thus indicating sexual 

harassment to be the point under discussion, even though the definition of ‘bullying with a 

certain oppressed identity linked to it’ could equally well refer to racist, anti-queer, or 

intersectional experiences of oppression. Another interviewee, when asked about harassment in 

the workplace replies: “It's more rare because basically there are just not that many women. So 

the ones that we do have we try to cherish because it's really rare that we do get female co-

workers“ (A8), automatically linking harassment to heteronormative ideas of sexist harassment 

towards women.  

It needs to be acknowledged that the phrasing of my research interest might influence the 

discursive focus on sexual harassment and gendered discrimination. Acknowledging this, I 

actively invited reflections on issues beyond gender and sexuality. I asked about different types of 

harassment and discrimination taking place in the workplace, in some interviews for instance 

explicitly asking about racist harassment and anti-queer/homophobic discrimination. 

Nonetheless, the interviewees predominantly picked up on sexual harassment and gendered 
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discrimination, leaving intersectional positionalities and inequalities out of view. This linkage of 

harassment to sexual harassment, I argue, sustains the silencing of other types of harassment 

persisting in workplaces at Danish universities. One might even go so far as to argue that making 

visible sexist harassment currently comes at the cost of continuing to obscure other types of 

harassment and discrimination taking place in workplaces at Danish universities (cf. Nkomo, 

2021).  

Importantly, these other types of harassment and discrimination do exist in my data. As has been 

outlined, part of my methodological approach was to engage with my data in an embodied way. 

Both during the interviews as well as when working with the recordings, I listened in an 

embodied way, listening to the corporeal and emotional or affective (re)actions in my body. This 

affective, embodied work allowed me to use my body as a container of data or, put differently, 

allow my embodied affectedness to become data, too. It enables me to turn towards that which 

has escaped words and discourse. I use this affective approach to engage with that which is not 

there (discursively) but still is (affectively). I thereby also use it as a re-engagement with the 

intersectional perspective I set out to utilize. Race, ethnicity, culture, religion, and language were 

sometimes evoked discursively, creating the ‘other’ which is positioned against the norm. But 

while it remained a side notion in discussions, it was affectively present intensely in many 

interview situations. To allow the affective state of my own body as well as the atmosphere in the 

interview situation to become part of the writing, I wrote the following four vignettes based on 

interview situations (A6, A27, A19, A30) I encountered in my research. 
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Vignette one 

“I think people in Denmark are generally a bit more insensitive”, she starts, then hesitating for a 

moment. It seems like she is thinking about how to explain what she means by this statement. 

Still hesitant, she continues: “I have a new boyfriend. He is not from Denmark. And his religious 

background is also different than mine.” Notably, she is not saying where he is from or what his 

religion is. What she stresses is what he is not - not Danish, not of her religion – not same, but 

different. As she moves on, she stumbles upon some of her words: “And I've - I've - I've 

experienced some persons that I thought were very socially aware and very aware of the…” She 

pauses, thinks. “… the way they influence other people, who have said really derogatory things 

about his ethnic background.” She seems somewhat shocked about this experience, the realization 

that these people who were ‘socially aware’ said derogatory things towards him. Interestingly, she 

now also refers to his ethnicity while before it was his nationality and religion. I notice how, 

again, nationality-ethnicity-religion seems to be used as a complex entanglement rather than 

separate identity categories. “I think in Denmark, there are certain ethnic groups that we are very 

aware of not to offend. No one is saying anything derogatory about white people - but that is I 

guess just how it is. But then it's more okay to say rubbish or things about certain groups rather 

than others and certain religious backgrounds as well“. She speaks as if she is carefully moving 

from one sentence to the next, struggling for words, not quite sure how to best express what she 

wants to say. Her descriptions stay vague: ‘certain groups’ and ‘other groups’. Whiteness is 

named. Which makes me wonder, am I right to assume that those ‘certain groups’ are not white? 

“It’s like a whole new world for me”, she continues: “because I am seeing things - I am becoming 

aware because of my boyfriend’s background. I am all of the sudden like: ‘What on earth? Why is 

this okay?’” She seems angry, agitated but also just very surprised and confused about how this 

can be possible. I can almost feel that for her, in these moments, it hurts to become aware. And it 

also seems to confuse her to not understand why people, especially people who are’ socially 

aware’, act this way. When she continues speaking, she urgently seems to look for an explanation. 

She speaks faster now: “Maybe it’s just because they have not been outside of white Scandinavia a 

lot.” I have come across this assumption before and its inadequacy makes me angry every time: 

the idea that in Scandinavia everyone is white, how thus would one even come across someone 
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who is not and learn how to engage with the non-white Other? It is particularly interesting as she 

has just spoken about becoming aware herself only after engaging with ‘her boyfriend’s 

background’. “Maybe they don’t understand how it affects people. And maybe, maybe…” Her 

voice is getting lower and lower as she speaks, she slows down but then after hesitating says very 

fast: “…maybe they are just racist - but I wouldn’t know.” The word racist is rushed over, and the 

statement is immediately weakened by adding insecurity and doubt – ‘I wouldn’t know.’ Despite 

her bafflement and shock at the experience, calling this behavior out as racist seems unspeakable. 
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Vignette two 

With an institute leader, I am discussing how plans to deal with harassment are implemented at 

different levels of the university. She describes how part of the implantation is to discuss the topic 

of workplace harassment at each institute once per year. I ask her what the general reactions 

towards these discussions are. How do people at the faculty react to having to discuss workplace 

harassment? She laughs a little and says: “Positively I would say. Of course, there has been irony 

and laughter and ‘do we need this?’”. That she is laughing, laughing along with those who react 

with jokes and irony, feels a bit uncomfortable. I become the one who is making this a serious 

topic, while she seems to be saying, it is all right to laugh about it – it is a laughable matter to 

some degree. She then continues: “It’s also funny that you are brown and not blue-eyed, you 

know?“ I am baffled. It feels extremely uncomfortable, for a moment the atmosphere is tense. Her 

comment lingers in the air like an unanswered question. She said it as if to explain why it is, 

indeed, funny. But how is it funny that I am brown and not blue-eyed, in other words not white? 

What is fun about it? Now it is up to me to either laugh along with her or to become the 

troublemaker, the one who does not get the joke and the one who makes it about herself and her 

identity, when in fact the same interviewee has earlier in the interview made it very clear that “it 

is not about identities. It’s not about you. […] Identity politics is a no go in academic settings.” So, 

here I am, not laughing along, but also not saying anything. Race in form of the color of my skin – 

or rather the color it is not - is very present in the room, for a moment the atmosphere is so 

dense you could cut it. Then we move on, but the mood has shifted ever so slightly afterward. And 

yet, race, racism, or skin color are not talked about in this interview. 
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Vignette three 

The interviewee talks about her department doing comparably well in terms of gender equality. 

But then she adds: “I have no idea how for instance the people that are not heterosexual feel. I 

don't know if that's an issue here. I don't think it is. Because I think people can be openly gay and 

not have to hear any comments about it. But I don't know. I don't know how they would feel.” I 

wait for a moment, listening for anything else she might say about this. The comment lingers in 

the air for a moment, then we move on. Nothing else is said about homophobia or queer 

harassment in this interview. She does not know, but she thinks it is not a problem. So, we do not 

speak about it potentially being a problem. I feel somewhat disappointed.  
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Vignette four 

I am interviewing a head of department and asking him about any problems or challenges at his 

department that might relate to gender, (national background), ethnicity, sexuality, or any related 

category. “I think actually the only aspect of that, that really plays a role is probably gender”, he 

replies. The only one that really plays a role. I get curious if any of the other aspects might not 

really but still somehow play a role. But to the contrary, he states: “The other things, I don't think 

we think too much about that.” How easily not thinking about something can remove it from the 

list of problems, I think. He seems to be somewhat insecure about how to best address ‘the other 

things.’ He even stutters slightly as he moves on: “The other things… We we we we we have - we 

have.” He struggles for words. “We do not have a very strong concentration on any sort of 

nationalities, or we are a very internationalized department.” He smiles now. He seems almost 

relieved over having found a good way to address this topic. Suddenly we are not talking about 

harassment based on ethnicity or religion anymore, but about an international workplace which 

seems to be a much more pleasant topic. “Maybe the Danes are still the biggest group, but it's 

surely challenged by the Germans and the Italians.” Now he even laughs a little, this seems to 

become a joyful conversation for him. He even shares what he perceives as a funny anecdote: 

“There was a long discussion about what we should call the department - this is a funny 

department. And then I was saying at one meeting, maybe we should just call us the Department 

of Danes, Italians, and Germans.” He seems to warm up to the topic and continues proudly: “Now 

actually we have hired two Portuguese-speaking. That means that we are in total four Portuguese. 

So, we have a lot of nationalities. And I think the majority of the Danes like this international 

atmosphere at the department.” It feels like this has turned into a happy story of happy 

international people that also make the Danes happy - except that I do not feel happy. I feel 

uneasy about the fact that ethnicity and sexuality, the two categories I had initially asked about 

seem to have completely disappeared out of view. He destroys any remaining hopes about them 

re-entering the conversation by ending with: “But other things - ethnicity, sexual preferences and 

so on – that’s not something we look at, at all. That's not really a variable for people. As long as 

they're good, we're happy.”  
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This affective approach to engaging with how the categories of race-ethnicity-culture-religion-

language are evoked allows me to encounter intersectionality as an affective flow or entanglement 

of different categories that are evoked affectively and evoke affect. It highlights the fluidity of 

intersectional identities in different contexts (cf. Midtvåge Diallo, 2019). In one situation the non-

white ‘other’ is created against a norm of whiteness in Scandinavia. Here, religion and ethnicity 

intersect in the creation of the seemingly non-white, potentially Muslim, or at least not Christian, 

person as deviant. And despite the anger which evokes a strong affective reaction to this 

differentiation, it is not named racist discrimination. In another instance, brown skin color gets 

opposed to blue eyes evoking an idea of whiteness as an unspoken norm in the discussion of 

workplace harassment in a Danish context. Two vignettes bring sexuality about as a category but 

just to dismiss it immediately after as not relevant. Heterosexuality is exposed as the norm but 

with the claim that it does not hold any power. One might not know how ‘the people that are not 

heterosexual’ feel, but it does not matter, sexuality as a category does not matter ‘as long as they 

are good, we are happy’ and do not care. Again, a strong belief in a meritocratic system in which 

everyone starts off as equal is revealed. If you are not ‘good’, it is your own fault and what is 

more, you become responsible for ruining the department’s happiness (cf. Ahmed, 2014a, 2014b). 

Noticing how few instances there are in which that which is assumed as normative is named and 

bodies that alternate from it are mentioned, and how when they are evoked, they become 

othered, triggers me to engage with those bodies that are so to speak not there. As some of the 

vignettes show, I actively tried to speak about these non-normative bodies, yet they were removed 

from the conversation immediately, or rather never explicitly allowed in. In other cases, they are 

not spoken about at all but are present affectively, felt in my body, in the atmosphere in the room, 

traceable in what is not said. The unspeakability of issues that relate to those non-normative 

bodies, such as racist harassment or anti-queer discrimination, thus manifests in two different 

ways: in eradicating and silencing any attempts of speaking them into presence, and in not 

speaking (about) them in the first place. 

Thinking with Ahmed (2006a), the unspeakability of certain issues triggers the question of what 

our bodies in academia are oriented towards, what this brings us in proximity with, and who gets 

positioned out of view. Ahmed (2006a) creates a link between norms and bodies by arguing that 
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bodies’ orientations are shaped by normativities. What bodies ‘tend to do’, that is what they orient 

towards, is not just given, but shaped by norms and their constant repetition. Looking at my 

analytical insights with an understanding of the link between norms and orientations, I suggest 

that Danish academia is orientated towards white, Danish, Western, non-Muslim, heterosexual 

bodies. That is, when we speak about issues within academia those are understood in relation – 

or rather, in proximity – to a normatively white, Danish, Western, non-Muslim, heterosexual 

body in academia. The ‘further away’ one is positioned from the orienting norm, the harder it is 

to get into view. Consequently, when harassment is discussed as sexual harassment and women 

are understood as the ones being harassed, the orientation remains towards and thus in 

proximity to whiteness, Danish-ness, being Western, not being Muslim, speaking Danish, and 

heteronormativity. It is assumed that the woman who is harassed is a white Danish heterosexual 

woman. Issues of racism or anti-queerness are not even considered potential factors. Non-white, 

non-Danish, Muslim, queer bodies are not recognized as possibly being excluded. If anything, they 

are positioned as that which deviates, as those bodies that break the norm, as different. The non-

white, non-Danish, Muslim, queer person remains invisible and silenced - even when exclusions 

through discrimination and harassment come into focus.   

This should by no means be read as a call for disengaging with the topic of sexist harassment. As 

my data highlighted, sexual and gender-based harassment is reproduced in workplaces at Danish 

workplaces wherefore it needs to be addressed in order to be tackled. However, while it is 

important to understand how sexist harassment and discrimination are reproduced in the 

workplace, other types of harassment, including intersectional types of sexual harassment, do 

persist in workplaces at Danish universities (cf. Andreassen & Myong, 2017; Hvenegård-Lassen & 

Staunæs, 2019; Thorsen, 2019). It would be detrimental to assume that a lack of acknowledgment 

of these problems means that the problem does not exist (cf. Dar et al., 2020; Nkomo, 2021). 

Instead, I argue, the current way in which harassment and discrimination are discussed leaves no 

room for discussions of intersectional types of harassment and discrimination. Through 

legitimized othering, claims of racist harassment become dismissed as cultural 

misunderstandings, building upon an idea of inevitable yet somewhat unproblematic conflict 

between Danish-ness and non-Danish-ness where these categories are built upon an 
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entanglement of nationality-culture-ethnicity-religion-language as identity markers. This allows 

racist harassment and discrimination to remain silenced and ignored, as I suggest unspeakable.  

It is thus important to pay attention to how these problems are recurrently left out of the debate 

as making these silences visible – through the developed concepts of legitimized othering and the 

unspeakability of racism – might allow an approach that holds intersectional perspectives at its 

core instead of a ‘one-dimensional’ focus on a heteronormative coupling of sexuality and gender. 

As I continue with the analysis, I try to explicitly include such an intersectional perspective that 

draws upon both affective and discursive elements whenever possible and relevant. 

 

4.3 The imperceptibility of harassment experiences 

*** 

I don't even know how it started. 

I'm doing you a favor. 

Yes. Yes? 

I doubt my own perspective  

I'm teaching you. 

*** 

I don't even know how it started. 

At least, I am … not sure anymore 

You're such a disappointment. 

I was really hoping you(r thinking) would be further developed by now. 

*** 

I don’t even know … 

Oh, are those tears in your eyes?  

I am … not sure anymore 

Too far down 

Are those tears in your eyes?  

Drowning in it 

Are you crying on me?  

Yet so used to it 

You need to be tougher! 

It doesn’t surprise me anymore. 

You cannot cry here! 

*** 
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I don't even know how it started. 

He would be watching me 

Everything I did was a problem 

I doubt my own perspective 

I am … not sure anymore 

I lose my own perspective  

*** 

I’m doing you a favor, 

I’m teaching you  

Yes, you did teach me.  

But it was also,  

at one point 

I think,  

there was some sort of 

it was  

a slippage where it was just  

inappropriate 

too much 

*** 

It just took  

so much.   

*** 

In my interviews, ten women shared experiences of what they described as severe harassment 

cases in their workplaces9. While the perpetrator was in all, but one cases a man in a more senior 

position, the specific relation between victim and perpetrator differs between the cases. Yet, the 

strategies used by the perpetrator as well as the conditions the victims describe are very similar. 

From their accounts, I identified four common experiences that the interviewees went through as 

part of the harassment: 4.3.1 questioning their own perspective, 4.3.2 losing their sense of self-

worth, 4.3.3 feeling isolated and non-belonging, and 4.3.4 feeling dependent. Next to outlining 

each part of their experience in detail, I argue that in combination they lead to harassment 

experiences becoming imperceptible, that is, affectively noticed before they can be named as such 

(Jullien, 2011). 

 
9 The harassment cases described by the ten women comprise instances of verbal and physical sexual harassment as 

well as harassment that I analyze as sexist harassment due to its gendered nature, but which did not include 

unwanted sexual attention, sexual advances, sexual coercion, or similar. It also includes experiences of racist 

harassment, at points in combination with sexist harassment.  
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4.3.1 Questioning their own perspective 

The first common experience is a feeling of losing their own ‘moral compass’ after continuously 

questioning their own perspective. Harassment is experienced as a form of moral erosion. All ten 

people who have been harassed described that they felt as if they were not able to judge what is 

proper or appropriate workplace behavior and what is not. As one interviewee recalled: “You 

doubt your own perspective […] I was at least somewhat aware I'd lost it. At least I wasn't sure 

anymore” (A17). When being asked to describe the experience, one of the first things expressed by 

all ten interviewees was that they felt like they had lost their sense of right and wrong in relation 

to the harassing behavior. One interviewee expressed that “I was too far down [to see it … I was] 

drowning in it” (A34). Another one said: “I’ve been so used to it. It didn’t surprise me anymore” 

(A22). The second quote highlights an important aspect of the feeling of having lost perspective, 

namely the normalization of the harassing behavior.  

This becomes a difficulty particularly because it is commonly expected of individuals to clearly 

express their boundaries, as the following quote outlines vividly: “You have to make the levels of 

what you accept clear, [or] else it just [means] that you are open for more” (A1). It is thus 

perceived as an individual’s failure to clearly highlight what is acceptable for them, rather than 

expecting others to find out where another person’s boundary lies, or a collective negotiation of 

acceptable behavior in a workplace. 

 

4.3.2 Losing their sense of self-worth 

Secondly, they were met with continuous critique of their work, so that the harasser managed to 

make them feel as if they were not good enough – as a researcher, as a colleague, as a person. 

Many describe how the perpetrator actively induces this feeling in them, for instance by 

constantly doubting and criticizing their work or even explicitly questioning their capabilities as a 

researcher. This could for instance involve continuous criticism about even the smallest tasks. 

One PhD student shared that “he [the supervisor who started harassing her] didn't give it [the 

project] constructive feedback, just: ‘I don't like that color. Change the color.’ I could bring him 20 
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different copies of the same figure and he didn't like any of the colors” (A13). Another interviewee 

described the following instance: 

“He had this way of really talking down to me where he would say things like: 

‘You're such a disappointment. I was really hoping your thinking would be further 

developed by now. Oh, are those tears in your eyes? Are those tears in your eyes? 

Are you crying on me? You need to be tougher. You cannot cry here” (A33). 

Instances like these trigger a feeling of unworthiness, especially in an academic context which 

structurally does not encourage the expression of vulnerabilities but fosters an individual success-

driven environment. The focus on evaluating people based on their individual successes easily 

triggers feelings of unworthiness and a sense of not being good enough, particularly so if, as 

outlined above, one finds oneself in a position that is not normatively legitimized within the 

academic context (cf. Essed, 2020). Eventually, experiencing constant critique of not only their 

work but themselves as a person led to a loss of their sense of self-worth for the interviewees. 

 

4.3.3 Isolating the victim and questioning their belonging 

The constant critique would commonly be accompanied by an incremental transgressing of 

boundaries of working conditions, such as in form of asking the victim to work very long hours, 

controlling their schedules, and eventually controlling whom they interact with in the workplace. 

This could for instance involve misusing a PhD student to do administrative work for the 

supervisor, such as ordering office equipment: “I had to buy like more basic stuff like table and 

chairs and … it would also be fine if we didn't spend so much time on it because he wanted to 

have a meeting [about this] every day. […] So, it was like meetings 20 hours a week” (A13). Other 

interviewees shared similar experiences of the harasser requiring them to spend a lot of time with 

him, such as in this description: 

“In the beginning, it was great because he taught me a lot. He gave me a lot of time. 

But at one point there was some sort of slippage where it was just too much – I was 

spending too much time in – where he was taking up all of my time. So, we would 
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meet at really inappropriate times in the evening when everybody else had left the 

building, even when it was closed down already when the lights were off. And I was 

still in his office at 10, 11 at night and we would pull over my conference abstracts 

and it just took so much time” (A31). 

The perpetrators try to exercise control over the victim, primarily by controlling their schedules, 

for instance also by demanding extreme and unusual working hours: 

“You had to work also in the weekends. […] He could call me on Saturday and say: 

‘You have to come to the office now.’ [… He would ask] ‘Why did you have to leave 

early this day? […] Everything I did was a problem. […] If I had to go to lunch, he 

could ask: ‘Where were you? I didn't see you.’ Or if I went home early, which was six 

o’clock, then he would still complain. And then I could say that I was here at six in 

the morning because sometimes I came really early just so I had time to work before 

he came. […] And then he would say: ‘No, I heard you first came in at 6.15. So, he 

would be watching me” (A13).  

While it might start with a request to work late at night or on the weekend, it over time extends 

to surveilling the victim’s working hours, for instance by checking when they arrive at work and 

when they leave. 

In addition, several interviewees describe how the perpetrators strategically worked on making 

the victim feel isolated and non-belonging in the organization or academic institution by 

controlling their interactions, that is, telling the victim whom they should and more importantly 

should not interact with, often veiled as good advice. An important building block is thus to 

isolate the victim from colleagues (cf. McDonald et al., 2010), sometimes even playing colleagues 

out against each other. Building upon the described idea of positioning themselves as the helping 

person, the perpetrator might for instance forsake the victim to interact with certain colleagues, 

claiming that they would misuse them, stand in the way of their career progress or manipulate 

them. One perpetrator would ask: “Who are you going to lunch with? Why did you talk with that 

professor?” (A13). When the perpetrator is not able to control these interactions, they strongly 
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advise against them, often playing with the threat of loss of worth. Talking about her supervisors’ 

harassing behavior, one interviewee shared: 

“So, if I would be in the kitchen, drinking coffee and having a half an hour break and 

talking with someone my supervisors didn’t like, then she would look at me and then 

she would say: ‘Come to my office now. What are you talking with these people? I 

told you not to talk to them. People are not friendly. They don't want you to be good, 

but they want to be your friends because they will use you´” (A26). 

The manipulative argument of ‘trust me, you should not trust anyone’ is used as a strategy to 

isolate the victim from colleagues. This sometimes even extends into the personal sphere, with 

perpetrators telling victims not to spend time with friends or family or advising them against 

having a partner to have a successful career, as the following description illustrates: 

“It became very personal. And he started to treat me very badly compared to the 

other [colleagues …] Like, if I had to go to the doctor, he would ask: ‘Are you 

pregnant?’ And he also asked when I was going to have children and all these things. 

And he started to annoy me and said that I shouldn't have a boyfriend because it 

took time away from my project. And my main priority of life should be the project. 

And I was not working hard enough” (A13). 

The perpetrator asks the victim to spend more and more time at work, yet in isolation from 

colleagues in order to succeed and become part of academia. The power difference between 

perpetrator and victim makes it easy for the perpetrator to position himself as clearly belonging 

to the institution while the victim has to fight for institutional belonging. The perpetrator thus 

manages to establish the paradox in which institutional belonging is granted by isolating oneself 

from others within, but also outside, the institution.  

Linking back to the first two experiences – questioning their perspective and losing their sense of 

self-worth - the control over working hours often gets linked to the charge of neglecting work 

duties which deepens the sense of not being good enough for academia and the accusation of 

spending too much time with people who are irrelevant or even harmful to the victim’s 

professional developing, thereby creating additional pressure to isolate. Setting unnecessarily 
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long meetings, as in the example above, can be another strategy to take control of time 

management as well as establishing a steady influence on the victim’s life. By starting with rather 

minor forms of control that in and of themselves can seem normal within a working 

environment, the perpetrators make it seem legitimate for them to exercise control over what the 

victim does, when, and with whom. This enables them to later dictate even essential life choices 

to the victim, such as whether or not they should have a boyfriend, get married, or have children.  

 

4.3.4 Creating dependencies 

Building upon the already outlined aspects – the loss of perspective, lowered self-worth, isolation, 

and sense of not belonging - the interviewees describe how the perpetrator manages to create a 

dependency from the victim towards the perpetrator. There are several ways of achieving this. 

One strategy involves making the victim feel special by summoning the idea of a special bond 

between victim and perpetrator. As one interviewee describes the person who had been harassing 

her: “He makes people feel like he needs them and then they feel important and then there is a 

special bond with him, which they can of course also use. Which is very nice, to be in that 

relationship, where you feel you're helping each other. That's very nice, right? But then the way 

it's used is not so nice.” (A17). The way this idea of a bond is then used by the perpetrator is to 

position himself as the one who can and will support the victim’s career progress, thereby making 

them feel worthy. Eventually, the perpetrator becomes the person who is needed for the victim to 

feel good enough for the environment they are in. The promise is supported by the fact that the 

perpetrator usually holds seniority over the victim and is thereby established in a position from 

which such judgment over the victim’s worthiness, at least professionally, can be granted. Again, 

formal differences in positions and informal relations entangle in a detrimental way. 

Another, less subtle, way of creating this dependency is created by the perpetrator explicitly 

saying that the victim will need them to get to an acceptable level of successful academic conduct, 

which excuses any inappropriate behavior. Describing the professor who harassed her as a PhD 

student, one interviewee remembered: “He would frame it as ‘I'm doing you this favor, I'm 

teaching you.’ And yes, you did teach me. But it was also, I think, it was slipping into the 
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inappropriate” (A31). While the second strategy is more direct and aggressively enforces the 

victim’s low self-worth, the first holds the additional danger of the victim creating an empathetic 

bond towards the perpetrator, which later on makes speaking up against the perpetrator seem 

like a break of a trusted relationship – and that in a system in which your career and success are 

commonly reliant upon informal, personal relationships.  

Harassment thereby becomes a relational experience that feeds on vulnerability. That is, in a 

wicked double-move, the perpetrator manages to destabilize the victim’s sense of self-worth 

while simultaneously positioning himself as the one who can restore their feeling of worthiness. 

This puts the victim in a very vulnerable position in which they become unable to rely on 

themselves and dependent upon the perpetrator within the academic work setting in a precarious 

kind of way (cf. Sabsay, 2016). The perpetrators in the described harassment cases misuse their 

power position to place the victim in a dependent, thereby unequally vulnerable and precarious, 

relation towards the perpetrator (cf. Butler et al., 2016). While vulnerability, as a condition of 

being, does not necessarily stand opposed to agency (Butler et al., 2016), this misuse or 

maldistribution aims to fixate a victim position that lacks agency and requires a powerful 

perpetrator to presumably take care of the vulnerable victim. Such paternalistic ‘care-taking’ 

further increases pathogenic forms of vulnerability and strengthens the relation of dependence 

(Mackenzie et al., 2013). It is thus not (ontological) vulnerability per se but the exploitation of a 

person’s vulnerability within an unequal power relationship that leads to harmful autonomy-

restricting effects. 

 

4.3.5 The imperceptibility of accumulative harassment 

When the outlined experiences that the interviewees went through are looked at in combination, 

it becomes clear how the harassing behavior is accumulative. It starts with rather minor incidents 

that when they happen might not even be noticed by the victims. As one of them states: “I don't 

even know how it started. But just the snide comments small remarks…” (A22). Only when 

looking back at the harassment experience at a later point in time can the victims make sense of 

these early experiences as first instances or indicators of harassing behavior. Over time, these 
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minor instances become more frequent as well as more severe. The experience is described as 

happening “slow and incremental” (A22), yet somehow spiraling out of control over time. Instead 

of severely overstepping individual boundaries in a single instance, the boundaries are brushed 

up against again and again until it becomes difficult for the victim to know, see, express, and 

negotiation her boundaries. Many express that this brushing up against boundaries and thereby 

extending the realm of what becomes normal makes it confusing to judge the situation and 

difficult to speak up against the harassing behavior. As one interviewee shared in relation to her 

experience of sexual harassment: “Sexual harassment to me, before I started thinking about this 

[particular experience I had], was more extreme. It sounded more extreme. It sounded more 

violent, or physical, more dangerous if you will. […] I would have thought that it had some sort of 

roughness to it, some very clear crossing of borders or boundaries that would be very salient, 

very clear to observe” (A17).  

By using anti-narrative interviewing and embodied queer listening, it becomes possible to pay 

attention to the underlying normative conditions, expectations, and ideals that are revealed here. 

That is, the subtleness of the movement contradicts a normative expectation of bluntness and 

aggressiveness associated with harassment, wherefore the victims do not initially recognize the 

behavior as transgressive. Many of them at first do not self-identify as targets or victims of 

harassment as their normative understanding of this subject position contradicts how they feel in 

the situation. The outlined strategies make the victim extremely vulnerable to the perpetrator’s 

continuous harassing behavior, while at the same time, many of the aspects of their experience 

might not seem very severe if looked at in isolation. Only in their combinator do they create 

unbearable situations for the victim.  

The unbearability of this behavior is often noticed affectively and bodily before victims cognitively 

make sense of them. Most victims describe that they had bodily reactions such as stomach pains, 

shaking, sweating, loss of appetite, feeling sick and drowsy, and other symptoms that are often 

related to anxiety and stress. The descriptions of this are numerous: “My heart was beating, and I 

was shaking. […] It was so weird because I don’t usually have that reaction with one person” 

(A16). Another person recalls “not sleeping at night, pounding heart, sweaty palms, memory loss. 

It was crazy. It was ridiculous” (A29). “I got a bit afraid of going [to work], that I started to shake 
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if I came close [to the office building]. So, I talked with a doctor and also a psychologist. […] And 

they said it was post-traumatic stress disorder. […] So, it was like some kind of anxiety” (A13). As 

one interviewee describes it: “You realize that there is a force that can suck something out from 

you. […] I wasn’t even cognizant of it, but the body went in first and realized […] The mind did 

not have time to make interpretation of the bodily reactions – yet” (A16).  

The experience of harassment thus happens somewhat invisibly, silently, or imperceptibly, 

affectively noticed before it can be named as such. Francois Jullien (2011, p. 3), describing the 

indeterminable nature of transitions taking place, describes such nuanced yet significant changes 

not as invisible but silent: “In fact, ‘silent’ is a more precise word to use in this respect than 

invisibility, or rather it is more telling. Because not only is this transformation in process, even if 

we do not perceive it, but it operates without warning, without giving an alert, ‘in silence’, 

without attracting attention, and as though independently of us: without wanting to disturb us, it 

be might be said, even when it continues on its way within us until it destroys us.” 

*** 

‘silent’ 

it operates without warning,  

without giving an alert, 

without attracting attention,  

as though independently of us:  

without wanting to disturb us, 

‘in silence’,  

even when it continues  

on its way 

within us  

until  

it destroys us.                      

(Jullien, 2011, p. 3) 

*** 

This outlines quite accurately the feeling described by many interviewees who explained that only 

after they were able to realize and name their experience as harassment were they able to trace 

the silent, imperceptible transformation that had taken place over a longer period of time. Only 
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then could they make sense of the bodily changes they had sensed but not properly noticed 

before. It is thus of fundamental importance to recognize the embodied and affective elements 

that accompany experiences of harassment.  

Most victims, for instance, do not consciously recognize these bodily symptoms while they are 

happening and even less often relate them to the perpetrator’s behavior. As it seems unbelievable 

to have such strong bodily reactions to behavior that has thus far been perceived as normal, the 

bodily and emotional reactions are attributed to other occurrences. As shared by one interviewee: 

“When your own radar is a bit off or a bit blurred, you're not sure, you're a bit unsure. Am I just 

tired? Am I just imagining it? Is it just a difficult person? […] Is it a personality thing? Or, you 

know, just a bad day? Or...” (A22). It must be stress; this must just be normal, “everybody has 

issues” (A34). One interviewee for instance thought it must be an effect of her pregnancy: “I think 

it was also enhanced by the pregnancy that I started to react on that” (A13). An additional 

difficulty is experienced by an interviewee who during the interview realized that acknowledging 

that the perpetrator has the power to make one feel this way, in all its bodily and emotional force, 

the embodied and affective reaction might become even more violent. She describes her 

experience during the interview in the following way: “I'm still - I can feel it even talking about it 

now: I actually started to feel sick. Wow, it's affecting me more than I thought it would. […] I'm 

just making a comment on my embodied experience right now because I feel it in my body. I feel 

it in my stomach. And I feel it almost like a stream from my stomach going upwards through my 

chest and up into my left frontal lobe. I have a headache right now” (A29). By employing 

embodied queer listening as part of my approach of anti-narrative interviewing, what I identify is 

that the body seems to reveal a misalignment of normative expectations – ‘I am supposed to be 

fine as this is not (what I/we understand as) harassment’ – and felt experience – ‘I feel threatened 

and anxious.’ Moreover, as long as the women try to maintain their normatively viable subject 

positions, the bodily symptoms worsen as they suffer under the labor of maintaining coherent, 

‘straight’, and acceptable subjectivities. 

On top of this, many describe a general feeling of being drained of energy accompanying the 

experience of being harassed which is problematic in two regards. First, many victims reported 

questioning their own interpretation of the situation, considering whether they are maybe just 
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too tired, stressed, or burned out to deal with a normal work situation. They doubt their own 

judgment and blame their potential misjudgment upon their lack of energy yet fail to relate this 

lack of energy to the harassing behavior. One interviewee in describing the moment when she 

realized that she was being harassed states: “I would say [to myself]: Look this has taken a huge 

toll on my energy level. I don't want this. I don't wanna give this anymore my energy” (A22). Yet, 

the fact that stress, constant pressure as well mental health problems are normalized in academia 

makes it easy to disregard these feelings for a long time as just part of being in a normal academic 

work environment. Second, even when the victim recognizes the behavior as harassing, the 

process of speaking up and potentially reporting the behavior requires a lot of energy. The same 

interviewee explains: “It takes a huge amount of energy and effort to kind of be this poster child 

[who comes forward and reports] and sometimes you're in this position [of being harassed] and 

you don't want to be. You don't want to be the unwitting ambassador for all kinds of women's 

rights and respect in the workplace […] You just want to focus on your own work” (A22). Being 

drained of energy to begin with easily makes initiating a reporting process seem unattainably 

hard. 

The vicious circle of being dependent upon the perpetrator for their own self-worse, being 

isolated from colleagues, feeling like they do not belong, and having the perpetrator exercise 

control over their schedules and eventually both their professional and private lives is often only 

broken when ‘something big happens’ or when another person recognizes the situation as 

harassment. That is, either the experience is recognized through a particularly bad instance, such 

as in cases of sexual harassment in form of direct sexual advances, which the victim clearly 

recognizes as trespassing her boundaries or it is identified as harassment by someone else, for 

example when a person close to the victim such as a friend or colleague notices some of the 

behavior and points it out as harassment. Paradoxically, on the hand, due to the accumulative 

nature of harassment, it takes time until this recognition happens, while on the other hand, it 

becomes more difficult the longer the harassment takes place. As the victim’s boundaries get 

pushed and brushed up against continuously, something that might have been perceived as a 

clear transgression of boundaries, in the beginning, might have become normalized by the time 

the perpetrator dares to do it. In the meantime, the perpetrator manages to make the victim feel 
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vulnerable and defenseless by making them question their own perspective, establishing a sense 

of worthlessness in them, making them feel like they do not belong, and exercising control over 

them thereby creating a direct dependency. The resultant isolation of victims forecloses many 

possibilities of colleagues or even friends noticing what is going on. 

Still, such moments of recognition by someone else were highlighted by several interviewees as 

critical to identifying their experiences as harassment. For one interviewee it was for instance her 

sister, who “came to stay at my place for two months to have time to think. And she's actually the 

one who noticed it” (A34). For another interviewee, it was a colleague who realized: “she said if 

you want to make a formal complaint, I will be happy to be a witness for you because that was 

unacceptable. And sometimes it takes someone else for me to realize, oh actually that is kind of 

serious” (A22). Importantly, whenever interviewees shared that someone else had pointed out 

that what was happening to them was not just part of normal workplace behavior, that it was 

something that could be identified as harassment, this did not occur in a paternalistic way of 

someone else claiming to tell them what they were actually experiencing. A lost perspective 

cannot be found for you by someone else, rather you need to regain it. But others can provide 

guidance and support on that path. That is, bystanders – colleagues, friends, family members – 

did not simply ‘know better’ and thus told the victims what to do, but they validated what the 

harassed person was already affectively experiencing and supported them in interpreting that 

experience. While the perpetrator would try to manipulate the victim’s perspective, bystanders 

would not force their own interpretation on them but support them in reorienting themselves. 

Some interviewees also pointed out the helpfulness of the workplace satisfaction survey which 

‘forced them’ to put a name to what happened. As one interviewee described it, it was very 

helpful to “be able to package their own experiences in that box that is called sexual harassment” 

(A17). Some interviewees also mentioned that the term unwanted sexual attention, which they 

also encountered in the workplace satisfaction survey (APV) was more accessible and more useful 

to describe their experience in comparison to the term sexual harassment:  

“I saw it on the psychological work environment survey. It asks: ‘Have you ever 

experienced unwanted sexual advances.’ And I am like: ‘Wow, that's exactly what it 

was, an unwanted sexual advance.’ Maybe if they would have said sexual 
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harassment I would have been [more hesitant] but then I said yes. And then it just 

became easier to just say what it is. Because, at first, I didn't identify with that word 

‘harassment’ because I didn't feel ‘harassed’. Of course, I did feel it but I wasn't 

really cognitively aware of what being harassed means” (A16). 

If the victim recognizes the experience as harassment, this breaking point does usually not 

directly lead to a disengagement from the perpetrator or speaking up against the harassing 

behavior. Many victims describe a feeling of complicity and shame once they realize they have 

been subject to harassment. They wonder why they did not realize this before and why they let 

themselves be dragged in so deep. As one interviewee expressed: “There were things I did that I 

didn’t want to do and now I couldn’t see why I did not say no” (A13). Another person describes: 

“One of the main things was I was really ashamed because I've been extremely stupid. I mean 

how could you fall for this? How could you let someone do this to you for so long? How stupid 

can you be? And I consider myself quite enlightened. I've read the books. I know how this works. 

And I couldn't see it myself” (A17). Here once more the belief in enlightened academia comes to 

matter, yet this time as a hindering factor for her to realize and acknowledge that becoming a 

victim of harassment is not something you can escape by being generally ‘enlightened’ or 

theoretically educated about the topic. 

In addition, a lack of sense of belonging might make them doubt the possibility of coming forward 

with their claims. As one person shares, feeling singled out “contributes to making it difficult to 

report when something is wrong. If people already believe you're maybe less valuable or you have 

fewer reasons to be there, then you don't want to create issues” (A34). Another feeling is a sense 

of surprise, highlighting the seeming unbelievability of the situation, paired with anxiety and 

insecurity about what will happen next. As the reporting possibilities are usually not clear to 

victims, the realization of having been harassed often triggers a sense of being lost or alone with 

the experience without knowing ‘a way out’: “you still feel slightly trapped and obliged to keep 

going” (A22). Having been isolated within the organization easily worsens this sensation.  

Letting go of the feeling of shame, or as one interviewee expresses it realizing that “it’s not my 

shame” (A22), is an important step in acknowledging that it was not the victim’s fault or lack of 

reaction that allowed or even triggered the harassment (cf. Latcheva, 2017). As Ahmed (2014a, p. 
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102) phrases it: “Despite its recognition of past wrongdoings, shame can still conceal how such 

wrongdoings shape lives in the present. The work of shame troubles and is troubling, exposing 

some wounds, at the same time as it conceals others.” When being harassed, the harassed person 

is made to feel excluded and not belonging to the group. This feeling of not belonging leads to 

feeling shame. Thus, shame is felt for not fitting in which hinders speaking up about the 

harassment taking place, which might lead to further feelings of shame for not speaking up. As 

the victims feel ashamed, they endure the feeling of exclusion in shameful silence to avoid further 

shameful exposure. This highlights how a mechanism of victim shaming is evoked and 

internalized. 

Seeking help in ‘putting together the puzzle pieces’ is another important action towards breaking 

with the continuous harassment, because as one interviewee describes: “Now there's a whole 

story and there are a lot of different perspectives, and everything fits together showing all the 

manipulations. But at the moment, those puzzle pieces are not there yet” (A17). Many describe 

that only through sharing and discussing with a trusted person were they able to ‘regain their 

perspective’. “I needed so much reinforcement. I needed it because I've lost perspective. I needed 

to hear that [this was really harassment] a lot from a lot of different people” (A17), one 

interviewee shared. Again, the role of the other person is not to take over control of the situation 

on behalf of the victim, but to support them in the process of reconciling their experience with the 

identification of such behavior as harassment. 

Recognizing as the victim that you are not the problem and that the experiences you had to 

endure are not normal in a workplace, that they can even be named, as harassment, enables the 

victim to break the course of the interaction. From a situation of trying to please the perpetrator, 

maybe fixing the relationship if it seemed broken, the victims move towards feeling ‘done with it’ 

and not having to ‘play by his rules’ anymore. As one interviewee shared: “From the moment I 

realized [that it was harassment], it was basically like: This was insane. It was not a normal 

interaction. […] So, from that point I just stopped caring. […] Which made him angry I think 

because I was not reacting the way I was meant to anymore” (A34).  

Such detachment becomes an important step towards speaking up about and getting out of the 

harassment experience and potentially reporting the perpetrator. It demonstrates that despite the 
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precarious situation the women find themselves in, their vulnerability does not neglect 

simultaneous autonomy and the potential for agency in dealing with and resisting harassment (cf. 

Butler, 2016). They can, and they do, speak up, resist, disengage, call out. At the same time, their 

experiences show that their autonomy is relationally tied. That is, autonomy and agency require 

social support from others to be exercised, it needs those who offer support in recognizing the 

harassment that is going on, and help ‘put the puzzle pieces together’, thereby enacting solidarity 

and allyship (cf. Vachhani & Pullen, 2019; Wickström et al., 2021). Agency and autonomy are 

inherently conditioned upon relationality, dependency, and vulnerability to others (cf. Dodds, 

2013). As ontologically vulnerable subjects in conditions of precariousness, their resistance lies in 

their vulnerability and thus in their relationality (cf. Butler, 2016). 

*** 

Agency and autonomy OR AND relationality and dependency and vulnerability. 
Resistance OR AND vulnerability. 

*** 

 

4.4 (De)legitimization strategies 

*** 

Harassment and discrimination? 

Not here  

and not now. 

OR: 

Harassment and discrimination? 

The issue will simply solve itself  

if we want long enough. 

I'm not saying this to hide or gloss over historical developments and power relations. It's just …  

very tricky... it would have to depend... it is so individual... difficult. 

 

OR: 

Harassment and discrimination? 

I probably would find it so awkward. Even to sort of talk about it. Even to sort of acknowledge it.  

It is almost easier to pretend it wasn't happening. 
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OR: 

Harassment and discrimination? 

That’s something I’ve never even thought about before… 

So, no one experienced anything.  

 

OR: 

Harassment and discrimination? 

It’s ‘a few bad apples.’ 

That’s just how he is. 

 

OR: 

Harassment and discrimination? 

She is overreacting. 

‘making a scene.’ 

I mean people can be extremely sensitive you know, and people may also overreact, for sure. 

 

OR: 

Harassment and discrimination? 

Ridiculous. 

They think of themselves as very diverse. 

They consider diversity and room for diversity important values. 

Today it is a given fact that universities are diverse. 

Absurd. 

 

 

OR: 

Harassment and discrimination? 

In comparison to ‘the real’ cases …  

It’s not really harassment after all,  

just ‘a little bit of this and that.’ 

*** 

 

I identified ten strategies that legitimize harassing and discriminatory behavior, or the other way 

around, delegitimize any action against harassment and discrimination. In order words, these 

strategies prohibit harassment and discrimination to be acknowledged as a problem. I call these 

strategies denial, passivity, derailing, dismissing, avoidance, ignorance, individualizing, ridiculing, 

non-performative diversity, and hierarchization of experiences. It is important to note that not all 
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strategies might be employed with a conscious aim of legitimizing harassment and 

discrimination. They are rather identified as (de)legitimization strategies by their effect. I 

identified those strategies primarily by analyzing how interviewees legitimized harassing and 

discriminatory behavior during the interviews when I asked them to speak about problems of 

harassment and discrimination in their workplaces. The insights provided by interviewees who 

have experienced harassment and discrimination themselves and who were met with 

delegitimization provided supplementary starting points for the analysis. The (de)legitimization 

strategies presented in this part have also been used in an article on ‘Organizational norms of 

sexual harassment and gender discrimination in Danish academia’ that I wrote with Sine 

Nørholm Just and Sara Louise Muhr (Guschke, Just, et al., 2022). While the article analyses these 

strategies as ‘rhetoric legitimization strategies’ and argues how research can move ‘from 

recognizing through contesting to queering’ such strategies, I use this part of my dissertation to 

outline each strategy in nuance and detail with the aim of understanding how they work together 

and reinforce each other in reproducing workplace harassment and discrimination. 

 

4.4.1 Denial 

The first strategy, denial, promotes the idea that harassment might happen but ‘not here and not 

now’. Harassment is perceived to be a thing of the past, something that happened to women in 

the 1950s, with men of the time not knowing better and being embraced by a general sexist 

culture that also permeated workplaces. If harassment happens in the present, it is not in 

Denmark or even Europe, but in countries of the Global South which are positioned as less 

developed than countries of the Global North. Especially Denmark, as part of Scandinavia and the 

Nordic countries, is positioned as a frontrunner in gender equality legislation and practice (cf. J. F. 

Christensen & Muhr, 2019; Ronen, 2018). In addition, a strong idea of racial exceptionalism 

pertains, that is the denial of the (historic and contemporary) existence of ‘real’ racism in 

Denmark (cf. Danbolt, 2017; Goldberg, 2006). Therefore sexist, racist, and other types of 

harassment are denied existence in contemporary Danish society. One PhD student for instance 

shares that he was met with the claim “go abroad and it’s even worse” (A24) when he tried to talk 

about problems of harassment and discrimination for PhD students at his department. While 
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some use a milder form of this strategy by admitting that “there is a little bit of an issue” (A30) 

here and now, but it was a lot worse in the past and it is worse elsewhere, the result remains 

almost the same. Harassment and discrimination as contemporary problems are denied 

relevance, which leads to an uninterrupted reproduction of workplace inequalities. 

 

4.4.2 Passivity 

Passivity works with a different logic yet to some extent similar assumptions. In this case, 

harassment and discrimination are acknowledged as problems in contemporary Denmark, yet 

there are still contrasted with the past in which harassment and discrimination are claimed to 

have been a lot worse. The assumption that things have been worse in the past leads to the claim 

that the situation has been improving over time, wherefore the issue will simply solve itself if we 

want long enough. As shared by one interviewee: 

“It's also a generation thing. Things that were acceptable to the people who were 

young 30 years ago had a different norm. I'm in a fraternity where we have white 

men in the age of 60 and 70 and they don't understand why it's not okay to use the 

N-word because in their generation it was a thing you could say without offending 

anyone. And they don't understand why the meaning of the word has changed. So, it 

seems that there are these conservative forces within a generation where they don't 

get why it's not okay” (A8). 

This interpretation disregards the feminist and anti-racist efforts that have led to an 

improvement in sexist and racist workplace cultures and especially the denunciation of overt 

forms of harassment and discrimination. Moreover, it often comes with the misperception that 

perpetrators are primarily old men (from a prior, more sexist, and racist generation), coupled 

with the assumption that once these few individuals leave the organization there will not be any 

further harassment. “It’s traditionally like that […] If there are more and more successful stories 

[of women in academia], then more and more people would accept it. So, we just need time.” 

(A2), one interviewee claims. This positions harassment as an individual problem and overlooks 
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its structural anchoring which leads to a reproduction of harassing and discriminatory behavior 

as long as this is not actively worked against. 

 

4.4.3 Derailing 

Derailing describes a strategy that aims at making it seem as if it makes no sense to investigate 

harassment and discrimination as general problems. The argumentation used is that each case is 

uniquely different depending on the context, situational conditions, people involved, etc. 

wherefore each case needs to be considered in isolation rather than speaking about the problems 

of harassment and discrimination in general. As one interviewee shares:  

“I guess the problem about defining or even just trying to delineate what harassment 

might look like is that I guess it all depends on the recipient of behavior or unwanted 

looks. Because, you know, people are clearly very different. And I'm not saying this 

to hide or gloss over historical developments and power relations. It's just that it's 

still very much the case that two people in here, say two women, would take very 

differently to a specific kind of behavior or talk. So that's why it's really tricky to get 

to the essence of harassment or chikane [harassment]. Because I’d say it would have 

to depend on the person who feels like he or she has been a victim of chikane 

[harassment …]. It is so individual whether it is experienced as harassment or not, I 

think it can be difficult [to do anything]” (A4). 

While it might very well be important to consider each case as an individual instance to ensure 

the involved people are listened to about their particular experience, a claim that is also supported 

by those fighting against harassment and discrimination, taking this as an argument against 

acknowledging harassment and discrimination (also) as general problems, derails any 

investigation into the structural reproduction of these problems. 
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4.4.4 Dismissing 

Dismissing cases as ‘just a misunderstanding’ is prominently happening in the workplaces that 

are the focus of this study. Reflecting on the potential occurrence of harassment in his 

department, one head of department for instance explains: “If someone is harassed, if we call it 

that, then, of course, it has some importance. But it could be a misunderstanding. There are a lot 

of possibilities. […] It should be taken seriously, that’s clear. But also, when there are human 

beings around, then there can be misunderstandings” (A30). While denial and passivity rest upon 

the assumption that the reported cases are not as bad as they are described to be (at least in 

comparison to cases earlier and elsewhere), this strategy does not reject the occurrence in and of 

itself, but rather dismisses the claim that what happened can legitimately be seen as and named 

harassment.  

Instead, the problem is described as a communication difficulty, cultural differences, or just a 

general misunderstanding which should be treated, addressed, and solved as such: “If you see 

there is a problem it's better to solve it as fast as you see it [rather] than leaving it and letting it 

take you and make you sick for no reason. Because it can also be that you misunderstand each 

other and nothing more. It can be the different culture or different behavior. It can be that the 

other person has a real problem, and you cannot see it” (A26). As one interviewee describes her 

experience of wanting to report harassing behavior: “This [harassing behavior] was 

accumulating. And I didn't know what to do. Then I talk to the section leader. And he would tell 

me that I misinterpreted her [the perpetrator’s] way and she's not bad and she's from a different 

culture. Maybe it is because of that. And she's also new. And I had to maybe give her some time to 

feel more comfortable in the [working] environment” (A26). It thus links back to the idea of 

legitimized othering based on ascribed and prescribed ‘cultural differences’.   

Another person states similarly that an appropriate reaction to harassment would be to first and 

foremost consider it a misunderstanding: “[If I felt harassed], I would try and engage with the 

people that were actually behaving this way to figure out if there was some sort of 

misunderstanding. I would assume that it was a misunderstanding” (A19). Seemingly, labeling a 

situation as a misunderstanding rather than a harassment case is perceived as more appropriate 

in the working environment. One interview for instance describes the need for an open 
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conversation to address harassment as a structural workplace problem yet hesitates, saying: “But 

that takes a certain amount of maturity and openness from the department. So, structurally I'm 

not sure that we have that here yet because there is so much fear around conflict and what could 

possibly happen if somebody explodes” (A16). Beyond dismissing victims’ initial claims to address 

the issue as a harassment case, it makes future investigations into the issue extremely difficult, as 

victims who persist on their experience being harassment and not a misunderstanding, are 

perceived to be troublemakers who cause (rather than identify) a problematic and conflictual 

situation in the organization.  

 

4.4.5 Avoidance 

A related strategy is avoidance. This strategy is commonly in play when bystanders witness 

harassing behavior but avoid reacting to it. I term it avoidance not only because reactions are 

foreclosed but also because the non-reaction derives from an urge to avoid being involved in the 

harassment case in any way. Describing how he would react if he witnessed harassment, one 

interviewee summarized quite neatly what many others had expressed in similar ways:  

“I would probably be much too reticent to directly confront the guy or to cause any 

sort of direct remonstration there, which maybe is wrong but maybe isn't, because I 

guess it's not clear what the victim in that circumstance would necessarily want. [It 

would not be clear if the victim would want] for it to be drawing attention to. But 

that probably wouldn't be why I wouldn’t do it. It would probably just be… it's a 

weird thing. […] You're part of sort of a group setting. It's kind of like there's a sort 

of implicit social community [in academia] that's being created that you're sort of 

enjoying or that sort of is important in lots of ways. And I would be worried about 

disrupting that. The way it is causing a public incident would be more [the reason 

why I would not react] than specifically how this victim would feel. What I think I 

would probably think I should do would be to talk to the victim afterward. I don't 

know what I'd say, but to do something supportive. Again though, I'm really not 

totally sure if I would do that or not, if I actually was there, would I? Because I 
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think, for me, I probably would find it so awkward. Even to sort of talk about it. 

Even to sort of acknowledge it. It is almost easier to pretend it wasn't happening. 

[…] I don't know what I’d do really, to be honest. I wouldn't do anything publicly. I 

hope I would do something … I hope I would talk to the victim. […But] part of me 

thinks maybe it's just this deeply embedded thing: Don't talk about uncomfortable 

things. Maybe it's some sense of not wanting to somehow overconcern - that just by 

bringing it up, I might be upsetting this person further or maybe treating them 

unprofessionally in some way. I don't know, that might sound weird, but sort of 

thinking that if I was like: ‘Are you OK?’ after this, I would be sort of treating them 

like: ‘Well, they’re obviously not OK’, which maybe they wouldn't want. […And there 

is] the fact that if I said something, possibly I would have to acknowledge that I 

noticed it at the time and didn't do anything as well. So, maybe I would be a bit 

ashamed of that” (A33). 

There are myriad reasons for bystanders to avoid getting involved. Prominently, there is a fear of 

breaking social relations – a threat that is similarly experienced by victims who try to speak up 

about harassment experiences. In addition, this interviewee shares the concern of ‘making it 

worse’ for the victim or behaving unprofessionally towards them. Yet, he also acknowledges that 

what would stop him is realizing that one would have to bear the shame for not having acted 

earlier and the uncomfortableness that might come with speaking about uncomfortable 

experiences. His own (wish for or even entitlement to) comfort seemingly trumps the victim’s 

need for support (cf. Essed, 2020). Next to these reasons, I find that bystanders are afraid of 

getting involved as they are unsure of what ‘getting involved’ will mean in the long run. 

Harassment cases seem to be sticky, once involved, even if just as a bystander or witness, the 

consequences seem at the same time unforeseeable and unavoidable – another potential threat to 

feeling comfortable in one’s position and work setting.  
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4.4.6 Ignorance 

While the strategies outlined thus far come to work once someone is confronted with a 

harassment experience, meaning not a personal experience but being told about a particular or 

several harassment cases, the strategy of ignorance works in a setting in which people can 

position themselves so that they never come to hear about any harassment and discrimination 

cases in the first place. Several people I interviewed, especially in positions such as head of 

department, institute leader, or union representative, said that they had never been told about 

any cases, wherefore they reason that there are no cases. A typical statement relates to the non-

existence of harassment claims in the work environment evaluations: 

“Harassment at work […] that’s something I’ve never even thought about before the 

[work environment] questionnaire. […] I think we actually stand really well at that 

chapter. Because we have these evaluations every four years and there is completely 

zero tolerance [towards harassment]. We have a complete evaluation section on 

bullying and workplace harassment. And we scored 100% on that. So, nobody 

experienced anything. So, we really try to keep that” (A8). 

I term this strategy ignorance, as it ignores that there might be other circumstances that prevent 

people from speaking up about their experiences, which leads to these stories not being heard. 

Protecting themselves under a veil of lack of knowledge, organization members ignore 

harassment and discrimination in their immediate workplace environment despite public 

attention being drawn to the issue. Put differently, not hearing about harassment and 

discrimination might have more to do with not listening closely rather than there being no cases.  

 

4.4.7 Individualizing 

There are several strategies for individualizing problems of harassment and discrimination. A 

common strategy is to individualize the problem by claiming it to be an issue of ‘a few bad 

apples’, that is, a few individuals who do not ‘play by the rules’, behave inappropriately, and 

become harassers. Dealing with harassment then becomes a strategy of preventing individual, 

unfortunate accidents rather than dealing with why these occurrences happened. As one 



182 

 

interviewee claims, it is a “fact that the problem is social. It's not really structural” (A19). On top 

of this, the behavior of ‘those few’ harassers even becomes legitimized by establishing them as 

single outliers. Several interviewees legitimized harassing behavior by explaining that this 

behavior was just an unfortunate but acceptable character or personality trait of a particular 

person, expressing that ‘that’s just how he is’ or even “that’s just how people are in general, in 

social interactions” (A30). A typical example is a description of a harassment case starting with an 

explication of the perpetrator’s character: “So, we have a full professor here at the department. 

And he is known to be a little bit of a difficult person. He has a specific personality. He's a little bit 

older. He has some certain ideas of how the world is or should be and shouldn't be. And we've 

always got along well … [until the alleged harassment happened]” (A31). One interviewee even 

excused his own behavior in this way stating: “For sure people have felt attacked by me. […] I'm 

really sorry I'm not a better person than that. And you know it’s unforgivable. And many things 

that I've done are unforgivable. But then, I mean, I've said: ‘Well look I'm sorry. I got angry. I 

have a temper. And you pressed some buttons” (A10). Harassing behavior thereby becomes 

individualized, that is, ascribed to a few individuals who become perpetrators, while 

simultaneously legitimizing their behavior as unfortunate but tolerable outlier behavior.  

Another aspect is the individualization of the victim’s experience and feelings. Many interviewees 

expressed that it is often a problem of someone who “lets themselves be provoked easily” (A7), 

thereby proclaiming that the problem is not the harassment itself but the individual (over-

)reaction of the victim. In consequence, it is then also argued that the victim should just work 

with someone else as otherwise, it is their own fault if they stick with a person who treats them 

badly, thus making it an individual choice of the victim to be exposed to harassing behavior. As 

expressed by one interviewee: “There are so many people giving advice. There are so many good 

people in the disciplines. There are so many ways where you can meet with people and have 

advice. There are no reasons to go for those who try to turn it into something you do not want” 

(A1).  

Interestingly, there are two nuanced variations of this individualization strategy. While some 

simply claim that the victim’s feelings are illegitimate, proclaiming that the victim is overly 

sensitive, overreacting, or ‘making a scene’, another strategy involves acknowledging the 
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legitimacy of the victim’s feelings but rejecting acknowledging harassing behavior as the cause or 

trigger for these emotional reactions. The following description by a head of department provides 

a fitting example: 

“I would say if someone feels harassed, well then there is a problem. But I would not 

say that just because someone feels harassed, then this person is by definition 

harassed. With this, I do not really agree. I mean people can be extremely sensitive 

you know, and people may also overreact, for sure. And you know sometimes I 

encounter people where I say: ‘Look you're working at the place with other people. I 

mean you could go and work in a factory with lots of machines and you wouldn't be 

harassed by the machine. But you're here with lots of people and you know every 

person you encounter - and you have to work closely together with these people - 

and everyone you encounter has also feelings just like you do. And you know none of 

us are robots. […] And if you cannot accept that, I'm sorry but that's none of my 

business. That's not my problem. It's your problem. […] I have met people who I felt 

were offended by things where it was quite clearly what I would consider not 

offensive behavior. And, of course, if that happens in my department then there is a 

problem. This is a problem that I cannot ignore. But I'm saying that maybe the 

problem may be with the person who feels offended instead of the person who has 

done this so-called offending behavior. And if that's how I perceive it, then I need to 

work with the person who feels offended and trying to explain that well this is the 

way it is. This is the way it's going to be here. […] So, typically, in my experience 

[…] there are some underlying reasons why people suddenly overreact that usually 

have nothing to do with this particular incident. There is something else in the 

background that is lingering. Maybe some other thing that has happened in the past 

or another feeling of some misperceived ill intention or something like that, that is 

brewing. And by talking to this person - you know I'm not a psychologist or 

anything like that - but by talking to people I usually can sort of tell: ‘Look, maybe 

you need to think about this thing and maybe we can do something about [it]. 

Maybe this is the reason why you react so badly when this person says this and that. 



184 

 

[…] I don't believe that this person [the offender] has those intentions but maybe we 

can look at this other issue that is really the root cause of this. This has usually been 

the case” (A10). 

The head of department does not dismiss the feelings of the person who speaks up about 

harassment. He does however reinterpret their emotional reaction as induced by an overreaction 

to something external to the situation in question. The emotional reaction is legitimized as 

existent yet not acknowledged as an indication of any ‘real’ harassment having taken place. 

Several interviewees similarly stress that one can and should not question another person’s 

feelings, thereby seemingly even being in line with feminist claims against harassment and 

discrimination. Yet, they go on to argue that while the person might feel this way, it does not 

prove the experience to be harassment but might rather be a case of a person being too insecure, 

scared, or simply incapable of dealing with a normal workplace situation. As stated by one 

institute leader: “You felt offended. I mean I recognize that you felt offended. But there’s nothing 

we can do about it [because] this is nothing” (A27). It is thus eventually the problem of the 

individual victim to manage their feelings better, to learn how to react to normal(ized) workplace 

harassment rather than identifying said behavior as harassing. 

 

4.4.8 Ridicule 

Ridicule is used as another strategy to delegitimize any claims against harassment and 

discrimination. While it might initially be an almost instinctive reaction to hearing something that 

seems either implausible or threatening, it can also be used more deliberately to negate and reject 

accusations of harassment and discrimination. No matter if used intentionally or not, ridiculing 

works to make the other side’s claim seem ridiculous and absurd, thereby becoming a powerful 

strategy for robbing them of legitimacy and credibility. One interviewee described how his 

institute leader used this strategy when speaking of workplace harassment at their department 

meeting:  

“We have very big monthly meetings here at [the institute…] And then for some 

reason without anyone asking him, the institute leader decides to talk about 
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krænkelse [offensive behavior]. And sort of starts saying: ‘We don't have an issue 

with it. If anyone says this is an issue, he is hysterical. We're not America.’ blah blah 

blah. And basically, he was just undermining me […] He was ridiculing me. Not 

mentioning my name but ridiculing the hurt that I felt [because of my harassment 

experience] by diminishing [it and] making it [seem like] this is just silly. This is 

just nonsense. It's no problem. […] And the people who knew me and knew the case 

were like: ’What is happening here?’. And the rest of them were just laughing and 

making jokes about it. All these old men who have never experienced it. […] That 

was actually quite nasty” (A15). 

Ridiculing another person’s claims can be understood as serving several related purposes. One of 

its functions is to make one’s own view seem the only possible one. It works powerfully as other 

perspectives once ridiculed not only become seen as worse or less likely but impossible, in the 

sense of being completely unreasonable and implausible. It also positions the speaker in a 

powerful position as the one who is laughing about the other while the other becomes 

illegitimate, off track, or plain stupid. As one PhD student shares: “I think you are always scared 

that people will just laugh and think you’re ridiculous and lightweight or foolish in some sense” 

(A19). Moreover, it releases the speaker from the necessity to engage with opposing views. When 

an opposing view is countered, it is at least acknowledged that the other side might, at least 

partly, be right and the speaker might need to change (some) views and opinions. A view that has 

been revealed and marked as ridiculous does not need to be engaged with in the first place and 

thus poses no threat to predetermined perceptions and beliefs. Finally, ridiculing not only 

delegitimized opposing views but also makes oppositional people seem illegitimate. This can 

become a good strategy to convince allies to your side, as most people will not want to be 

associated with an illegitimate opposition. 

 

4.4.9 Non-performative diversity 

Another strategy is what I term non-performative diversity. Sara Ahmed (2006b, 2007, 2017) 

establishes the concept of non-performativity in relation to organizational diversity work to claim 
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that certain diversity work is not only not performing what it promises but the work in itself 

inhibits the performance of what it promises. She uses the example of writing diversity policies, 

revealing how the writing of a policy that outlines the problems an organization faces regarding 

diversity becomes seen as proof of diversity work being done and thus becomes an argument for 

not doing anything else. In the case of this study, I claim that diversity is established as a value 

rather than a practice and thereby becomes non-performative.  

What I find in my data is that there is a general agreement at Danish universities that workplace 

diversity is a positive goal to thrive for. This leads to two lines of argumentation. One is the 

pointing out of ‘diversity subjects’, those who are perceived to bring diversity to the workplace, as 

proof of a workplace’s diversity. Here, again, a differentiation between a white, Danish, Western, 

non-Muslim, heterosexual norm and the non-white, non-Danish, Muslim, queer other, or 

‘diversity subject’, becomes visible. One head of department for instance claims proudly that “we 

are a very internationalized department. I mean maybe the Danes are still the biggest group, but 

it's surely challenged by the Germans and the Italians. […] Now we have hired two Portuguese-

speaking. That means that we are in total four Portuguese. So, we have sort of a host of 

nationalities. And I think a lot of also the Danes - the majority of the Danes - sort of like this sort 

of international atmosphere at the department” (A30). Another argument is to simply point out 

diversity as a perceived fact, as one head of institute explained “They think of themselves as very 

diverse. […] They consider diversity and room for diversity important values” (A27).  

Either way, being diverse becomes a value and a self-image or self-conception rather than a 

practiced reality and might be completely separated from the bodies that inhabit a workplace and 

how they are treated. By claiming diversity as a value in the organization – one that is framed 

positively and completely detached from questions of, for example, racist exclusions –, 

harassment and discrimination become positioned in opposition to it and thus impossible to exist 

when it can be claimed that ‘today it is a given fact that universities are diverse’ (A27). The mere 

existence of diversity, as fact or value, thus inhibits diversity work towards equality and against 

harassment and discrimination. This further provides a basis for other strategies I outlined, such 

as dismissing – claiming it to be just a (cultural) misunderstanding, an unavoidable issue in 
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diverse workplaces – or denial – arguing that with diversity being a reality, things must be better 

than elsewhere and earlier.  

 

4.4.10 Hierarchization of harassment experiences  

A final strategy is the hierarchization of harassment experiences into two categories. In many 

interviews, interviewees referred to two different ‘categories’ of harassment cases, namely ‘bad 

cases’ and ‘not so bad cases’. While the prior cases are called something like ‘really bad’ (A6, A7, 

A12, A22, A24, A32), ‘real’ (A1, A2, A7, A9, A29, A32) ‘hard’ or ‘heavy’ (A1), ‘substantial’ (A1, A29), 

‘extreme’ (A6, A11, A17, A21, A22) ‘violent’, ‘dangerous’ and ‘dramatic’ (A17), the latter are 

described as ‘soft’ (A1, A15, A20, A25), those ‘other instances’ (A1, A17, A24) or a ‘little bit [of] this 

and that’ (A1). While the choice of words for the first category is explicitly naming them as grave 

and serious, the second category does not even get named as such but rather paraphrased or 

circumscribed as something that is not quite graspable. This has two effects: it leads to the 

delegitimization of the ‘second category cases’ as their gravity is not feasibly describable while at 

the same time making this second category very wide and thereby opening the possibility of 

placing a variety of harassment experiences into it.  

This becomes clear when the following line of argumentation is revealed: It is acknowledged that 

unfortunately, a few real, bad, grave cases might exist. Yet, while this is unfortunate, they are 

rare, almost inexistent in comparison to a larger amount of softer, less important cases. As stated 

by one interviewee: “Of course, there are certain kinds of behavior that would almost inevitably 

sort of qualify as harassment, I guess. I mean groping or touching. But as far as I know, this really 

doesn’t happen. […] I would say this kind of harassment probably exists here and in other places 

at [my university]. But I guess it's being performed in a subtle way” (A4). However, in 

comparison to the first category, these ‘softer’ cases, despite their frequency, are not as bad – in 

fact, in comparison to ‘the real’ cases the latter become not quite as real, not really harassment, 

after all, just ‘a little bit of this and that’. Hence, there is no real need to deal with or even talk 

about these lighter cases once they are dismissed as not real harassment. This provides the first 

step in legitimizing harassment. At the same time, it is argued that those lighter cases are the 
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most common ones, affirming the hard cases are ‘real’ yet very rare and unlikely, even 

nonexistent. As they are so rare or non-existent, every case that gets reported is by default 

positioned within the second category, which due to its wide and fuzzy description remains open 

to a variety of cases. Being positioned as a light case, not a real case, repositions it within the 

category of cases that need not be investigated.  

In the end, the hierarchization of harassment cases leaves no feasible option to work against 

harassment and thereby legitimizes the reproduction of all forms of harassment, no matter their 

ascribed gravity or seriousness. Concerning sexist harassment, this hierarchization reiterates an 

idea of Denmark as the frontrunner when it comes to gender equality, that is, the self-perception 

that sexism simply does not exist in Denmark (cf. J. F. Christensen & Muhr, 2019; Ronen, 2018). 

When it comes to racist harassment, it reproduces the idea of Danish racial exceptionalism, which 

is built upon ignoring Denmark’s colonial past (and present) and drawing upon a narrow 

definition of racism as intentional discrimination based on asserted biological difference, upholds 

that ‘real’ issues of racialization and racism do not exist in Denmark (cf. Danbolt, 2017; Goldberg, 

2006). 

 

Overall, the ten strategies identified work to (often implicitly) legitimize harassing and 

discriminatory behavior, delegitimize any counteraction taken and restore an organizational 

image of Danish academic workplaces as equal and meritocratic. Thereby, they lead to a 

reproduction of workplace harassment and discrimination as intrinsic parts of how universities 

are dis/organized. While the identified strategies are overall in line with similar studies and 

projects (Bourabain, 2020; S. E. V. Brown & Battle, 2020; Guschke & Sløk-Andersen, 2022; Olson 

et al., 2008), they provide a more extended view than previously existed. For instance, the 

everyday sexism project offers examples of four silencing mechanisms that are supposed to 

delegitimize anyone who speaks up against harassment: disbelief of the victims, normalization of 

the problem, victim blaming, and accusations of humourlessness (L. Bates, 2014). Interestingly, 

all four strategies can here be understood as sub-field to the strategy of individualizing, which 

shows the additional breadth of strategies outlined here.  
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There are also theoretical concepts that have been established to understand, for example, 

rhetoric strategies that are used for (de)legitimization. Benoit’s (2015) five image repair strategies 

for countering an attack and restoring organizational image can be mentioned as one example. 

Benoit terms them denial, evasion of responsibility, reducing offensiveness, corrective action, and 

mortification. Denial describes not only what I have also termed denial but also includes aspects 

of passivity and ignorance. Evasion of responsibility can be seen in strategies of avoidance, 

derailing, and individualizing. Reducing offensiveness is achieved through dismissing, ridiculing, 

and the hierarchization of experiences. Finally, corrective action, that is claiming that appropriate 

action has already been taken and thus nothing else needs to be done, mirrors what can be seen 

in what I termed non-performative diversity. Mortification is the only image repair strategy not 

clearly identified in my research (please see Guschke, Just, et al., 2022 for a full analysis of the 

(de)legitimization strategies as rhetorical strategies based upon Benoit’s theoretical concept). 

Yet, I argue that it is important to outline each strategy in detail to understand how harassment 

and discrimination are legitimized. One might for instance argue that denial, passivity, and 

ignorance are expressions of the same underlying approach, as Benoit’s theory would suggest. 

Yet, what my research shows is that denial works by rejecting the problem to exist in a given 

context at a given moment in time while passivity acknowledges the problem to exist yet argues 

that it will solve itself without any intervention. While these two strategies work on an ontological 

level, debating whether or not the problem exists, ignorance is an epistemic strategy which allows 

veiling oneself under a mask of lack of knowledge so that the problem – independent of whether 

it is acknowledged to exist or not – is not seen, thus not relevant. While all three strategies are 

certainly linked, the specifics of their working need to be understood in order to counter them. 

While countering denial would require pinpointing the problem’s existence convincingly, fighting 

against passivity would need to show persuasively that prior progress did not just happen but 

was achieved through feminist and anti-racist struggles wherefore future progress will need to be 

worked towards and not just waited for. When it comes to ignorance, however, neither approach 

would promise success. Instead, the task here would be to make the problem matter, that is, show 

its specific relevance in relation to the speaker as they need to understand that this is not a 
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problem for someone, but their problem, that is a problem that is relevant for them to know 

about.  

Similarly, Benoit’s rhetoric strategies would place avoidance, derailing, and individualizing in the 

same category of evasion of responsibility. This is helpful as it shows what these three strategies 

eventually achieve, they allow the person involved as well as the organization to evade any 

responsibility for harassment and discrimination. Yet, what my research highlights is how this is 

achieved in different ways and employed by different groups of people. Avoidance I identified in 

bystanders who wanted to avoid getting involved with harassment cases which seemed sticky and 

uncertain, that is, it felt like getting involved in something of which the consequences are 

unknown, yet of which it will be difficult to get out again. Derailing and individualization on the 

other hand were used by people involved in formal and informal reporting processes, such as 

heads of departments, who used these strategies to deny the existence of a general problem in the 

organization. Instead, they promoted the idea that each individual case is unique and different 

and thereby both difficult and not as important to solve within the organization. Again, 

countering each strategy would require different approaches. While bystanders might require 

more transparent insight into what getting involved in a situation of harassment could mean and 

how to go about this in a helpful, supportive, and respectful way, those currently involved in 

reporting processes arguably do not have an interest in ‘getting involved’. Instead, one might 

have to think about who is responsible within reporting processes and how to ensure that these 

people support the victim’s interest – a point I will return to in the final part of the analysis on 

reporting harassment and discrimination. 

Benoit’s (2015) categorization and studies that build broader categories (L. Bates, 2014; 

Bourabain, 2020) are helpful in pinpointing similarities and overarching aims. This is certainly 

important to understand how the different strategies work together and intersect, as seldom any 

of them are used in isolation. Yet, this part of the analysis highlights the variations between the 

different strategies to show how each of them works differently and will therefore also need to be 

addressed and tackled differently. It contributes not only to understanding how harassing and 

discriminatory behavior are legitimized but hopefully provides starting points to countering the 

legitimate reproduction of workplace harassment and discrimination.  
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4.5 Just speak up – in the right way 

When harassment takes place, there is an overwhelming call that the victim should ‘just speak up’ 

about it, preferably right when it happens. This proclaims harassment to be an individual 

problem to be solved informally. It builds upon an understanding of harassment as only being 

individually identifiable – it is harassment when it is perceived as such by the victim – which is 

taken to argue that only the individual victim can (and should) speak out about harassing 

behavior, creating a dangerous liaison between the right and the responsibility to speak up. At the 

same time, it paradoxically also relies on the assumption that ‘if it is real(ly) harassment’, 

everyone will be able to agree with the victim. This assumption disregards any consideration of 

potential conflictual perceptions between victim and perpetrator as well as potential bystanders 

or witnesses. It, furthermore, disregards formal and informal power mechanisms that influence 

the possibilities for speaking up against perpetrators. In some instances, interviewees explicitly 

forward a purely agentic and individualized idea of power as the following interview quote from 

an institute leader shows: “Power relations are social relations. They are negotiated socially […] if 

she had said something [it would have been solved]” (A27), thus implying that if you just speak 

up in the right way, you can simply change the prevailing power dynamics. Another interviewee 

insisted: “Someone can just tell those people to stop” (A1). 

As the following will reveal, the aim to solve cases individually and informally is by far not the 

only expectation linked to the suggestion or rather demand of speaking up as a victim. The 

interviews showed that there is a long list of expectations attached to this request, which makes 

speaking up ‘in the right way’ a delicate balancing act. Considering that the occurrence that 

initiated the need to speak up is an experience of harassment and discrimination, it might seem 

excessive and misguided to pose so many expectations upon the targetted person. Nonetheless, all 

expectations outlined in the following were mentioned repeatedly by many if not all interviewees, 

yet particularly often by those without harassment and discrimination experiences.  
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4.5.1 Expectations to speak up in the right way 

Some of the first expectations expressed by interviewees are linked to a requirement of managing 

one’s emotions, hinting at a presupposition that emotions are frequently mismanaged, by victims 

in particular, and that emotion management is needed to avoid improper reactions to harassment 

and discrimination experiences. A first step, which should be taken before deciding whether to 

speak up in the first place is to question if one is maybe just having a bad day or for any other 

reason, unrelated to the occurrence, working oneself up into an exaggeration of the situation, into 

something that did not really take place. As one interviewee phrased it: “Maybe it’s not 

harassment, it’s you not being able to take what you normally would” (A7). Posing this as an 

explicit requirement mirrors the seemingly widespread assumption that many victims of 

harassment exaggerate their cases and are simply too overly sensitive to deal with a normal 

workplace situation.  

When one has double-checked one’s own experience and founds one’s emotional reaction to being 

adequate, it is stressed that it becomes the victim’s responsibility to speak up about the behavior 

being inappropriate, unwanted, harassing. Otherwise, it is claimed, it is likely that the perpetrator 

does not know that they have crossed a boundary. One institute leader who is responsible for 

handling harassment cases explained: “It could also be on the offended person [to speak up. I 

would] say: ‘Go back and tell him. Perhaps he doesn’t know you don’t like it’” (A27). Similarly, as 

quoted before: “You have to make the levels of what you accept clear, [or] else it just [means] 

that you are open for more” (A1). Using definitions that stress that experiences of harassment are 

individual as justification, it is presupposed that perpetrators generally lack awareness, a belief 

upheld even in cases of very clear and severe cases. As the same interviewee continues:  

“He is moving across a boundary and he is moving across it from a position of 

authority. It's evident in this language. It's also nedladende [condescending]. And 

it's clearly in the language of gender harassment. So, they're no doubt there. But she 

would be much better off if she marked this is across the border I accept.” (A1) 

Thus, even when it is clearly harassing, responsibility is put on the victim to assert this. 
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When working on formulating one’s claim, devising the words one wishes to speak in the act of 

speaking up, one meets further obligations. One should try to understand how the other side, the 

perpetrator, might feel and how they meant what they did or said. In other words, one should 

consider their intent and anticipate their emotional reaction, interestingly after one was asked to 

manage own emotions. It thus becomes a double burden on the victim to manage not only their 

own but also the perpetrator’s feelings. Moreover, one should consider the consequences it might 

have for the perpetrator if the occurrence is accounted for as harassment, named as such by the 

act of speaking up. One interviewee explained: “I think what happens sort of in the aftermath of 

all this [harassment] is also very very complicated because to what extent is [the victim] aware 

that sort of the machinery she has set in motion for good reason might have serious implications 

for [the perpetrator]? […] I wonder to what extent she was clear what it means. And this is not to 

say she shouldn’t have done so [spoken up …] I just wonder if she was thinking it through” (A4). 

Even when one concludes that speaking up is a good idea, a requirement even to deal with the 

experience appropriately, the outlined considerations create hesitance. The thought that the 

perpetrator might not have intended the behavior, might feel bad – sad, angry, disappointed – 

about the victim speaking up, and that speaking up might have negative consequences for the 

perpetrator all become barriers to speaking up about harassing behavior.  

If the victim overcomes these barriers and decides to speak up nonetheless, the way of speaking is 

subject to expectations and requirements as well. First, one should explain oneself, explain why 

one feels harassed and discriminated against, why this occurrence was experienced as 

harassment and discrimination, supposing that the claim itself is not valid unless explicated. One 

should not be too pushy, not come off as too aggressive, not ‘just point fingers’, and in the best 

case, not formulate any direct accusations at all. Pointing fingers, it is argued, would belittle the 

other person and accusations inevitably create conflict. One interviewee contends that:  

“I feel [speaking up] like that [publicly] is creating people pointing towards the 

scaffold. It's pointing fingers at: these are the offenders. These are the victims. And 

this dynamic creates a very strong sense of coherence in the group. So, it's very 

powerful, very useful, but it's also very detrimental. […] We merely want women 

and want everyone to feel safe in their lives whether it's working environment or 
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private life. We just want people to feel safe. But when we are pointing fingers like 

this … And sometimes when you put it up this harsh, then I can understand why 

some men feel excluded from the discussion because they feel branded as offenders 

on behalf of their entire gender“ (A32). 

It is argued that it cannot lead to a constructive engagement with the issue, which reveals itself to 

apparently be the underlying aim of speaking up. Instead, as one interviewee described reflecting 

on how she would like to be addressed when accused of harassment, one should assume that the 

accused had better intentions and appeal to their morals: 

“[The person accusing me should do so] in a way that's not blaming but appealing to 

my morals or to my emotions. And saying: ‘Actually, I don't know if you noticed 

this, but I noticed that this person was uncomfortable and I'm sure that was not 

your intention but that was a result.’ So, factual but also appealing to my emotions 

and believing that I had better intentions. […] Rather than an attack, obviously, 

because then you start defending yourself.” (A29) 

It is argued that only by assuming the best in a person are they able to take the critique of their 

behavior while as soon as they feel attacked, they react with defensiveness. In other words, being 

judgmental towards someone arguably inhibits their potential for self-critique and change as they 

instead need to defend their own position.  

Lastly, and as an important reminder it seems, the victim is cautioned that even if speaking up 

seems difficult, one should avoid involving a third party or even worse, initiate formal handling of 

the case. Involving other people, especially in formal positions, it is argued, always creates 

confrontation and triggers conflict, something to be avoided. One interviewee, describing an 

experience of harassment at their department advised against involving the union representative, 

arguing that it “would be raising the stakes a bit […] it’s not that I don’t want to take it seriously 

[but…] we would run the risk of raising the stakes to a point where there is really no bridging 

anymore” (A4). Similarly, another interviewee explains:  

“I can see how just institutionalizing, so just bringing in sort of the official [person 

responsible in] your workplace… then we're already thinking of sanctions or 
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retributions or stuff like that. So, that's a major aggression in a way. So, I don't 

know how you would overcome that. […] I can see how that really wouldn't be very 

helpful because I don't see a way to sort of dismantle that aggression connected to 

that step of making it institutionalized.” (A29) 

Initiating a formal process is seen as a point of no return which escalates the situation into a 

conflictual, aggressive issue – disregarding that the experience of harassment is already 

conflictual and aggressive in its own way. As one interviewee shared when speaking of 

continuous harassing behavior towards her: “It would add more fire [to report it]. And I wanted 

to keep it contained. But in doing so, it went on for quite a long time” (A22). 

Taken together, these considerations, expectations, and requirements position the victim as a 

person who has a responsibility for maintaining (or rather recreating, one might argue) a 

constructive environment for dealing with the harassment case. At the same time, many pitfalls 

are drawn that risk such constructiveness, including mismanaging one’s own emotions or 

wrongly anticipating those of the perpetrator, the formulation of accusations, being overly and 

inappropriately emotional in speaking up (while this is granted as a potential reaction to the 

perpetrator) or the involvement external parties. In addition, this line of argumentation positions 

the victim as the one who triggers aggressiveness, non-constructiveness, and potential conflict. 

First, it is thus not the harassment itself that is seen as aggressive, conflictual, and non-

constructive while second, any escalation that might follow the act of speaking up can easily be 

blamed on the victim (cf. Ahmed, 2017). The issue could have been solved, had they only spoken 

up less pushy, less aggressively, with more explanations, with fewer accusations, the list goes on 

almost indefinitely. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



196 

 

*** 

Instructions to ‘just speak up’: 

Step 1:  Just tell him to stop, 

but:  

double-check the adequacy of your own emotional reaction: maybe you are just having a 

bad day, maybe you are working yourself up, maybe you are exaggerating, maybe this did 

not really take place, maybe it is not harassment, maybe it is you not being able to take 

what you normally would, maybe it is you. 

Step 2: If it is not you, go back and tell him. Perhaps he does not know you do not like it. You 

have to make the levels of what you accept clear, or else it just means that you are open for more, 

but: 

try to understand how he might feel and how he meant what he did or said, anticipate his 

emotional reaction, consider what the consequences for him might be, think of the machinery this 

might set in motion, this might have serious implications, think it through. 

Step 3: If you have thought it through, explain yourself,  

but: 

do not be too pushy, do not come off as too aggressive, do not ‘just point fingers’, and in the best 

case, do not formulate any direct accusations at all. 

And remember: 

It would add more fire to report it. Keep it contained. Don’t escalate it. That really wouldn’t be 

very helpful. 

Step 4: Just speak up, 

 but  

– remember: 

 that really wouldn’t be very helpful. 

*** 
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4.5.2 The fear of becoming the troublemaker 

The victim is always-already to be doubted, in their assessment of the situation and their 

approach to dealing with it. This underlying sense leads to many people not feeling comfortable 

speaking up as I will show next. While the prior part was built primarily upon data from 

interviews with people who did not experience harassment and discrimination themselves, the 

following centers on the accounts of those interviewees who did share experiences of being 

harassed and discriminated against and tried to speak up against it. As one interviewee says about 

her act of speaking up: “I had to really kick myself in the butt to get it done. And I can see how 

most people might not do that because it really isn’t comfortable” (A29). Interviewees have 

shared a plethora of fears, assumptions, and prior experiences that prevent them from speaking 

up, even if this is proclaimed to be the appropriate way to deal with harassment and 

discrimination experiences. Many of them mirror the excessive expectations outlined above. 

A main concern is to be seen as annoying, as making problems, as disrupting. This fear can be 

linked to the expectation to not create conflict. As described above speaking up in the right way 

becomes a challenging task to navigate. As one interviewee shared, when met with harassment, 

your reaction might involve a reflection about: “Do I need to unleash the full feminist agenda on 

him and cause another ruckus. Or do I just say: You know what, you’re a dinosaur. Go 

somewhere, don't hurt people, be a dinosaur, that's okay” (A31). The fear of failing at this task 

and consequently becoming ‘the troublemaker’ is not farfetched (cf. Ahmed, 2017). This fear 

manifests in gendered and racialized ways. Gendered stereotypes and biases make a woman who 

is angry easily perceived as driven by pain and overly emotional. Further, from an intersectional 

perspective, the stereotype of the angry Black woman is triggered (cf. Ahmed, 2017). Both are 

positions to avoid while angry (white) men are ascribed strength and a strive for justice, as one 

interviewee explains:  

“A woman who disrupts is different than a man who disrupts. […] Anger is 

perceived differently. The emotion of anger is perceived differently from a man or 

woman […] when men do it [getting emotional] there's some kind of power to that. 

[…Anger] is seen as a strong thing in men and it's seen as an emotional thing in 
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women. [It’s seen as if] there is a pain behind it in women and behind men, there's a 

[claim for] justice” (A16).  

Relatedly, people fear not living up to an ideal of a good colleague or breaking with collegial 

solidarity. The good colleague ideal is strongly linked to an ideal of being able to communicate 

with one another and thus the responsibility of the victim to address the problem in a collegial, 

non-confrontative way. One interviewee complains that colleagues reported him and another 

person to the boss for harassment instead of speaking to him directly, claiming that they acted 

and communicated in a way that was not acceptable between people working together: 

“So, they felt that they couldn't talk to us. [… But] I'm pretty sure that if they talked 

to us - because we're not ill-minded or at least I wasn't - I would take their side - not 

necessarily take their side, but like say: ‘I respect that you're saying this.’ At the 

same time, I want to be me and have my lines and have my fun. But I would still 

accept that: ‘Alright, I gotta think about this stuff when you guys are around.’ [… 

But] the way they went [reporting to the boss], I just got offended. […] And it’s not 

because I can't see that I probably did something wrong. But by that time, I felt more 

embarrassed. […] The method [of reporting] they did, wasn't respecting our lines. 

They didn't accept me as a person. […] It was a confrontation instead of ... I would 

love to accept them, and they would probably like to accept me. If I say: ‘Well, could 

we get to a compromise?’, that's pretty much good communication because you 

work together. I'm pretty sure if I went to my boss, I didn't do it to get a 

conversation started. I would do that to get a confrontation. […] Then it's already 

gone wrong. And then it's very hard to return from that because they never took the 

time to go into the conversation.” (A7) 

While admitting that he might have done something wrong, he nonetheless claims that the non-

collegial confrontation arose from how the instance was reported.  

A similar fear of becoming a bad colleague is reflected from the perspective of the victim; as 

another interviewee put it quite simply: “I want to be liked” (A20) - a position that seems 

incompatible with speaking up against a colleague’s harassing behavior. Moreover, victims fear 
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becoming “that girl in science in the harassment situation” (A34), “a poster child of this 

[harassment issue]” or “unwitting ambassador for all kinds of women’s rights and respect in the 

workplace” (A22). Harassment seems to be sticky, yet not to the perpetrator but to the victim of 

harassment (and potentially, as I have argued earlier, to bystanders who get involved).  

Linked to the fear of becoming the troublemaker is the threat of disrupting not only the work 

atmosphere in this particular moment but harming the group, may this be the research group, 

department, or university, in the long term through one’s action. As outlined before one should 

consider the potential consequences this has for the perpetrator and the wider implications on an 

organizational level. As one victim of harassment explained: “He's a very important person for 

the department and […] I don't want to be responsible for something harming the department” 

(A16). 

Another fear is to be seen as too soft, too easily offended, as not fitting or belonging to the 

workplace for claiming something to be harassment that so far has just been part of normal work 

conduct. This can be traced to the requirement of managing one’s emotions before speaking up. 

What if one is judged to simply having mismanaged one’s own feelings, or blaming someone else 

for one’s own inability to react appropriately? As one interviewee explains about an experience of 

being harassed and trying to speak up about it: “This is highly inappropriate. [But…] these micro-

behaviors, when you have to try to explain them to someone […] it seems so unsubstantial. It 

seems like it’s nothing. It seems like you are super sensitive” (A29). As insights from my 

interviews show, this fear is far from misplaced or exaggerated. As one head of department 

phrased it when describing how he deals with people who speak to him about experiences of 

feeling harassed: “People can be extremely sensitive. People may also overreact for sure. 

Sometimes I counter people with: Look, you are working at a place with people. You could go to a 

factory with a lot of machines, and you would not be harassed. […] If you cannot accept that, I’m 

sorry but it’s not my business. It’s not my problem, it’s your problem.” Another institute leader 

similarly explains: “There's a limit below which we will have to say: no, this is nothing. This was 

a misunderstanding. And you felt offended. I mean I recognize that you felt offended but there's 

nothing we can do about it” (A27). A third person recalls her reaction when a colleague told her 

that she was being harassed: “First I was laughing at her, saying: ‘Come on, really? Do you really 



200 

 

think like this?’ But then I thought, oh my god, so minor things […] can make you feel 

uncomfortable? Really? It’s actually really scary to me, I cannot image […] I would not even notice 

it.” Considering that this is a reaction that, as my data shows, is not uncommon from colleagues 

and leaders, the threat of being dismissed as overly sensitive is understandable. 

Interestingly, the legitimacy to speak up and related fears of becoming troublemakers or being 

seen as not belonging are also connected to your perceived academic performance. As one 

interviewee shared, reflecting on her act of speaking up “I'm not strong enough academically 

almost. It feels like you need to be … If you're going to voice [a harassment claim] like that, then 

you better get your shit together in terms of your [academic] writing. The people better know 

that you're good. So that you can have validity to express that [harassment claim]” (A16). This 

links to the above-outlined contextual mechanism in academia of having to constantly prove your 

worth in a hyper-competitive, precarious work environment. This fear of further destabilizing 

ones already precarious working condition or the informal basis upon which one has built a 

currently stable position is moreover linked to a fear of the perpetrators’ reaction to speaking up 

about their harassing behavior. They might get angry and if the harassment is not stopped 

effectively, it might even become worse after having spoken up about it. Or, they might simply 

not change their behavior despite saying so which can lead to severe frustration:  

“I actually caught up with him and I said: ‘I need to talk to you about yesterday. You 

crossed my limits with what you did. And he was being super … He took that really 

well. And so I was like: ‘Oh that's impressive.’ He was like: ‘Oh I'm really sorry. That 

was really really not my intention. And thank you for saying it.’ Really, it was a 

comfortable conversation. […] I was being friendly, and I was not being accusatory. I 

was saying: ‘This is my experience. It crossed my line. I wanted you to know that. 

And I suggest you think about that.’ But I was trying not to be pointing a finger or 

teaching him or belittling him or anything, just speaking from my point of view, 

saying this was too much for me and I need to tell you that. And after that I felt 

super empowered. I was like: ‘Wow I did it.’ But it was scary. The thought of it was 

scary. […] I told a colleague about it, saying that] he took that very well. And then 

the answer I got back was: ‘Yes of course he did. Women have said this to him a 
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million times. He's used to that.’ And all of a sudden, I felt almost revictimized. I 

don't know if that makes sense, but I was like: ‘Oh my God, I can't believe I fell for 

that. And I gave him credit for that.’ And I got almost angry, and I felt almost 

revictimized. So, I’m still proud of me going to talk to him about it, but I was like: 

‘Oh wow, there's a whole other dimension to it.’ The people who do this the most, 

they actually do get confronted sometimes and they can handle it so well that it 

makes you feel like: ‘Oh, he is a good guy.’ And I felt sick. And it changed my view on 

him and on my own experience.” (A29) 

The above quote also shows that even if you ‘speak up in the right way’ - that is, directly 

addressing the perpetrator instead of involving third parties, not being too emotional, not 

pointing fingers, or being accusatory – it still does not work to stop the harassment. On the 

contrary, it might allow the perpetrator to react to the confrontation in such a (seemingly 

appropriate) way that it in effect prevents any further action to be taken and allows them to 

continue the harassing behavior, towards this victim or others. 

Next to this, the reactions of colleagues and bosses are also feared by some. The same interviewee 

recalled a conversation with a person who also had experienced harassment in the workplace: 

“This particular woman in question, [who was harassed] she said to me: ‘I don't want to call in 

sick. I don't want to you know report sick with stress and be out for a long while because I'm 

scared of how it will affect my career. Not just not publishing while I'm out, but also the fact that I 

was the one who couldn't take the pressure” (A29). Her fear shows how ingrained the above-

outlined idea is that in academia you have to be able to ‘take it’. In addition, victims might fear 

being seen as complicit, a fear that might seem unlikely to be fulfilled yet mirrors a sentiment 

that came up rather frequently in the interviews. As one interviewee explained, reactions to a 

colleague’s experience of being harassed were statements along the lines of: “Everyone is 

responsible for their own choices” (A29), implying a complicity of the victim. While not everyone 

might think this way, scattered evidence combined with a lack of counterevidence is often enough 

to continuously trigger and uphold fears that prevent action. 

In sum, speaking up becomes voiced as the norm – ‘You should just speak up’ – with a variety of 

normative expectations linked to it – ‘speak up in the right way.’ Yet, the act of actually speaking 
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up becomes punished as norm-breaking. If despite the threats outlined above one decides to 

speak up, inevitably breaking with several of the expectations linked to the request of speaking 

up, the norm-breaking does not go unpunished (cf. J. F. Christensen et al., 2021). My research 

thus points to how norms are often only recognizable when they are broken as their reproduction 

is enforced through repercussions for those who deviate (cf. J. F. Christensen et al., 2021; Guschke 

& Sløk-Andersen, 2022). Further, you need to spend time and energy on fighting against the 

norm, for instance claiming your right to speak up and call what you experienced harassment, 

which takes time and energy that you then lack for your actual work. The threat of risking your 

position might thus materialize both formally and informally. And not least, you are made to feel 

like you do not belong and cannot succeed in this normative system as norms regulate belonging 

and exclusion. This has been argued before (cf. J. F. Christensen et al., 2021), yet as I show here 

normative regulation of belonging happens not only through relatively stable normative 

expectations but also through paradoxical norms that make belonging impossible for those who 

find themselves in situations of being harassed and discriminated against as there is no viable 

way to speak up about harassment and discrimination without in the same move breaking some 

normative expectations that permeate the academic workplace (cf. Guschke & Sløk-Andersen, 

2022). 

 

4.5.3 Entitlement and the right to offend 

Interestingly, these expectations do not hold in the same way towards the perpetrator. While the 

discourse towards victims stresses a responsibility to react ‘in the right way’, putting forth 

normative ideas of how one should react, the discourse on how people react when they are 

accused of harassment and discrimination is less normative and rather phrased around an 

acknowledgment and acceptance of how one understandably would react in such a situation. 

Responsibility becomes a determining yet unequally attributed element. Similarly, the right to 

offend and to be offended is unequally distributed. Moreover, perpetrators’ feelings are seen as 

more legitimate than the victim’s emotional reactions. In sum, perpetrators feel entitled to harass 

and – judging from the expectations that are (not) put on them in the aftermath of harassment 

cases – they are commonly granted such entitlement while the victim’s right not to be harassed is 



203 

 

not upheld. To explain this in more detail, I will in the following outline how perpetrators are 

expected to react to accusations of harassment and discrimination and how these reactions are 

perceived as acceptable and understandable.  

One notable aspect is that the right to offend and the right (not) to be offended are unequally 

distributed between victim and perpetrator (cf. Essed, 2020). While victims are often told not to 

be too easily offended, an accused perpetrator’s angry or offensive reaction is described as 

understandable. Interviewees commonly related to it by saying: “When another person accuses 

me of something that I didn't do, I get offended, of course” (A7). It is implicitly assumed that the 

accused person did not do what they accused of, or at least that they do not perceive themselves 

to be guilty. Similarly, victims are told to consider how the other side feels, what the perpetrator 

might have meant and what their intent might have been. They are asked to always assume the 

best in the perpetrator. The victim is even warned not to trespass the perpetrator’s boundaries as 

the following quote illustrates: “The offender also has boundaries […] When you get offended, the 

most important is […] how to counter-react to this” (A7). However, the perpetrator is not 

expected to consider how the other side feels or relates to the experience, ironically so, as their act 

of harassment might already presuppose a lack of consideration of the other side’s feelings and 

boundaries. In other words, it rests upon the victim to investigate what the perpetrator meant, 

intended, and felt, which underscores the unequal distribution of responsibility in handling 

harassment cases. 

In addition, the perpetrator’s feelings are seen as more legitimate than the victim’s emotions. 

When a person is accused of having harassed someone, interviewees agree that this triggers an 

initial feeling of discomfort. This feeling of discomfort commonly leads to the accused person 

making up excuses for them-self: 

“I think this is probably a general observation that we are quite quick to forgive 

ourselves because we're quite good at contextualizing what we did. And sort of 

saying: ‘Well, I didn't do this on purpose. I didn't mean anything bad about it. And I 

only did it because, you know, I thought it was expected of me. Or I just wanted to 

be nice. Whereas from the outside it doesn't really look like that.” (A4) 
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Contextualizing the occurrence, potential shame and guilt are held at bay. By convincing oneself 

for instance that no real harm was done or that one’s intent was different wherefore it is not 

‘really, real, harassment’, responsibility for one’s action is rejected, and the accusation of 

harassment is denied. Potentially, the victim’s point of view is delegitimized, or at least it is 

challenged. One interviewee who was accused of harassment for instance maintained that “I was 

just the wrong person at the wrong place. […] I'm white and I'm male, middle-aged. So, of course, 

all the frustrations they had - both sort of the more practical issues but also maybe issues of 

identity politics – they put it on me” (A15). 

In many cases, however, a sense of shame cannot be held at bay. This shame is initially linked to 

the particular act that one is accused of but arguably becomes translated to one’s person as a 

whole. From being accused of a harassing act one becomes ‘the harasser’: “It comes from this idea 

of all of a sudden experiencing being judged for a tiny fragment of your person and that becoming 

your entire identity. Again [for example] doing something racist versus being racist” (A20). 

Suddenly, one’s personality and identity are implicated in the claim. This move from blaming 

someone for an act towards creating a shameful position for the person as such is not necessarily 

one that is made explicitly. It might not be the victim who formulates their claim against ‘the 

harasser’, yet the claim is often heard as such by the accused perpetrator. As one person explains: 

“If one person sees themselves as a very funny person and the thing is, they’re funny being a bit 

racist or sexist. You also kind of hurt that personality when you say: ‘I don’t think that’s funny.’ 

[…] Because it could be a big part of their personality” (A3).  

Furthermore, there exists a shameful and stigmatized taboo around the figure of ‘the harasser’. 

This means that if one takes responsibility for the act of harassment, one will have to admit to 

being identified as ‘the harasser’. This, however, arguably breaks with the self-perception the 

accused person has of them-self, which leads to a forceful rejection of the categorization:  

“If there was a situation where I was in the place of a sexual harasser, that could 

seriously threaten my internal view of myself as a good person. So, I might become 

extremely defensive, possibly. I wouldn't know until it happened, but I could 

anticipate getting very [hitting his fist on the table], because I think it's a powerful 

taboo.” (A33) 
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The accused’s main aim becomes the restoring of self-image as well as one’s reputation, which 

requires the denial of the harassment claim. To do so, the victim and their accusation need to be 

delegitimized. Interestingly, the restoration of self-image and reputation is seen as a legitimate 

and important endeavor, even by some of the victims. As one interviewee, for instance, explains 

when talking about the person who harassed her: “His reputation is harmed. I feel for that, too. 

I'm not so cold that I'm like: ‘Okay, let his reputation be harmed.’ Yeah, a little bit. But then, let's 

not go crazy because he has to come back, and we have to take care of each other here” (A16). 

Restoring one’s self-image and reputation seemingly justifies emotional, even aggressive, 

reactions to harassment claims. It becomes completely understandable and legitimate that the 

accused reacts with anger, aggression, offense, and defensiveness as they are trying to maintain 

their sense of self and their self-perception as much as their image and their reputation (cf. 

Knights & Clarke, 2014; O’Leary-Kelly et al., 2004). 

In addition to this, some perpetrators, I suggest, feel entitled to feel comfortable. A picture 

painted by one of the interviewees captures it:  

“Oftentimes, it's feeling entitled to be comfortable. You can almost measure how 

much pain a gram of comfortableness costs for a person who is on top 

[hierarchically].” (A18) 

Their comfort weighs heavier than any claim the victim could have. To restore one’s own 

comfort, the accusation is denied, and the victim is delegitimized in their allegations. As comfort 

is perceived as an entitlement, it is seen as legitimate to fight (back) against anything and anyone 

who threatens this privilege. Following Essed’s (2020) thinking about entitlement in relation to 

discrimination, this highlights the idea of entitlement as a perceived right to put one’s own needs 

above others or perceive oneself as more important than others. This sense of entitlement is 

based on the described belief in merit in academia that in combination with gendered and 

racialized inequalities allows those who are in powerful positions - that is, primarily white men, 

or as I have argued before here specifically white, Danish, Western, heterosexual men - to believe 

in their right to hold these positions and to deserve the related privileges, including the 

entitlement to feel comfortable in these positions.  
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When this entitlement to feeling comfortable is challenged by someone accusing them of 

harassment and discrimination, it translates to an entitlement to harass, asserting “that people 

seem to feel that they have the right to offend” (Muhr & Essed, 2018, p. 188). It goes hand in hand 

with dehumanizing the victims and robbing them of their right not to be harassed (cf. Essed, 

2020). Some perpetrators even go so far as to assert that by being accused they become victims 

(too) (cf. Butler, 2016). As stated by one interviewee: “They just felt like the victim. And it's all 

right, they were victims, some sort of probably. I could easily accept that. But at the same time, 

they didn't accept that I felt like a victim. That I felt: Alright, but I'm also offended here. Because I 

need to suddenly sit in front of […] my boss [and explain] what happened” (A7). From an 

underlying idea of boundary negotiation being two-sided, it is argued that the perpetrator might 

potentially have overstepped the victim’s boundaries with their behavior (maintaining however 

that this is not confirmed yet), while the victim is now definitely overstepping the perpetrator’s 

boundaries with their accusation. Therefore, the perpetrator is in the right to feel attacked and 

offended and is robbed of their entitlement to feel comfortable.  

Positioning oneself as the victim moreover allows the perpetrator to (mis)use this positionality to 

avoid taking on any blame. As one person who was accused of harassment said: “I talked to my 

head of department. […] He gave me a really nasty talk, like: ‘You’ve got to stop…’ […] I saw 

myself as a victim. […] I was so angst about it [the talk with the head of department]” (A15). This 

relates again to the discourse on vulnerability with Butler (2016, p. 23) writing that “dominant 

groups can use the discourse of ‘vulnerability’ to shore up their own privilege”. The perpetrator 

here positions himself as vulnerable within the harassment reporting system using exactly those 

discourses that have been established to support victims. Repositioning himself as a vulnerable 

victim, the perpetrator becomes the one to be protected from any responsibility or repercussions. 

The perpetrator assumes the position of also being a victim, even being ‘the real victim’, 

potentially even in a larger discourse on unfounded and ill-minded accusations of harassment, to 

delegitimize any accusations against him. As Butler notices, “we may find ourselves somewhat 

awkwardly opposed to vulnerability” when it is used to protect those accused of harassment. Yet, 

awkward opposition does not stop this (mis)use of the vulnerability and victim discourse from 

functioning in the interest of the perpetrator. What is more, it cannot be claimed that the 
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perpetrator does not feel vulnerable. At least, their claim to vulnerability cannot be countered 

without, in the same move, risking delegitimizing the harassed person’s vulnerability (cf. Butler, 

2016).  

Notably, only one interviewee proposed acknowledging the feeling of discomfort and standing up 

to it as a potential reaction to being accused of having harassed someone. This could lead to 

acknowledging that one has harmed another person and standing up to one’s responsibility, 

trying to understand how one caused harm, and working on reconciliation. As this one 

interviewee formulated it: “It’s either you [the victim] being hurt or me [the accused] being 

annoyed, what’s worse?” (A17). Unfortunately, many seem to perceive their own annoyance and 

discomfort as worse than the pain inflicted on the victim.  

 

It remains to ask, how come expectations are so differently distributed between victim and 

perpetrator? And relatedly, why is it seemingly so much easier to empathize with the 

perpetrator’s point of view and situation while empathy and understanding are lacking towards 

the victim? Considering the unequal distribution of responsibility to anticipate and manage 

emotions, one’s own and those of others leads me to argue that there is a difference in the 

assessment of whose emotions matter and relatedly who matters in the organization. While the 

victim’s emotions are supposed to be managed and contained, the perpetrator is free to express a 

range of feelings from anger and aggression to pain and feeling hurt. The perpetrator is allowed 

to take up space, their body and its emotional state of being are allowed to extend into the 

organization without causing trouble, without being accused of creating conflict or inhibiting a 

constructive working environment. Their body, their person, is already inhabiting a large part of 

the organization, they matter, they deserve to take up this space. The victim, however, is kept 

small and contained. An emotional reaction would be an overflow of the space that is 

appropriated to them. Reacting, reacting emotionally, being emotional, being is too much, is to be 

contained (cf. Ahmed, 2017). The victim does not matter, their body is not legitimized to take up 

more space in the organization.  
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Further, I maintain that this reveals that only those who matter have emotions worse protecting. 

Thinking with Butler, their lives are grievable, that is they are recognized as worthy of grief in the 

face of violence and therefore worthy of protection to avoid violation (cf. Butler, 2009). In 

addition, I argue that conditions of grievability are gendered. With the victim commonly being a 

woman, it is assumed that she is overly emotional while at the same time it is expected of her to 

(having learned to) deal with her emotions better and more easily than men. Sarah Bracke (2016) 

relates this double-bind expectation to a gendered assumption of resilience. Gendered 

expectations towards women, she claims, mirror an excessive presumption of women being 

particularly resilient. Women are expected to have an ability for “emotional management […] of 

problems that have been gendered feminine” (Bracke, 2016, p. 65) with harassment, commonly 

understood as sexist harassment against women, arguably belonging to the category of ‘feminine-

gendered’ problems. Bracke evokes two interesting figures to explain this expectation and the risk 

of failing to adhere to them. She describes how ‘the good resilient self’ is the woman who uses her 

agency to overcome ‘female-gendered’ problems, such as harassment and discrimination. Bracke 

calls them the ‘Look, I Overcame’-postfeminists, who claim to have overcome gendered 

inequalities and build a self-image that relies upon the idea of an individually agentic overcoming 

of structural inequalities. The ‘Look, I Overcame’-postfeminist is positioned in opposition to the 

postfeminist ‘bad girl’. She is the woman who continues to be caught up in ‘female-gendered’ 

problems, which becomes her individual failure to live up to the idea of the ‘the good resilient 

self.’ Hence, the woman who is emotionally affected by being harassed easily becomes the failing 

postfeminist ‘bad girl’. The perpetrator, predominantly being a man, on the other hand, is not 

required in the same way to contain his emotions. Anger and aggression, presumably justified 

reactions when accused of harassment, are perceived as manly, as normal, and as accepted for 

men to experience and express.  

Thinking through Butler’s (2009) notion of grievability and Bracke’s (2016) insights on resilience 

in light of my empirical material leads me to suggest that those who are seen as inherently 

grievable, that is male perpetrators, are not required to be resilient in the face of violence in the 

same way as those who are not inherently grievable. Put differently, some – that is, victims of 

harassment and discrimination, predominantly women and other marginalized groups – have to 
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first show resilience in the face of harassment and discrimination to be recognized as viable and 

grievable persons in the organization. Paradoxically, they must resiliently endure not being 

grieved to establish themselves as grievable. In other words, resilience becomes a gendered 

condition of grievability; you are recognized as grievable only when you are resilient in the face of 

violence.  

Finally, it is interesting that much more energy is invested in understanding the perpetrator and 

their feelings while the victim’s emotional state is dismissed without being investigated any 

further. It is interesting because this is even done by those interviewees who otherwise are critical 

to the general problems of harassment and discrimination. Thus, I suggest another mechanism 

that leads to spending more time and energy on understanding the perpetrator’s reaction. An 

urge to understand the perpetrator, I argue, is based on the aim of making sense of this 

occurrence, which is understood as an unlikely outlier from the otherwise well-functioning status 

quo in the workplace. To explain this outlier behavior, it needs to be understood, an effort and 

aim that is not problematic in and of itself. One interviewee who experienced harassment herself 

for instance states that “it helps to understand why people do these things” (A16). Yet, by looking 

only for individual indicators of the perpetrator’s behavior, one not only misses the structural 

mechanisms that enable and reproduce harassing and discriminatory behavior. It moreover leads 

to a legitimization of the individual behavior. While theoretically there are nuanced differences 

between understanding why the perpetrator acted in the way they did, empathizing with their 

action and motivational drivers, justifying their behavior, and discharging them from 

responsibility for their action, the step from understanding to discharging is often not far in 

practice. 

The individual view also leads to a strong belief in people generally behaving well and a related 

mistrust that a person becomes a perpetrator – a perception based on the above-outlined belief in 

meritocratic and enlightened academic institutions. As the potential for harassment and 

discrimination has been positioned as the absolute outlier, an unlikely exception, it is not easily 

believed that harassment has really taken place. This supports a related claim I make, namely that 

the question of distribution of responsibility is then linked to the assessment of what the problem 

really is and who is causing it. As has been outlined above, the victim is perceived to be the one 
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who risks constructiveness and collegiality in the workplace, who threatens to start a conflict 

when speaking up in the wrong way. The victim is thus not understood as the one who points out 

a problem that pre-exists their speaking up about it – the problem of harassment – but as the 

creator and initiator of the main problem – the creation (even if it is rather a disclosure) of 

conflict between colleagues (cf. Ahmed, 2015). When the victim is seen as the cause of the 

problem, the responsibility to solve the issue is easily put upon them. Moreover, the victim as the 

cause of the difficulty is the one who needs to be contained. 

In addition, the victim is also positioned as the one who should have an interest in solving this 

issue. As the victim creates the problem by speaking up in the first place, they should have an 

interest in solving the problem, or rather problems – the harassment and discrimination as well 

as the disrupted workplace atmosphere. This shows for instance in how, as a consequence of 

harassment and discrimination, the victim is often moved to a new workplace while the 

perpetrator stays put in the same physical, social, and scholarly environment. Moving can here 

refer to being moved to a different office, or maybe a different floor, within the same department 

to position the victim further away from the perpetrator. It can also mean that the victim changes 

department or even university to avoid further contact with the perpetrator. This option is 

explicitly suggested by HR as has been reported by several interviewees. One interviewee recalls: 

“We had HR coming up [to our department …] And then one of the profs asked a clarifying 

question. He essentially made them affirm that if a junior person was harassed by a senior 

person, HR would help the junior person move, which is weird. That is weird! But they were 

actually more or less literally confirming that that's the process because senior people have so 

much clout” (A24).  

Others confirm this practice, such as one head of department who reflects on how he would react 

if a young scholar reported continuous harassment from senior scholars in their research group, 

stating that instead of contacting the union representative or ombudsman the better solution 

would be for the young scholar to (be) move(d): “Of course having an ombudsman is really good 

but […] I mean he [the young scholar] would probably be better off having a close friend who 

knows the scientific environment to say: ‘Well look yeah you're right. I mean this place is filled 

with old male elephants that control everything. And you wouldn’t like it here if you were tenured 
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staff” (A10). Moreover, it may also become the wish of a victim to be moved to a different setting, 

either as this may help with healing from the experience or as it becomes clear that the 

perpetrator will not be removed, wherefore moving one’s own working environment seems like 

the only feasible option to protect oneself from further harm. If this option is explicitly wished for 

by the victim, it becomes easy for the responsible people in the reporting process to justify it as 

their own choice, even though it is questionable if this can be labeled a free choice if there was 

only one feasible option to choose from to begin with. Responsibility is arguably not placed upon 

the one who might have the power to solve the problem but upon the one with the greatest 

interest in the problem being solved, the one who is suffering the most – an assertion that fits the 

idea that harassment is an individual problem that should be handled informally rather than a 

structural issue that requires formal engagement which would require the organization to take as 

well as distribute responsibility for solving it. 

 

4.6 Reporting harassment and discrimination 

While – as just outlined – victims are commonly expected to ‘deal with’ harassment cases 

informally by ‘just speaking up’ about it, there is nonetheless often reference to formal 

harassment and discrimination reporting processes. The overall idea of creating a formal 

reporting system is to provide victims the possibility to officially report harassing and 

discriminatory behavior they have been subjected to. Moreover, it is also important to note that 

the reporting process has somewhat of a backward definition power of legitimately labeling some 

cases as harassment and discrimination and others not. The severity of the outcome of the 

reporting process provides proof of the severity of the case. If the reported instance is handled 

without further consequences, the case must have been revealed to not really be as bad, not real, 

not a real harassment case. Describing a similar mechanism within legal procedures, Finley 

(1989, p. 889) writes that “[t]he legal pronouncement is deemed definitive of what happened.” If 

no legal punishment follows the investigation and juridical processing of a case, the occurrence 

can be dismissed as not really haven taken place, “’what happened ‘[becomes…] ‘not true’ […] not 

relevant […] so it is ‘nothing’” (Finley, 1989, p. 889). Thinking back to the hierarchization of 
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harassment cases makes clear how important the outcomes as well as the structure of a formal 

reporting process can be within the reproduction of harassment and discrimination. 

Yet, how these reporting processes are set up can vary significantly. Moreover, there are several 

instances where the reporting process does not work to prevent or tackle workplace harassment 

and discrimination as I will outline in detail in the following. At the same time, by paying 

attention to the underlying perceptions and intentions, it will become clear why the reporting 

process, despite its malfunctioning, is set up and upheld in the way it is. In the following, I outline 

five aspects that shape the reporting process, namely, the burden of proof, the role of emotions, 

the threat of false accusations, anonymity, and intransparency.  

 

4.6.1 The burden of proof 

A main challenge for a formal reporting process is that some criteria have to be found that 

separate legitimate from illegitimate claims. There need to be some grounding rules as to what 

‘counts’ as harassment and discrimination and can thus be reported and what needs to be 

handled another way. A variety of difficulties emerge from this. One difficulty is that this leaves 

many in doubt if what they experience is grave and severe enough to qualify for the reporting 

process. Several interviewees shared that there are persistent stories about particular people 

continuously harassing colleagues, yet as these instances always stay at the border of acceptable 

behavior, brushing up against boundaries rather than trespassing them violently, it is difficult to 

report any of the single instances. Many said that at first, they “thought it was way too little to 

report” (A29) or “felt that wasn't enough for reporting” (D1). If one incident occurred in isolation, 

it might be possible to deal with the occurrence informally or even excuse or ignore it as a single 

instance, yet the repetition of the same behavior creates a pattern of harassment being 

reproduced. The reporting process, however, is commonly set up to report specific, single, 

provable instances of harassment – an understandable goal if one has the perception that the aim 

lies in revealing those few instances of boundary transgression in an otherwise well-functioning 

work environment. Such a process is not set up to account for these more subtle experiences, 

wherefore they remain unreported. 
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A similar problem became visible in the above-detailed description of harassment experiences 

where it seemed always to be either too early or too late to report. The imperceptibility of the 

harassment experience as a silent transformation that takes place unnoticed until it ‘destroys’ the 

victim (cf. Jullien, 2011), leaves the harassed person at a loss as to when to report the occurrence. 

At first, it I difficult if not impossible to identify and speak about the single instance as it is only 

affectively noticeable but not describable in terms such as harassment. Later, once the victim 

realizes the experience as harassment, they feel complicit for having allowed the behavior to go 

on for so long and are questioned about the severity of their claims. It is expected that, had it been 

a real problem, they would have spoken up earlier. This triggers the question if there is a need for 

recording mechanisms that allow formally recording also minor experiences before they escalate 

into severe harassment cases, to provide a basis for reporting continuous harassment at a later 

point based on recorded instances. However, this does not exist within current reporting 

processes which often leads to a lack of proof of these initial experiences once the case is reported. 

A lack of proof then becomes another obstacle in the reporting process as the following 

experience exemplifies:  

“[In an earlier case] we tried to file a complaint with HR and HR was like: ‘Yeah but 

you have no proof’ […] So, actually, I had no expectations whatsoever with this 

[case]. Because I kind of knew that formally there's nothing, absolutely nothing, you 

can do. That was sort of my sense of it because of that previous experience with HR 

[…]. And even though there were multiple women saying the same things, they said 

you need proof. It was completely ridiculous. But that makes you feel that you 

cannot trust formal structures. […] The burden of proof is on you. […] I had no faith 

in the process. I knew some of the [reporting] mechanisms and I knew they weren't 

working” (A17). 

The reporting system is thus set up to deal with ‘severe’, ‘clear’, unambiguous cases that can be 

‘proven’ to be ‘real’ harassment and discrimination.  
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4.6.2 The role of emotions 

A related problem within the reporting process described by several interviewees is that 

emotional experiences are being questioned as legitimate indicators for harassment haven taken 

place. This is both put forth by people within the reporting system, such as heads of departments 

or institute leaders (A10, A27) as well as by victims themselves who express an internalized 

devaluing of their own emotions to a point of claiming that talking about any emotions in relation 

to harassment is rather a hindrance in the process. This is vividly stated in the following 

interview quote, which describes a reporting process the victim had experienced in her 

workplace: 

“It’s my fault really. I was emotional about it. […] I don’t think they understood 

what I was saying. Which is also why the solution was to have me go away [to 

another university]. In their mind, I was mad, something was wrong with me 

mainly. […] I think I did a mistake because I said what I felt like [which made it 

seem like …] I don’t know how to react and behave” (A34). 

Being emotional is thus linked to not being understood, or not making oneself understandable, 

being perceived as the problem which must be removed, and positioning the victim as the one 

who does not know how to behave in a workplace. It places blame upon the victim instead of 

recognizing what caused the victim to react emotionally. This prevents many victims from having 

their experience taken seriously in such a reporting process. Paradoxically, if all emotional 

reactions are taken out of the report and purely professional criteria are being used to describe 

the experience, the instance can easily be dismissed as a misunderstanding or miscommunication 

or individualized as this just being the perpetrator’s character or personability, as has been 

outlined in the (de)legitimization strategies dismissing and individualization. The reporting 

process thereby becomes a mechanism that works to the detriment of the reporting person while 

allowing the continuous reproduction of the harassing and discriminatory behavior that was 

supposed to be contained.  
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4.6.3 The threat of false accusations 

The overall aim of the reporting process thus seems to be to use ‘objective’ measures to find, 

expose, and punish the few individual perpetrators who misbehave in an otherwise well-

functioning work environment. To do so, a formal process is set in place. A main consideration 

behind the need for formality lies in the fear of misjudging and wrongly condemning individuals 

who have not been proven guilty. When harassment is considered individual wrongdoing, a false 

accusation would carry tremendous risks for the suspect wherefore any informal allegations need 

to be prevented. In other words, being labeled a ‘harasser’ puts you in a vilified position – 

wherefore any wrong labeling needs to be avoided. Several interviewees even described a general 

discomfort with the term ‘harasser’ due to the stigmatizing effect it has on the accused person. 

Instead of just calling the behavior harassing, ‘the harasser’ is labeled as ‘the bad person’. While 

some argue that this stigmatization is needed to create and maintain a strong taboo as a form of 

social punishment around harassment so that “the taboo against harassment […] serves to 

discourage harassment” (A33), others argue that the term needs to be decoupled from the stigma 

to be useful in usage, especially when the aim is to describe harassment as a structural problem: 

“One of the things that make it hard to talk about these things and change behavior 

is […that] if someone is being sexually harassed, someone is the sexual harasser. It 

becomes a lot of finger-pointing and it becomes very stigmatized, like you're a 

predator […] The perpetrators in a sense, the people who are doing the harassing, 

[towards them] it becomes a lot of: ‘You are a very disgusting bad person.’ And if we 

want to sort of be able to talk about all the micro behaviors that lead up to worse 

things, I think we have to find a way to take that stigma out of it. Because obviously 

when you don't realize this culture, when you don't realize what you're contributing 

to, when you don't realize what you're doing in that situation, and you don't 

consider yourself to be a sexual predator or a violator of sorts, then you're very 

unlikely to enter into a fruitful conversation about you doing something wrong. 

Because if you feel like you're being branded with that mark or that word, that can 

be super painful and uncomfortable. I wouldn't want to go into that conversation” 

(A29). 
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Under the premise that the person who is reported becomes ‘the harasser’, it makes sense to set 

up a reporting system that only reacts upon provable facts, a category under which emotions 

often do not fall. It is interesting to note, however, that such a perspective already expects wrong 

accusations to take place.  

Within the formal process that aims at individual punishment, ideas that pertain to the law and 

individual rights then play an important role. For example, the principle of ‘innocent until proven 

guilty’ is upheld. One interviewee elaborates:  

“I’m very attached to ‘innocent until proven guilty’ at a legal level, and I'm quite 

unwilling, I feel quite nervous about diluting that. Because the argument comes up 

quite a few places. I remember this is a political context, […where it was discussed] 

is there enough evidence that you could judge this guy guilty beyond reasonable 

doubt? Probably not. You probably couldn't prove it in a court of law, but he's not 

going to prison for this. It's a more limited punishment. So, should the standard of 

proof be relaxed? I haven’t thought about it enough, but I feel very uncomfortable 

about it because I feel like, you know, the idea of innocent until proven guilty is such 

a critical component of our society.” (A33) 

Moreover, the result of the formal reporting process should be individually punitive. It is not 

assumed to be the organization’s responsibility to rehabilitate the perpetrator, yet neither is it to 

care for the victim beyond the formal processing of the case. These ideas, which evoke ‘the law’ as 

an objective, unquestionable legal or rights-based frame of reference mirror what has been 

criticized by feminist legal scholars as a male legal discourse. Male norms of objectivity and 

neutrality not only make the law a strong and unassailable body to build arguments upon and 

defend one’s views with. It also establishes an idea of justice that is based upon a discourse that 

presupposes men as the norm and by default fails to consider women’s perspectives as well as 

cases such as gendered harassment and discrimination as part of the legal framework.  

As Réaume (1996, p. 278) argues: “Implicit exclusion operates through rules or decisions that are 

sex-neutral on their face, but which nevertheless assume a male norm, that is, assume that 

whatever is true of men, or makes sense to them, or is a sensible resolution of their problems, or 
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is valued by men automatically suffices for women.” Speaking particularly about the problem of 

defining sexual violence as part of a male-normative legal discourse, she writes:  

“White men's views about female sexuality and therefore their interpretation of 

situations leading to sexual contact are formed socially in such a way as to 

incorporate a wide range of myths about when and why and which women want 

sex—the idea that black women are inherently promiscuous, or that no means yes, 

or that dressing a certain way is an open invitation to sex, for example. In defining 

the consent standard in a way that incorporates these images, the law responds to 

white men's conception of how women should respond to them sexually and their 

sense of entitlement to sexual access to women, especially women of color, and not 

to women's understanding of our own desires and behavior or our perception of 

what constitutes sexual violation” (Réaume, 1996, pp. 283–284).  

Finley (1989) argues similarly when she criticizes the inadequacy of an equality discourse that is 

based on a male norm. In particular she, for instance, asks: “How can women fit the fact that […] 

sexualized violence against women, so often happens behind closed doors with no ‘objective 

witnesses,’ into the proof requirements of evidentiary law?”(Finley, 1989, p. 904), thereby 

exemplifying how male-normative law fails to account for the experiences of sexualized violence, 

and relatedly sexist (and arguably racist) harassment and discrimination. Nonetheless, existent 

reporting processes seem to be built up as mirroring such legal norms, ignoring that 

organizations are not legal courts, which not only means that they function differently but also 

that this ignorance reproduces the inequalities inscribed in legal norms without having leverage 

to question such norms when they are communicated as signifying 'the law'. 

 

4.6.4 Anonymity 

A further difficulty commonly discussed in relation to the reporting process is whether it should 

allow for anonymous reporting. Two options of anonymous reporting are important to 

differentiate in this regard. First, it might be possible for the reporting person to stay completely 

anonymous to anyone involved in the reporting, as can be done for instance through 
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whistleblowing systems which allow making a report, usually through an online system, without 

leaving any personal trace. Second, it might be possible for the victim to report harassing and 

discriminatory behavior, for instance addressing HR or a leader, with the option of remaining 

anonymous to the perpetrator even though their name is disclosed within the reporting process. 

This option can protect the victim from being subjected to any backlash initiated by the 

perpetrator as a reaction to being reported. Anonymous reporting can be a useful and important 

tool to help protect the victim and allow them to come forward with their claims in the first place. 

In the words of one interviewee: “I think there needs to be some kind of buffer, [so that] the 

[harassed] person is protected ... We need to make sure that the hierarchies become extremely 

visible in those situations and that means protecting the most vulnerable through anonymity” 

(A23). Another person justifies it by highlighting: “There is a reason why people want to be 

anonymous. And that's because of all the fears they have all the reservations they're facing” 

(A29).  

However, it can also be seen as a threat to the ‘fairness’ of the process if not all details of the 

accusation are disclosed to the suspect. As one union representative proclaimed: “As a union 

representative, I think it’s criminal to accept anonymous [complaints …] as something you act 

upon” (A1). The reference to criminality ascribes to the idea of handling the case according to 

justice- and legality-based principles that rely on a male norm within law as outlined above, 

however neglecting the problem that such male-centric legal norms reproduce inequalities along 

gendered lines. The possibility for anonymity becomes a contested terrain within discussions on 

reporting processes. As another interviewee states “[as long as] it's not a case, it’s okay it's 

anonymous because it's not a case. But when it becomes a case … that's something which in the 

very end can end by sacking, that people are sacked … when it becomes a case you have to have to 

sign by name. They [the case reports] are specific about what it is - not exactly when it is, but 

how and what, who, … and it shall then be sent in its full extent to the one who they are 

complaining about who can then answer specific. You cannot answer specifically to an 

anonymous complaint” (A1). In relation to an anonymous report on racist harassment, one 

interviewee states agitatedly: “So if you call me racist, tell me when and why and how. And then I 

can say: ‘Oh no you misunderstand me.’ But just to say someone's a racist, it's like okay you are a 
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murderer. I'm not going to tell you who you killed or how but you’re a murderer” (A15). As with 

the threat of false accusations, a main tension within the reporting process lies between 

supporting the victim and protecting the perpetrator. 

 

4.6.5 Intransparency 

Several interviewees reported that the reporting process seems intransparent, unclear, and vague 

to them, which creates another cluster of difficulties. One problem is that several terms used in 

relation to reporting processes, such as ‘zero-tolerance’ or ‘taking a case seriously’ or even ‘sexual 

harassment’ are not explained sufficiently and interpreted differently by the people involved. 

Several people voiced their discomfort with the word sexual harassment but struggled to explain 

why. “It’s a very loud word, this sexual harassment. […] Especially after #metoo” (A2) and “it 

seems like a very strong word – sexual harassment” (A22) are two exemplary expressions of this 

uneasiness. Reflecting on the process of writing a harassment policy, another person 

remembered: “We decided over New Year or in January that we're going to revise it [the policy] 

in order to take into account all the critical voices that were in my understanding really 

misunderstandings. […] Also, the zero-tolerance issue [was one] of the main issues that we saw, 

[realizing] we're misunderstood here” (A27). This might prevent some people from reporting, as 

another problem this leads to is a fear of admitting to having done something wrong and 

potentially having harassed someone as the consequences of this confession are not clear (A33). 

For instance, while ‘investigating a case thoroughly’ is by some understood as ‘taking it seriously’ 

others perceive this as an escalation of the issue. For some, any investigation into the case might 

seem reasonable and necessary, while others might perceive this as an unnecessary escalation of 

workplace conflict.  

The intransparency of the reporting process easily leads to victims feeling disillusioned with it. As 

one interviewee describes her experience of reporting: “One expectation that I had was that I 

would walk into my head of department's office [to report the case], finally get it off my chest and 

everything would get better. It got so much worse for so much longer than I thought it would” 

(A17). The unclarity also translates to the outcomes of the process, where a result can for instance 
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leave the involved people perplexed as to what the decision means in terms of consequences for 

both victim and alleged perpetrator: “[The colleague accompanying the alleged perpetrator asked 

the reporting committee:] Since you don’t see [him] as guilty of anything […] why don't you just 

remove it [the case file…] And then they said quite clearly: ‘[He] does have responsibility.’ So, 

then he asks: ‘What does he have responsibility for? What kind of responsibility does he have?’ 

And they would not say it. And it's gone on … Still, I don’t have an answer. I wouldn't say I've 

been punished, but there is some sense of guilt. […] I don't even know what responsibility [means 

here]” (A15).  

An additional issue is the problem of many people who have formal functions within the 

reporting process not being trained and qualified for such work. The people involved are usually 

institute leaders or heads of departments, HR personnel, union representatives, and sometimes 

group leaders or PhD coordinators. As my data shows – both by having interviewed several of the 

people who are responsible within reporting processes as well as by analyzing the accounts of 

victims who tried to report their experiences of harassment and discrimination – most of the 

people holding these positions do not receive sufficient, or any, training that qualifies them for 

dealing with harassment and discrimination cases, which can often be messy, ambiguous, 

emotionally challenging, and power-loaded, which requires a well-trained, nuanced and careful 

handling of cases. “They need to be trained. They need to have very extensive knowledge about 

what is sexual harassment, what's bullying. How does it play out? What about power dynamics? 

[…] They have to be so knowledgeable in this. That's the first thing [that needs to change]”, as 

one interviewee claimed (A29). The individual qualifications of the people handling the reporting 

process become especially important if formal reporting guidelines are scarce, fragmented, and 

open to interpretation as has been highlighted by several interviewees.  

 

The overall tensions that can be seen in how the reporting process is set up and how it plays out 

are that, on the one hand, it is supposed to support victims in speaking up about harassment and 

discrimination experiences while, on the other hand, it is meant to prevent false accusations. 

Understanding this as a tension between formal and informal organizing, it can be argued that 

the formal aim of the reporting process is the prior, while informally it is set up to ensure the 
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latter. Formally, for instance, victims might be allowed to report anonymously and make 

emotional aspects part of how they report their experience. Usually, there are no formal 

guidelines to hinder this. Yet, informally, as the interviewees’ experiences show, the aim of 

preventing conflict leads to unfair and unbeneficial outcomes for the victims while the threat of 

false accusations seemingly weights more than the trust towards the victim which leads to an 

(often unattainable) requirement of ‘hard proof’. Even though formally, the system is set up for 

the victims, informally, perpetrators are privileged in how it functions which usually reproduces, 

particularly gendered and racialized, power differences between victims and perpetrators. Once 

more, this study shows how it is a web of formal and informal structures, processes, and practices 

that dis/organize workplaces at Danish universities in such a way that harassment and 

discrimination are reproduced as part of the in/formal dis/organization of academia. 
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5 Concluding discussion 

*** 

Formality and informality e-n-a-t-n-l-g-e 
to O R G A N I Z E 

academia 
to make it impossible to speak up 

        without brea- 
        king. 

        Without brea- 
        king normative expectations. 

 
 
‘Rights’ are distributed 
along lines of entitlement. 
The right to offend weighs more than the right not to be offended. 
 

 

– A context of in/formality 

*** 
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*** 

Harassment and discrimination 
will be clearly identifiable, one-off occurrences. 

start with small instances, 
boundaries being consistently pushed and slightly transgressed. 
Affectively noticed, 

  accumulation of occurrences 
  accumulation of occurrences 
  accumulation of occurrences 

spiraled into an accumulation of occurrences. 
 

    Loss – of – perspective. 
    Loss – of – perspective. 
    Loss – of – perspective. 
    No – adequate – words. 
    No – adequate – words. 
    No – adequate – words. 
    No – adequate – words. 
     
     

 
 
 
 
    Unable to share 
    their 
    vulnerability. 

 
Legitimized as other, 

denied, 
derailed, dismissed, 

avoided, ignored, individualized, 

and ridiculed. 
 

 

– A reproduction of inequality 

*** 
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*** 

Some things become unspeakable, 
so far outside the norm of who is part of    a university, 
not recognized as possibly being excluded. 
Invisible and silenced, 

even when … 
even when … 

  even when … 
(some)  inequalities are addressed. 

 
 

Be resilient! 
Enduring! 

    Experiences do not matter. 
    Lives are not grievable enough 
    to deserve protection. 

 

 

– A layer of unspeakability 

*** 
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*** 

Who is responsible? 
Whose responsibility is it? 
 
The responsibility of 

            solving the problem. 
            ‘owning’ the problem. 

 

    YOU are being harassed – it is YOUR problem. 
    This is a problem for YOU – YOU solve it. 

 

 

– A lack of responsibility 

*** 
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5.1 Harassment and discrimination as part of the in/formal dis/organization of 

academia  

Sexist and racist harassment and discrimination are reproduced in a complex entanglement of 

formal and informal organizational structures, processes, and practices that dis/organize 

academia. This is the main claim I make based on the findings of this research. With this claim, I 

assert that harassment and discrimination are not issues of mismanagement in an otherwise 

well-functioning organization, they are not unfortunate mistakes, but part of the very way in 

which academia works, that is, how it is dis/organized. Furthermore, claiming that harassment 

and discrimination are reproduced in contradictory structures, processes, and practices of 

formality and informality points to a significant insight into how harassment functions. As the 

analysis showed, harassment makes victims question their own perspective, lose their sense of 

self-worth, and feel isolated, non-belonging, and dependent on the perpetrator. It destabilizes 

victims. The destabilization aims to undermine the victims’ frame of reference and strip them of 

their autonomy. It functions as victims get caught up in contradictory and constantly shifting 

norms. This became visible at several points in the empirical material: Norms of formality and 

informality clash when harassment and discrimination reporting processes are set up and 

structured formally, yet informal norms of how to report or when and how to speak up make it 

impossible to follow such norms without breaking at least some of them in the process. The 

accumulative and imperceptible nature of harassment experiences leads to contradictory 

expectations as to when it would be appropriate to speak about these experiences, wherefore it is 

always either too early or too late to report. ‘Rights’ are distributed unequally between victims 

and perpetrators, while the latter hold the right to offend the prior’s right not to be offended is 

disregarded exposing contradictory norms as to who matters in the organization. All these 

aspects show that harassment functions through contradictory and constantly shifting norms that 

destabilize the victim’s perspective, autonomy, and sense of self. The sense of confusion and loss 

of perspective described by several interviewees who were harassed thus speaks fundamentally to 

what experiencing harassment does. It destabilizes you; it leaves you at a loss – as to what really 

happened, how to evaluate it, and how to get out of it. 
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I arrived at these findings through an investigation of the reproduction of sexist and racist 

harassment and discrimination in workplaces at Danish universities. I started, in the introductory 

chapter, by highlighting the relevance of this study and positioning it in the field of feminist 

organization studies. It followed an outline of the theoretical background my dissertation takes 

inspiration from, namely dis/organization theory as well as queer and feminist theories. I 

continued with outlining the methodological approach of anti-narrative research operationalized 

through embodied queer listening and progressed to present and discuss the study´s findings in 

the analytical chapter, that is I combined a descriptive analysis of my empirical material with a 

discussion of the empirical findings in light of relevant theories. An open-minded yet neither 

empty-headed nor empty-hearted inductive approach guided my exploration of how formality 

and informality entangle to dis/organize workplaces at Danish universities and reproduce sexist 

and racist harassment and discrimination, and how the continuous (and often unrecognized) 

harassment taking place on an interactional-individual level, in turn, fixates harassment and 

discrimination as institutional-structural level problems.  

Remains the final chapter, the ‘concluding discussion’, which I began with four poems that 

present the dissertation’s main findings in what I hope to be a concise yet evocative way. I 

continue this chapter with a slightly more extensive summary detailing the dissertation’s main 

analytical claims, followed by a part that unfolds why and how the findings of this study matter 

and how they address the research questions I posed for this study. Thereafter, I discuss the 

dissertation’s theoretical contributions and practical implications.  

 

5.2 A summary 

By way of a summary, the insights that I developed throughout the analytical chapter can be 

presented in ten concise statements. While each of them individually provides an empirical, 

conceptual, or theoretical contribution, in sum, they outline what this dissertation offers to the 

field of feminist organization studies. First, I present these statements in a visual overview 

(figures 1 and 2) to display how they link to one another. I have analytically placed them in four 

main categories: a context of in/formality builds the basis of how workplaces at universities are 
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dis/organized; upon this context, a reproduction of inequality occurs; covered by a layer of 

unspeakability; which cumulates in a lack of responsibility. While I do not argue for causal 

relationships between the four main categories, I maintain that they are facilitative of one 

another. The visual overview is followed by a description, explicating how each of the four 

categories and the ten statements derives from the dissertation’s analysis. Taken together, they 

provide the analytical undercurrents for the main claims I presented above: Sexist and racist 

harassment and discrimination are reproduced in a complex entanglement of formal and 

informal organizational structures, processes, and practices that dis/organize academia. 

Harassment and discrimination are thus not issues of mismanagement in an otherwise well-

functioning organization, they are not unfortunate mistakes, but part of the very way in which 

academia works, that is, how it is dis/organized. Being reproduced in the in/formal 

dis/organization of academia, harassment functions through contradictory and constantly shifting 

norms that destabilize the victim’s perspective, autonomy, and sense of self. 

 

 

Figure 1. Overview of the dissertation’s main claims 
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Figure 2. Overview of the dissertation’s main claims (detailed) 

 

A context of in/formality: This study finds that within universities, formality and informality 

entangle in shaping organizational structures, processes, and practices. The resultant in/formality 

on the one hand organizes academic workplaces, that is, the functioning of academia is built upon 

it, yet at the same time, it facilitates the reproduction of harassment and discrimination. For 

instance, normalized and even idealized conditions of competition, academic freedom, and 

scholarly conflict are meant to foster academic excellence, yet at the same time, the glorification 

of conflict allows the disguise of harassment as a normal part of the academic job (1). Moreover, 

contradictory formal and informal organizational norms make it impossible to speak up about 

harassment and discrimination without breaking normative expectations. On the one hand, 

victims are expected to speak up when they experience harassment, yet on the other hand, when 

they do so they are accused of creating problems (2). The inequalities that such structures, 

processes, and practices create are further reinforced and intensified in reporting processes that 

aim to mirror legal norms. As legal norms inhibit an inherent male-centric bias, for instance, 

equating emotionality with unreliability, they remain incapable of properly addressing problems 

of harassment and discrimination (3). Relatedly, ‘rights’ are distributed unevenly along lines of 

entitlement and marginalization, so that the right to offend weighs more than the right not to be 
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offended. While the perpetrator is entitled to offend, the victim’s right not to be offended is 

disregarded (4). 

A reproduction of inequality: Within this context of how workplaces at universities are organized, 

harassment occurs accumulatively and imperceptibly. Contrary to normative expectations – 

which the reporting system as well as demands to ‘just speak up’ rest upon and reproduce – 

instances of harassment are usually not clearly identifiable, one-off occurrences. Instead, 

harassment commonly starts with small instances of boundaries being consistently pushed and 

slightly transgressed. While these continuous transgressions are affectively noticed by many 

victims, only a-posteriori when having spiraled into an accumulation of occurrences is the case 

itself identifiable as harassment and discrimination (5). Misusing the resultant loss of perspective 

that many victims experience – the inability to trust what they affectively feel/know yet cannot 

put into adequate words – perpetrators exploit the victim’s vulnerability to isolate them from 

colleagues and potential allies which restricts their autonomy. In a workplace organized through 

contradictory norms of in/formality, relational ties are essential to acting autonomously. Unable 

to share their vulnerability, it is difficult for victims to recognize and resist the harassment and 

discrimination they experience (6). In addition, claims of harassment and discrimination are 

dismissed through a process of legitimized othering, which rationalizes unequal treatment, 

including harassment and discrimination, of people who are legitimized as other. In the Danish 

context, people are othered against a norm of ‘Danish-ness’ that is ascribed primarily to white, 

Danish, Western, non-Muslim, heterosexual bodies. Those who are legitimized as other are 

overlooked and their claims are denied, derailed, dismissed, avoided, ignored, individualized, and 

ridiculed. Being marginalized, they are denied access to their right not to be offended. Differing 

from the norm, they are disadvantaged in procedures shaped by male-centric legal norms (7). 

A layer of unspeakability: Two points develop upon the context of in/formality that reproduces 

inequalities. Some things become unspeakable, and victims are asked to be resilient despite it all. 

In a context in which some (particularly, non-white, non-Danish, Muslim, queer) bodies are 

excluded based on legitimized othering, specific types of harassment and discrimination, as 

identified in this study racism and anti-queerness, become unspeakable. That is, either any 

attempts of speaking about racism and anti-queerness are eradicated and silenced, or they are 



231 

 

simply not spoken about in the first place. People legitimized as other are positioned so far 

outside the norm of who is part of a university workplace, that they are not recognized as possibly 

being excluded. The unspeakability of racism and anti-queerness, manifesting in the inability or 

unwillingness to name and recognize these as harassment and discrimination, allows these types 

of harassment and discrimination to remain invisible and silenced, even when (some) inequalities 

are addressed within the organization. While this study points specifically to the unspeakability of 

racist and anti-queer harassment and discrimination, the argument can be extended to any type 

of harassment and discrimination that does not fit normative understandings (8). Those whose 

claims are not addressed are then expected to be resilient, overcoming or at least enduring 

problems of harassment and discrimination (which are not recognized and named as such). 

Seemingly, their experiences do not matter enough to be engaged with, their lives are not 

grievable enough to deserve full and unrestricted protection in the face of violence. Instead, they 

have to endure not being grieved in the face of harm to be recognized as viable persons who 

belong, who matter, in the organization (9). 

A lack of responsibility: Finally, the question this leads to is: Who is responsible? If harassment 

and discrimination are reproduced continuously, whose responsibility is it to change this? As my 

findings reveal the rationale underlying the answer to this question is that the responsibility of 

solving problems is placed on those who are seen as ‘owning’ the problem. In the case of 

harassment and discrimination, the victims are identified as the ‘owners’ of the problem. You are 

being harassed – it is your problem. By bringing the issue up, victims are presumed to bring the 

problem about, rather than to identify an already existent problem. Moreover, they are seen as 

having the biggest interest in solving it. If this is a problem for you, you solve it, the argument 

goes (10). 

In sum, a context of in/formality builds the basis of how workplaces at universities are 

dis/organized; upon this context, a reproduction of inequality occurs; covered by a layer of 

unspeakability; which cumulates in a lack of responsibility. 
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5.3 How much pain does a gram of comfortableness cost? 

Having summarized the findings of this study, it remains to discuss why these findings matter. If 

they are the answers, what questions do they address? While, strictly speaking, they address the 

research questions that guided this investigation – and I will return to these in a moment – the 

relevance of the insights of this study might be best grasped by relating them to a question that I 

came across throughout my empirical research: “How much pain does a gram of comfortableness 

cost?” This question captures forcefully, pointedly, and unapologetically the sense of pain, 

injustice, and inequality I encountered so often throughout my research. It derived from one of 

the interviews I conducted, and it has stuck with me ever since. The interviewee referred to how 

some people, those on top of the hierarchy at universities, felt entitled to being comfortable even 

if this came at the cost of other people’s pain. “You can almost measure, how much pain a gram 

of comfortableness costs for a person who is on top”, were her exact words. 

In this dissertation, I have not measured how much pain a gram of comfortableness costs. Neither 

have I measured the pain that exists at Danish universities. No study – neither qualitative nor 

quantitative – would be able to do so, I assume. Yet, this consideration – how much pain for a 

gram of comfortableness – links to a line of questioning that developed throughout my work and 

that the findings presented above relate to. How come so many still need to suffer harassment 

and discrimination at universities that are meant to be equal and fair workplaces, in a country 

that is meant to have overcome problems of inequality? Who benefits from this, or at least, who 

or what is protected – when it is apparently not the victims whose protection is privileged? Who 

remains comfortable despite, or because of, other people’s pain and why are some allowed to 

remain comfortable while others suffer? The overall question my dissertation is concerned with is 

thus, how does this keep happening – or, put differently, how are harassment and discrimination 

reproduced in workplaces at Danish universities?  

Taking this question as my starting point means that I begin with the conviction that it is relevant 

to study harassment and discrimination as problems because they exist, they persist, they 

reproduce. Already in 2015, a study by the European Agency for Fundamental Rights, which 

included 42,000 women from all 28 EU member states, found that 55% of women had 

experienced sexual harassment, of which over a third occurred in their workplace (FRA - 
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European Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2015; Latcheva, 2017). In Denmark, 83% of 

participants responded that they had experienced sexual harassment at least once since the age of 

15 and 80% in the last 12 months, making Denmark third overall and second within the last 12 

months with the highest occurrence of sexual harassment in the EU-28 countries (FRA - 

European Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2015). Notably, this was before the #MeToo movement 

had gained attention globally, or in Denmark. While survivor and activist Tarana Burke had 

started #MeToo already in 2006, it was not until 2017 that the #MeToo hashtag went viral, giving 

the movement heightened attention in the USA and globally and leading to millions of 

testimonials of sexual harassment (Burke, 2022).  

Despite its global spread, the #Metoo movement was at first largely ignored, ridiculed, or deemed 

as having gone too far in the Danish context (Askanius & Hartley, 2019; Skewes et al., 2021). Only 

in 2020, when prominent Danish media personality Sofie Linde spoke publicly about the sexual 

harassment she had experienced throughout her job, did a ‘second wave’ of #MeToo advance in 

Denmark. In parallel, the movement for Black lives, under the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter gained 

renewed and unprecedented momentum in the summer of 2020 after the murder of George 

Floyd. While #BlackLivesMatter was founded already in 2013 after the acquittal of Trayvon 

Martin’s murder (Black Lives Matter Global Network Foundation, 2022), the brutal murder of 

Floyd, which was captured on video and thereby witnessed by millions around the world, led to 

protests globally. This included a demonstration in Copenhagen, Denmark, with more than 

15,000 participants, leading to more attention to issues of racism not only in the US but also in 

the Danish context (C. D. Christensen & Andreasen, 2020). 

I started this research project in the spring of 2019, before the second and more powerful wave of 

#Metoo in Denmark, and before the main #BlackLivesMatter demonstration in Copenhagen10. 

Even back then, it was clear that harassment and discrimination were problems (FRA - European 

Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2015), also at Danish universities (Swedish Research Council, 

2018). Since then and as this research project advanced, both public accounts and research 

studies have confirmed that neither Denmark as a country, nor academia as a workplace are an 

 
10 It should be noted that Black Lives Matter Denmark has been working and organizing continuously, both before 

and after the demonstration in the summer of 2020. However, the demonstration in Copenhagen in June 2020 was 

by far the largest in terms of the number of participants. 
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exception when it comes to occurrences of harassment and discrimination (Einersen et al., 2021; 

Humbert, 2022; Lipinsky et al., 2022; Nordic Council of Ministers, 2020). Harassment and 

discrimination exist, persist, and reproduce in workplaces at Danish universities. To investigate 

how harassment and discrimination are reproduced at presumably fair and equal workplaces at 

Danish universities, I conducted this study. I posed three research questions, which I can now 

respond to:  

(1) How does the dis/organization of Danish universities enable the reproduction of 

inequalities, specifically in form of sexist and racist harassment and discrimination? 

What this study showed is that harassment and discrimination are reproduced in the complex 

entanglement of formal and informal structures, processes, and practices that dis/organize 

academia. That is, first, Danish universities are dis/organized through contradictory norms of 

formality and informality, which is recognizable in how organizational structures, practices, and 

processes are caught up between formal and informal norms, as this study identified. Specifically, 

this could be seen by examining the contextual mechanisms that uphold the academic 

organization as well as in analyzing the contradictory norms that victims face when trying to 

speak up about experiences of harassment and discrimination. Second, the entanglement of 

formality and informality in organizational structures, processes, and practices has been 

identified as being facilitative of workplace harassment and discrimination. As victims get caught 

up in contradictory organizational norms, their perspective, autonomy, and sense of self are 

destabilized which allows harassment and discrimination to persist. It is thus the very in/formal 

dis/organization of universities that enables workplace harassment and discrimination. This 

insight challenges the view that harassment and discrimination are issues of mismanagement in 

an otherwise well-functioning organization and utilizes the notion of dis/organization to pinpoint 

how and which structures, practices, and processes at universities facilitate and enable 

harassment and discrimination.  

(2) What allows sexist and racist workplace harassment and discrimination to be reproduced 

both on an institutional-structural and an interactional-individual level? 

My aim in posing this question was to conduct a study that does not pay attention either to the 

interactional-individual or to the institutional-structural level but considers both in its 
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investigation of workplace harassment and discrimination. To provide an adequate answer, this 

study, on the one hand, investigated the embodied and affective experience of harassment at an 

interactional-individual level. To that end, I found that due to the unaddressed paradox of 

accumulative and imperceptible harassment experiences – that is, harassment has to be 

recognized as experience to grasp those aspects of it that take place in an affectively accumulative 

and imperceptible way, yet the very imperceptibility of harassment makes it impossible to 

recognize and name the experience as harassment at the point where it is imperceptible – 

harassment remains unrecognized on an interactional-individual level. On the other hand, the 

study also focused on the institutional-structural level and I developed the concept of legitimized 

othering to show how the process of defining and labeling some groups as legitimately different 

allows the implicit dehumanization of such non-normative groups in the organization. Problems 

of harassment and discrimination are then not recognized as institutional-structural problems 

and can be dismissed despite their continuous reproduction and persistence in the organization. 

As long as they are positioned outside of what and whom the organization legitimately engages 

with, they do not appear as institutional-structural problems in the organization. 

Attending, moreover, to how the interactional-individual and institutional-structural level are 

linked, this study consistently paid attention to organizational structures and processes, and 

practices that are implicated in the reproduction of harassment and discrimination, and how 

these are shaped by organizational norms which are understood as embedded in institutional 

structures yet reproduced in interactional between individuals. This is explicitly identified in the 

(mal)functioning of the reporting process that is anchored within male-centric legal norms 

which, on the one hand, are reproduced by those acting within the reporting process and, on the 

other hand, recreate gendered and racialized inequalities in the organization that allow such 

reproduction of male-centric norms, as much as in the struggle for placing responsibility when 

responsibility is individualized to avoid acknowledging the structural anchoring of harassment as 

a form of discrimination in the university’s very dis/organization. 

(3) How are sexist and racist harassment and discrimination reproduced intersectionally, and 

what is distinct in how they are reproduced?  
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Most parts of the study investigated sexist and racist harassment and discrimination in 

intersection. That is, insights on the imperceptibility of harassment, the perpetrator’s misuse of 

the victim’s vulnerability, the unequal distribution of the right to offend vis-à-vis the right not to 

be offended, as well as the expectation towards victims to be resilient to be grievable have been 

developed in an analysis that was attentive to the influence of gendered and racialized power 

structures and how these intersect. Beyond this, I was able to pinpoint specifically how racist 

harassment and discrimination are reproduced distinctly from sexist harassment and 

discrimination. The concept of the unspeakability of racism identified how experiences of racist 

harassment and discrimination are not recognized and remain invisible and silenced, in other 

words unspeakable, even when sexist harassment and discrimination are addressed within the 

organization. The unspeakability of racism links to and builds upon the concept of legitimized 

othering, but I propose that the latter can be of use to understand workplace harassment and 

discrimination more generally, as outlined above, while the prior provides a specific contribution 

to understanding the reproduction of racist harassment and discrimination, at universities and in 

the Danish context.  

 

In sum, answering these research questions offers a contribution to existent research within the 

field of feminist organization studies by understanding harassment and discrimination as enabled 

through the very dis/organization of universities rather than being issues of mismanagement 

within an otherwise well-functioning organization and as both interactional-individual and 

institutional-structural level problems. That is, it allows extending research that has focused on 

the role of gendered and racialized power structures in organizations, and how these are 

inscribed within and enacted through heteronormative, misogynist, and racist organizational 

cultures, unequal workplace structures as well as exclusionary organizational networks 

(Bourabain, 2020; Hennekam & Bennett, 2017; Ortlieb & Sieben, 2019; Phipps & Young, 2015), 

while at the same time providing novel insights into the affective, embodied dimensions of 

harassment experiences yet without detaching these from their normative structural anchoring 

(cf. Ahmed, 2014a). It, further, contributes an intersectional analysis that investigates both sexist 

and racist types of harassment and discrimination as well as their intersections thereby 
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addressing the general need for analyses that go beyond a one-sided focus on gendered 

discrimination and sexual harassment and, more specifically, the call for more research on race 

and racism in (feminist) organization studies (Dar et al., 2020; Mandalaki & Prasad, 2022; 

Nkomo, 2021; Rodriguez et al., 2016). In addition to the theoretical contribution to research, it is 

paramount to answer these questions for their relevance in society and organizations. In the 

following, I will outline in more detail my contribution to feminist organization studies and offer 

implications for organizational practice. 

 

5.4 Contributions to feminist organization studies 

The dissertation’s main insights which I have presented above contribute to research on 

harassment and discrimination within feminist organization studies and related fields (E. Bell et 

al., 2019; Bourabain, 2020; Calder-Dawe & Gavey, 2016; Fernando & Prasad, 2019; Hennekam & 

Bennett, 2017; Ortlieb & Sieben, 2019; Phipps & Young, 2015; Whitley & Page, 2015). Each claim 

respectively holds a specific contribution which I outline in the following before addressing 

implications for organizational practice that derive from this dissertation. 

 

5.4.1 Not by mistake – universities as inherently discriminatory organizations  

I have claimed that a complex interplay of formality and informality produces organizational 

structures, processes, and practices at universities that dis/organize academic workplaces yet at 

the same time facilitate the reproduction of harassment and discrimination (1). This insight 

contributes to dis/organization literature (Cooper, 1986, 2001; Hassard et al., 2008; Plotnikof et 

al., 2020, 2022; Putnam et al., 2016) by showing empirically how academic workplaces are 

dis/organized. Adding to an understanding of organizations as inherently paradoxical and 

contradictory (Putnam & Ashcraft, 2017; Smith & Lewis, 2011; Trethewey & Ashcraft, 2004), it 

demonstrates that harassment and discrimination are not unfortunate mistakes or issues of 

mismanagement in an otherwise well-functioning academic organization but an inherent part of 

how academia is dis/organized (cf. Guschke & Sløk-Andersen, 2022; Hearn & Parkin, 2001).  
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To take a step back; if we understand organization as social-relational processes that shape and 

are shaped by organizational norms, formal and informal power structures as well as aspects of 

disorganization and paradoxes (as I have argued in the theory chapter), the processual character 

of organization means that organizational settings, such as Danish universities, are not fixed 

entities but rather a set of continuously changing and (self)reproducing structures, practices, and 

processes (cf. J. F. Christensen, 2020; Hernes, 2014). Thus, the contextual mechanisms outlined in 

the analysis are the set of structures, practices, and processes that continuously reproduce 

academia. In other words, they are formative of academia. Power relations and both formal and 

informal hierarchies, including the existence of ‘star’ academics, build the structural undercurrent 

of academic workplace relations and are meant to enable research progress; workplace relations 

which are often both personal and professional and entangle in an international academic context 

are productive for building strong academic networks and collaborative research; normalized and 

sometimes idealized conditions of competition, precarity, academic freedom, and scholarly 

conflict shape how academic research is practiced by the people working at universities and are 

meant to foster academic excellence; a belief in meritocracy and ‘enlightened’ academia as much 

as references to the ‘Danish way’ legitimize the existent structures, processes, and practices.  

Yet, at the same time, as the analysis stressed, it is these exact structures, practices, and processes 

that enable the reproduction of harassment and discrimination. The overlap of formal and 

informal power relations leaves no viable way to address harassment and discrimination; ‘star’ 

academics become seemingly irreplaceable and thereby untouchable, that is, almost impossible to 

hold accountable for any transgression of boundaries; the glorification of conflict allows 

disguising harassment as a normal part of the academic job; the ideal of a meritocratic and 

enlightened academic space leads to ignorance and dismissal towards any claims of inequalities. 

Thus, as my empirical material shows, harassment and discrimination are often regarded as 

regrettable but singular, extraordinary occurrences that stand in contrast to an otherwise fair, 

equal, and meritocratic academic organization – ‘while the university as such is well organized, 

harassment and discrimination are the results of individual mismanagement or misbehavior’, the 

argument goes. However, as my analysis demonstrates, it is exactly those organizational 

structures, processes, and practices which uphold the university that at the same time reproduce 

sexist and racist harassment and discrimination. My research thus offers a contribution by 
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showing how sexist and racist harassment and discrimination are reproduced in the complex 

entanglement of in/formal structures, processes, and practices that dis/organize academia. It 

supports the claim and shows how, universities are inherently violent and discriminatory 

organizations that reproduce heterosexist and racist inequalities (cf. Dar et al., 2020; van den 

Brink & Benschop, 2012). 

 

5.4.2 The paradoxical reproduction of contradictory and constantly shifting norms 

I have argued that contradictory formal and informal organizational norms make it impossible to 

speak up about harassment and discrimination without breaking normative expectations (2). Put 

differently, there is no viable way to speak up about harassment and discrimination. While 

formally, one is demanded to ‘just speak up’, informal norms make it impossible to do so without 

being punished for breaking (contradictory) normative expectations in how, when, and to whom 

one speaks. If one speaks too emotionally, this is regarded as an improper reaction, and victims 

are dismissed as exaggerating and being overly sensitive. Ironically, however, before formulating 

any accusations the harassed person is demanded to consider the perpetrators’ potential 

emotional reaction and avoid being too accusatory or aggressive towards them. Victims are asked 

to manage both their own and the perpetrator’s emotions. While their own emotions are to be 

controlled and suppressed, those of the perpetrator are to be anticipated and cared for. If one 

dares to speak up under these circumstances, it should not be to a third party or in form of an 

official complaint as this is regarded as escalating an otherwise assumably easily solvable 

situation. Any act of speaking up should be directed at the perpetrator – but it should not be too 

direct either, as that would be aggressive and accusatory.  

This insight primarily adds to research that investigates the difficulties of resisting or calling out 

individual experiences of workplace harassment (Bourabain, 2020; S. E. V. Brown & Battle, 2020; 

Guschke & Sløk-Andersen, 2022; Mills, 2010; Olson et al., 2008; Richardson & Taylor, 2009; 

Whitley & Page, 2015). While these studies commonly focus on identifying what reactions victims 

are met with when speaking up – being socially labeled as overly sensitive, overreacting, or 

uptight, being met with social stigmas such as being bitter, self-serving feminists, being accused 
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of pursuing trivialities and causing unwarranted trouble, etc. – my research extends these 

insights by relating the reactions to formal and informal organizational norms. That is, it 

highlights that such reactions are indications of organizational norms being broken, some of 

which are expressed explicitly and formally while others become recognizable as (informal) 

norms only through collective normative expectations. It thereby speaks to research on norms 

and norm critique (Arifeen & Syed, 2020; J. F. Christensen, 2018, 2020; Fotaki & Harding, 2018), 

empirically showing that norms are often only recognizable when they are broken and that norms 

are enforced by the threat of repercussions for those who deviate (J. F. Christensen et al., 2021). 

At first, victims are told to ‘just speak up’, yet once they try to do so, they run into normative 

boundaries that are enforced by threats of negative outcomes, such as not being taken seriously.  

Next to building upon this norm-critical view, my research problematizes and extends it from a 

perspective of dis/organization theory. I suggest that in organizational contexts dis/organized by 

paradoxes and contradictions (cf. Plotnikof et al., 2022; Putnam & Ashcraft, 2017; Trethewey & 

Ashcraft, 2004), (for some) it becomes impossible to adhere to the prevailing norms without in 

the same move breaking some of them. I thus argue based on the findings just outlined that 

norms regulate belonging and exclusion not only through defining relatively stable normative 

expectations (cf. J. F. Christensen et al., 2021) but also by being reproduced paradoxically so that 

belonging becomes impossible for some who find themselves in situations (such as harassment 

and discrimination) that cannot be dealt with in normatively acceptable ways.  

Relating to my argument that harassment destabilizes victims by getting them caught up in 

contradictory and constantly shifting norms, I propose that it is not the rigidity of existent norms 

that reproduces harassment which would assume that these norms simply need to be questioned, 

critiqued, and changed to fight problems of harassment and discrimination. Instead, it is the 

paradoxical reproduction of contradictory norms and a constant shifting of normative 

expectations that destabilizes victims of harassment. First, this nuances the claim that norms are 

inherently exclusive for those who deviate, by arguing that norms are inherently exclusive for 

those for whom there is no viable existence without deviation (cf. Guschke & Sløk-Andersen, 

2022). Second, it problematizes the conception of norm critique as continuously questioning and 

testing the limits of the norms that structure social and organizational relations, standards, and 
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expectations (cf. J. F. Christensen, 2018), as it may well be argued that a further distortion of 

normative limits will lead to more confusion and contradictions and thereby provide a weak 

response to harassment that functions through contradictions.  

How then can norm critique be practiced if the very practice it aims to critique seemingly looks 

very similar to norm critique, as it functions through the transgression of norms? To answer this 

question, it is relevant to remember that with its conceptual basis in queer theory and practice 

norm critique is not non-normative (cf. J. F. Christensen, 2018; IGLYO, 2015). Norm critique does 

not function without a normative basis, nor does it (cl)aim to overcome norms. That is, first, 

norm critique is built upon the underlying normative notion of critiquing and transgressing 

norms for the purpose of questioning practices of power (in form of normative reproduction) that 

disavow certain subjectivities, and second, it does so in a continuous practice of normative 

repetition with a difference that however still establishes (less exclusionary) new norms (cf. 

Butler, 2004; Fotaki & Harding, 2018). This further means that not any transgression of norms is 

a practice of norm critique. Rather, norm critique is to be evaluated based on whether it fulfills its 

purpose of consistently questioning exclusionary practices of power. A practice of transgressing 

norms by powerful perpetrators with the aim of destabilizing victims can thus, first, not be 

equated with norm critique, and second, still, be challenged by a norm-critical practice that holds 

at its core a constant reflection on its own (normative) aims and guides its practice of when, how, 

and which norms are transgressed accordingly. For instance, if victims get caught up in 

contradictory norms of being expected to ‘just speak up’ but also required to adhere to normative 

conditions of how, to whom and when to speak, a norm-critical response might be to question the 

normative basis that requires individual victims to speak up in the first place – a claim I will pick 

up on when suggesting implications for organizational practice. 

 

5.4.3 Entitlement as a conceptual tool for research on gendered and racialized privileges in 

organizations 

Another issue that links to a context of in/formality is that unequal organizational structures, 

processes, and practices that reproduce harassment and discrimination are reinforced when 
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reporting processes aim to mirror (male-centric) legal norms (3). Harassment and discrimination 

reporting processes are both shaped by and part of reproducing unequal organizational 

structures, processes, and practices. Caught between formal and informal dis/organization, 

reporting processes are formally set up to support victims in speaking up about harassment and 

discrimination experiences, while it shows that informally they function to avert harm, that is, 

harm to the organization and harm to potentially wrongly accused individuals. For instance, they 

are built upon the idea of ‘innocent until proven guilty’, aim to separate emotions from the 

‘objective’ reporting process, and discourage anonymous reporting – all of which make it 

extremely difficult for victims to make a legitimate claim while it protects perpetrators from 

‘unfounded’ accusations and allows dismissing most cases which protects the organization from 

having to acknowledge harassment and discrimination as ‘real’ problems. Despite the system 

formally being set up for the victims, informally, perpetrators are privileged. 

The perpetrator’s privileged position is manifested especially when power differences between 

victims and perpetrators run along gendered and racialized lines. The reporting system mirrors 

legal norms that evoke ‘the law’ as an objective, unquestionable legal or rights-based frame of 

reference, which creates demands for objectivity and against anonymity that are often 

contradictory to the victim’s needs. Building upon feminist legal theory (Finley, 1989; Réaume, 

1996), I maintain that invoking ‘the law’ as an objective frame of reference overlooks the 

gendered and racial inequalities that create inherently biased legal norms. Legal norms were not 

established to engage with (gendered and racialized) problems of harassment and discrimination 

and are thus unsuited to address, for instance, “sexualized violence against women [that] so often 

happens behind closed doors with no ‘objective witnesses’” (Finley, 1989, p. 904). Basing 

organizational reporting processes upon legal norms reinforces the unquestioned reproduction of 

gendered and racial inequalities. This insight suggests that – even though research on workplace 

harassment and discrimination developed alongside claims for legal frameworks to make sexist 

and racist harassment and discrimination punishable acts (cf. Crenshaw, 1989; MacKinnon, 1979) 

– organizational measures to deal with harassment and discrimination should refrain from taking 

their basis within legal norms and instead focus on developing organizational structures, 

processes, and practices that are sensitive to the inherent reproduction of inequalities and aimed 

towards avoiding such reproduction within reporting processes. 
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Translating Finley’s (1989, pp. 905–906) claims for feminist legal theory to expectations towards 

harassment and discrimination reporting processes, these should:  

“not derive[…] from looking first to law, but rather to the multiple experiences and 

voices of women [and other marginalized people] as the frame of reference, tells us 

to look at things in their historical, social, and political context, including power and 

gender; distrust abstractions and universal rules, because ‘objectivity’ is really 

perspectivised and abstractions just hide the 'biases; question everything, especially 

the norms or assumptions implicit in received doctrine, question the content and 

try to redefine the boundaries; […] break down hierarchies of race, gender, or 

power; embrace diversity, complexity, and contradiction-give up on the need to tell 

‘one true story’ because it is too likely that that story will be the story of the 

dominant group; listen to the voice of emotion as well as the voice of reason and 

learn to value and legitimate what has been denigrated as ‘mere emotion.’” 

Relatedly, I have proposed that the right to offend and the right not to be offended are unequally 

distributed between victims and perpetrators of harassment and discrimination so that the 

perpetrator is entitled to offend while the victim’s right not to be offended is disregarded (4). 

Extending Essed’s notion of entitlement racism (Essed, 2020; Muhr & Essed, 2018) to a broader 

field of workplace harassment and discrimination, I claim that at universities perpetrators hold a 

certain right or entitlement to offend, which shows for instance in the perpetrators’ perspectives, 

claims, and emotions being taken more seriously than those of the victims. Entitlement further 

shows in how perpetrators perceive it as their right to put their own needs above those of others. 

In academia, lines of entitlement run along gendered and racialized inequalities privileging white 

men (cf. Dar et al., 2020; van den Brink & Benschop, 2012) – or as I have argued specifically in 

this case, white, Danish, Western, heterosexual men. In combination with a belief in meritocracy 

within academia (cf. Deem, 2009; Scully, 2002; van den Brink & Benschop, 2012), this privilege 

includes their entitlement to feel comfortable in their ‘well-deserved’ positions. 

In contrast, victims of harassment and discrimination cannot as easily claim their right not to be 

offended. First, as their gendered and racialized positionalities commonly do not afford them the 

same entitlement to having their claims heard and their needs met, and second, as their claims 
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would directly oppose the perpetrators’ entitlement to a comfortable, undisturbed work 

environment. My research extends Essed’s (2020) concept of entitlement racism to an 

organizational context, making it a relevant conceptual tool for organizational research on 

harassment and discrimination. Specifically, based on my study, the argument can be made that 

harassment and discrimination are reproduced as some organizational members, particularly 

white, (Danish,) Western, heterosexual men, feel entitled to harass and discriminate against 

others to ensure their own comfort. These insights – and the related question of ‘how much pain 

for a gram of comfortableness’ – may provide guidance into analyses of the relation between 

entitlement and organizational inequalities, thereby addressing a research need outlined by 

Simpson et al. (2020) who call for analyses of how entitlement and deservingness based in 

gendered and other categories of difference (rather than merit) lead to inequalities in 

organizations.  

 

5.4.4 Harassment as affectively accumulative and imperceptible experience  

Next to investigating how harassment and discrimination are reproduced in in/formal 

organizational structures, processes, and practices, I have also studied the affective and embodied 

experience of harassment itself to understand how it remains unrecognized on an interactional-

individual level and dismissed as an institutional-structural problem. Offering a novel 

understanding of harassment as affectively accumulative and imperceptible experience, I have 

argued that workplace harassment is accumulative, that is, instances of harassment accumulate 

slowly over time, wherefore harassment is imperceptible – affectively sensible before it can be 

named as such. This novel conceptualization of harassment adds to feminist organization 

scholarship which has struggled to delineate harassment, drawing upon definitions based on 

legal, organization, and affect theory (Ahmed, 2015; L. F. Fitzgerald et al., 1995; Guschke et al., 

2019; Leskinen et al., 2011; L. M. Phillips, 2000). As I will detail below, the developed concept 

refrains from defining harassment along lines of intended or unintended behavior yet also 

problematizes definitions of harassment that require the victim to identify the effects of the 

occurrence as harassment (cf. FRA - European Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2015; Latcheva, 

2017), thereby pinpointing a paradox in how harassment can be recognized.  
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The core point of this novel definition lies in recognizing that harassment becomes bodily and 

emotionally sensible before it is recognized and named as such. There is a (potentially rather 

long) period of time, in which the person who experiences these affective, embodied effects, 

would not necessarily be able to link them to any behavior that is identified as and called 

harassment. Nonetheless, retrospectively, the accumulative affective experiences become part of 

what is recognized as an experience of harassment. The time aspect is crucial here as it highlights 

the difficulty of how to define something as harassment. In those early stages, the cause for 

intense affective, embodied reactions might not necessarily lie in a harassment experience. Or at 

least, it is simply not possible at this point to say with certainty that harassment (as we currently 

understand and define it) is taking place. Nonetheless, once the experience ‘qualifies’ as 

harassment, once it is recognized as such, the prior experienced embodied affects become part of 

the essence of the experience. Paradoxically, the imperceptible part of the experience is 

simultaneously part and not part of harassment. 

Understanding harassment as affectively accumulative and imperceptible experience involves 

understanding how it is felt, embodied, sensed by those who experience it. Yet, it goes beyond the 

common feminist claim that those who experience harassment have the right to identify and 

name it as such (cf. Latcheva, 2017). The difficulty – the dilemma – of understanding harassment 

as affectively accumulative and imperceptible experience is that those who experience it might, at 

that moment, not be able to identify and name it. Still, despite a lack of identification of an 

experience as harassment by the affected person, the experience of harassment (affectively) 

exists. Following Ahmed’s (2014a) understanding of how emotions and affect circulate socially, 

the affective experience might not rest within or belong to the body of the ‘victim’ (cf. Guschke, 

Christensen, et al., 2022), nonetheless, I argue that their embodied experience is core to 

understanding harassment as experience.  

The paradox that presents itself is the following: Harassment has to be recognized as experience 

to grasp those aspects of it that take place in an affectively accumulative and imperceptible way – 

yet the very imperceptibility of harassment makes it impossible to recognize and name the 

experience as harassment at the point where it is imperceptible. Due to this paradox remaining 

unaddressed in how universities understand and deal with harassment and discrimination, 
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harassment often remains unrecognized on an interactional-individual level. As I will outline in 

more detail when I describe organizational implications, I suggest that a first step towards dealing 

with this dilemma is to adopt a paradox mindset that allows attending to both parts of the 

paradox simultaneously (cf. Lüscher & Lewis, 2008; Miron-Spektor et al., 2018; Smith & Lewis, 

2011) while staying attentive to the power structures that affect the interrelated, yet contradictory 

elements of the paradox (cf. Fairhurst et al., 2016; Putnam & Ashcraft, 2017), an example of the 

latter being the link between the imperceptibility of accumulative harassment and the victims’ 

vulnerability as I shall discuss next. 

The accumulative and imperceptible nature of harassment puts the victims in a position that 

makes it possible for perpetrators to misuse the individual victim’s vulnerability to restrict their 

autonomy. By isolating them from colleagues and making them dependent on the perpetrator, the 

latter confines the victim’s ability to act autonomously and resist the perpetrator’s influence. I 

suggest that the perpetrator thereby exploits the victim’s ontological vulnerability, specifically 

their existential need for recognition, to create a hierarchical dependency – that is, from being 

ontologically relationally dependent on others the victim becomes unequally and precariously 

dependent on the more powerful perpetrator (cf. Butler, 2016; Sabsay, 2016). This shows that 

harassment is built upon the misuse of the inherent ontological need for recognition, pinpointing 

the existential violence that harassment experiences entail. At the same time, I have argued that 

the sharing of vulnerability with supporters allows victims of harassment and discrimination to 

regain (relationally enabled) autonomy (6). For instance, bystanders and allies support victims in 

regaining their perspective, which many describe as lost or distorted when being harassed over 

extended periods of time so that it becomes possible for the victim to identify their experience as 

harassment, and potentially speak out against it. Vulnerability, being anchored within the 

capacity to affect and be affected, thus also holds the potential for resistance based on feminist 

solidarity and allyship (cf. Vachhani & Pullen, 2019; Wickström et al., 2021).  

These claims contribute to the conceptualization of vulnerability and autonomy in relation to 

victimhood in the context of harassment and discrimination (cf. Søndergaard, 2008; Uldbjerg, 

2021; Vachhani & Pullen, 2019). Building upon an understanding of both vulnerability and 

autonomy as relationally embedded (Butler, 2016; Dodds, 2013; Mackenzie, 2013; Mackenzie et 



247 

 

al., 2013; Sabsay, 2016), it highlights the intimate relationship between the two in arguing that in 

harassment cases the exploitation of vulnerability (that is, precariousness) leads to an inability to 

act autonomously. Thinking with Mackenzie et al. (2013, p. 10), it identifies the vulnerability at 

play in harassment situations as pathogenic vulnerability that “undermines autonomy or 

exacerbates the sense of powerlessness engendered by vulnerability in general.” At the same time, 

the findings point to the possibility to regain autonomy by sharing vulnerability, that is, having 

others recognize one’s vulnerable position and providing (non-paternalistic, autonomy-fostering) 

care. Importantly, this form of care and support fosters rather than inhibits the victims’ 

autonomy, it supports them in regaining their perspective and sense of self by validating what 

they already affectively experience and helping them to name it. 

This provides empirical backing for the claim that vulnerability as such is neither avoidable nor 

problematic but can if recognized and acknowledged, support the development of autonomous 

capabilities, as “there is no inherent tension between an adequately theorized conception of 

autonomy which is premised on a conception of the self as relational and acknowledgment of 

universal [ontological] vulnerability” (Dodds, 2013, pp. 41–42). Instead, it is the exploitation of a 

person’s vulnerability within an unequal power relationship that leads to harmful autonomy-

restricting effects of pathogenic vulnerability. My study thereby questions the conception of 

“figures of victimhood [as...] those who are vulnerable are therefore without agency” (Butler et 

al. 2016: 2) and shows how victims can be both vulnerable and autonomous (see also Naples, 

2003; Søndergaard, 2008; Uldbjerg, 2021; Vachhani & Pullen, 2019). 

 

5.4.5 Legitimized othering as a hierarchization of worthiness 

Another concept I proposed to understand the reproduction of harassment and discrimination, 

and specifically to comprehend what allows it to be dismissed as an institutional-structural 

problem, is legitimized othering, which I have defined as the processes through which a group is 

defined and labeled as legitimately different and differential treatment is justified due to this 

labeling. Legitimized othering rationalizes unequal treatment, including harassment and 

discrimination, of people who are legitimized as other (7). I have argued that in the Danish 
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context, people are othered against a norm of ‘Danish-ness’ that is ascribed to white, Danish, 

Western, non-Muslim, heterosexual bodies. These factors might link to individual identity 

categories as much as structural power relations; the important aspect however is that through 

organizational structures, processes, and practices that foster legitimized othering, a normative 

position of being white, Danish, Western, non-Muslim, and heterosexual becomes normalized and 

positioned as different to non-white, non-Danish, non-Western/Muslim, queer positionalities. 

Importantly, these factors (re)create structural difference rather than just describing existent 

(individual identity-based) differences, as they create a hierarchical evaluation where non-

normative positionalities are situated not only as different but as less worthy of the same 

treatment, including non-harassing and non-discriminatory behavior. That also means that 

legitimized othering will work differently in different contexts – as it is not simply a description 

but a hierarchization of worthiness, it will differ depending on how lines of difference are drawn. 

While for instance in the Danish context, I show how a difference is created between people read 

and categorized as ‘Muslim’ versus ‘Western’ (creating a hierarchy as well as a seeming 

irreconcilability of being Muslim and Western) (cf. Yilmaz, 2016), in a different national context, 

differences might be created based on other factors. Nonetheless, the process of legitimized 

othering arguably functions not only in the Danish context in which I have empirically identified 

and anchored it for this analysis but can be analytically employed and adapted across contexts. 

The concept of legitimized othering that I have developed in this dissertation is an insightful 

addition to research on discrimination based upon stereotypes and prejudice (cf. Crandall & 

Eshleman, 2003; J. F. Dovidio, Gaertner, et al., 2010; J. F. Dovidio, Hewstone, et al., 2010; El-

Mafaalani, 2021; Feagin, 2006). Building upon El-Mafaalani’s (2021) insight that discrimination 

works through a three-stepped process of group categorization (that is, stereotypes), devaluation 

(that is, prejudice), and exclusion (that is, discriminatory behavior), legitimized othering explains 

the justification process that makes it seem legitimate to categorize a certain group 

stereotypically, devalue them based upon prejudices, and treat them in discriminatory ways. It 

thereby adds an important layer to the understanding of why discrimination can be continuously 

reproduced, and particularly how racist harassment and discrimination are reproduced in the 

Danish context (cf. Hervik, 2011; Keskinen et al., 2009; Skadegård & Jensen, 2018; Yilmaz, 2016). 
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It also adds to the notions of entitlement racism and dehumanization (cf. Essed, 2020; Haslam et 

al., 2010). Entitlement racism works more openly and bluntly than other forms of normalized, for 

instance, everyday, discrimination, yet despite its bluntness, it becomes legitimate and acceptable 

(Muhr & Essed, 2018). The concept of legitimized othering provides an explanation as to how 

entitlement racism becomes acceptable. When differences – and the hierarchization and 

devaluation based upon those differences – are legitimized, that is, processes of legitimized 

othering are taking place, the entitlement to offend can be based upon, even deduced from, this 

legitimization process. Relatedly, implicit dehumanization occurs when the creation of categories 

of ‘us’ vs. ‘them’ are used to justify immoral behavior without feelings of remorse, guilt, or shame 

(Essed, 2020; Haslam et al., 2010). The purpose of dehumanization thus lies in legitimizing moral 

disengagement. Legitimized othering allows disengagement from seeing anything wrong in 

treating persons who are legitimized as other differently from what would be expected as 

appropriate and acceptable behavior otherwise. My research thus suggests that practices of 

legitimized othering serve to establish categories of ‘us’ and ‘them’ and legitimize placing these in 

a hierarchical order. As a next step, dehumanization of ‘them’, that is persons legitimized as 

other, becomes possible as legitimized practice. Once legitimized, such practice does not occur as 

an institutional-structural problem, allowing harassment and discrimination to be dismissed as 

such. 

The concept of legitimized othering moreover enables me to maintain that at Danish universities 

racism is unspeakable, that is, racist harassment and discrimination remain invisible and silenced, 

even when discrimination and harassment are addressed within the organization (8). I support 

this claim by arguing that in a context in which ‘non-Danish’ (that is, non-white, non-Danish, 

Muslim, queer) bodies are excluded based on legitimized othering, racism (and anti-queerness) 

becomes unspeakable because those who are legitimized as other are positioned too far from the 

norm to be recognized as possibly being excluded. This leads to their experiences of racist (and 

anti-queer) harassment and discrimination not being recognized either, remaining invisible and 

silenced, even when discrimination and harassment are addressed within the organization. 

This insight speaks to Ahmed’s (2006a, 2006c) phenomenological scholarship on (queer) 

orientations, contributing to organizational research that has investigated the role of orientations 
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in organizational settings (J. F. Christensen, Just, et al., 2020; Guschke, Christensen, et al., 2022; 

Vitry, 2021). It highlights how the orientation of organizations influences which bodies are 

recognized as belonging within the organization and relatedly whose claims are acknowledged 

and accepted as legitimate claims towards the organization. I argue that those who are positioned 

outside the normative realm of what the organization is oriented towards, remain overlooked and 

not heard. With the university being oriented towards whiteness and heteronormativity (cf. K. A. 

Bates & Ng, 2021; M. P. Bell et al., 2021; Dar et al., 2020; Dar & Ibrahim, 2019; Fotaki, 2011; 

Giddings & Pringle, 2011; Ozturk & Rumens, 2014; Salmon, 2021), those positioned too far from 

such norms, that is non-white, non-Danish, Muslim, queer bodies, cannot make legitimate claims 

towards the organization. Any claims of harassment and discrimination that they try to make 

remain either unnoticed or dismissed. This argument based on the concept of unspeakability can 

be extended to the claim within organization studies that there is a lack of research focusing on 

race and racism in organizations (M. P. Bell et al., 2021; Dar et al., 2020; Nkomo, 2021). It 

provides an analytical argument as to why racism is continuously overlooked also in academic 

scholarship on discrimination and harassment, or diversity and inequality more broadly. Namely, 

organizational scholarship situated within an academic system that is oriented so that racialized 

bodies are not recognized as belonging to the university similarly overlooks and excludes the 

experiences of racialized people when investigating harassment, discrimination, and other 

inequalities (cf. Alcadipani et al., 2012; Liu, 2021; Mandalaki & Prasad, 2022). 

Further contributing to a layer of unspeakability, as I have argued, are expectations of being 

resilient which are unequally put on those whose lives are not seen as grievable (9). As shown in 

my empirical material, while perpetrators are allowed to react emotionally to accusations of 

harassment, victims are required to endure harassment and discrimination without complaining 

about their emotional suffering as this would be seen as exaggerating and being overly sensitive 

(cf. Ahmed, 2017). Victims are expected to be resilient in the face of violence, that is, resilience 

becomes a condition of grievability for some. To comprehend this point I combine Butler’s (2009) 

notion of grievable lives with Bracke’s (2016) theoretical insights on resilience. Bracke (2016) 

focuses on the gendered assumption of resilience pinpointing the specific gendered expectations 

towards women to be resilient in the face of problems such as harassment and discrimination. 

This expectation fosters an individualistic notion of agentic overcoming of structural inequalities, 
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averting any institutional, organizational, or societal responsibility for dealing with inequalities. 

Arguably, similar expectations are put upon anyone part of a group of people that is structurally 

disadvantaged. 

This provides an interesting insight regarding whose lives are seen as worth protecting and who 

is recognized as grievable versus who is expected to be resilient in the face of violence, that is, 

expected to endure being unprotected in order to be recognized. From Butler’s (2009, p. 38) 

perspective “an ungrievable life is one that cannot be mourned because it has never lived, that is, 

it has never counted as a life at all.” Relating to this, I argue that those who are experiencing 

harassment and discrimination due to structural inequalities in organizations are not per se 

ungrievable, yet not inherently grievable either. Instead, they are required to show resilience in 

the face of harassment and discrimination to be recognized as grievable lives. That is, 

paradoxically, they have to endure not being grieved in the face of violence (in other words, to 

endure resiliently) to be recognized as viable persons who belong, who matter, in the 

organization. The perpetrator on the other hand, as my analysis shows and Bracke’s (2016) 

theoretical argument supports, is not required to be resilient to be recognized as a viable, and 

grievable, member of the organization. While earlier I have proposed to connect vulnerability and 

relationally embedded autonomy in the concept of victimhood in organizations, I extend this to 

suggest that victimhood is also tied to notions of required individual resilience and grievability. 

Having to be resilient in the face of violence becomes a condition of grievability based on 

(gendered, racialized) power structures. As a victim of harassment and discrimination, you are 

recognized as grievable only when you are resilient in the face of violence. Yet, the notion of 

resilience despite vulnerability – in contrast to autonomy in vulnerability (cf. Butler, 2016; 

Mackenzie, 2013) – builds upon an individualistic understanding of dealing with vulnerability. 

While victims are expected to be resilient in the face of violence, they are not supported in 

developing resilience in the same way that they can be relationally supported in becoming 

autonomous.  
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5.4.6 Becoming a problem by naming a problem – individualized approaches to structural 

problems 

Finally, I asserted that there is a lack of organizational responsibility as the responsibility of 

solving problems of harassment and discrimination is placed on the victims who are seen as 

‘owning’ the problem. Presumedly, victims both create the problem (rather than identify an 

already existent problem) and have the biggest interest in solving it, wherefore they are made 

responsible for dealing with it (10). This point is based on the insight that problems of workplace 

harassment and discrimination are individualized at universities. That is, while my analysis 

shows that harassment and discrimination are not unfortunate mistakes or issues of 

mismanagement in an otherwise well-functioning organization, but that their reproduction is 

facilitated through the very structures, practices, and processes that dis/organize universities, the 

belief prevails that harassment and discrimination are unlikely exceptions within a well-

functioning organization. This view presumes that any harassment and discrimination that does 

take place is not a general problem of the university, but a specific problem of the individual 

person who is being harassed or discriminated against. Placing ‘problem ownership’ on the victim 

rather than the institution makes it possible to free the university of any responsibility for dealing 

with harassment and discrimination. 

Two points underly this allocation of responsibility. First, from this perspective, the victim is not 

understood as the one who points out a problem that pre-exists their speaking up about it but as 

the creator and initiator of the problem, which supports Ahmed’s (2015, p. 9) claim that “[y]ou 

can become a problem by naming a problem” (see also Salmon, 2021). Second, the victim – as the 

one who ‘creates’ the problem and owns it – is then also seen as the one who has the greatest 

interest in solving it. It is the victim who then holds responsibility for the problem and for finding 

solutions for it. As this designates an individualized approach to a problem that, as my analysis 

and the points outlined above have shown, is reproduced on an interactional-individual level but 

anchored institutional-structurally, such allocation of responsibility is an inadequate and 

unmatching approach to tackling harassment and discrimination. 
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5.5 Implications for organizational practice 

This study has shown that established organizational approaches to dealing with harassment and 

discrimination have failed. Neither formal reporting nor informal denouncements have so far 

been able to fight structurally anchored yet interpersonally reproduced harassment and 

discrimination. Universities have averted responsibility for dealing with the problem and failed to 

acknowledge that it is reproduced through organizational structures, practices, and processes. 

These insights demand that new organizational responses are developed that are capable of 

addressing harassment and discrimination exactly at that level of organizational structures, 

practices, and processes. The suggestions I provide for organizing against harassment and 

discrimination are inspired by norm-critical research and practice. I provide them with the aim of 

formulating a trajectory for future organizational research on and practice against harassment 

and discrimination.  

As harassment and discrimination are anchored within organizational structures, practices, and 

processes that are normatively reproduced, organizing against harassment and discrimination 

needs to involve questioning and changing normative patterns and collective practices through 

ongoing relational efforts, fostering practices of norm-critical reproduction with a difference (cf. 

Butler, 2004; J. F. Christensen, 2018; Fotaki & Harding, 2018; Riach et al., 2016). I suggest that 

this would comprise three pillars: first, organizations need to recognize anti-harassment and anti-

discrimination as ongoing, relational practices rather than as a goal to be achieved, second, 

organizations need to respond with autonomy-fostering care to the vulnerability involved in 

harassment experiences, and third, organizations need to be able to ‘stay with the trouble’ 

(Haraway, 2016) in addressing the affective ambiguities of harassment and discrimination. I will 

in the following outline each pillar in turn. 

Recognizing that harassment is structurally anchored yet interpersonally reproduced means 

understanding the problem as both systemic and situational. Dealing with harassment thus 

requires attention to the specifics and dynamics of each instance as well as the conditions of 

possibility based within organizational structures, processes, and practices. Currently, universities 

are organized towards addressing the prior yet neglecting the latter. Individual cases of 

harassment are understood to be the main problem, wherefore anti-harassment and anti-
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discrimination measures are set up to solve – or, as I have argued dismiss and thereby avert – 

these individual cases with the goal of reestablishing a university free of harassment and 

discrimination once the individual case is solved. 

Instead, anti-harassment and anti-discrimination need to be established as continuous 

organizational practices of organizing against harassment and discrimination. The aim is not to 

reach a state of a discrimination-free workplace but rather to recognize how inequalities are 

reproduced through organizational norms that shape structures, practices, and processes, and 

work norm-critically to continuously challenge this normative reproduction of inequities (cf. 

Arifeen & Syed, 2020; Ghorashi & Ponzoni, 2014; Plotnikof & Graak-Larsen, 2018). It means 

questioning social and organizational relations, standards, and expectations with the purpose of 

challenging exclusionary practices of power instead of taking for granted the contradictory web of 

formal and informal norms that permeates workplaces at universities. To take one example, it 

would mean recognizing the contradictory expectation put upon victims of harassment and 

discrimination when they are asked to ‘just speak up’, and instead of reproducing this demand as 

well as the normative boundaries restricting their ability to do so, to establish settings in which 

harassment and discrimination experiences can be spoken about without expecting the victim to 

provide a non-emotional, non-accusatory, linear narrative account – or, by creating possibilities 

to address harassment and discrimination that do not necessarily require the individual victim to 

speak up, at least not alone (cf. Naples, 2003). 

As norms are always reproduced relationally (J. F. Christensen et al., 2021), this requires a 

relational practice (cf. Uhl-Bien, 2006; Uhl-Bien & Ospina, 2012). It cannot only be, for instance, 

an individual formal leader who is involved in and responsible for enacting and upholding anti-

discriminatory organizational practices. Challenging and changing normative organizational 

structures, processes, and practices requires a collective effort by many involved in the 

organization. To enable such relational work in which challenges and problems are examined, 

analyzed, and tackled, it is important to create spaces and conditions in which collective norm-

critical work is possible, which means establishing settings in which norm-breaking is 

encouraged rather than punished, with an aim of revealing, discussing, and transforming 
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normative conditions that enable the reproduction of harassment and discrimination (cf. J. F. 

Christensen, Mahler, et al., 2020; Guschke & Christensen, 2021; Muhr et al., 2019).  

Second, organizations need to be able to respond with care to the vulnerability involved in 

harassment experiences. As I have shown in this research, the vulnerability that victims 

experience when being harassed can be misused by perpetrators to put victims in a position of 

pathogenic vulnerability that restricts their autonomy and hinders them from fighting the 

perpetrator. The solution, however, is not to aim towards invulnerable or more resilient 

organizational members. As my study has also shown sharing vulnerabilities, that is, 

acknowledging one’s vulnerable position and trusting the other person to not misuse it, can allow 

bystanders and allies to provide care in a way that supports the victim’s autonomy. As my 

research highlighted, it can be essential that a not-involved person helps the victim regain their 

perspective and assist them in identifying their experiences as harassment and discrimination. 

Organizing against harassment and discrimination, therefore, requires recognizing organizational 

members as situationally and ontologically vulnerable and establishing practices that allow for 

enacting autonomy-fostering care (cf. Tomkins & Simpson, 2015), acknowledging “a 

simultaneous and ambiguous need for both recognition [as vulnerable subjects] and [relationally 

enabled] independence” (Ford, 2019, p. 174). Basing these practices on an understanding of 

harassment as accumulative and imperceptible, this also means being open to the dilemma of 

sometimes potentially not being able to pinpoint an experience of harassment and discrimination 

at the moment in which it is affectively noticed yet providing care in such situations, nonetheless. 

Dealing with this paradox arising from harassment being accumulative and imperceptible 

requires a paradox mindset (cf. Lüscher & Lewis, 2008; Miron-Spektor et al., 2018; Smith & 

Lewis, 2011). This could for instance mean taking affective, emotional, and embodied experiences 

seriously instead of dismissing them as a normal part of an academic job and providing such 

support without immediately requiring the affected person to pinpoint what caused their affective 

reaction. Instead, there should be space and time to collectively explore if the trigger lies in 

experiences of harassment and discrimination, thereby creating conditions to foster and support 

their autonomous capabilities that can co-exist with their vulnerability. Care is thus not provided 
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only “as an extraordinary response to extraordinary events […but as] everyday organizational 

behaviour” (Tomkins & Simpson, 2015, p. 1016). 

Finally, taking seriously and engaging with affective, emotional, and embodied experiences 

demands that organizational members dare to enter uncomfortable spaces of high emotional 

volatility (cf. B. Brown, 2018), as well as ambiguous processes with no predetermined outcome or 

easy fix. It requires the capacity for enduring discomfort and tension (cf. Haraway, 2016) as much 

as the ability to recognize and question the normative judgments and belief systems that underlie 

complex emotions, such as shame or anger (cf. Ahmed, 2014a). Such normative belief systems 

might for instance be anchored within practices of legitimized othering and lead to the 

unspeakability of racism and other types of discrimination. 

As one step, I suggest that instead of trying to create terminologies and concepts that make it 

seem attainable to ‘manage diversity’, organizing against harassment and discrimination needs to 

involve daring to address what cannot be easily controlled or managed yet still needs to be 

engaged with (cf. B. Brown, 2018), such as the structural inequalities that lie beyond the sphere of 

influence of the organization as much as the affective ambiguities inherent to harassment 

experiences (cf. Tomkins & Simpson, 2015). It demands constant awareness of the emotions that 

an organization is willing and unwilling to acknowledge, with an aim of extending the emotional 

realm of what can be legitimately felt and expressed within the organization, including emotions 

that seem contradictory or inexplicably at the time. It further requires that organizations stay 

attentive and (self-)critical of gendered and racialized power structures, including the ones that 

are reproduced in the very processes of organizing against harassment and discrimination. 

 

Organizing against harassment and discrimination in this way will not simply eradicate sexist and 

racist workplace harassment and discrimination – indeed, it will not engage in the unattainable 

quest to do so in the first place. Instead, it provides a fundamental steppingstone to building 

organizations that are consistently and proactively anti-discriminatory, caring about the 

vulnerabilities of their organizational members, and willing to engage in a constant collective 

struggle towards equality. 
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Post-script 

When I began this dissertation, I felt the urge to write:  

This study is not about because of #MeToo and #BlackLivesMatter. 

When I began this dissertation, I felt the urge to write. 

Against harassment, 

against discrimination, 

against sexism and racism. 

With #MeToo, 

with #BlackLivesMatter. 

For solidarity across difference  

(Smith, Combahee River Collective, in K.-Y. Taylor, 2017), 

for solidarity as an active struggle  

(Mohanty, 2003a). 

 

I felt the urge to write  

because:  

This study is an active struggle 

against harassment and discrimination 

for solidarity across difference.  

 

I have written more than 200 pages to give words to this struggle. 

And yet, there is still so much left to say. 

 

I end this dissertation  

committed 

to continue 

writing and struggling 

and remain 

borderless and brazen  

(Ayim, 2008). 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1: Survey questions 

Survey title: Understanding Harassment in the Workplace 

Q1 [open]: How would you define harassment (at the workplace)? This could, for example, 

include bullying, discrimination, sexual harassment, etc. There is no right or wrong answer, please 

describe in your own words how you would explain it. You can write as much or as little as you 

want.  

Q2 [closed]: In your view, are the following situations acts of harassment, bullying, 

discrimination, or sexual harassment? Please choose all options that apply. Choose 'none of these' 

if, in your view, the situation describes neither harassment, bullying, discrimination, nor sexual 

harassment.  

Answer options: Harassment, bullying, discrimination, sexual harassment, none of these. 

- Unwelcome touching, hugging, or kissing 

- Sexually suggestive comments or jokes or intrusive comments about your physical 

appearance that offend you 

- Inappropriate staring or leering that intimidates you 

- Somebody sending or showing you sexually explicit pictures or photos that offend 

you, including inappropriate advances that offend you on social networking websites 

- Being humiliated, ridiculed or persistently criticized in connection with your work 

- Somebody insulting you or making offensive remarks about your person (i.e. habits 

and background), your attitudes or your private life 

- Intimidating behavior, such as finger-pointing, invasion of personal space, shoving, 

blocking the way, or threats 

- Somebody treats you unfairly based on the assumption that a personality trait (e.g. 

age, gender, ethnicity, skin color, national origin, mental or physical (dis)ability, religion, 

etc.) hinders your performance 

- Someone punishes or threatens to punish you if you make a complaint 

- Someone making jokes or comments about age, gender, ethnicity, skin color, 

national origin, mental or physical (dis)ability, religion, and pregnancy/parenthood that 

make you feel uncomfortable, humiliate or offend you 

Q3 [open]: Would you like to add any additional thoughts or comments on why you think some of 

these situations are (or are not) acts of harassment, bullying, discrimination, or sexual 
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harassment? For example, what did you base your decision on? Would you deem some of these 

situations acceptable or normal in your work environment? 

Q4 [closed]: Did you ever experience any of the following situations at your current workplace? 

Answer options: Yes, No, Maybe. 

- Unwelcome touching, hugging, or kissing 

- Sexually suggestive comments or jokes or intrusive comments about your physical 

appearance that offend you 

- Inappropriate starring or leering that intimidates you 

- Somebody sending or showing you sexually explicit pictures or photos that offend 

you, including inappropriate advances that offend you on social networking websites 

- Being humiliated, ridiculed or persistently criticized in connection with your work 

- Somebody insulting you or making offensive remarks about your person (i.e. habits 

and background), your attitudes or your private life 

- Intimidating behavior, such as finger-pointing, invasion of personal space, shoving, 

blocking the way, or threats 

- Somebody treats you unfairly based on the assumption that a personality trait (e.g. 

age, gender, ethnicity, skin color, national origin, mental or physical (dis)ability, religion, 

etc.) hinders your performance 

- Someone punishes or threatens to punish you if you make a complaint 

- Someone making jokes or comments about age, gender, ethnicity, skin color, 

national origin, mental or physical (dis)ability, religion, and pregnancy/parenthood that 

make you feel uncomfortable, humiliate or offend you 

- I experienced none of these at my workplace (click 'yes' - if this statement is true for 

you) 

Q5 [open]: Have you experienced any other situation at your current workplace that you 

would/might define as harassment? 

Q6 [open]: If you have experienced any of the before-mentioned situations, could you describe 

one of them in a bit more detail? For example: Where did it happen? Who was involved (no names 

please, just descriptions)? When did it happen? How did the people involved react? How did/do 

you feel about the situation? 

Q7 [closed]: Did you talk with anyone about your experience of harassment? 

Answer options: I did not speak with anyone, my manager/team lead, Union representative 

(Danish: tillidsmand), HR employee, A colleague, Family outside the workplace, Friends outside 

the workplace, I spoke directly with the person who harassed me, Other [with open field option]. 
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Q8 [open]: If you talked to someone, what was the follow-up after you shared your experience of 

harassment? If you did not speak with anyone, what made you choose not to share the experience 

of harassment? 

Q9 [closed]: Are you aware of a policy on harassment at your workplace? 

Answer options: Yes, No, I am not sure.  

Q10 [closed]: Do you know how to use the formal channels to address harassment at your 

workplace? 

Answer options: Yes, No, I am not sure.  

Q11 [closed]: Do you think you have ever participated in inappropriate behavior towards a 

colleague or student at your workplace? 

Answer options: Yes, No, Maybe. 

Q12 [open]: If you have (maybe) participated in inappropriate behavior towards a colleague or 

student at your workplace, could you describe the situation in a bit more detail? For example: 

Where did it happen? Who was involved (no names please, just descriptions, e.g. two students and 

one professor)? When did it happen? How did the people involved react? How did/do you feel 

about the situation? 

Q13 [open] Do you have any final comments or stories about the topic of workplace harassment? 

This could include stories of witnessing situations of (potential) harassment, reflections on your 

office culture on the topic, ideas for how harassment could be dealt with in your organization, 

examples of best practices, etc. 

Q14 [closed]: Which university do you work at? 

Answer options: Aalborg University (AAU), Aarhus University (AU), Copenhagen Business School 

(CBS), Technical University of Denmark (DTU), IT-University of Copenhagen (ITU), University of 

Copenhagen (KU), Roskilde University (RUC) and University of Southern Denmark (SDU), Other, 

Prefer not to say. 

Q15 [closed]: How many years have you worked at the university? 

Answer options: 0-1 years, 2-5 years, 6-10 years, 10-15 years, 16+ years, Prefer not to say. 

Q16 [closed] What is your current position at your university? 

Answer options: Administrative Officer (e.g. HR, IT, etc.), Associate Professor (Lektor), Assistant 

Professor (Adjunkt) & PostDoc, Chief Consultant/Special Consultant, External Lecturer, HK: 

Clerk, Managerial Position (e.g. Head of Faculty, Head of Department, Head of Secretariat, etc.), 
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PhD Fellow, Teaching Assistant, Porter, Professor & Professor MSO, Research Assistant, Student 

Assistant, Other [with open field option], Prefer not to say. 

Q17 [closed]: What is your (main) nationality? 

Answer option: List of all countries of the world, Prefer not to say. 

Q18 [closed]: What gender do you identify with? 

Answer options: Female, Male, Non-binary, Other [with open field option], Prefer not to say. 

Q19 [closed]: What sexual orientation do you identify with? 

Answer options: Asexual, Bisexual, Heterosexual, Homosexual, Other [with open field option], 

Prefer not to say. 

Q20 [closed]: How old are you (age in years)? 

Answer options: 18-25, 26-30, 31-35, 36-40, 41-45, 46-50, 51-55, 56-60, 61+, Prefer not to say. 

Extra Q [open]: Thank you very much for completing the survey! Before you click on 'send' ... we 

would like to let you know that we will continue working on this issue, to find out how 

harassment is understood and dealt with and to improve the current processes of dealing with 

harassment at the workplace. Would you be willing to participate in a follow-up interview on the 

topic? Interviews can take place at your place of employment or at an external location, based on 

preference. You can take part independent of your experience with or knowledge of harassment. 

If yes, please provide your e-mail address here and we will reach out to you. All your answers in 

this survey will be saved anonymously and separately from your email address. 
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Appendix 2: Survey respondents’ demographics 

Survey respondents (n=399) 

Gender  Female: 52%,  

Male: 44%,  

Non-binary: 1%,  

Prefer not to say: 3% 

Nationality Danish: 63%, 

Non-Danish: 33% 

Prefer not to say: 4% 

Age 18-25: 5%,  

26-30: 27%,  

31-35: 17%,  

36-40: 11%,  

41-45: 10%,  

46-50: 9%,  

51-55: 7%,  

56-60: 5%,  

61+: 6%,  

Prefer not to say: 3% 

Sexual Orientation  Asexual: 1%,  

Bisexual: 4%,  

Heterosexual: 84%,  

Homosexual: 4%,  

Other: 2%,  

Prefer not to say: 5% 

Position Administrative Officer: 3%,  

Associate Professor: 18%, 

Assistant professor/Postdoc: 10%, 

Chief/Special Consultant: 1%, 
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External lecturer: 1%, 

Managerial Position (e.g., Head of Faculty, 

Head of Department): 8% 

PhD Fellow: 39%, 

Professor/ MSO: 6%, 

Research Assistant: 3%, 

Other: 4%, 

Prefer not to say: 6% 

University AAU: 13%, 

AU: 7%, 

CBS: 17%, 

DTU: 30%, 

ITU: 5%, 

KU: 14%, 

RUC: 3%, 

SDU: 3%, 

Prefer not to say: 6% 

Years working at the University 0-1: 21%, 

2-5: 40%, 

6-10: 15%, 

11-15: 10%, 

16+: 12%, 

Prefer not to say: 2% 
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Appendix 3: Interview participants’ demographics 

Interview Participants (n=37)  

Interviewee # Gender (cis male/cis 

female) 

Position 

A1 cis male Associate Professor/ Professor 

A2 cis female PhD Fellow 

A3 cis female PhD Fellow 

A4 cis male PhD Fellow 

A5 cis male PhD Fellow 

A6 cis female PhD Fellow 

A7 cis male Research and Teaching Assistant  

A8 cis male Associate Professor/ Professor 

A9 cis male Associate Professor/ Professor 

A10 cis male Head of Department/Institute/Faculty 

A11 cis female PostDoc/ Assistant Professor 

A12 cis female PostDoc/ Assistant Professor 

A13 cis female PhD Fellow 

A14 cis male Associate Professor/ Professor 

A15 cis male Associate Professor/ Professor 

A16 cis female PhD Fellow 

A17 cis female PostDoc/ Assistant Professor 

A18 cis female PhD Fellow 

A19 cis female PhD Fellow 

A20 cis female Research and Teaching Assistant 

A21 cis male PhD Fellow 

A22 cis female PhD Fellow 

A23 cis female Associate Professor/ Professor 

A24 cis male Research and Teaching Assistant 
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A25 cis male PhD Fellow 

A26 cis female PhD Fellow 

A27 cis female Head of Department/Institute/Faculty 

A28 cis male Associate Professor/ Professor 

A29 cis female Research and Teaching Assistant 

A30 cis male Head of Department/Institute/Faculty 

A31 cis female PhD Fellow 

A32 cis male Research and Teaching Assistant 

A33 cis male PhD Fellow 

A34 cis female PhD Fellow 

A35 cis female Administrative Staff (not included in 

analysis) 

A36 cis female Administrative Staff (not included in 

analysis) 

A37 cis female Administrative Staff (not included in 

analysis) 
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Appendix 4: Interview guide 

Themes Examples of questions  Approach  Keywords  

Introduction • PhD research project in the field 
of diversity research - around 
diversity in the workplace 

• As you know from survey one 
focus lies on harassment – but the 
project itself is wider than that – 
so we will talk more broadly 

about issues surrounding 
workplace environments – feel 
free to share whatever you find 
relevant 

• Not about finding right or wrong 
answers/clear definitions but 
rather about different 
understandings and opinions on 
what is going on in workplaces at 
Danish universities (if further 
questions, at the end) 

• In general: see the interview 
rather as an exploration and 
reflection of your thoughts – okay 
to contradict yourself, change 
your mind, be unsure … > I will 
ask you questions – and also at 
points move beyond traditional 
question-answer-format and use 
e.g., scenarios to reflect on 

• I will record, data will be 

anonymized, only used for PhD 

• Any questions?  
Start recording 

  

Work 

environment 

and career 

experiences  

• How would you introduce 
yourself? 

• How long have you been at the 
university where you are 
currently based? 

• What is your current position?  
• If you think about your work 

environment, how would you 
describe it? 

 Work 

atmosphere 

Career 

Obstacles 

Prejudice 
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• If you think about your work 
environment and your career, 
what would you say are some of 
the best and worst memories?  

• What would you say plays a role 
or makes a difference in you 
having this particular 
experience(s)?  

• Gender is often discussed in 
relation to careers - Thinking 
about your career and your 

current work environment, would 
you say your gender plays a role?  

• Are there other dimensions of 
your identity that you believe 
mattered in your career? 

Stereotypes 

Differential 

treatment 

 

Gender 

Sexuality 

Age 

Race  

Ethnicity 

Position  

Understanding 

harassment/ 

discrimination 

• If you were to define or pinpoint 
what harassment is, what would 
you say? What would be some 
criteria/descriptions you would 
use? 

• How does harassment differ from 
discrimination, bullying (if at all)?  

• What factors play a role in 
understanding something as 
harassment or not? (e.g., context, 
location, people involved, 
repetitions, verbal/physical …)  

• Who should decide if something is 
harassment? And based on what?  

• Would you think about 
harassment in general differently 

than about harassment in a 
university context? How come/in 
what way? What makes a 
difference?  

• What examples/situations come 
to mind?  

• Are there any instances that you 
would describe as a grey zone? 
What makes them hard to 
pinpoint? (jokes, comments, 
cultural differences, location .. )  

Reading a 

vignette – 

embodied 

listening 

After asking these 

questions, propose 

to read out some 

vignettes of 

situations of 

(potential) 

harassment 

[choose 

randomly!]. Ask 

interviewee to 

concentrate on 

their body while 

listening – which 

parts of the story 

register where and 

how in their body?  

Discuss experience 

of listening to the 

Context 

Location 

Relationship  

Power 

Repeated  

Verbal 

Physical 

Cyber  

In/direct  

 

 

 

Objective 

Rational 

Feeling 
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story + come back 

to the questions, 

for this particular 

case. 

Discuss from 

several 

perspectives. Any 

new thoughts? 

harassed 

Insecurity  

Appropriate 

Uncomfortable  

 

Grey zone  

Entanglement 

of different 

forms of 

harassment 

• Would you say that some people 
are more or less likely to be 
harassed than others (at 
universities)? What makes a 
difference here/what factors play 
a role? Where do you think this 
difference comes from?  

  Gender 

Sexuality 

Age 

Race  

Ethnicity 

Position  

Hierarchy 

Power  

Experiences 

with 

harassment, 

incl. follow-up 

• Have you ever experienced any 
harassment/discrimination at 
your workplace?  

• Would you describe the situation? 
Whatever comes to mind first 
(e.g., hat happened, who was 
involved, where/how were people 
positioned, what played a role)?  

• What played a role/made a 
difference in this situation? How 
come this person harassed you/ 
the situation unfolded as it did? 
(e.g., gender, ethnicity, age, 
position…) 

• How did the situation unfold? 
Which other moments play a role 
for this experience (before, after, 
...)? 

Anti-narrative 

approach 

Trigger them to 

not create linear 

narrative but 

rather a 

situational 

description of the 

atmosphere, the 

relations that 

mattered, the 

context, etc. 

Remind them 

throughout that 

they can 

Personal 

experience  

Crossing 

boundaries 

Bystander 

Feeling …  

Thinking …  

(In)justice  

Safety 

Personal space 
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• What happened afterward? How 
did you react? What influenced 
your reaction? 

• What role did your reaction play 

for future situations?  
• How did and do you feel about it? 

What feelings do you remember? 
What about the experience was it 
that makes/made you feel this 

way? 
• Do you still think about this 

experience often? What does that 
do?  

• If you could go back to yourself in 
that situation, what would you 

say to her/him?  
• What could have gone differently? 

change/re-tell their 

story several 

times, explicitly 

allow them ‘not to 

make sense’, not to 

be chronological, 

contradict 

themselves etc.   

Potentially let 

them 

create/narrate 

alternative 

unfoldings of the 

situation. 

Identity 

categories 

Privilege  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Powerless  

Taken seriously 

Ashamed  

Angry  

(In)security 

(Bodily) effects 

Experiences of 

potentially 

harassing 

someone 

• Have you been involved in 
situations where your behavior 
could have come across as 
harassing/discriminating towards 

someone else?  

• How did the situation unfold? 
How did they react?  

• When did you notice your 
behavior might have been 
harassing?  

• How would you have liked the 
situation to unfold? 

• Would you do something different 
if this happened again today? 
(How come?)  

• If it happened that someone felt 

  

 

Individual 

perception  

Objective  

Grey zones  

 

 

 

 

 



303 

 

harassed by your behavior, how 
would you like the situation to 
unfold/how would you like to be 
approached/addressed/involved?   

Responsibility  

 

 

 

 

 

Risk  

Credibility 

Trustworthiness 

Processes 

Occurrence 

and 

normalization 

of harassment  

• Would you say 
harassment/discrimination are 
issues at your workplace? In what 
sense? (Individual, structural) [If 

no: if someone was of a different 
opinion, would you believe 
them?] 

• Whose problem is it?  
• Would you say there are any 

forms of 
harassment/discrimination that 
happen quite regularly at your 
workplace without really being 
noticed?  

• How come? Why do you think are 

they not being noticed?  
• What would change if they were 

noticed? What purpose does it 
have for them not to be noticed?  

• What problems does it create that 
they are not being noticed?  

  (In)visibility 

Normalization  

Structures  

Individual  

Making 

something a 

problem  

 

Harassment 

processes – 

current, 

wishes, advice 

• Are you aware of any 
processes/procedures at your 
workplace about 
harassment/discrimination?  

• If you were harassed, who would 

 Policies 

Guidelines  
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you turn to? (why/why not)  
• What else do you think should be 

done at your workplace to deal 
with harassment? (Or, what not?) 

• What do you think is lacking in 
current discussions about 
harassment? What do you think is 
problematic about how things are 
handled/discussed/approached 
today?  

• What policies/rules/… do you 

think would be counter-
productive to dealing with 
harassment/ discrimination? 

• What advice would you give 
someone experiencing 
harassment at your workplace?  

Safety 

Trust  

Loyalty 

Support  

Anonymity  

Fairness  

  

Believe 

Awareness 

Bias  

Norms  

Power   

Resistance to 

dealing with 

harassment 

If the person is resistant to seeing 

harassment/discrimination as a 

problem 

• What do you think could go 
wrong if we focus too much on 
harassment/discrimination?  

• What do you think is behind 
people’s claims of feeling 
harassed? 

• Do you believe that overall we 

have (gender/racial...) equality in 
Danish workplaces/ in your 
workplace?  

• “Time will fix gender inequality in 
higher education”? Do you agree? 

• What is your opinion about the 
statement that “natural 
differences in male or female taste 
and preferences for certain 
disciplines explain the low/ high 
number of female professors 
across disciplines”? 

 Fear 

Collegiality 

Objectivity 

‘Natural 

differences’ 

Myth of equality  

Exaggeration  

(Over-) 

sensitivity  
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Additional 

questions 

• Is there anything else you would 
like to add/ that is important for 
you to share?  

• Do you have any questions for 
me?  

  

Ending  Thank you 

Any requests? 
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Appendix 5: Interview consent form 

Interview Consent Form  

I hereby confirm that I have agreed to participate in an interview with Bontu Lucie Guschke, PhD 

Fellow at Copenhagen Business School.  

The interview will be audio-recorded. The recordings will be transcribed and used for academic 

research. 

When used for dissemination (incl. academic publications), all data will be anonymized. Should it 

be the case that the interview contains information which compromise the anonymity of any 

other person, these identifying information will not be reproduced in any material.  

All data will be treated in accordance with the General Data Protection Regulation. 

Name:  

Date: 

Signature:  
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Appendix 6: Interview logbook 

Interview Number X     Date: XX.XX.XXXX             Location: XXX               Length: XX.XX 

Interviewee #:  

University: 

Position:  

Gender:  

CONTENT 

What were the main 

themes in this interview?  

What patterns do I see 

with other interviews? 

What new things did I 

learn? 

 

ATMOSPHERE 

What was the atmosphere 

like? What played a role 

here?  

 

METHOD REFLECTION 

What worked well? What 

did not? What might I 

want to change?  

 

PERSONAL/EMOTIONAL 

How did I feel during the 

interview? What triggered 

emotional reactions? How 

did I deal with it? How do 

I feel now?  
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Appendix 7: Vignettes used for anti-narrative interviewing 

VIGNETTE 1  

Location (conference, over drinks), power relationships, fear of overreacting, sexual 

harassment 

Anna started her PhD one year ago and recently joined her university’s PhD mentorship 

programme. Her mentor, Anders, a well-known researcher in her field, has been very supportive 

in the last months. With his guidance, she is now at her first conference where he promised to 

help build her network. Anna feels slightly anxious but mostly excited. The first day goes well and 

after the official sessions, Anders invites her to go out for drinks with some colleagues. 

Over drinks, Anna talks about her research and current challenges. The others, mostly senior 

scholars, give her advice. Suddenly, Martin, a professor, maybe in his late 50s, leans over closely, 

places his hand right on the edge of her dress near her inner thigh, and says: “Well, I am sure a 

beautiful and clever woman like you will figure it out, right?” With his hand still resting on her 

leg, he adds: “I guess you don’t need the advice of an old man like me – but if you want it, let me 

know – I never say no to conversations with beautiful women – and clever of course.”  

Anna feels her heart race. Her hands are cold and sweaty. Her stomach seems to send her on a 

roller coaster, but she forces a smile and automatically spits out a ‘thanks’. The moment passes 

and the conversation turns to more casual topics. The atmosphere is still cheerful – but Anna feels 

tense. Initially strong and confident, she now feels weak and ridiculed—almost like a child who 

does not belong. She still feels that spot on her leg, as if he left a slight burn where he placed his 

hand.  

Did anyone else hear the sexual tension in his comment? Her mentor did not say or do anything. 

Maybe she was overreacting. Technically, he did not say or do anything outright vulgar. She did 

not reject his advance. Maybe this was normal in academia? Now the moment passed and 

speaking up would be inappropriate. After all, these were the scholars she really wanted to work 

with. The cringing feeling at the bottom of her stomach grows – yet the smile does not leave her 

face. 

 

VIGNETTE 1A 

From 1st person perspective  

Finally! One year into my PhD, I managed to join the mentorship programme. I heard so much 

about the support you get and the opportunities this can open up for you. And I’m super happy 

about the mentor who was assigned to me. Anders is a well-known researcher in my field and he 

has been very supportive in the last months, since the mentoring started. This week, he took me 
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to my first conference where he promised to help build my network. I felt a bit anxious in the 

beginning but mostly excited. The first day went well and after the official sessions, Anders 

invited me to go out for drinks with some colleagues. 

Over drinks, I talked about my research and current challenges. The others, mostly senior 

scholars, gave me advice. Then, suddenly, Martin, a professor, maybe in his late 50s, leaned over 

closely, placed his hand right on the edge of my dress near my inner thigh, and says: “Well, I am 

sure a beautiful and clever woman like you will figure it out, right?” With his hand still resting on 

my leg, he added: “I guess you don’t need the advice of an old man like me – but if you want it, let 

me know – I never say no to conversations with beautiful women – and clever of course.”  

I felt my heart race. My hands got cold and sweaty. My stomach seemed to send me on a roller 

coaster - but I forced a smile and kind of automatically spat out a ‘thanks’. The moment passed 

and the conversation turned to more casual topics. The atmosphere was still cheerful – but I felt 

so tense from that moment on. Initially strong and confident, I now felt weak and ridiculed—

almost like a child who does not belong. I still feel that spot on my leg, as if he left a slight burn 

where he placed his hand.  

But then again - did anyone else even notice the sexual tension in his comment? My mentor did 

not say or do anything. Maybe I am overreacting. Technically, he did not say or do anything 

outright vulgar. I did not reject his advance. Maybe this is normal in academia? Now the moment 

passed and speaking up would be inappropriate. After all, these are the scholars I really wanted to 

work with. I just hope I can make it through the rest of the conference without seeing that guy 

again.  

 

VIGNETTE 1B 

Abrupt perspective shifts (maybe say in the beginning that the perspective changes between 

two persons: Anna, PhD student, and her mentor, Anders) 

Anna: Finally! One year into my PhD, I managed to join the mentorship programme. I heard so 

much about the support you get and the opportunities this can open up for you. And I’m super 

happy about the mentor who was assigned to me. Anders is a well-known researcher in my field 

and he has been very supportive in the last months, since the mentoring started. 

Anders: This week I am taking Anna, my new PhD mentee to her first conference. She can really 

benefit from building a strong network, so I will help her do that. I think she feels a bit anxious 

about it but also excited. 



310 

 

Anna: The first day went well and after the official sessions, Anders invites me to go out for 

drinks with some colleagues. Over drinks, I talk about my research and current challenges. The 

others, mostly senior scholars, give me advice. 

Anders: It’s going really well. At the bar, Anna gets a chance to explain her research, and the 

others - Martin, Peter, Eduard - all give her great advice. It’s a great chance for her to meet all 

these professors more informally. Martin seems to get a little drunk. He leans over really close to 

her, and I can’t really hear what he says from my side of the table, but it seems to be funny as 

everyone laughs.  

Anna: Suddenly, Martin, a professor, maybe in his late 50s, leans over closely, places his hand 

right on the edge of my dress near my inner thigh, and says: “Well, I am sure a beautiful and 

clever woman like you will figure it out, right?” With his hand still resting on my leg, he added: “I 

guess you don’t need the advice of an old man like me – but if you want it, let me know – I never 

say no to conversations with beautiful women – and clever of course.” 

Anders: For a second, Anna seems to look a bit pale. I wonder if I should check in with her later. 

But then again, it’s been a long day after all.  

Anna: I feel my heart race. My hands get cold and sweaty. My stomach seems to send me on a 

roller coaster - but I force a smile and kind of automatically spit out a ‘thanks’.  

Anders: The conversation continues to more casual topics. The atmosphere is very cheerful – this 

is a great start for Anna into this community. 

Anna: I feel extremely tense. Initially strong and confident, I now feel weak and ridiculed—almost 

like a child who does not belong. I still feel that spot on my leg, as if he left a slight burn where he 

placed his hand. But then again - did anyone else even notice the sexual tension in his comment? 

Anders did not say or do anything. Maybe I am overreacting. Technically, he did not say or do 

anything outright vulgar. I did not reject his advance. Maybe this is normal in academia? Now the 

moment passed and speaking up would be inappropriate. After all, these are the scholars I really 

wanted to work with. Maybe Anders will bring it up later and ask me if I’m okay. Otherwise, I just 

hope I can make it through the rest of the conference without seeing that guy Martin again.  

 

VIGNETTE 2 

Bullying vs. discrimination, hostile/non-inclusive work environment  

Leila had started at the university as an associate professor three months ago. She had been 

looking forward to working at the department she was placed in as it fitted perfectly with her 

research interest. However, three months in, she seriously considered switching to a different 

department.  
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She had already noticed a certain hostility when she was introduced at the first department 

meeting. However, she had dismissed the uncomfortable feeling, as it was probably normal to feel 

a bit on the spot at first. But over time, the hostile feeling grew. One of the things she noticed, 

was that her colleagues would continue speaking in Danish when she entered the kitchen even 

though they knew that she would not understand them. It was an international research 

environment and she had overheard them switching to English effortlessly with other colleagues. 

On another occasion, in a research seminar, her group leader had introduced the research group’s 

participants by referring to them as Professor xy and saying some words about their research 

focus, while he simply introduced her as ‘Leila’ – no Professor-title, no last name, no research.  

She has no idea why they treat her this way. And the more uncomfortable she feels, the more she 

tries to please them, for example by sitting through a whole lunch conversation in Danish without 

getting a single word. During the next department meeting, it is on her to present a project she is 

working on. While she speaks, she can see some of the other professors exchanging suspicious 

looks and whispering to one another. When at some point one of them even bursts out laughing 

for a second, she feels like she cannot take it anymore.  

She considers speaking to her head of department about it, but she does not want to come off as 

the one complaining. She also cannot really put her finger on it. None of these situations are 

really bad, yet on a day-to-day basis, they feel devastating to a point of not wanting to leave the 

house in the mornings. Maybe transitioning to another department is the easiest option. She 

could easily come up with a good reason for that and then, at least, she would not need to explain 

herself and risk being misunderstood. 

 

VIGNETTE 2A 

Alternative endings (read one ending first – discuss – then read alternative ending) 

Leila had started at the university as an associate professor three month ago. She had been 

looking forward to working at the department she was placed at as it fitted perfectly with her 

research interest. However, three months in, she seriously considered switching to a different 

department.  

She had already noticed a certain hostility when she was introduced at the first department 

meeting. However, she had dismissed the uncomfortable feeling, as it was probably normal to feel 

a bit on the spot at first. But over time, the hostile feeling grew. One of the things she noticed, 

was that her colleagues would continue speaking in Danish when she entered the kitchen even 

though they knew that she would not understand them. It was an international research 

environment and she had overheard them switching to English effortlessly with other colleagues. 

On another occasion, in a research seminar, her group leader had introduced the research group’s 
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participant by referring to them as Professor xy and saying some words about their research 

focus, while he simply introduced her as ‘Leila’ – no Professor-title, no last name, no research.  

ENDING A 

She has no idea why they treat her this way. And the more uncomfortable she feels, the more she 

tries to please them, for example by sitting through a whole lunch conversation in Danish without 

getting a single word. During the next department meeting, it is on her to present a project she is 

working on. While she speaks, she can see some of the other professors exchanging some 

suspicious looks and whispering to one another. When at some point one of them even bursts out 

laughing for a second, she feels like she cannot take it anymore.  

She considers speaking to her head of department about it, but she does not want to come off as 

the one complaining. She also cannot really put her finger on it. None of these situations are 

really bad, yet on a day-to-day basis they feel devastating to a point of not wanting to leave the 

house in the mornings. Maybe transitioning to another department is the easiest option. She 

could easily come up with a good reason for that and then, at least, she would not need to explain 

herself and risk being misunderstood. 

ENDING B 

She has no idea why they treat her this way. And the more uncomfortable she feels, the angrier 

she gets. At lunch conversation in Danish, for example, she persistently interrupts in English 

every chance she gets. During the next department meeting, it is on her to present a project she is 

working on. While she speaks, she can see some of the other professors exchanging suspicious 

looks and whispering to one another. When at some point one of them even bursts out laughing 

for a second, she stops in the middle of the sentence and asks that person to leave the room, 

otherwise she would not be able to continue her presentation in a useful manner.  

The next day, she speaks to her head of department about it. Even though she cannot really put 

her finger on it, she feels that there is something going on. None of these situations are really bad, 

yet on a day-to-day basis, they feel devastating to a point of not wanting to leave the house in the 

mornings. The head of department listens to her complaint and advises her to just get to know 

her colleagues a bit better. However, he also promises to keep an eye on the situation. 

Alternatively, he offers, she could always change to a different department.  

 

VIGNETTE 2B 

Confessional writing  

Three months ago, a new associate professor, Leila, started working in our department. 

Admittedly, her research fits perfectly into our research group. Nonetheless, many of us are quite 
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annoyed about her joining us. It really doesn’t have to do anything with her – it’s just that we had 

all hoped that Torben would get the position. He had been a PhD student and an assistant 

professor here at the department and we all had good work relations with him. And he is just a 

fun guy to have around.  

This is hard to admit, but ... I think we are excluding her a bit. For example, she does not speak 

Danish and of course, we are all fluid in English, but we still continue our lunch conversations in 

Danish. We also don’t invite her when we go out for after-work drinks. I can’t really say what it is 

– and I do feel bad about it, but … she just does not fit into our group. At least not as well as 

Torben did. And it’s really not that we do not like her. I guess most of us just don’t care about her. 

The other day for example, in a research seminar, our group leader had introduced the research 

group’s participant by referring to them as Professor xy and saying some words about their 

research focus, while he simply introduced her as ‘Leila’ – no Professor-title, no last name, no 

research. I guess that was not the best way to do it.  

And then at the department meeting, it was on her to present a project she is working on. While 

she spoke, some of us started whispering about how Torben would always add some jokes to his 

presentation. At some point, I burst out laughing for a second, and I could see that she felt really 

frustrated about it.  

I know that this is probably really bad for her. But I also don’t think it’s on me to do anything 

about it. That’s just how it is – you have to take it as a man, well, or a woman. Some of the guys 

joke that maybe we can get her to leave to another department to free up the position. But I 

actually hope she’s strong enough to take it – it just wouldn’t be fair otherwise.  

 

VIGNETTE 3 

Power relationships, misunderstandings, official reporting, sexual harassment 

Julia is in her first year as a PhD student. Today, she will chair her first oral examination. The 

external examiner, Rutger, is a professor emeritus from another university, who works in a 

similar field as Julia and still engages in some research. Julia has been supervising the project that 

will be examined and hopes that she and Rutger will be able to agree on a good grade.  

When Julia opens the door to let her student in, Rutger says loudly and confidently: “Come on in, 

sweetheart.” ‘Sweetheart?’, Julia thinks, ‘That’s a bit weird. Why would he call a student that?’ 

Thoughts start racing through her head about sexist old men who do not take women seriously, 

but she pushes these worries aside and hopes that her student is feeling okay. He is probably just 

a bit old-fashioned and meant well.  
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Luckily, both the presentation and the questions go smoothly with no further weird comments. 

They ask the student to wait outside while they agree on a grade. Rutger’s first comment is: “It is 

really nice to see such a pretty young lady put together such good work. That’s very rare - we 

need more girls like her.” Julia is extremely irritated at the comment, but fears that starting an 

argument will affect her student’s grade badly. She decides not to say anything and they award 

the student the second-best grade. 

However, some days later, her student shows up at her office and admits that she felt extremely 

uncomfortable with the external examiner, both because of the comment as well as because of 

some strange looks she felt during the discussion. Feeling guilty about not having done anything 

earlier, Julia decides to file an official complaint and ask for Rutger to be removed as an external 

examiner. 

Rutger receives the email announcing that an official complaint had been made against him some 

days later. He is informed that he is not allowed to reach out to Julia or the student for the time 

being. Rutger is surprised, confused, and slightly angry. If the two women really had such a 

problem with his attitude, could they not just have said something? Now, there is an official 

investigation going on, which not only will steal so much of his time and energy but might also 

ruin his reputation if it becomes public at his university. And all that just because of a 

misunderstanding. He does not want to blame the young PhD fellow or the student, but he cannot 

help but think that there must be a better way to deal with this.   

 

VIGNETTE 3A 

Abrupt perspective shifts (maybe say in the beginning that the perspective changes between 

three persons: Julia, PhD student, Rutger, professor emeritus, and Mirya, a student) 

Julia: I’m in my first year as a PhD student and today, I will chair my first oral examination. The 

external examiner, Rutger, is a professor emeritus from another university, who works in a field 

pretty close to mine and still engages in some research. I have been supervising the project that 

will be examined for several months now – I really hope Rutger and I can agree on a good grade. 

Rutger: It’s been a while since my last oral examination. I am excited to hear what the student has 

to present. Julia, the PhD student who is chairing the exam, seems to be a bit shy. I better make 

sure the atmosphere is not too formal. That usually helps the student and the examiners. “Come 

on in, sweetheart”, I say when the student opens the door. 

Julia: ‘Sweetheart’? That’s a bit weird. Why would he call a student that? Thoughts start racing 

through my head about sexist old men who do not take women seriously, but I push these 

worries aside and hope that Mirya, my student is feeling okay. He is probably just a bit old-

fashioned and meant well.  



315 

 

Mirya: ‘Sweetheart?’ That’s a bit weird. Why would he call me that? I really hope he does not 

treat me like a little girl throughout the exam. Luckily, both the presentation and the questions go 

smoothly with no further weird comments. They ask me to wait outside while they agree on a 

grade. 

Rutger: The student did very well – way better than I had expected. “It is really nice to see such a 

pretty young lady put together such good work. That’s very rare - we need more girls like her”, I 

say. Julia looks at me a bit irritated but then agrees that it was a good performance.  

Julia: Did he really just say that? Oh, well, but I really don’t want to start an argument now and 

risk affecting Mirya’s grade badly. We agree to give her the second-best grade and she seems 

happy about that.  

Mirya: Two days after my exam, I am standing in Julia’s office. I admit to her that I felt extremely 

uncomfortable with the external examiner in my oral exam, both because of the comment as well 

as because of some strange looks I felt during the discussion. 

Julia: Damn it – I should have done something earlier. Now, I really need to do something for 

Mirya. I go up to my head of department and file an official complaint and ask for Rutger to be 

removed as an external examiner. 

Rutger: Going through my emails in the morning, I see that there has been an official complaint 

made against me. I am informed that I am not allowed to reach out to Julia or Mirya for the time 

being. The email really surprises me – I am confused and slightly angry. If the two women really 

had such a problem with my attitude, could they not just have said something? Now, there is an 

official investigation going on, which not only will steal so much of my time and energy but might 

also ruin my reputation if it becomes public at my university. And all that just because of a 

misunderstanding. I don’t want to blame the young PhD fellow or the student, but I cannot help 

but think that there must be a better way to deal with this.   

 

VIGNETTE 3B 

Alternative endings (read one ending first – discuss – then read alternative ending) 

Julia is in her first year as a PhD student. Today, she will chair her first oral examination. The 

external examiner, Rutger, is a professor emeritus from another university, who works in a 

similar field as Julia and still engages in some research. Julia has been supervising the project that 

will be examined and hopes that she and Rutger will be able to agree on a good grade.  

When Julia opens the door to let her student is, Rutger says loudly and confidently: “Come on in, 

sweetheart.” ‘Sweetheart?’, Julia thinks, ‘That’s a bit weird. Why would he call a student that? ’. 

Thoughts start racing through her head about sexist old men who do not take women seriously, 
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but she pushes these worries aside and hopes that her student is feeling okay. He is probably just 

a bit old-fashioned and meant well. Luckily, both the presentation and the questions go smoothly 

with no further weird comments. They ask the student to wait outside while they agree on a 

grade. Rutger’s first comment is: “It is really nice to see such a pretty young lady put together 

such good work. That’s very rare - we need more girls like her.” 

ENDING A 

Julia is extremely irritated at the comment, but fears that starting an argument will affect her 

student’s grade badly. She decides not to say anything and they award the student the second best 

grade. However, some days later, her student shows up at her office and admits that she felt 

extremely uncomfortable with the external examiner, both because of the comment as well as 

because of some strange looks she felt during the discussion. Feeling guilty about not having done 

anything earlier, Julia decides to file an official complaint and ask for Rutger to be removed as an 

external examiner. 

Rutger receives the email announcing that an official complaint had been made against him some 

days later. He is informed that he is not allowed to reach out to Julia or the student for the time 

being. Rutger is surprised, confused, and slightly angry. If the two women really had such a 

problem with his attitude, could they not just have said something? Now, there is an official 

investigation going on, which not only will steal so much of his time and energy but might also 

ruin his reputation if it becomes public at his university. And all that just because of a 

misunderstanding. He does not want to blame the young PhD fellow or the student, but he cannot 

help but think that there must be a better way to deal with this.   

ENDING B 

Julia is extremely irritated at the comment and replies: “Excuse me, but you really have to stop 

with these comments. First, you called her sweetheart and now you imply that women don’t do 

good academic work. That is really inadequate behavior as an examiner, and I fear that it inhibits 

your grading.” Rutger feels a bit taken aback: “I really didn’t mean to...”, he stumbles. “Let’s stick 

with the professional issues from now on”, Julia determines. They award the student the second-

best grade. 

Some days later, Julia invites her student to her office to ask how she felt about the ‘sweetheart’ 

comment from the external examiner. She assures her that she had already spoken with him 

about his inadequate comment, and he took the critique seriously, but that it is of course up to the 

student to decide if she wants to file a complaint. The student admits that she felt extremely 

uncomfortable with the external examiner, both because of the comment as well as because of 

some strange looks she felt during the discussion. However, she feels that it was not that bad and 
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she is glad that Julia already spoke with him right when it happened. She decides not to file a 

complaint.  

 

VIGNETTE 4  

Misunderstandings/different interpretations, power relationships, gendered 

harassment/discrimination 

As every year, Kim, a professor at a Danish university, teaches a PhD course on ‘Advanced 

Industry Analysis`. This first session uses a case from the car industry. Kim likes to lighten up the 

mood by adding some jokes in the lecture about men, women, and cars. “This session we are 

going to be focusing on cars. Sorry Ladies, I know it’s a boring topic for you”, is just a funny 

opener. Some jokes Kim also uses are: “So, for all the men, who actually know about cars, this 

model works with hybrid drive - for all the women, yes it comes in different colors”. 

However, the PhD students do not seem as amused as hoped. After about an hour, one of them 

raises their hand and asks Kim to stop with the ‘sexist comments’. Kim feels attacked and unfairly 

judged. On the one hand, PhD students continuously complain about boring lectures, but if you 

try to use some jokes to make it more fun, you are being called a sexist. After this accusation, Kim 

tries to avoid the jokes. “I better avoid the jokes, or someone will feel offended and stir up another 

#MeToo scenario”, slips out at some point, maybe sounding a bit provocative.  

Although Kim finds this way of teaching a bit boring and stiff, it seems to be what PhD students 

want these days. In the last session, Kim prepares the students for the next days, which will entail 

presentations of the PhD projects, ending the session with some good advice for the 

presentations: “Ladies, don’t be shy, make sure to stick to your points also when critical questions 

come up. And for the men in here, try to not be too aggressive when you get criticism or feedback, 

but take it in. And make sure you also give the girls in your group some time to speak.” Shortly 

after the session ends, a group of PhD students approaches Kim. “We just wanted to remind you 

that you should not treat us differently depending on our gender”, one of them says. “Or on the 

expectations, you have on us because we are women or men”, adds a second student: “It’s just 

unfair. Otherwise, we will have to report this to the university management.”  

Now Kim gets really mad. Even well-meant advice gets turned around by these students. In one of 

the last semesters, some PhD students tried to accuse Kim of bullying and harassment, but the 

accusations had to be dropped. Kim is convinced that professors have a right to voice their 

opinion and not be censored. If PhD students cannot take a joke anymore, it is their own problem. 

“Good luck with that,” Kim replies: “Others tried that before and I’m still here…”  
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VIGNETTE 4A 

From 1st person perspective  

As every year, I’m teaching a PhD course on ‘Advanced Industry Analysis`. I started teaching it as 

an assistant professor and now, as a full professor, it’s my 7th year with that course. The first 

session uses a case from the car industry. I like to lighten up the mood by adding some jokes in 

the lecture – you know, the usual stuff about men, women, and cars. “This session we are going 

to be focusing on cars. Sorry Ladies, I know it’s a boring topic for you”, is one of my funny 

openers. Another joke I also use is: “So, for all the men, who actually know about cars, this model 

works with hybrid drive - for all the women, yes it comes in different colors”. 

However, the PhD students this year don’t seem as amused as I had hoped. After about an hour, 

one of them raises their hand and asks me to stop with the ‘sexist comments’. ‘Sexist 

comments’?! Seriously, you cannot say anything anymore these days. On the one hand, PhD 

students continuously complain about boring lectures, but if you try to use some jokes to make it 

more fun, you are being called a sexist. After this accusation, I try to avoid the jokes. “I better 

avoid the jokes, or someone will feel offended and stir up another #MeToo scenario”, slips out at 

some point, maybe sounding a bit provocative.  

I really don’t like this style of teaching. It’s just so stiff and boring. But it seems to be what PhD 

students want these days. In the last session, I prepare the students for the next days, which will 

entail presentations of the PhD projects. As always, I end the session with some good advice for 

the presentations: “Ladies, don’t be shy, make sure to stick to your points also when critical 

questions come up. And for the men in here, try to not be too aggressive when you get criticism 

or feedback, but take it in. And make sure you also give the girls in your group some time to 

speak.” Shortly after the session ends, a group of PhD students approaches me. “We just wanted 

to remind you that you should not treat us differently depending on our gender”, one of them 

says. “Or on the expectations, you have on us because we are women or men”, adds a second 

student: “It’s just unfair. Otherwise, we will have to report this to the university management.”  

Now, this makes me really mad! Even well-meant advice gets turned around by these students. 

But I’m prepared - in one of the last semesters, some PhD students tried to accuse me of bullying 

and harassment, but the accusations had to be dropped. As professors, we have a right to voice 

our opinion and not be censored. If PhD students cannot take a joke anymore, it is their own 

problem. “Good luck with that,” I simply reply, “others tried that before and I’m still here…” 

 

VIGNETTE 5 

Witnessing/bystander, discrimination, racism, stereotypes/prejudice, hiring/promotion 
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Rodrigo is a visiting postdoc from Ecuador. After finishing his PhD at his home university, he was 

glad to receive a postdoc position that involves spending one semester at a Danish university. And 

as he likes the Danish research and living environment, he is planning to apply for an assistant 

professorship position at his Danish host university. He knows that it is not easy to get positions, 

but his profile fits perfectly with the requirements of the department and he has already 

published in some important journals in his field. Overall, he thinks, he should have a good 

chance.  

However, one day he overhears a lunch conversation that unsettles his optimism. While he, as 

usual, shares a table with his project team, he overhears some professors at the other table 

talking about their recent experiences in the department’s hiring committee. Their conversation 

is in Danish. Rodrigo still struggles a bit with the language, but he understands bits and pieces. 

“Well, the first thing to do, of course, is to take out all the Chinese applicants,” he hears one 

professor say. The others at his table laugh. “That is so true,” one of the others says. “Let’s be 

honest - they won’t make it through the interview round anyways – they are all way too 

unoriginal and boring. So, you are making everyone’s life easier if you already take them out at 

the start.” Still laughing, the first one adds: “And even if you were to seriously consider them in 

the interview, how would you ever do that – they all look completely the same.” 

Rodrigo loses track of their conversation as someone at his table asks him a question, but he 

cannot stop thinking about the instance. Did he maybe misunderstand them? Or did he miss that 

it was clear irony – which is often hard to tell in a foreign language? Nonetheless, he cannot help 

but wonder if his optimism concerning his own application is misguided. What stereotypes might 

they have about South Americans? That they are all too lazy? Or too unorganized? Would his 

application be sorted out right from the start? And if he got the position, would he end up in an 

environment full of stereotypes and prejudices? He thinks about speaking to his head of 

department but who knows what reactions that will trigger – suddenly he might play into another 

stereotypical role: the quick-tempered Latin American who is constantly starting fights. And 

that’s really not who he wants to be.  

 

VIGNETTE 5A 

Confessional writing  

I really hope I can get this position. I just applied for an assistant professorship position at my 

Danish host university. I am doing my postdoc in Ecuador, but I am spending a semester in 

Denmark, and I really hope I can stay here. I like the Danish research and living environment. I 

know that it is not easy to get positions, but my profile fits perfectly with the requirements of the 

department and I have already published in some important journals in my field. So, I think, I 

should have a good chance.  



320 

 

However, the other day I overheard a lunch conversation that confused me a bit. I was sitting 

with my project team when I overheard some professors at the other table talking about their 

recent experiences in the department’s hiring committee. Their conversation was in Danish, and I 

am still struggling a bit with the language, but I understood bits and pieces. “Well, the first thing 

to do, of course, is to take out all the Chinese applicants,” I heard one professor say. The others at 

his table laughed. “That is so true,” one of the others said. “Let’s be honest - they won’t make it 

through the interview round anyways – they are all way too unoriginal and boring. So, you are 

making everyone’s life easier if you already take them out at the start.” Still laughing, the first one 

added: “And even if you were to seriously consider them in the interview, how would you ever do 

that – they all look completely the same.” 

I don’t really know what to make of this. I mean, maybe I misunderstood them? Or did I miss that 

it was clear irony – which is often hard to tell in a foreign language? No – I’m actually quite sure 

they meant what they said. And – please don’t judge me but - I have to admit that my first 

thought was: ‘Oh great, if they sort all the Chinese out, I have better chances.’ I feel so bad about 

thinking that. I know it should not be this way, but academia is a tough environment, and 

everyone has to fight for him- or herself. I would of course never say or do something like that 

myself, but … if that’s what they think, that’s only good for me. 

On the other hand, I worry about what stereotypes they might have about South Americans. That 

they are all too lazy? Or too unorganized? Will my application be sorted out right from the start if 

I’m unlucky with the hiring committee? I’m not sure if I should speak to anyone about this. Who 

knows what reactions that will trigger – suddenly I might play into another stereotypical role: the 

quick-tempered Latin American who is constantly starting fights. And that’s really not who I want 

to be.  

 

VIGNETTE 6 

Discrimination, racism/ethnicity/religion, bias/stereotypes, admin ‘vs.’ faculty 

Mariam was recently hired as the new IT specialist at a Danish university. Her new role involves 

leading the IT team at one of the university’s campuses as well as helping the research faculty 

with ad-hoc technical problems. When she started the position, she received the university´s 

welcome package. It included, amongst other things, a diversity brochure, which stressed the 

university´s commitment to diversity and inclusion in the workplace.  

However, from week to week, Mariam becomes more and more convinced that diversity is rather 

a nice label than a true dedication at her new workplace. During her first month, the following 

had already happened three times: A professor comes to ask about an IT-related problem on his 

or her work computer. After hearing about the problem, Mariam usually asks to see the 
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computer, which leads the professor to reply something like: “I think this is a really complicated 

problem, maybe someone more experienced should look at it.” Or: “I already tried several things, 

could you maybe get an IT expert to look at it?” 

Mariam gets more and more frustrated every time this happens. Her name tag clearly says, ‘IT 

specialist’. Nonetheless, she is met with surprised looks every time she replies: “I am the leader of 

the IT specialists here – so if I cannot solve it, no one can.”  

One day over lunch, she talks to a colleague to ask if he experiences the same. “That’s just how it 

is”, her colleague tries to calm her down. “The professors just think they stand above us. They 

have no respect and always treat admin staff badly.” While that might very well be true, Mariam 

cannot help thinking that it also has to do with her being a woman and wearing a headscarf. But 

she does not want to disclose that to her colleague. It feels nice to at least have some solidarity 

within her team – even if that does not solve the problem. 

 

VIGNETTE 6A 

Integrating contradictions  

Mariam was recently hired as the new IT specialist at a Danish university. Her new role involves 

leading the IT team at one of the university’s campuses as well as helping the research faculty 

with ad-hoc technical problems. When she started the position, she received the university´s 

welcome package. It included, amongst other things, a diversity brochure, which stressed the 

university´s commitment for diversity and inclusion in the workplace.  

However, from week to week, Mariam becomes more and more convinced that diversity is rather 

a nice label than a true dedication at her new workplace. During her first month, the following 

had already happened three times: A professor comes to ask about an IT-related problem on his 

or her work computer. After hearing about the problem, Mariam usually asks to see the 

computer, which leads the professor to reply something like: “I think this is a really complicated 

problem, maybe someone more experienced should look at it.” Or: “I already tried several things, 

could you maybe get an IT expert to look at it?” 

Mariam gets more and more frustrated every time this happens. Her name tag clearly says, ‘IT 

specialist’. Nonetheless, she is met with surprised looks every time she replies: “I am the leader of 

the IT specialists here – so if I cannot solve it, no one can.”  

One day, she decides to put an end to this. When another professor asks for an expert, she 

screams at him: “I am the expert, you racist, sexist asshole. What – just because I am a woman 

and I wear a headscarf, I can’t be good at IT?” The professor looks shocked. He takes his 

computer, turns around, shakes his head, and leaves.  
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The next day, Miriam gets a warning from the HR manager. “That’s just how it is”, her colleague 

tries to calm her down. “The professors just think they stand above us. They have no respect and 

always treat admin staff badly.” At first, it feels nice to at least have some solidarity within her 

team – but then she gets angry with her colleague: “But none of you do anything against this”, 

she throws at his head aggressively.  

At home, she comes up with a million different plans of what could be done against the prejudices 

of the professors. The next day she comes into work – and does none of it. When she receives the 

same comments in the following weeks, she smiles – and explains – again and again. She 

continues this way for several years. Then she changes to another job. 

 

VIGNETTE 7 

Discrimination, racism/ethnicity/religion, bias/stereotypes, academic freedom  

Miriam was recently hired as an associate professor at a Danish university. She works on the 

entanglements of religion and law-making in different secular and non-secular states around the 

world. Considering her research outputs – many 4-star journal articles as well as two successful 

books – Miriam would usually be considered a well-established academic.  

Nonetheless, she finds herself constantly defending her choice of research field in her new 

workplace. It is already the third time now, within her first month, that she is being asked ‘why 

she considers this to be a relevant field of study’ and ‘how she deals with potentially being biased 

in her research’. No matter her answer, the first question is often followed up with explicitly 

asking about her ethnic background, whether she is from a ‘Muslim country’ and if she is Muslim 

herself. Wearing a headscarf and having an Arabic-sounding last name seem to trigger these 

questions.  

Miriam is never sure how to answer these personal questions. She knows that the university’s 

diversity policy allows no discrimination based on religion and ethnicity. Nonetheless, she feels 

constantly on the spot – especially knowing that none of her white colleagues with Danish-

sounding names are asked these questions even though they could of course be Christian or 

Jewish, or Muslim for that sake – and no matter what they believe in, they are all equally at risk to 

be biased. 

At the same time, Miriam noticed that whenever someone mentions the word diversity or 

inclusion, people look at her and smile, as if she was living proof that the university´s diversity 

and equality strategy was succeeding. However, none of this makes her feel included - quite to the 

contrary, she often feels like an alien in the institution. And what is almost the worst – her 

colleagues do not even seem to notice how discriminating their behavior is. 
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VIGNETTE 7A 

Integrating contradictions  

Miriam was recently hired as an associate professor at a Danish university. She works on the 

entanglements of religion and law-making in different secular and non-secular states around the 

world. Considering her research outputs – many 4-star journal articles as well as two successful 

books – Miriam would usually be considered a well-established academic.  

Nonetheless, she finds herself constantly defending her choice of research field in her new 

workplace. It is already the third time now, within her first month, that she is being asked ‘why 

she considers this to be a relevant field of study’ and ‘how she deals with potentially being biased 

in her research’. No matter her answer, the first question is often followed up with explicitly 

asking about her ethnic background, whether she is from a ‘Muslim country’ and if she is Muslim 

herself. Wearing a headscarf and having an Arabic-sounding last name seem to trigger these 

questions.  

Miriam is never sure how to answer these personal questions. She knows that the university’s 

diversity policy allows no discrimination based on religion and ethnicity. Nonetheless, she feels 

constantly on the spot – especially knowing that none of her white colleagues with Danish-

sounding names are asked these questions even though they could of course be Christian or 

Jewish, or Muslim for that sake – and no matter what they believe in, they are all equally at risk to 

be biased.  

She decides to take the diversity policy seriously. “When you feel discriminated against, you can 

always report this to your head of department, union representative, HR responsible and our 

Diversity officer”, the document states. She writes several emails to all these four people, 

complaining about every single colleague who had engaged in this behavior. She spends two full 

days writing up all the experiences in detail.  

The diversity officer is the first to reply, stating that this is not a case within his field of 

responsibility. Her head of department replies shortly after, stating that he senses that Miriam is 

not integrating well into the new culture at the department and that she should come in for a 

consultation with him. The union representative writes her that she is happy to meet with her 

and discuss this in more detail. However, she also informs Miriam that she will also have to meet 

with all the other colleagues to make sure they do not see her extensive complains as a form of 

bullying. The HR responsible never replied. 
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