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EDITORIAL  

Sex and Power in the University 
 

It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, 

it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of 

incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was 

the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything before 

us, we had nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were 

all going direct the other way… 

Charles Dickens, 1859/1987 

 

Today we stand at a similar crossroads when confronted with an outpouring of 

disclosures and revelations as #MeToo has become a common term in social media. This 

special issue of the Annual Review of Critical Psychology on Sex and Power in the 

University emerges in response to the series of debates and discussions that followed the 

#MeToo movement. The hashtag first spread through social media platforms like Twitter 

and Facebook in 2017, in response to the allegations of sexual assault levied against 

Hollywood producer Harvey Weinstein by actors Ashley Judd and Rose Mcgowan (New 

York Times, October 5, 2017). Not only was Weinstein one of the reigning producers in 

Hollywood, but his complainants were prominent actors themselves. In a show of 

solidarity, actor Alyssa Milano kickstarted a twitter trend by asking women to use the 

hashtag #MeToo on October 16, 2017 (Sayej, 2017). By the end of day, more than 200,000 

women had used the #MeToo hashtag over 500,000 times. The phrase was used by over 

4.7 million Facebook users in twelve million posts within the first twenty-four hours. 

Facebook reported that over 45% of American users had a friend who used the phrase 

(Worldatlas, 2017). 

 

Very quickly #MeToo demonstrated the magnitude of the problem of sexual violence 

(harassment, assault, rape, as well more subtle forms of abuse of power) on people of all 

genders, classes, and ages. In turn, it provided survivors of sexual harassment and assault 

a space to speak about and share their experiences. Although it became a trending term 
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in late 2017, in fact “Me Too” was coined as early as 2006 following an incident at a 

training on sexual harassment for young girls of colour living in low income communities 

by civil rights activist Tarana Burke. The outburst on social media has brought forth 

millions of stories of sexual harassment, assault and rape at the workplace into public 

discourse in the past one year. These stories spanned across workplaces from the media, 

entertainment and food industries to politics and academia. Despite its global reach, the 

movement has taken different forms in countries beyond the United States, feeding into 

conversations, discussions and debates on the ‘real’ extent of the prevalence of sexual 

violence, and the provisions to address sexual harassment and assault. 

 

In the midst of testimonies by people who kept their silence for varying periods of time, 

a senior academic of Georgetown University, Christine Fair’s article titled #HimToo: A 

reckoning (Buzzfeed, 2017) marked a turning point within the discourse. In her open 

letter to the men and women who abused, assaulted and/or harassed her, she exposed a 

number of well-known and powerful men within US academia. At the end of her article, 

she asks “Why shouldn’t we hold perpetrators to account for harming their quarry rather 

blaming the victim for preventing him or herself from being an easy mark?” (Fair, 2017). 

Fair’s questions take us back to debates on the burden of proof in situations of assault 

and harassment, on the onus placed on the recipient of the harassment and assault to 

prove the veracity of the experience. #HimToo became a way for persons who 

experienced harassment and assault to name those who were responsible for the 

incidents of assault/harassment/abuse within their respective workplaces, “[…] in order 

to shift the sense of shame from the victim–survivor to the sexual offender/perpetrator” 

(Chadha, 2017).   

 

While the #MeToo movement began to pick up pace in the US, concurrently in the UK the 

discussion around sexual misconduct in higher education spaces had become a 

prominent debate. Galvanised by Sara Ahmed’s protest resignation from Goldsmiths, 

University of London (Weale and Batty, 2016), there was the formation of the 1752 group. 

Initially formed by Goldsmiths students, the 1752 Group is today a UK-based research 

and lobby organisation working to end staff-to-students sexual misconduct in higher 

education. Sexual harassment in British universities became a trending topic after the 
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Guardian carried out an independent investigation in March 2017 on sexual misconduct 

and harassment in universities. The coverage by the Guardian ensured that the topic was 

discussed throughout the year, with increasing pressures on university bodies to actively 

find solutions to the “harassment epidemic” (Batty, Weale, & Bannock, 2017) in British 

universities. 

 

Few months later in the same year, on October 24 a student at the University of California, 

Raya Sarkar, curated an online List of Sexual Harassers in Academia (LoSHA) following 

the withdrawal of Fair’s article by Huffington Post. Popularly referred to as LoSHA or ‘the 

list’, it is a crowd-sourced list of names of influential Indian professors within the Social 

Sciences and the Humanities in prominent teaching and administrative positions in India 

and outside accused of sexual harassment and assault by people who contacted Sarkar 

privately. It details the names of the professors, their designation, and their university 

affiliation without revealing the details of the allegation, or the identity of the 

complainant. As LoSHA began to circulate on social media portals, the number of persons 

identified within the list began to increase. Within hours of LoSHA’s circulation, a group 

of renowned Indian scholars and activists put out a response titled Statement by Feminists 

on Facebook campaign to “Name and Shame” (Kafila, October 24, 2017). The feminists 

who endorsed this statement objected to LoSHA on two grounds: the anonymous 

reporting of names of men without details of the complaints levied against them, and the 

use of the social media as opposed to institutional mechanisms of grievance redressal 

which they claimed undermined their efforts for transparent and just systems of 

redressal. With this early intervention, Indian academia in general, and feminists in 

particular, were divided on the ethics of online campaigns that do not have inbuilt 

mechanisms of grievance redressal through formal or judicial channels. It was apparent 

that in these debates considerations of sex and power were shifting, not only to 

accommodate newer contexts of protest and resistance, such as the internet, but also 

evolving formulations of an enduring problem. 

 

It was at this point in November 2017 that we found ourselves unable to respond to the 

ethical and intellectual challenges we were confronted with in the harassment epidemic 

of academia witnessed in the #MeToo movement and LoSHA. Hailing from the same alma 
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mater in Ambedkar University Delhi (also implicated in LoSHA), all three of us were 

looking for another way to participate in this watershed moment of the feminist struggle 

for gender justice. When a chief editor of the Annual Review of Critical Psychology 

(ARCP), Ian Parker, offered us the opportunity to curate an issue on sexual harassment in 

the academy, we imagined the issue as a space to engage with feminist thinkers on a topic 

that was apparently spanning the globe. In fact, that is what we found: we received papers 

from Japan to Mexico, from Canada to South Africa. We wanted to build a feminist 

response to #MeToo and LoSHA by putting a volume of writing that knits together 

different analyses on the problematics of sex and power in the university. In this we were 

amply supported by a group of reviewers who generously gave their time and energy to 

crafting papers into their final shape. The collection of papers in this volume reflect the 

diverse possibilities of responses to sexual violence across geographical, cultural and 

linguistic boundaries.  

   

Feminist responses to sex and power in the university 

 

 The issue begins with Sara Ahmed’s paper Complaint as Feminist Pedagogy.  In what is 

now an exemplar for feminist action within the academy, this paper is a reflection on how 

complaints of sexual harassment are addressed in the University, and what a feminist 

response to them would be. Ahmed extends her argument beyond university students to 

women of colour, and shores up the diversity of experience within the feminist 

movement. This brings us to Suraiya Nayak and Christine Sheehy’s paper, A Feminist 

Trade Unionist Response to the Academy as a Workplace: A Conversation about Sexual 

Coercion. In their dialogue, they discuss how Black Feminism is pivotal to the labour 

rights movement. It holds to account the existing mechanisms at workspaces for 

combating the sexual coercion that is stitched into the very fabric of the way workplaces 

function. Their paper can be read as a response to Ahmed’s preoccupations on the 

problem of the individual complaint, and the beleaguered life it takes in an institution. In 

Harassments and Dating Violence among university students in Japan, Junko Akazawa and 

Atsuko Aono delineate between sexual harassment, power harassment, academic 

harassment, and dating violence within universities in the Japanese context. While the 
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former speaks of violence within vertical relations (such as professor and student), the 

latter signifies violence in horizontal relations (such as the intimate violence in 

relationships among peers). Just like Nayak and Sheehy who frame the problem within 

the concept of sexual coercion rather than sexual harassment, their paper too brings 

different concepts to the discussion. In A Deafening Silence: Fetishising the Feminine by 

Wanna Be Good Guys in The Academy, Kathleen Skott-Myhre deploys the concept of 

‘gender shrapnel’ to explore the complex nature of gender relations in the University. The 

paper explores the insidious effects of the ‘wanna be good guy’ and the questions of 

feminist allyship when male colleagues appropriate feminine traits without experiencing 

the material consequences that women face when they perform those same traits.   

 

In University and Gender-based Violence: Feminist Experiences and Reflections from Mexico, 

María Guadalupe Huacuz Elías and Flor de María Gamboa Solís draw connections 

between the violence of the university and that of the state. They argue that the redressal 

mechanisms of the university can do little to combat sexual violence when the violence 

of hetero-patriarchy in Mexican society is heightened by the repressive violence of the 

state. They suggest that the tools of combatting gender-based violence are to be found in 

the struggle against institutional and structural violence, which the university has 

traditionally reproduced. Shraddha Chatterjee in Speculations from the Borderlands of 

Knowledge and Survival in the Academy poses a disturbing question regarding knowledge 

production in the university. She asks us to consider harassment beyond the limits of 

registered complaints by complicating the idea of a legal definition of sexual harassment 

being held as the standard for acknowledging harm. Her paper argues that the 

university’s role in knowledge production must be critically analysed, if only because that 

production is geared against the student who helps produce it in the classroom.  

 

Peace Kiguwa’s paper, Talking about Gender Neutral Bathrooms: Reproducing Gender in 

Online Interaction, explores the impact of introducing gender neutral bathrooms in a 

university in South Africa. The paper reveals the challenges of seeking to bring change 

that is ahead of hegemonic or conservative discourses on freedom of choice for 

majoritarian or normative groups in society. Naoto Machida in An Explorative 

Examination into Japanese Transgender Experiences examines the experience by persons 
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who are struggling with gender dysphoria which is only heightened for Japanese 

university students by the lack of awareness and support within university culture. The 

paper also highlights the need for specificity when we have cross-cultural dialogues about 

the oppression that trans individuals face. We believe both papers reveal the melancholia 

inherent in a struggle that is demanding radical change. 

 

Of the many responses to #MeToo and LoSHA, we were struck by this one the most: that 

the framework of abuse spoils the romance of heterosexuality, as instance after instance 

of university faculty having crossed the line with their students emerged. Almost as if in 

response to this, we have two papers exploring the relationship between the professor 

and the student. Nika Nikolic in Ethics and Transference at the University provides a 

Lacanian analysis of the ethics surrounding a relationship between a professor and a 

student. The paper argues that without a consideration of transference the place of ethics 

remains an unsteady one, almost destined for failure. The paper situates desire for 

knowledge and desire for the Other to be in the realm of transference, not that of sexuality 

as it is often recognised. In a related vein Shifa Haq and Karuna Chandrashekar, also using 

psychoanalysis, argue in A Charged Conversation: Between the Clinic and the Classroom 

that the unequal professor-student relationship is ripe for boundary violations precisely 

because the desire to learn is confused with the desire for the other. They argue that the 

professor who crosses the line is narcissistically invested in maintaining the ambiguity 

between the two. Using the clinical relationship as a point of comparison, they argue that 

the classroom is always filled with desire, though it is never named as such. The lack of 

recognition allows for the abuse. In Romantic Relationship & Sexuality Problems of 

Japanese Women Students, Atsuko Inosaki, Makiko Kasai and Atsuko Aono discuss the role 

of feminist counselling in empowering female students experiencing gender inequality 

and sexual harassment who seek support in university clinics. Their paper advocates for 

the development of feminist psychotherapy to support young Japanese female students 

who feel the pressure of cultural and gendered norms in romantic relationships. 

  

Alexandra Zavos critically details the impact of different interventions against sexual 

violence instituted in two universities in Greece in Sexual Violence in Greek Universities: 

Politics of Disclosure, Interventions and Institutional Change. The paper argues that 



Annual Review of Critical Psychology, Vol. 15, 2018, ISSN: 1746-739X 
Special Issue ‘Sex and Power in the University’ 

9 
 

 

 

 

universities either are unprepared or take on masculinist protector roles that allows 

them to isolate the perpetrator as singular and outside the fold -an enemy that its women 

must be saved from- an anomaly of its structure and not part of it. The paper brings home 

to us that even though the university denies its role in sexual violence, survivors are 

usually able to locate that the harm done to them is structural and systemic. In Brazil, to 

combat the culture of silence around sexual violence, the collective named Rede Não Cala! 

(Network Don’t Stay Silent!) is showcased in the paper by Elizabeth Franco Cruz, Heloisa 

Buarque de Almeida, Ana Flavia Pires Lucas D’Oliveira, Elizabeth Maria Freire de Araujo 

Lima, Cláudia Lago, and Adriana Marcondes Machado. The authors cite both racism and 

sexism as reasons for the silence that surrounds sexual violence. They argue that the fight 

for the collective is the fight for recognition, and that it is like most other endeavours a 

partial one informed by their locations as professors within a specific context.  

 

Knitting a Tale of Sexual Violence 

 

We started the Editorial with the first lines of Charles Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities (first 

published in 1859; henceforth TTC). TTC was set in France in the period leading up to the 

French Revolution. It is difficult to pinpoint the protagonists of the story; at first glance, 

it may seem like the protagonists are Lucie Mannette, a gentle young woman, and Charles 

Darnay, a sympathetic French aristocrat. They present as idyllic figures in those 

degenerate times: they are good-looking, hard-working, and compassionate. However, 

TTC is also the story of Madame Defarge and Miss Pross. Therese Defarge is an ardent 

French revolutionary who works tirelessly for the cause of bringing down the elite class. 

Miss Pross is the steadfast and loyal English governess of Lucie who accompanies her 

from England to France. This editorial owes much to the imagery of the tale of these two 

women. 

 

In TTC, Defarge works at a wine-shop in Paris with her husband, which serves as a base 

for revolutionaries to gather and exchange notes. She is a woman of few words but nimble 

fingers. She is quietly making a list of aristocrats that will be the target of the wrath of the 

revolutionaries the day the revolution comes. The list is in her knitting; she remembers, 
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she observes, and she notes it down with her needle. Defarge is not angelic and innocent 

like Lucie is made out to be, she is a hard and implacable woman who has a single-

focussed goal: death to the aristocracy. She will spare no one in her quest. According to 

her, there are no aristocrats who are innocent in the backdrop of the French Revolution. 

For Defarge, the associates of the aristocrats are guilty too. This includes Lucie and 

Charles, all of whom must face her desire for revenge against Marquis Evrémonde 

(Charles’ uncle), who is her sworn enemy since the day he had raped her sister and left 

her to die. 

 

When the Revolution comes, and the Bastille is stormed, it is without order or plan as the 

mob takes over in rage against the aristocrats. Defarge reaches the Mannette house with 

a pistol hidden in her bosom, but Lucie has already fled. However, Pross, on the verge of 

making her own escape, confronts Defarge. Pross is deeply attached to Lucie whose only 

crime is that she is married and devoted to an aristocrat, and thus Pross believes that 

Lucie does not deserve the rising wave of violence that is coming towards her on the tide 

of the French revolution. In a bid to protect Lucie, she gets into a scuffle with Defarge. 

Defarge is fatally wounded by her own pistol, and does not live to see the fruits of her 

labour at the Bastille. Pross escapes (albeit deaf as a consequence of her fight with 

Defarge), as do Lucie and Charles. It would seem that the cruellest characters are dead by 

the end, which includes the unmerciful and vengeful Therese Defarge. Indeed, Defarge is 

the peasant revolutionary who is often read as the villain of the story (alongside the 

unarguably black character of the aristocrat Evrémonde). However, for us, the figures of 

Defarge and Pross, as two women occupying similar class positions, who become 

adversaries when confronted with the problems of the elite class, form the most 

memorable dyad of the story. While Pross manages to rescue Lucie, the revolution itself 

cannot be stopped, and the knitted register of Madame Defarge remains with her 

associates even in her absence. The lists she has authored will continue to shape the 

revolution.  

 

Knitting here is an example of a feminine method of remembering, keeping record and 

communicating amongst each other, it is another form of writing with a secret code, a 

vastly different form of knowledge production. We see its relevance when we come back 
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to the events of 2017; in the preparation of the lists of names of offenders, a method of 

keeping record was being developed, a cryptic form of communication that could be 

decoded by someone else in the know. #MeToo and LoSHA transpired without direction 

or leadership; these were social media phenomena that broke ranks from the established 

methods of protest and reform, even within feminism. There were many moments of 

genuine shock, disbelief, and pain as revelations and testimonies of sexual violence were 

aired in public. In turn, these events offered a chance for us to look at our positions once 

again. 

 

To further borrow from the imagery offered in TTC, it would seem that there are at least 

two subjective positions that feminists have taken in this debacle: those who want to 

overthrow the system, as in the fall of the guillotine, and that who want to make a balance-

sheet between the innocent and the guilty, and proceed case by case. However, at this 

juncture we would like to offer that no one is innocent in the university. Both positions 

are ethically fraught as they find themselves enmeshed within the same system. This has 

been fleshed out by Audre Lorde when she says the master’s tools cannot dismantle the 

master’s house:  

 

Those of us who stand outside the circle of this society’s definition of 

acceptable women; those of us who have been forged in the crucibles of 

difference — those of us who are poor, who are lesbians, who are Black, 

who are older — know that survival is not an academic skill. It is learning 

how to take our differences and make them strengths. For the master’s 

tools will never dismantle the master’s house. They may allow us 

temporarily to beat him at his own game, but they will never enable us to 

bring about genuine change.  

Audre Lorde, 1984  

 

Lorde encourages us to think about how our diverse subject positions allow us to create 

different relations to power and modes of resistance. Her words warn us that not only 

are the available methods of knowledge production inadequate to the task of critiquing 

the university, but they will assist in reproducing the patriarchal systems we are trying 
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to resist and change. Perhaps we, whose ambitions were born in the university, have 

sought knowledge to the extent that we lost touch with the ground, with the experiences 

of women/trans/ gender non-conforming persons, our own and those who have come 

before us. In crowded lecture halls and during busy exam periods at the university, the 

fact that knowledge is political is eclipsed by the exigencies of the moment. At times even 

though we may be aware of the ideologies (and the role of ideology) that critique the way 

power functions, we do not know how to translate that knowledge into praxis. It may be 

that the negotiations and changes we have made to the existing structure have enabled 

us to enter and survive that structure without changing the system itself.  

 

Today there is an increasing awareness of the mammoth prevalence of sexual violence in 

the space of universities all over the world. The inequalities of society are perfectly 

duplicated in the structures of universities. Access and entry to the university is restricted 

and highly competitive, but for those who already occupy marginal positions in society 

entry is just the beginning of the struggle. While it may seem that adopting a masculine 

drive to survive and succeed in the university is a strategic manoeuvre, at the same time 

the rewards of hegemonic masculinity are bitter fruit. From a feminist standpoint, the 

challenge of the academy is the rampant cis-hetero-sexism that would seem to be built 

into the very foundations of the university. If we are to fight sexual violence in the 

university, the problem is more than those very few men who are brought to justice for 

their sexual crimes through internal university-based committees or external legal and 

police mechanisms. Inside the university, case after case of sexual violence filed against 

the learned man of high position not only exonerates him, but victimizes the complainant 

who found the courage and fortitude to bring it up. How do we understand the justice 

that is meted out in the few cases of fair proceedings in the face of the many that will 

never even see the light of day? Can justice for some be justice at all? If we are to fight 

sexual violence in the university, how do women, trans, and gender non-conforming 

persons position themselves against the hegemony of the established cis-hetero-sexism 

of the university? Lorde’s words and the analogy of the positions of Defarge and Pross 

remind us yet again that we cannot use a hegemonic masculine drive to make a space for 

different subjectivities and different bodies within the university. The knitting women 

demonstrate for us a feminine method of remembering, recording, communicating and 
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producing knowledge. In this volume, our contributors have come together to knit a 

feminist undertaking to critique and challenge the University.  

 

Karuna Chandrashekar, Kimberly Lacroix, and Sabah Siddiqui 

October 2018 
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SPECIAL ARTICLE 

Complaint as Feminist Pedagogy 

 

SARA AHMED 

 

I realised I wanted to work on complaint whilst supporting students who were testifying 

in multiple enquiries into sexual harassment and sexual misconduct. A complaint is 

usually required to initiate an enquiry. Once a complaint is lodged, a procedure is 

followed, supposedly automatically. What is supposed to happen does not always happen.  

A process can be quite different to a procedure even when a procedure is followed. This 

paper draws upon a research project in which I have been asking those who have made 

complaints to reflect on their experience of a process. 

 

I learnt a lot about complaint from what happened during and after these enquiries. I 

learnt how difficult it can be to make a complaint, how much work a complaint involves. 

Making a complaint is not completed by one action alone; you have to keep a complaint 

going. Students are often warned about making complaints; they are told that making 

complaints would damage their reputations, relationships, career prospects; lives. If a 

complaint is made, it tends to be treated as potential damage, as that which could damage 

the reputation of an individual or an organisation. There is often a concerted effort to stop 

a complaint from going through the system or to stop a complaint from getting out.  I will 

be drawing on some of my experiences of these stopping and stalling mechanisms. But I 

know enough to know there is much I do not know.  The project is a qualitative empirical 

study: the first such study I have conducted since my research into diversity work within 

universities, the results of which I presented in On Being Included: Racism and Diversity 

in Institutional Life (2012) and which I returned to in the middle section of Living a 

Feminist Life (2017).  

 

In On Being Included I called my method “an ethnography of texts.” I followed the word 

diversity around. I also followed documents around, those that gave expression to 

institutional commitments to diversity. I was interested in how documents were written, 
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who was involving in keeping a document alive, as well as where they ended up I learnt 

so much from the conversations I had with practitioners about documents. I learnt how 

writing documents can end up feeling like that it all you have time to do. One practitioner 

described “you end up doing the documents rather than doing the doing.”  

 

When I first began my project on complaint I thought of complaints as having their own 

biography. I wanted to follow complaints around, the way I had followed diversity 

around; to ask how they are sent out, where they end up. But I began to realise very 

quickly that what counts as a complaint is a matter of dispute. I learnt for example that 

you can make a formal complaint and it not be treated as a complaint due to one 

technicality or another, a quite unexpected finding. Simply put, what is intended as a 

complaint is not always received as complaint.  

 

It is also the case that statements that are not intended as complaints are received as 

complaints. Just using words such as racism or sexism can mean being heard as making a 

complaint. If we think of the word complaint we might think of a formal statement; a 

complaint as something you officially lodge. But if we think of the word “complaining” it 

brings up something else; it brings up somebody else. The word complaining has a 

negative quality: the word belongs with the killjoy in the same family of words; 

complaining, killjoy, whinging, moaning, buzzkill, party-pooper; stick-in-the-mud. In 

Living a Feminist Life (2017) I described how being heard as complaining is not being 

heard. You are heard as expressing yourself; as if you are complaining because that is who 

you are or what you are like. If you are heard as complaining then what you say is 

dismissible, as if you are complaining because that is your personal tendency. When you 

are heard as complaining you lose the about: what you are speaking about is not heard 

when they make it about you. 

 

A complaint then is not simply what you are doing when you fill in a form. I am using the 

term “complaint biography” as a way of addressing the life of a complaint in relation to 

the life of a person or group of persons. A complaint biography is not simply what 

happens to a complaint; a story of how a complaint comes about, where it goes, what it 

does, how things end up, that is, it is not simply about the institutional life (and death) of 
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a complaint. The idea of a “complaint biography” is a recognition of how a complaint in 

being lodged somewhere, starts somewhere else; a complaint comes from someone, who 

is living a life that is compromised in some way by or in the institution in which they are 

doing their work; a complaint might be the start of something, things follow because a 

complaint has been lodged, but it is never the starting point.  

 

How would you give your own complaint biography? So many incidents, so many 

encounters, are often recalled, times you said something; times you did not say 

something. Those who lodge a complaint might have made complaints or might not have 

made complaints before; the decision to make a complaint is a difficult one, and 

sometimes people decide not to make a complaint or to make a complaint because of their 

past experience of having made a complaint or not having made a complaint. I am 

learning how complaints are often about timing. 

 

Talking to those who have made complaints about abuses of power within universities 

has already taught me so much. Complaint is feminist pedagogy. Listening to those who 

have been through a complaint process – not all of whom have been able to complete that 

process – has taught me what might seem obvious (and the obvious is often obscured by 

being obvious): the reasons making a complaint is difficult are the same reasons that 

making a complaint is necessary. A complaint brings you up against the culture of an 

institution; and a complaint is often necessary because of the culture of the institution. As 

Leila Whitley and Tiffany Page note “it is very hard within the structure of the complaints 

process, to name a culture or an institution as being involved in the maintenance of an 

environment in which sexual harassment is common” (2015, 47). If you make a complaint 

about an institution, the complaint is treated as a problem by the institution. 

 

I want to take an example from one of my interviews. This is an account provided by a 

woman of a situation in which she found herself when she was a postgraduate student. 

There is much that follows the situation she is describing here that I will leave for later. 

She offers a powerful description of how harassment works by creating the figure of a 

complainer who appears before she says anything at all: 
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They were making jokes, jokes that were horrific, they were doing it in a very small 

space in front of staff, and nobody was saying anything. And it felt like my reaction 

to it was out of kilter with everyone else. It felt really disconnected, the way I felt 

about the way they were behaving and the way everybody else was laughing. They 

were talking about “milking bitches.” I still can’t quite get to the bottom of where the 

jokes were coming from. Nobody was saying anything about it: people were just 

laughing along.  

 

What do you do when sexist jokes become part of a culture? Can you complain about a 

culture? To whom would you make that complaint? 

 

The sexist expression “milking bitches” seemed to have a history; a number of men in the 

cohort would regularly refer to women in this way. It is interesting how for her, the 

expressions and jokes seem somewhat mysterious, she “can’t quite get to the bottom of 

where they are coming from.” That they keep coming does not mean you know where 

they are coming from. Each time the expression is used, that history is thrown out like a 

line, a line you have to follow. As she shows, to feel alienated from the jokes is to 

experience your own reactions as out of kilter with others; there is a gap between what 

she hears when she hears those jokes and what she hears other people hear. 

 

Her complaint biography did not begin at the moment she decided (with a group of other 

women postgraduate students) to make an official complaint; it began much earlier, 

before she said anything, in her experience of not going along with what was being said 

and done. When the male students began to articulate sexist statements, calling female 

staff and students “milking bitches,” there was an expectation that everyone would laugh. 

She does not find it funny. She does not have to say anything to show something. By not 

laughing, by not going along with it, she is targeted. You become an object of harassment 

when you experience behaviour as harassment: “you start to stand out in that way; you 

are just not playing along. I got a sense then, the only way I can explain it is he decided to 

come after me a little bit.” 
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The experience of a situation as something to be complained about is an experience of 

coming apart from a group. I want to think of the violence of this situation. The violence 

of such utterances is what you are required not to notice in order to participate in the 

group. You have to laugh – and laugh convincingly – in order not to stand out. You can 

stand out by just experiencing violence as violence. And then the violence you fail not to 

experience as violence is redirected towards you; the violence that was already in the 

room is channelled in your direction. This is probably why some laugh; to avoid the 

channelling. Laughing could thus be considered a form of institutional passing; a way of 

avoiding standing out, of trying to slide by undetected. The problem of passing is that if 

someone fails to pass, those who have passed are still participating in what has left 

someone stranded. 

 

Being stranded is part of the experience of complaint; a sense that you have been cut off 

from a group that you had formerly understood yourself as part of; you come apart; things 

fall apart. Cutting yourself off can also be a judgement made about the complainer: as if 

you have caused your own alienation by not going along with something. This is how a 

complaint teaches us about culture; we learn what is required to participate in something. 

A complaint teaches us about we; how a bond becomes a bind. Those who complain are 

often judged as causing the problem they identify by failing to be part of a we. 

 

This is why complaint is pedagogy; we are learning about the conditions of social 

membership. Take two related instances. Take the case of a queer child. A queer child 

might be cut off from the family, either by an act of being disowned (yes this still happens) 

or by just not being able to participate in the family in the same way when family life 

renders heterosexuality a shared routine. When the queer child is disowned – or 

tolerated – the child might be understood not as being cut off, but as having cut herself 

off: as having willingly gone in the wrong direction. This is what I would call queer snap, 

as if you have cut yourself off by not following the straight line. Note here that act of 

willing misdirection is often judged as a kind of willful destruction: snap, snap, as if you 

are cutting up the family by living your life in a different way. We might indeed have to 

cut ourselves off from a group that decides our desires are cutting ourselves off from a 

group. 
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Or consider what happens when a woman of colour talks about racism within a feminist 

community. She understands herself as part of that community; though she might also 

have a sense of not being part in the same way as white women. Some of the issues that 

matter to her are not treated as feminist issues. But when she speaks of racism within 

feminism, or even just talks about why racism is a feminist issue, she is heard as being 

divisive. She is deemed to cause a division by naming a division. This means that: those 

who are not part of something (because of racism) are supposed to pass over what makes 

them not part of something (because of racism). And then: if you bring racism up you are 

understood to bring racism into existence. Even to name a problem is to become disloyal: 

as evidence that you were not really part of something; that you did not have your heart 

in something. 

 

A complaint can indeed be treated as a form of disloyalty; a disloyalty not only to a 

department or institution but to some we or another. Individuals within a group then 

experience the requirement to justify their behavior as an imposition from someone who 

is judged to have made themselves an outsider by virtue of creating such a requirement. 

Being targeted because you are identified as the source of a complaint (sometimes 

wrongly) is common. That targeting can come from official sources (in other words, those 

who communicate with the complainer during a complaint procedure can target or bully 

the complainer to try and stop a complaint from going further) and also unofficially, from 

peers who understand themselves to be loyal to a we and threatened by the complaint 

insofar as they have an allegiance to that we. 

 

My opening example was about sexist conduct. I am thus suggesting that accepting sexism 

might be a requirement in becoming part of a department or cohort. Even if a sexist 

utterance is made by an individual, it has a life or a career, somewhere to go, because of 

how it is picked up by others. When there is a pick up, the utterances are held, often by 

the institutions in which they are made. We might call this institutional sexism. 

 

Institutional sexism and institutional racism exist even after institutions are committed 

to gender and race equality. We learn from this too: universities have official 

commitments to equality that ought to stop the use of sexist and racist language. A policy 
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can be about what ought not to exist. I noted in my lecture, Institutional as Usual (2017) 

that something can come into existence without coming into use. The idea that something 

should not exist, or even that something does not exist because it should not exist, might 

be how something remains in use. What is used more is often framed as prohibited (what 

is not supposed to exist), which is how racist and sexist utterances can be made as if they 

are rebellious. The “norm as rebel” is how the “norm is norm.” 

 

An official response to what is not supposed to happen but is a norm often takes the form 

of denial. 

 

The student describes what followed her experience: 

 

I think the staff member knew I was deeply upset by it. I pretty much left the table.  

And he (the staff member) followed me out and started a conversation, and this is 

when probably in hindsight it started to get difficult, in that staff member started to 

lean on me; immediately he said to me, oh you know what he’s like, he’s got a really 

strange sense of humour, he didn’t mean anything by it, and the implication was I 

was being a bit over-sensitive and that I couldn’t take a joke, and that I need to sort 

of forget about it and move on. 

 

A complaint: leaving the table. There is an effort to stop the student from complaining 

about the situation in the situation. She is told not to say anything; not to be over-

sensitive, not to do anything, not to cause trouble. This is how banter is used; to justify 

use as if words can be stripped from a history, such that to hear a wrong is to hear 

wrongly, to impose something on somebody. A use is sustained by a fantasy that a use can 

be suspended. The staff member in warning her not to complain, by leaning in this way, 

positions himself with the harasser, treating the verbal onslaught as joke, something she 

should take. Indeed, when she refused the instruction not to say anything by making a 

complaint, the complaint sent out an alert; when the students who had conducted 

themselves in this way found out from the head of department that a complaint had been 

made, they initiated a violent campaign (including threats of physical harm) to those they 

thought had initiated the complaint. 
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Cutting yourself off is a judgement. It can also be a punishment. 

 

In another case, a student talked of how she had participated along with a number of 

other students in a complaint about harassment from a member of staff. These students 

were accused by other students not only of cutting themselves off from the cohort but of 

depriving other students of what they needed for their education: 

 

We were accused of having caused the disruption in their studies. They valued their 

desire to have him as a professor over those who were suffering psychologically 

because of his harassment. I was told I should have consulted the whole class before 

going ahead with a complaint. We needed to be in “solidarity” with those whose 

education was now being disrupted, not the other way around. 

 

To complain about harassment is to be judged as cutting yourself off from a collective. 

And then you are cut off from that collective. In other words, what follows the action is 

what gives confirmation to the judgement. Note that the other students are not disputing 

that the harassment happened. The implication is that to be loyal to your peer group is to 

accept the harassment as part of the deal. 

 

The deal: you have to get used to it, or get out of it. Those who complain refuse that deal. 

 

This implication is not only that a complaint is a standing apart but those who complain 

do so out of self-interest as opposed to group interest. It is this implication that we need 

to interrogate further: how group interests are assumed to coincide with the acceptance 

of abuses of power. 

 

In cases when a member of staff is recognised as having abused power (and in all the 

cases I know of such recognition only happens after a long and painful battle for 

recognition, most often led by students) another version of cutting off occurs. The 

member of staff is quickly re-positioned as a stranger, even as a foreigner, as not 

expressing the values of the organization; rather than as being enabled by what the 

organisation enabled. 
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We need to think about what organisations enable; who they enable. One academic told 

me about how she set up a reading group and a writing group in her department. Those 

groups quickly became occupied by senior men: “What I found in each of the meetings 

were senior men who were bullying everyone in the room.” Those who have power can 

influence and direct discussions often by undermining the confidence of others: “The first 

session someone was being just really abusive, about someone’s PhD saying it was 

rubbish.” A racist comment is made: “I’m from London and London is just ripe for ethnic 

cleansing.” She described how people laughed, how the laughter filled the room; again, 

laughter as holding. As she puts it, “Those were the sorts of things being aired.” These are 

the sorts of things; a sentence as a sentencing; violence thrown out can be how you are 

thrown out. 

 

She decided to make a complaint because she “wanted it recorded” and because “this 

culture was being reproduced for new PhD students.”  She gathered statements from 

around twenty people in her department who shared her objections to how the space had 

become occupied. A complaint can be a feminist collective. Even then she was described 

by the head of human resources as “having a chip on her shoulder.” She adds: “they 

treated the submission as an act of arrogance on my part.” A feminist we can be heard as 

me; as how she is getting ahead of herself. A complaint is treated as self-promotional. 

Even when we combine our forces, it is hard to get through. 

 

Many of those I have spoken to thus far have talked of how a complaint is treated not only 

as potential damage but as actual damage: as damaging the reputation of a university, 

damaging the reputation and life chances of an individual person if an individual person 

is the object of complaint, and also as damaging projects, “ruining the department” or 

“spoiling the student experience.” If a complaint is treated as damage, those who 

complain end up having to pay high costs. This is another way cutting yourself off works: 

a warning about costs. A warning works by trying to dissuade the would-be complainer 

by declaring in advance what the costs of the action will be: when cutting yourself off is a 

warning, you are being told that you will not receive the benefits you would otherwise 

receive (such as references, funding). If you proceed with a complaint, it is then as if you 
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are damaging yourself or depriving yourself of the connections you would need to 

progress. And: if you proceed with a complaint and it is damaging, it is then understood 

that you brought that damage upon yourself. 

 

A warning is a projection of a future. It is a future that no-one wants: institutional death: 

the end of the line. A warning is thus also a threat: do this and that will follow. 

 

A complaint also involves an interpretation of the past. One student who participated in 

a complaint with other students about misogyny in her peer group describes how “cutting 

yourself off” is used to explain their complaint. She gives an account of a meeting with the 

head of department: “She said even before you put in this complaint, and now you’ve put 

in this complaint, you’ve really separated yourself from this department. She said even 

by having a knitting club (and men and women were in the knitting club) that was already 

a sign of separating yourselves from the department. She said what do you want, do you 

want your own women’s space, trying to make it was some kind of militant feminism. 

Obviously it was a feminist project but what we asking for was equality and safety and 

people to feel welcome in that space.” 

 

Past activities are swept up as symptoms of some having “separated themselves”: as if 

some complain because they are not better integrated into a department. Even a mixed 

knitting club can become a sign of a subversion-to-come. I think we need to hear what is 

at stake in how complainers are identified as militant. One way a complaint can be 

dismissed is by magnifying the demand; a demand for “equality and safety” is treated as 

wanting to bring an end to what or who already exists, or as separatism, as not wanting 

to share a space or a culture. This is how a complaint is treated as vandalism; “a willful 

destruction of what is venerable and beautiful.”  

 

A complaint is thus framed as a failure of integration: as not being willing to put aside 

your differences, as a failure to love, a professor say, or a department, or a university. 

Integration can mean in practice the expectation that you should put up with forms of 

behaviour that negate your existence. 
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Integration, that heavy word, is often used, overused, to describe a national project. It is 

the migrant or the would-be-citizen who has to integrate; those who are deemed to “come 

after.” Coming after means having to accept what is understood as national culture or 

even just culture. In other words, culture becomes priority; it is how some are given 

priority. As we know national culture in the UK is often articulated through the language 

of diversity and equality. We are getting to the heart of the matter here. Diversity and 

equality are not just ideals the nation has or is supposed to have; they are ideas we have 

of the nation. What is in existence is not always in use. In fact, integration can really mean: 

not being able to identify how a we has already failed those ideals. To speak of racism or 

sexism, to name the harassment committed by those who have been given priority, 

becomes a failure of integration. And racism, sexism, harassment: they are directed more 

toward those who identify them more. You just have to say words like racism and sexism 

and you will be heard as making a complaint. We know what follows such a hearing. 

 

Inequality masked as equality: complaints reveal a mask and threaten to show an image 

of we that a we is not willing to consider. In the accounts I have been collecting, the mask 

has been slipping. Complaint as feminist pedagogy. 
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A Feminist Trade Unionist Response to the 

Academy as a Workplace: A Conversation about 

Sexual Coercion 
 

SURYIA NAYAK & CHRISTINE SHEEHY 

 

Abstract 

 

This conversation interrogates sexual coercion with reference to the conditions of 

precarity to insist on dialogue as a method of feminist resistance to the control of women 

in the anti-collective, individualistic cultural space of the academy. The conversation asks, 

‘are we saying that the academy is a rough place for women to work in?’ This conversation 

highlights that in precarious working conditions, the risk to the predator is reduced in 

direct correlation to the increased risk to the woman on an insecure contract. Sexual 

coercion of women in the academy should not be viewed solely as an individual’s 

Grievance, but rather as a workplace rights issue, and a Health and Safety at work 

problem. This is a repositioning from the individual harm to the collective harm. In 

response, this conversation insists that Black feminism is pivotal to the labour movement. 

Trade unions need to escalate their stated intention to represent women’s and Black, 

Asian, Minoriticised Ethnic and Refugee member’s concerns, address their own internal 

democratic processes, and address the unequal power dynamics whiteness and 

patriarchy. An intersecting of the feminist Duluth model with Foucault’s model of 

power/knowledge produces an effective method of analysis, empowerment and means 

of resistance is offered.   

 

We present our conceptual critique in the form of a conversation grounded in the 

knowledge of the lived experience of sexual coercion in the academy, with particular 

reference to the conditions of precarity.  Structuring our feminist analysis in the form of 

a conversation is a deliberate intervention of refusal to be silent and worn down.  The 

process of engaging in and producing this written record of our conversation about sex 
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and power in the academy is and will continue to be an act of solidarity. We come to this 

conversation bringing over eighty years of combined experience and knowledge as 

feminist trade unionists currently located within the academy. We bring to this 

conversation a total of eight decades of feminist activism in a multitude of diverse 

contexts bearing witness to, advocating for and taking action to transform the impact of 

unequal gender power relations effecting women.   

 

Reflecting on our combined experiences, it strikes us that physical, material and psychic 

precarity is a significant feature in the abuse of power generally, and particularly in the 

abuse of sex and power against women.  Indeed, the issue of precarity was not where our 

conversation started, however as the conversation unfolded, the production, 

reproduction, function and implications of precarious conditions emerged strongly. We 

believe that this process mirrors the insidiousness of precarity. It is hoped that this 

conversation prompts us all to shift from thinking of the sexual violation of women in the 

academy as individual grievance, to an issue of collective harm. In this way, the conditions 

of precarity have the potential to become a springboard for women’s feminist collective 

mobilization.  The dialectic, we all need to heed in all feminist movements of liberation, 

is as Hill-Collins points out, in relation to Black feminist methodology, that the very 

conditions of precarity that threaten women actually gives birth to an intellectual 

activism that is ‘fundamentally embedded in a political system that has challenged its 

very right to exist’ (2000:3-4). 

 

Furthermore, we bring to this conversation a resolute belief in collective power; a force 

especially required in the anti-collective, individualistic cultural space of the academy. 

Whilst inhabiting the inevitable dialectics of who can speak, who is heard and in what 

register, in terms of Spivak’s question of, ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’ (1988), the 

methodology of feminists conversation has the potential to produce an intersectionality 

of diverse voices; where the ‘‘intersectional experience is greater than the sum of’ 

(Crenshaw, 1989:140) individual voices.  The power of women hearing each other speak 

was experienced in the women’s liberation movement ‘speak out event’ in 1971, where 

over 30 women gave public testimony to their experiences of the abuse of power through 

sexual violence (Brownmiller, 1999:199-200; 1993).  Our contemporary experiences of 
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the feminist intervention of speaking with each other include: women’s consciousness-

raising groups within feminist activist work in Rape Crisis; our experiences of trade union 

collective organising to bring multiple voices, including groups of Black women, to speak 

to workplace grievances; women on the picket line; and the trade union tool of separate 

organizing and training relies on women speaking with each other, bear witness to the 

intersectionality of voice as an effective feminist intervention of resistance and 

transformation.  

 

In the words of the Black feminist lesbian activist Audre Lorde, we know that ‘survival 

isn’t theoretical, we live it everyday’ (Greene, 1989:183).  As feminist change-makers we 

have an intimate knowledge of the personal political cost and risk of speaking out and 

taking action against the pernicious use of sex and power to subjugate women. This 

conversation is a response to the violence, victimization and inducements: intended to 

frighten, exhaust, coerce and seduce. The intention is to maintain the status quo and 

whether it be conscious or unconscious, the intention constitutes an act of collusion that 

legitimizes the misuse of power and sex against women in the academy. We will not be 

stopped and we will not be silenced! Moreover, this conversation is an act of building 

strategic capability where listening and speaking to each other is to occupy the dialectic 

of vulnerability as strength.  During the process of the conversation, we started to recall 

and stitch together incident after incident, allegation after allegation along the continuum 

of the sexual violation of women in the academy.  The process of this conversation put us 

in touch with the realization of the extent of the problem; that the overwhelming extent 

of sexual coercion is held in our consciousness as women, and we carry that weight 

whether consciously or unconsciously every day.  In a survey conducted by the University 

and Colleges Union ‘relating to experiences of, responses to, and awareness of sexual 

harassment in the workplace  [. . . ] 1,953 people responded, of which three were men’ 

(UCU, 2016:1). Whilst we acknowledge men suffer from the abuse of power and sex in 

the academy, the conversation recorded here focuses on the experience of women.  

 

As feminist activists to end violence against women, we are aware of the constraints and 

opportunities of the legal contexts within which we work. This conversation reminded us 

of how the language and definitions of the legal context frame the ways in which people 
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think and speak about the abuse of sex and power and importantly the parameters of 

legal redress.  For example, the Statutory Guidance point 9, for Section 76(2) of The 

Serious Crime Act 2015 offence of controlling or coercive behaviour in an intimate or 

family relationship, indicates the difficulty in demarcating the difference between sexual 

coercion and sexual harassment. In making a decision as to whether the acts and the 

impact of the acts are legally determined to be coercion or harassment rests on the status 

of the relationship. For example, coercion pertains to an ongoing relationship and 

harassment to a relationship that ended or between people who do not know each other 

and may never even have met one another. The law against coercion was deemed 

necessary because it enables the pattern of harassment to be more easily identified and 

proven.  However, it does state that:  

 

‘Like controlling or coercive behaviour, offences of stalking and harassment can 

involve a course of conduct or pattern of behaviour which causes someone to fear 

that violence will be used against them on at least two occasions, or which causes 

them serious alarm or distress to the extent it has a substantial adverse effect on 

their day-to-day activities. Indeed the behaviour displayed under each of these 

offences might be exactly the same.’  

 

Whilst we acknowledge that outside of the domestic realm of family relationships, much 

of the research and literature talks about sexual harassment rather than sexual coercion.  

In this conversation we have decided to use the term ‘sexual coercion’ in recognition of 

relevance of the context and rationale for the recent legal guidance on coercion in 

intimate family relationships. The recent legal guidance on coercion in intimate family 

relationships provides very helpful wording, examples and lines of logic that could be 

used to establish the features of sexual coercion outside of the family/intimate partner 

context. In other words, although this conservation focusses on sexual coercion in the 

academy as a workplace, we show that the resonance with the abuse of power through 

sexual violation in intimate partner/family relationships is clear. However, the term 

sexual harassment brings in the terms harassment which is recognized in The Equality 

Act, 2010 and thus affords employees a level of protection in the workplace. In conditions 

of precarity in the workplace, where employees may not have employment rights, they 
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nonetheless have rights (the right not to be harassed) and make a claim under the 

Equality Act 2010.   

 

The process of this conversation reminded us of the power of dialogue to counteract the 

insidious production and function of the regulation of women through sex and power. 

The process of the conversation concentrated our thoughts towards the question of how 

the problem of sexual violation is and can be a site for mobilizing women’s collective 

power? On March 8th 2018, thousands of women took to the streets of Pamplona in Spain, 

shouting, “If they touch one of us, they touch all of us!” in support of a women raped by 

five men, and in response to the legal decision to refuse to sentence for rape (Guardian, 

2018). In this case, the defence lawyers ‘argued that 96 seconds of video footage from the 

men’s phones – showing the woman immobile and with her eyes shut during the attack – 

was proof of consent’ (Guardian, 2018). The machinations at play in this case, are not 

some isolated tip of the iceberg phenomenon; women live with these discourses, 

practices and representations every day, and the space of the academy is no exception.   

 

In the tradition of Black feminist literary practices of dialogue, letters and interviews, our 

conversation is an example of dialogue as a method of dissent from oppression and assent 

towards collective bridge building for women’s liberation.  The rationale for this 

methodology is that ‘[o]ur histories never unfold in isolation. We cannot truly tell what 

we consider to be our own histories without knowing the other stories. And often we 

discover that those other stories are actually our own stories’ (Davis, 2016: 135). So, we 

say, women, ‘talk to each other’! We call for the academy to operationalize its duty of care 

and for trade and student unions to act as a collective vehicle to force change. We call for 

all women to come together to speak out about and share their experiences of power and 

sex in the academy. We insist on dialogue as a method of feminist resistance to the control 

of women.  We know that dialogue is pivotal to why ‘[w]omen's movements have been, 

and are, driving forces for change’ (Hanmer and Itzin, 2000: 1).   
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The Academy as an Employer 

 

A 1: My starting point in this conversation is that, ‘[w]omen and children are often in 

great danger in the place where they should be safest’ (Unicef, 2000:1). Women are often 

in danger in the apparently safe place of the academy; the conditions of the academy are 

fertile ground for sexual coercion.  The conditions of the academy share many of the 

features found in the myth of the institution of the family as a trusted haven of safety; a 

place for growth and development, and an anchor for social and personal cohesion. The 

words of Sir William Hamilton in 1835 that, ‘[a] University is a trust confided by the State 

to certain hands for the common interest of the nation’ (Hamilton, 1861: 538) continue 

to be enshrined in academy mission statements, academy prospectuses and promotional 

materials that peddle a discourse of self-actualization at the hands of benign educational 

experts. What if university league tables were based on the statistics on sexual coercion? 

However, Foucault observed that ‘[a] whole history remains to be written of spaces-

which would at the same time be the history of powers (both these terms in the plural)-

from the great strategies of geo-politics to the little tactics of the habitat, institutional 

architecture from the classroom to the design of hospitals, passing via economic and 

political installations’ (Foucault, 1977a:142). Breaking silence about sexual coercion in 

academy spaces is an example of a history of power that needs to be written and re-

written. Importantly, the writing and re-writing that breaks silence about sexual coercion 

needs to knitted together, so that the whole garment reveals the extent of the problem; 

including the holes, gaps and fissures. Of equal importance is that the labour, ongoing 

production and sharing of the garment knits us together for collective action. What is 

required is a feminist analysis of the ‘little tactics of the habitat’; a feminist deconstruction 

of how sex and power is produced, co-produced and reproduced in the ‘institutional 

architecture’ of the academy; and a feminist resistance to the ‘political installation’ of 

patriarchy.  

 

A 2: As a feminist trade unionist, the ‘little tactics of the habitat’ refers to the academy as 

a workplace and an employer. In this ‘habitat’ labour is exchanged for reward and by 

definition, due to the never ending drive to extract profit; this is an exploitative 
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relationship. Power is central to this workplace relationship and an understanding of 

power’s ‘little tactics’ cannot be ignored because of the romance of what an academy 

purports to be.   

 

A 1:  Are we saying that the academy is a rough place to work, and in the context of talking 

about women’s experiences, a rough place for women to work in? It sounds like Jayaben 

Desai’s ‘Zoo’ (Guardian, 2017a). It is no more secure, safe or respectful than the different 

workplaces and employers we have experienced during our working lives; between us 

we have cleaned factory floors, worked on building sites, know what it is to be a barmaid, 

waitress, and bingo runner, amongst other apparently less esteemed jobs than being a 

lecturer in the academy. The relevance of these comparisons positions the academy as a 

workplace that operates according to the same anti-women dynamics of racism, 

capitalism and patriarchy as other workplaces.  

   

A 2: I think our sister and comrade, Jayaben makes a good point. This is where the 

comparator is particularly useful, because the detail of one set of circumstances can be 

used to assess or appraise what happens in another set of circumstances.  

 

Due to the centrality of work place relationships and power, all people need to be able to 

participate in all matters concerning work and employment; the workplace should be 

democratised. Democracy in feminist trade union language translates to equality.  Here, 

the issue of participation is key and brings us directly to the scourge of sexual coercion; 

the question is how can women ‘participate’ in a cultural, structural and experiential 

dynamic of unequal power relations? Sexual coercion of women in the academy should 

not be viewed solely as an individual’s Grievance, but rather as a workplace rights issue, 

and a Health and Safety at work problem. This is a repositioning from the individual harm 

to the collective harm. This enables scrutiny of the individual risk, and the broader 

constituency harm, that the Health and Safety at Work legislation, regulations and 

guidance allows for.  Sexual coercion needs to be viewed as serious a problem for 

workplace security as other threats to security.  Far more attention should be given to 

prevention; risk assessments should be at the core of all planning including recruitment, 

induction, design of the estate, as well as the lecture theatre.  Workers instructed by the 
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employer to work in academy owned satellite campuses worldwide should also be 

entitled to the same rigorous protection, and trade union rights. 

 

A 1:  Putting the spotlight on power and sex in the academy as a place of work exposes 

the intersectionality of racism, capitalism and patriarchy. Indeed, Crenshaw (1989) 

coined the term ‘intersectionality’ in her analysis of the situation of Black women in the 

workplace and the industrial relations case that Black women brought forth due to 

unequal relations of power. The Black feminist theoretical methodology of 

intersectionality exposes the toxic mix of racism, capitalism and patriarchy that scaffolds 

the dynamics of sex and power in the academy as a workplace. Practical application of 

Black feminist theoretical methodology might mean that the tenants of Black feminist 

concepts and approaches are explicitly named in explaining the detail of workplace 

grievances, in negotiating remedy and compensation and in the organising of trade union 

collective responses and actions to inequality; this applies inside and outside of the 

movement. It is a matter of cultivating the practice of Black feminist methodology so that 

it moves from being on the margins to being integral to the discursive practices of every 

action of advocacy and representation. For example, protest banners, placards, trade 

union motions and all documentation pertaining to the work of the trade union should 

explicitly feature the activism of Black feminist theory. In this way, concepts such as 

intersectionality become much more than a way of thinking about identity categories but 

form the methodology for activism. A Black feminist, intersectional, transdisciplinary, 

participatory approach, is necessary for the co-production of collective, inclusive 

critiques of the problem, the development of strategic capacity, and shared visions fit for 

democratic solidarity. This means paying attention to, and taking positive action in 

relation to, the fact that participation does not operate on a level playing field. Access to 

resources (emotional and material) are determined by the material contexts and 

intersectional lived experience of race, class, gender, sexuality, age and being differently 

abled. As Audre Lorde, pointed out, ‘even the form of our creativity is often a class issue. 

When we speak of a broadly based women’s culture, we need to be aware of the effect of 

class and economic differences on the supplies available’ (1980: 117).  
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Precarity  

 

A 2: There is a direct relationship between insecure contracts and precarious conditions 

of working, power and sex in the academy. The higher education sector is notorious for 

insecure and precarious contracts of employment.  Precarious working includes: hourly 

paid members of staff, interns, agency workers, those on a permanent contract but with 

no guarantee of hours, fixed term contracts, open ended contracts, and contracts 

dependent on external research funding, or any other funding not considered ‘core’. In 

my experience, women are disproportionally affected by precarity, demonstrated by 

indicators such as, the gender pay gap.  

 

A 1: Our anti-racist feminist, anti-capitalist, anti-colonial, trade union activist critique of 

precarity requires a relational approach (Millar, 2017). A relational approach makes 

sense because the conceptual elements we are working with, including power, sex and 

precarity, function through mutually constitutive relational dynamics. Indeed, the 

etymology of the word ‘precarious’ is configured on a relational basis; incorporating the 

idea of being held through the favour of another and being dependent on the will of 

another. Thus, it is not hard to see, how and why, the unequal power relations demarcated 

within the conditions of precarity, are precisely the same conditions that sanction the 

sexual coercion of women. The Black feminist, conceptual paradigm of intersectionality 

exposes the relational dynamic between power, sex and precarity to ‘remind us that 

oppression cannot be reduced to one fundamental type, and that oppressions work 

together in producing injustice’ (Hill Collins, 2000:18); and of course, this intersectional 

relationship is organized within, and in relation to, the ‘matrix of domination’ (Hill Collins, 

2000:228). It is, as Butler argues in her analysis of precarity and sexual politics that 

‘power cannot stay in power without reproducing itself in some way. And every act of 

reproduction risks going awry or adrift, or producing effects that are not fully foreseen. 

It is in this way, I would suggest, that a Derridian notion of iterability enters into a Marxist 

conception of the reproduction of domination’ (Butler, 2009:ii). The relational, iterative 

referral and deferral approach is crucial to our critique, because it enables connections 

to be made.  In other words, the relational approach simultaneously forms the content to 
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be analysed and the methodology of analysis; this has to be the foundation for our 

feminist activist collectivism. 

 

The increased publicity and exposure of the extent of the problem of sexual coercion and 

Lad culture within universities, and the recent parliamentary calls for investigation into 

the problem of sexual coercion in the workplace needs to be joined up (Guardian, 2017b; 

National Union of Students, 2011, 2013; House of Commons, Women and Equality 

Committee, 2018). Explicit interconnections need to be made between different 

investigations, research, surveys and reports undertaken into extent, impact and 

response to sexual coercion. We must remember that the strategies used in the sexual 

coercion of women are about the abuse of power whether you are a student, professor, 

cleaner or executive director. As feminist trade union activists we know that 

fragmentation of information is a strategy used to weaken the power of collective 

intelligence necessary for our allied mobilization against oppression.  The task is one of 

actively working with the specificities of difference, subjugated knowledge and 

standpoints, whilst making connections between intersecting hate crimes. The abuse of 

power and sex, through fragmentation, is integral to the racist, transphobic, homophobic 

capitalist patriarchy we all live in. At a practical strategic level, where there are serious 

allegations of public concern, the tool of an independent external enquiry would assist in 

establishing the cause, extent and damage or loss; make recommendations so that lessons 

can be learned; and importantly, it would signal to the complainants and all women 

generally the gravity of the issue and the will to prevent.    

 

A 2: Two key issues need to be foregrounded here:  

Firstly, the extent of the precarity; the University and College Union (UCU, 2016:1) report 

that:  

 54% of all academic staff and 49% of all academic teaching staff are on 

insecure contracts.  

 Staff below the level of senior lecturers and senior research fellow, who do 

much of the teaching and research in our universities, are far more likely to be 

on fixed-term than open-ended contracts.  

 The way that the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) and universities 

collect and disclose data mean that it is almost impossible to understand the 
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real scale of precarious work in our universities.  

 If you are an undergraduate in a UK university, it is very likely that you are 

being taught by someone on an insecure or precarious contract.  

 

Secondly, the problem with precarious contracts and precarious working conditions is 

that, it is the individual who carries the risk and not the institution. Thereby, it is the 

individual who is held responsible. Where there is precarious working there is risk. 

Insecure contracts render the worker less protected in law, for example, they may never 

accrue employment rights.  Workers on fixed term contracts are on inferior contracts, 

where as a rule, all aspects of the contract are less favourable than permanent contracts; 

including the right to annual leave, sickness absence, development opportunities, 

redeployment, and access to vacancies. On a precarious contract, that could be a daily, 

sessional, weekly or monthly contract, where you have to bid, beg and/or argue for your 

job, what leverage have you got if you have a complaint or need to take out a grievance? 

The situation produces the tension where ‘[i]f what “I” want is only produced in relation 

to what is wanted from me, then the idea of “my own” desire turns out to be something 

of a misnomer, I am, in my desire, negotiating what has been wanted of me’ (Butler, 

2009:xi). Precarious working conditions have created a playing field for patriarchal 

behaviours to regulate women, for example: the unequal division of labour, 

infantalization, and expected requirements of women’s compliance to service the needs 

of men. This unequal power and sex dynamic operates in a so called benevolent, liberal 

socio-political flagship of enlightenment and critical thought.  

 

Precarious working conditions are more likely to result in isolation. Isolation is a barrier 

to integration into the main workplace, including access to information and networks.  

Precarious working conditions mean that you are: less likely to know of and be able to 

exercise rights; less likely to know about, and be able to access, resources; more likely to 

be new (additionally, more likely, to be always the newest or most recent  member of a 

staff team); less likely to have allies or time to develop trusted workplace relationships; 

less likely to have a well established reputation, and this can render you less likely to be 

believed, or be considered credible; less likely to be unionized and have your concerns 

addressed through trade union casework, or for your complaint to reach the collective 
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bargaining table; and, more likely to be at risk of redundancy, and other forms of 

dismissal (in every sense of the word). The intersection of these factors, produces the 

conditions whereby the predator is more likely to see you as easy to attack. In precarious 

working conditions, including the academy as a particular site of precarity, the risk to the 

predator is reduced in direct correlation to the increased risk to the woman on an 

insecure contract; ideal conditions for the abuse of power and sex against women.    

 

Precarious working, which is where women are more likely to find themselves, results in 

exclusion from leadership roles. To be clear, leadership operates at all levels within any 

hierarchy, and means: the power to influence and decide priorities; the power to 

influence and decide upon the composition of teams; set the compass of direction and 

design; negotiate funding, use of monies, and be the first to know of opportunities. 

Leadership means power and power means access to leadership positions.  However, 

leadership, being positioned at the top of the hierarchy, or being in any position of 

influence and decision-making does not offer immunity to women from being the target 

of sexual coercion.  We have to ‘attempt to unmask the “rules of the game” that lurk 

beneath the surface rationality of academic meritocracy. It also poses questions about the 

relentless misrecognition of women’s leadership capacities’ (Morley, 2013:116).  

 

The relevance of gender power and patriarchy is crucial to understanding sexual 

coercion, and workplace relationships, and how these two important areas enunciate in 

broader social structure of gender relations. Outside of the workplace there are 

additional patriarchal social structures, or regimes, which interact and influence how the 

genders are identifiable as leadership material. Morley picks up on the imperative that 

gender power and patriarchy in the workplace, aka the academy, is intersected with 

gender power and patriarchy in other social structures: ‘The norms saturated narratives 

of how certain people are identified or identify themselves as legitimate and intelligible 

leaders are open to further investigation. There is an assumption that individual agency 

unimpeachable characteristics and structural positions will result in some organizational 

members being authorised to exert and display leadership power’ (Morley, 2013:116).   

 

The two areas of employment in higher education, and sexual coercion as gender 



Annual Review of Critical Psychology, Vol. 15, 2018, ISSN: 1746-739X 
Special Issue ‘Sex and Power in the University’ 

39 
 

 

 

 

violence, can helpfully be expanded upon to produce six key areas. Sylvia Walby reminds 

us that,  ‘At a less abstract level patriarchy is composed of six structures: the patriarchal 

mode of production, patriarchal relations in paid work, patriarchal relations in the state, 

male violence, patriarchal relations in sexuality, and patriarchal relations in cultural 

institutions’ (Walby, 1990:20). Where, Walby identifies ‘patriarchal relations’ in the state, 

I would add patriarchal relations in globalization due to the shrinkage in power of the 

nation state, and I would add patriarchal relations in neoliberalism.  

 

Trade Unions 

 

A 2: Sexual coercion in Universities is an excellent reason for feminist academy workers 

and students, and feminist trade unionists, to engage in the feminist tradition of dialogue. 

The dialogue requires that, the wider problem of the unequal social and economic 

position of women, in the workforce locally, and worldwide, is collectively addressed.  

Women’s labour is core to the national and international economy. Over the last quarter 

of a century there has been an expansion in women entering the paid labour market.  As 

feminists and trade unionists we know that during any world financial crisis, locally and 

globally, women will suffer disproportionately to men, and to one another. Gumbrell – 

McCormick and Hyman note that: ‘Governments profess their inability to resist the 

dictates of global economic forces; major companies are almost universally transnational 

in ownership and in their production strategy; trade unions are often disorientated’ 

(Gumbrell – McCormick and Hyman, 2014: vii). 

 

The backdrop of a neoliberal, globalized economy, the widening gap between the richest 

and the poorest, and the importance of paid work, brings to the foreground, and presents 

us with the pressing need to engage in all manner of struggle to strengthen and extend 

women’s rights in the workplace, and women’s socioeconomic position in their 

communities.  The workplace is a contradictory site; it assists us to develop skills and 

knowledge, gain economic reward and security, define our identity, and it is where we 

can make friendships, solidarity and organise collectively as sisters and comrades in a 

trade union.  It is also a site, where we as women face sexual coercion, a gender pay gap, 
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and are less likely to have our potential noticed, or be rewarded for it. On top of this, our 

own trade unions have traditionally failed to place gender equality at the centre of 

collective bargaining, and failed to democratise its own internal processes to the 

detriment of women and Black, Asian, Minoriticised Ethnic and Refugee groups.  

 

Trade Union membership has massively declined since the loss of traditional blue collar 

work, heavy industry, the mines, docks and factories. However, ‘[u]nions provide a 

collective voice . . . they provide a measure of democracy to the employment relationship.  

They constitute a form of “countervailing power” to the socio-economic dominance of 

capital (Galbraith 1952) . . . Unions are at least potentially a “sword of justice” (Flanders 

1970), have fought for the weak and vulnerable, and disadvantaged’ (McCormick and 

Hyman 2014 vii). 

 

As feminist trade unionists, we remember influential trade union campaigns 

democratically led and delivering the collective mandate by women, for women: we 

remember, the Grunwick Strike 1976-1978 delivering the collective mandate and 

democratically led by Jayaben Desai, and the Ford Sewing Machinist Equal Pay strike of 

1968, delivering the collective mandate and democratically led by Rose Boland, Eileen 

Pullen, Vera Sime, Gwen Davis, and Sheila Douglass. Notwithstanding the inevitable 

tensions and complexities of collective mobilization for equality across differences 

between women within the context of racist, capitalist patriarchal structures of 

individualism, these examples  are a reminder, that, ‘trade unions are a potential resource 

for feminist politics because women have made gains within the trade union movement’ 

(Moghadam, et., al. 2011:8). These examples and others globally remind us, that trade 

unions remain relevant.  Perhaps the relevance of remembering campaigns is in order to 

resist the ‘historical amnesia that keeps us working to invent the wheel every time we 

have to go to the store for bread’ (Lorde, 1980:117). In other words, a critical feminist 

remembering, under the lens of Black feminist, anti-colonial theoretical methodology, of 

the historical struggles of women would probably mean that we reduce the extent to 

which we ‘repeat and relearn the same old lessons over and over’ (Lorde, 1980: 117). 

Trade unions need to recover from their own historic demise and need to escalate their 

stated intention to represent women’s and Black, Asian, Minoriticised Ethnic and Refugee 
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member’s employment concerns, and address their own internal democratic processes. 

Black feminism is pivotal to the labour movement. Trade unions need to escalate the 

importance of intersectional analysis and practice. The uncomfortable challenge this 

entails that white men and white women engage in a continuous rigorous scrutiny, and 

acknowledgement of the whiteness and patriarchy within trade unions with a will to 

redress unequal power dynamics.   

 

Those complaining of sexual coercion in the workplace, and the Trade Union 

Representatives who support them, should be able to rely upon their trade union 

guaranteeing that sexual coercion is at the centre of all collective bargaining. Risk 

assessment tools and greater ‘community unionism’ efforts are required, including closer 

alliances with groups such as, Women’s Aid and Rape Crisis, who can offer valuable 

support and supervision. Mass campaigns against sexual coercion can be taken to the 

streets, and to employment tribunals.  Sexual coercion should be seen as a workers rights 

issue, be reported as a serious incident to the Health and Safety Executive, and worthy of 

Industrial Action; up to and including strike action. As trade union feminists: who have 

been strike organisers and worked to mobilise men and women; who have supported 

those who have made sexual coercion complaints; who have run women centred 

campaigns; taken women’s collective concerns to local, regional, and national forums; 

and listened to women on picket lines when they have also lost pay supporting collective 

struggles, we know what we need.  Trade union feminists have witnessed the strength 

and determination of women, and like others ask ‘are Trade Union feminists the bridge 

between the feminist and labour movement? (Moghadam, et., al. 2011: 8) 

  

Making Connections: Duluth and Foucault  

 

A 1: We have been speaking about the necessity of making connections between different 

parts of information that we hold. I want to apply this principle to the many different 

spaces I occupy; for example, I move between spaces of feminist grassroots activism and 

the academy each with their different tools and analysis. In Rape Crisis, I use the Duluth 

Power and Control model as a theoretical tool (Domestic Abuse Intervention Programs, 
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2017) to empower women survivors of sexual violation through raising consciousness 

about the psychological tactics used in the regulation of women. In the academy, I use 

Foucault’s theory of Power/Knowledge as a tool to empower students, many of whom are 

working class, Black, women and categorised as mature ‘non-traditional’ learners. Using 

a Black feminist, intersectional, transdisciplinary methodology, it seems to me that under 

the lens of the Duluth Domestic Violence Power and Control model, a feminist 

deconstruction of the conditions of the academy, reveals that the regulation of women 

through sexual coercion is an aspect of the Foucault’s power/knowledge relationship in 

the academy. The Duluth model and Foucault’s model explain particular strategies of 

power and control, and both drill down to a detailed dismantling of the insidious tactics 

of power. Foucault states that: ‘The real strength of the women's liberation movements 

is  . . . that they have actually departed from the discourse conducted within the 

apparatuses of sexuality’ (Foucault, 1977b: 220). The Duluth power and control model is 

an example of departing from, through a dismantling of, patriarchal apparatuses of sexual 

coercion. The suggestion is that discourses of sexuality contribute to a field where sexual 

coercion becomes possible and this possibility is amplified in the conditions of precarity. 

Here it is possible to see how intersectionality as a methodology provides a productive 

framework; for example, the intersecting of the Duluth model with Foucault’s 

power/knowledge relationship produces an analysis that is greater than one in addition 

to the other. Furthermore, the concept of intersectionality itself requires that the context 

and identity categories of race, class, gender, age and being differently abled are part of 

the analysis and not divided off from sexuality and sexual coercion; this is crucial within 

the frame of precarity. All experiences of precarity and the abuses of sex and power 

within the conditions of precarity are constituted in and through social constructions of 

race, gender, class, age, sexuality and ability.    

 

In the practical application of the Duluth power and control wheel, used in the training of 

Rape Crisis helpline volunteer support workers, and as a resource for survivors of 

intimate partner abuse, the acts of control and regulation are named, the psychological 

impacts are named, and the function of the acts of control are exposed. This is similar to, 

albeit without a sustained and explicit naming of patriarchy, the way that Foucault maps 

out his analysis of the relationship between knowledge/power and its strategies. 
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Furthermore, in the context of this conversation, particularly in regards to the power 

relations of the precarious working conditions of the academy, which leave women 

vulnerable to sexual coercion; a joining up of the feminist Duluth and Foucault’s model of 

power produces an effective method of analysis, empowerment and means of resistance.   

 

Core to the Duluth model is the idea that different psychological mechanisms of abuse of 

power, to control women, are interlinked; each mechanism operates in conjunction with 

another. Core to Foucault’s analysis of the strategies of power is that ‘these ensembles 

don't consist in a homogenisation, but rather of a complex play of supports in mutual 

engagement, different mechanisms of power which retain all their specific character’ 

(Foucault, 1977a: 159).   

 

In the Duluth model there is an explicit and direct link between the macro level structures 

of patriarchal abuses of power and micro-level abuses of power within personal 

(including professional) relationships. Here, Liz Kelly’s concept of the continuum of 

sexual coercion is relevant (Kelly, 1988). Likewise, in Foucault’s conceptualization 

‘power is co-extensive with the social body; there are no spaces of primal liberty between 

the meshes of its network’ (Foucault, 1977a: 142). The Duluth model identifies the 

following strategies: isolation, distorted perspectives, exhaustion, occasional 

indulgences, displays of total power, degradation and, enforced trivial demands. I would 

argue that the same strategies are at play, both in the domestic sphere of an intimate 

partner relationship of abuse, and in the academy workplace conditions of precarity that 

we have identified in this conversation. Moving onto the function of these acts of control 

and regulation, bearing in mind the potential risk to women in the conditions of precarity 

in the academy workplace, we could identify the following:   

 

The function of isolation is to deny the woman access to other frames of reference 

leaving her with no, or limited, alternative perspectives;  

 

The function of distorted perspectives leaves the woman doubting her own 

judgment and capacity to think, leaving her dependent on a narrative whereby if 

she cannot rely on her own intellectual capacities and credibility how would 

anyone else?;  
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The function of occasional indulgences is to draw her back into the attachment 

with the perpetrator, position blame and shame on her shoulders, and to leave her 

doubting that the perpetrator who is capable of an indulgence is also abusive;  

 

The function of enforced trivial demands and degradation is to erase the women’s 

sense of identity leaving her feeling less than human through systematic, 

sustained processes of humiliation; 

 

The function of displays of total power and exhaustion establishes and maintains 

a relationship of fear and dependency that underscores the perpetrators position 

of power and control; 

 

Now, if we turn to Foucault, he offers the following strategies and effects of power 

(Foucault 1977a:142):   

 

‘play at once a conditioning and a conditioned role’; 

 

‘relations don't take the sole form of prohibition and punishment, but are of 

multiple forms’; ‘domination is organised into a more-or-less coherent and unitary 

strategic form’; 

 

‘localised procedures of power are adapted, re-inforced and transformed by these 

global strategies’; 

 

‘power relations do indeed 'serve', but not at all because they are 'in the service 

of' an economic interest taken as primary, rather because they are capable of being 

utilised in strategies’; 

 

‘An inspecting gaze, a gaze which each individual under its weight will end by 

interiorising to the point that he is his own overseer, each individual thus 

exercising this surveillance over, and against, himself’ (Foucault, 1977a:155); 

 

‘the strategy which fixes, reproduces, multiplies and accentuates existing relations 

of force’ (Foucault, 1977c:203) 

 

At the beginning of this conversation we called for the academy to operationalize its duty 

of care, trade unions to act as a force of change and for all women to share their 

experiences of power and sex in the academy. I suggest that, as part of induction and as 
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an ongoing resource for the whole duration of employment/ registration, all women in 

the academy are provided with women only empowerment workshops based on a Black 

feminist, intersectional transdisciplinary Duluth power and control model, which may or 

may not include Foucault.  

  

Conclusion  

“We are the lions, Mr manager!”  

Guardian, 2017a 

 

A 2:  As feminist trade unionists, our practical and intellectual struggle includes: striving 

for a better understanding of how gender power shapes domestic relationships, work 

place relations, national employment, and neoliberal globalised production.  The struggle 

also requires knowledge of how gender power is reproduced.  The shortest answer, as to 

how we do this, is: we work collectively; we work to defend all women’s rights; we have 

a respectful dialogue with International activists; we network, share our knowledge; we 

understand the importance of simultaneously organising for social and workplace rights; 

we mobilize through our networks; we tell each other the stories of our wins and our 

losses; we learn from one another; and, we organise knowledge as we organise labour. 

Rigorous vigilance is required in order to ensure that our collective understandings of 

power relations heed Audre Lorde’s caution that, ‘the master’s tools will never dismantle 

the master’s house’ (Lorde, 1979:112; emphasis in original).  

 

A 1: Power relations do not disappear by virtue of being feminist trade union activists, or 

members of any other social justice movement. Wendy Brown summarises the 

predicament in the following way: ‘Against the liberal assumption that freedom 

transpires where power leaves off, I want to insist that freedom neither overcomes nor 

eludes power’ (Brown, 1995: 25). My thirty years’ experience of Black feminist activism 

in the predominantly white Rape Crisis movement, working in predominantly white 

women only collectives to establish Black women’s services and spaces, and the 

testimony of the Combahee River Collective (1977), has taught me that, we need a 

multidirectional alertness in regards to power; lest we forget, and the force to forget is 
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strong, that the oppressor is within and without.   

 

A 2 and A 1: We call on the Global Union Federations (GUF) to address issues of sexual 

coercion and we call on the academy as a workplace to listen and act upon the words of 

Jayaben Desai: “What you are running here is not a factory, it is a zoo. But in a zoo there 

are many types of animals. “Some are monkeys who dance on your finger-tips, others are 

lions who can bite your head off. We are the lions, Mr manager!” (Guardian, 2017a).  
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Abstract 

 

Japanese university students potentially suffer from various violences, i.e., sexual 

harassment, power harassment, academic harassment, dating violence, and stalking. An 

overview of these categories is presented especially on definitions of the categories, 

which are different from those of other countries, and on measures by Japanese 

governments. The male-dominated ratio of university faculty members is considered as 

a background to the higher ratio of female victims of academic harassment. Dating 

violence is a serious problem for female university students, because they are mostly in 

the age that is most vulnerable to dating violence. Studies on dating violence in Japan 

started in the 2000s, but are still limited. The following problems are pointed out on these 

studies: gender difference is the most frequent subject but significance and factors of the 

difference have not been sufficiently considered; dating violence among sexual minorities 

has never been studied; studies lack social and cultural perspectives; studies from the 

perspective of prevention of violence are few.  

 

Introduction 

 
In recent years, university students have been at considerable risk of encountering 

various types of violence such as sexual harassment, academic harassment, intimate 

partner violence (dating violence), and stalking (Akazawa, 2016). Young people 

involved in such violence and harassment may find it difficult to continue their studies 

or they may suffer from mental illnesses, and both of these issues are significant human 

rights problems. 
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This paper reviews the information on harassments in universities of Japan to make the 

current situation of the harassments clear, and discusses the causes and problems of 

the harassments for future researches and countermeasures. The first half of the paper 

deals with sexual and power harassments in universities and the second half with 

dating violence occurred in universities. The former and the latter essentially differ in 

the relationship between a victim and a perpetrator, i.e., usually the official relationship 

between a teacher and a student in the case of sexual and power harassments whereas 

in the case of dating violence private relationship between an intimate couple of 

students. However, there is a common feature in both violence that is, these incidents 

are apt to occur in university settings. 

 

This study takes up violence and harassment to which Japanese university students can 

possibly become victims or perpetrators. Dating violence is considered as a personal 

problem in most cases, and therefore tends to be overlooked. However, dating violence 

is closely related with the male-dominated public realms. Establishment of dating 

violence as a concept has been later than Domestic Violence (DV), which is regarded as 

violence between a married couple, and there have been few studies on dating violence 

in Japan up to now compared with the West (Akazawa, 2016). Our objective in this paper 

is to provide an overview on the various types of violence experienced by Japanese 

university students, and then to review the current situation and researches on their 

dating violence and stalking in order to find out problems for future researches and 

prevention of the violence. 

 

Types of Violence around University Students 

1. Sexual Harassment and Power Harassment 

 

The concept of sexual and power harassments has been effective in visualizing several 

types of violence that already exist, and at the same time it has hidden many types of 

violence that are not classified under such harassments. The terms “power harassment” 

and “sexual harassment” are commonly used in Japan as harassment generally to a 

subordinate by a boss and to a woman by a man using unwelcome words or behaviors 
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related to sexuality, respectively. By categorizing such the terms of harassment, one can 

recognize that one’s own behavior is problem and can accuse one’s damage by 

harassment. For example, the term “maternity harassment”, which is harassment to 

pregnant women or women with a baby, such as dismissal due to pregnancy, in Japan 

makes it clear that discrimination against these women is present in Japanese society. 

However, Japanese classification of the categories of harassments is different from those 

in the other countries such as England (Naruse & Kawabata, 2016), because Japanese 

categories of harassments have been created from kinds of victims, kinds of violence or 

harm, and the relationship between a victim and a perpetrator. In this connection, it is 

also a problem that Japanese law defines the category only of the sexual harassment and 

therefor other kinds of harassments are treated by law case by case. 

 

In Japan, the development of legislations of harassments started with the ratification of 

the 1979 Convention on the Elimination of Sexual Discrimination. However, there were 

no provisions for prevention of sexual harassment under the Law for Equal Employment 

Opportunity of Men and Women enacted in 1985, and companies were obligated to 

make efforts to prevent sexual harassment with an amendment to this act in 2006. 

According to the Center for Human Rights Education and Training (2010), the first civil 

trial of Japan triggered by sexual harassment took place in 1989, and the word “sexual 

harassment” won a grand prize in Japan’s buzzwords-of-the-year contest for 1989. 

Under such circumstances, the Law for Equal Employment Opportunity Act for Men and 

Women was amended in 1997, provisions prohibiting discrimination against women 

while recruiting employees and preventing sexual harassment of women was 

established. This act was again amended in 2007 and provisions to prevent sexual 

harassment that were previously limited to female workers were extended to cover 

male workers. Kitanaka (2014) pointed out that with the birth of the concept of sexual 

harassment, sexual violence that are not agreed to but also not rejected due to power or 

influence still remained a problem. 

 

The Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare (2012) made the proposal 

“Recommendations for prevention and resolution of power harassment in the 

workplace” in addition to sexual harassment because there was an increase in the 
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number of counseling requests to prefectural labor bureaus on bullying and 

harassment in the workplace. This proposal defines power harassment in the 

workplace as “harassment directed towards a person working at the same workplace, 

by using the superiority at the workplace based on occupational rank, human 

relationships, etc., which, beyond the proper scope of the job, inflicts emotional distress 

or physical pain on the person or makes their working environment worse”. Although 

the power harassment is not covered by the law in contrast to sexual harassment, the 

proposal states that there is “utilization of power based on higher job rank or superior 

human relationship” behind power harassment. Sexual harassment tends to be 

included in power harassment in case that a man abuses a woman. 

 

2. Academic Harassment in University 

 

Sexual harassment takes place in universities in the same way as workplaces, but the 

amended Equal Employment Opportunity Act for Men and Women has provisions to 

prevent sexual harassment in the workplace, and this Act is not applicable for 

universities. The Ministry of Education (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science 

and Technology) established the “Regulations for Prevention of Sexual Harassment” in 

1999 for the national teaching faculty and staff, and notified not only national 

universities but also private universities to follow these (Youfu & Muta, 2000). 

 

Harassment using power in research and educational institutions such as universities 

was referred to as “academic harassment” since around 1995 (Ogoshi, 2007) and used 

separately from sexual harassment. According to Naruse & Kawabata (2016), there is a 

tendency to classify harassment at the workplace to “power harassment” and 

harassment in educational institutions to “academic harassment” in Japan. However, the 

term “power harassment” is also used for universities, and there is no clear distinction 

between the two concepts. As Grauerholz (1989) pointed out, sexual harassment of 

female teachers by male students also exists in universities, and therefore it should be 

clearly stated that the true nature of sexual harassment is the assumed superiority of 
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the male gender. Sexual and academic harassments in universities overlap, and it is quite 

clear that females are particularly vulnerable (Ogoshi, 2007). 

 

According to the Cabinet Office (2017), there has been a gradual upward trend in the 

percentage of female researchers in Japan. However, the percentage of female 

researchers was still at 15.3% in 2016, which is much low compared to other countries, 

e.g., 45.6% in Ireland and 44.5% in Portugal. The overwhelmingly high proportion of 

male faculty members tends to make a male-dominated society and would be a 

background of the higher ratio of female victims. Because teachers have a very strong 

hold on the students in universities, which have more closed environments than 

companies, the victims who are minors or have less social exposure have difficulty in 

accusing the perpetrators when a problem occurs (Youfu, & Muta, 2000).  

 

Nonetheless, according to the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and 

Technology (2015), universities had implemented measures to prevent sexual 

harassment and 99.1% have coordinators for consultation in 2013. This implies that 

most universities are prepared to deal with harassment by having consulting counters 

when it occurs, although it is a problem of whether a victim knows about the presence 

of the counter and can recognize an incident as harassment. 

 

3. Dating Violence and Stalking in University Students 

 

Dating violence and stalking belong to different categories from sexual and power 

harassments. The formers tend to be treated as personal problems in contrast to the 

latter as official problems between a teacher and a student. According to the national 

survey on 904 women and 943 men of 20 years or older (Cabinet Office, 2015), 19.1% 

of females had experienced harm from their dating partners, and this ratio was higher 

than male victims (10.6%). A higher number of both female and male victims were 

recorded in the age range from 20 to 29 and from 30 to 39 years, respectively. 

According to the National Police Agency (2016), victims of stalking in 2016 were mainly 

in their twenties at 36.0% and females overwhelmingly consisted of 88.8% of the 
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victims. These data indicate that females are more likely to suffer from dating violence 

and stalking, like sexual and academic harassments, and that female students, who are 

mostly 20s, are most vulnerable. 

 

For stalking, the “Law for provisions on stalking” was enforced in 2000 and stipulates 

punishments, but there is no legal support for dating violence. For DV between a 

married couple who are in an intimate relationship, “Act on the Prevention of Spousal 

Violence and the Protection of Victims” was enacted in 2001, and violence from spouse 

has been recognized as a crime under the law. This law applies to couples who live 

together even if they are not married, but is not applicable to couples who do not live 

together. The relationship in dating violence is fluid from the perspective of the persons 

involved and people around them, and difficult to be recognized compared to spousal 

violence, and therefore dating violence tends to be latent as victims are more difficult 

to be covered for protection and relief (Aono, 2010). 

 

Since romance is involved between victims and perpetrators in the case of dating 

violence unlike sexual and academic harassments, love and affection are used as reasons 

to justify restrictions, compulsions, and coercions, violence is rationalized because of the 

intimate relationship, and both the victims and perpetrators tend to distort the 

perceptions (Nosaka, 2010). Finding out the use of power based on superiority as in the 

case of academic harassment is more difficult because of the romantic relationship. 

Because such relationships are very personal and private, third persons have difficulty 

in noticing and intervening in dating violence compared to the cases of sexual and 

academic harassments. 

 

Because romantic and sexual problems are of great concern to young people and are 

sources of their worries, it can also be said that dating violence raises a major problem 

related to development from adolescence to adulthood. According to an investigation on 

1532 university students in Japan, about 20% of them do not desire a steady romantic 

relationship (Kosaka, 2013). Concern about dating violence is a possible reason why 

they did not desire it. The value of 20% is not negligible especially in today’s Japanese 

society, in which population decline is a serious issue. Besides, about 20% of adult 
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females have experience to be a victim of dating violence and the female victims are 

concentrated in their twenties (Cabinet Office, 2015). Therefore understanding of dating 

violence by young people and developing prevention methods are necessary for young 

people to resume romantic relationship. At this age where the university entrance rate 

exceeds half of the population of the same age, attention is required to what kind of 

learning will mold the students in universities or in the academic world. 

 

Dating Violence among Japanese Students 

1. Findings of dating violence research 

 

Of 119 research studies on dating violence published until November 2014 in Japan, 

77.3% covered university, graduate, junior college, and vocational school students 

(Akazawa, 2016). The period of study at a university is also a time when intimacy 

between two student partners develops, and this may lead to an increase in the 

occurrence of dating violence. For this reason, many researchers on dating violence 

included university students for their research. According to the 7th "Nationwide survey 

on the sexual behavior of Japanese young people" in 2011 (subjects were 2504 junior 

high school students, 2578 high school students, and 2558 university students), the 

percentage of male (female) students in junior high school, high school, and university 

students who had experiences of dating in 2011 was 22.0 (24.8) %, 53.8 (58.9) %, and 

77.3 (77.3) %, respectively (Hara & Katase, 2012). This shows a trend of gradual increase 

in experiences of dating with age. The percentage of the students who experienced sexual 

intercourse is also progressing with age. Those of junior high school boys (girls) were 3.8 

(4.8) % of total boy (girl) students. Those of high school students were 15.0 (23.6) %. 

Those of university students were 54.4 (46.8) %. In accordance with that, the percentage 

of university students who have experienced dating violence is higher than high school 

students (Habuchi, 2013). 

 

According to Ueno (2014), who reviewed gender differences between perpetrators and 

victims appearing in papers on dating violence among university students, sexual 

violence was noticed as a pattern of males being perpetrators and females being victims 
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in all studies within the review, but this was not necessarily the case for physical and 

mental violence. There are many studies to indicate that the percentage of female 

perpetrators is high in physical and mental violence, but females considered that they felt 

more hurt than males caused by dating violence incidents (Matsuno & Arai, 2015). The 

damage caused as a result from violence (evocation of negative emotions) has revealed 

that damage to females in sexual violence, especially when sexual intercourse is forced, 

is considerable (Akazawa & Takeuchi, 2015). 

 

 

Figure 1. The decadal change in the number of papers on dating violence in Japan and overseas 

based on the search engines CiNii and PsycINFO, respectively (The numbers include both peer- 

and non-peer-reviewed papers in Japan but only those appeared in peer-reviewed journals in 

overseas) (Akazawa, 2016) 

 

Figure 1 shows the decadal change in the number of papers on dating violence published 

since the 1970s in Japan and overseas (Akazawa，2016). Although the numbers in the 

figure cannot be compared between Japan and overseas because of the different search 

engines and options, the data indicate that studies on dating violence in Japan started in 

the 2000s, two decades later than in overseas. 

 

2. Limitations of Dating Violence Research 

 

The overview of studies on dating violence in Japan indicates several problems. First, 

sufficient consideration has not been given to gender differences. Studies conducted on 

two intimate partners up to now have been based on the premise of heterosexuality, and 
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therefore have focused often on gender differences. This is also the case for researches 

on dating violence in Japan. That is, reports are mainly on gender differences, and the 

significance of gender difference and background factors are not mentioned. Meanwhile, 

results that did not indicate gender differences were given little attention. Future studies 

on this subject should be conducted to focus on the meaning of gender differences or on 

the factors that cause gender differences. 

 

In this context, the second problem is that of survey participants. Overseas studies on 

the realities of dating violence covers not only heterosexuals but also gay or lesbian 

couples, bisexuals, and transgenders, and it was reported that the risk of experiencing 

dating violence as victims or perpetrators is higher for homosexuals and bisexuals than 

for heterosexuals (Dank, Lachman, Zweig, & Yahner, 2014). As indicated by White, 

Donat, & Bondurant (2001), examining the actual situation of dating violence between 

a sexual minority couple enables clarifying that pattern of violence in an intimate 

relationship where females are victims and males are perpetrators is not determined 

biologically, but is rather based on gender roles. Unfortunately, the studies on dating 

violence in Japan have not conducted any surveys on the realities of dating violence 

among sexual minorities. Many of the psychological studies in Japan are conducted with 

participants from universities and to say that psychological studies in Japan are the 

“Psychology of university students” is not an exaggeration. The realities of dating 

violence may differ between students in universities, the world of academism, and 

young people working in corporate society. 

 

The third problem is that the studies on dating violence in Japan lack social and cultural 

perspectives. Social and cultural circumstances such as economics, social status, 

traditional gender conception, education, and so on, have been pointed out to give a 

significant impact on the background of violence in a relationship between two 

intimate partners (e.g., Caplan & Caplan, 1994；Aono, 2010). Violence between two 

intimate partners is not only a personal problem but also cultural or social problem. 

Grasping the process of social change, especially during the period of intense changes, 

is of great significance in understanding the society and youth because social change 

greatly affects the growth process of youths. Accordingly, the impact of society and 
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culture on the occurrence of dating violence needs to be clarified not only with studies 

in Japan, but also through comparative studies with diverse cultures. 

 

The fourth problem is that there are few studies from the perspective of prevention of 

violence. It is critical if the victims in the cases of harassment or dating violence or 

people around them can recognize the cases as a harmful act. Development of various 

dating violence prevention programs started during the 1980s in the West, especially 

in US, to provide education for preventing dating violence, and verification of 

effectiveness of the programs has been made since the 1990s (Cornelius & Resseguie, 

2007). For example, Foshee, Linder, Bauman,  Langwick,  Arriaga,  Heath, McMahon, & 

Bangdiwala (1996) developed “the Safe Dates Project”, which aimed to prevent dating 

violence with school activities including a theater production, a curriculum, and a 

poster contest, and community activities including special services such as workshops 

for university students. They found that the participants’ psychological abuse, sexual 

violence, and violence perpetrated against the current dating partner had decreased 

after the program activities more significantly than the control group (Foshee, Bauman, 

Arriaga, Helms, Koch, & Linder, 1998).  

 

In western countries, the effectiveness has already been verified in terms of the change 

not only in awareness but also in behavioral aspects, and certain outcomes have been 

obtained (e.g., Wolfe, Crooks, Chiodo, & Jaffe, 2009). However, the development and 

verification of the preventive programs in Japan has just started. We need those 

programs ensuring that university students will neither become victims nor 

perpetrators. 

 

Suggestions for the Power Problems in University 

 

Victims of academic harassment at universities were considered to be mainly female 

(Ogoshi，2007), and this has been attributed to the higher percentage of male faculty 

members among university staff. Superior and subordinate relationships are formed 

from the combination of age, job level, and gender, and this creates the conditions to 
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use power easily based on superiority. Even for cases of sexual violence in dating 

violence, it has been indicated that females become victims more often than males. This 

is attributed to the gender problem of male superiority as in sexual harassment. A male 

dominated society has created double gender standards that permit freedom for males 

and requires females to be conservative in sexual behavior, and this has ensured male 

control and superiority in sexual relationships. Nagata (2013) revealed that between a 

couple in a romantic relationship, as the relationship progresses with confession of 

love, kissing, and then sex, the number of girls taking initiative is decreasing, while the 

number of boys who did is on the increase. 

 

Considering that the percentage of university students experiencing sexual 

relationship, male domination and superiority through sexual relationship may have a 

significant impact on the relationship between a university student couple. Fujioka 

(2010) stated that sexual violence is induced by various desires such as domination, 

superiority, revenge, and dependence, and that social and cultural perspectives are 

essential to tackle this problem effectively. In addition, studies on sexuality have been 

limited in Japan (Akazawa, 2011), and it is pointed out that sex education in schools has 

not changed over 20 years (Ishikawa, Tsuchida, & Nakazawa, 2016). Inadequacy in sex 

education is considered as one of the causes for sexual violence. 

 

On the other hand, there are reports indicating that there is no significant difference in 

the harm caused to men compared to women. According to Ogoshi (2007), women are 

more vulnerable compared to males to academic harassment, but this does not mean 

that it is hard for females to become perpetrators of violence. Her study indicates that a 

background factor, namely, the use of power based on the superiority of teachers over 

students, should be considered. In the cases of dating violence, it has been reported that 

women sometimes inflicted physical and mental violence. Research studies on dating 

violence carried out actively in western countries from the 1980s revealed that women, 

who were expected to be victims, contrarily inflicted physical violence slightly more 

frequently than men (e.g., Bookwala, Frieze, Smith, & Ryan, 1992). Frieze (2005) pointed 

out the possibility that reports on violence may be fewer compared to the number of 

occurrences as men are more likely to be unconscious with their own violent behaviours. 
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As Ueno (2014) has pointed out, it is necessary to clarify the mechanism causing dating 

violence, which is mainly dominated by gender relationship, not by focusing on the 

frequency of violence but by assessing the dominant - dominated relationship itself (e.g., 

Ueno, Matsunami, & Aono, in press). 

 

Environments of universities, where students put themselves, are the world that a kind 

of power relations called “academism” is stretched throughout. At the same time, 

gender based power relation covers there. Therefore, university students could 

become perpetrators or victims. Female university students must be recognized as the 

ones who are more vulnerable. Studies on dating violence are increasing in Japan, but 

most of these consider dating violence as problems of individual personality or 

relationship between partners. It is necessary to study what impacts a kind of position 

or status as a university student gives on dating violence. 

 

It is required to examine the appropriate state of education for preventing violence in 

order to develop intimacy with partners during the period from adolescence to 

adulthood and to verify effectiveness of the education (Akazawa，2015). Because 

dating violence prevention programs explain about gender and dominance as the factors 

of violence, such programs are also considered to increase awareness of other forms of 

violence. Education of university students will bring about changes in subsequent 

marital relationships and become a trigger for changes in the society. Going forward, 

more effective programs are required in Japan. Through research, we must deal with the 

issue of violence including dating violence from the perspective of gender, development, 

culture, and domination based on power, without being limited to just the 

considerations of a simple binary opposition. 
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A Deafening Silence: Fetishizing the Feminine by 

Wanna be Good Guys in the Academy 
 

KATHLEEN S.G. SKOTT-MYHRE 

 

Abstract  

 

This article explores the troubling terrain of gendered relations in terms of who one can 

trust to be an ally. Using the concept of Gender Shrapnel from the work of Ellen Maycock, 

this piece explores the ways that gender can set off highly contentious fields of struggle 

premised on, what might appear to be, small or minor conflicts. The residual effects of 

being the collateral damage of gender shrapnel can have long term traumatic effects at 

the personal, professional, and relational levels of our work and careers as women in the 

academy. This article explores the way that the damage done by gender shrapnel is 

obscured by the fetishizing of the feminine by Wanna be good guys. Using Lacanian theory 

to explore the fetishizing of the feminine and post-Marxist analysis of 21st century 

capitalism to explore the feminization of labor, this writing explores the subtle loss of 

women’s singular voice through the appropriation of that very same voice by ostensibly 

well-meaning male colleagues. It is argued that with the advent of more women entering 

academia, this subtle and pernicious obfuscation of women’s voice subtly plays into the 

patriarchal proclivities of the academy to the profound disadvantage of female 

academics.  

 

One of the most challenging and confounding aspects of academic life for women has to 

be the question of allies. Who in our workplaces, our departments, colleges, and 

universities can we trust to support us as we struggle with what Ellen Maycock (2016) 

describes as gender shrapnel? Maycock defines gender shrapnel as “a series of small 

explosions in the workplace that affect men and women and reveal uneven gender 

dynamic at all levels of the organization” (p.7). She articulates the damage that such 

shrapnel does at the personal, professional, and relational levels of our work and careers 
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as women in the academy. Taking an intersectional approach Maycock notes the ways 

that gender, race, and class hold varying relations to the each other in the effects of local 

political conditions of force that give rise to the small explosion and the resultant 

collateral damage. She notes the increasing feminization of labor in the academy as the 

result of hard fought struggles, while noting the complex difficulties of women entering a 

predominantly white male institution.  

 

The use of a word like shrapnel, and for that matter ally, infers a sense of combat or 

warfare for women in academic environments. It suggests an inherently dangerous 

environment in which women academics might suffer collateral damage as a result of 

explosive relations of force that is not necessarily intentionally aimed at them. Of course, 

this is not to say that there are not plenty of instances of direct and intentional assaults 

on women in academia that range across the spectrum from sexual assault to professional 

and institutional discriminatory labor practices. However, it is the subtler and covertly 

pernicious, multiple, and minor assaults by male colleagues who infer or make claims of 

support and advocacy for women in the academy that I want to address in my writing 

here.  

 

A number of years ago I had an African-American woman friend who had grown up in the 

segregated South in the United States and then moved North to Minnesota tell me that, in 

some ways, the segregated south was safer for her because she knew who the racists 

were. They were out in the open and easily identified. In the North, they were more 

covert, undercover, and more dangerous. I wonder about this when I think about the 

dangers of academic environments for women, both students and faculty. If misogyny and 

sexism are heavily masked, how does one trust and find allies? It sometimes feels as 

though engaging my male colleagues in discussions of sexist practice, language, or 

process is a bit of a mine field where I might set off precisely the kinds of explosions 

Maycock is describing and unwittingly subject myself and other women in my 

department or college to the damaging effects of gender shrapnel.1 

                                                           
1 While I would emphasize that the historical context for my friend’s story about race is to some 

considerable degree incomparable to gender related struggles in the academy, I will argue below that 

the colonial structural logic holds consistency across race, gender and class. This is certainly not to say 
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In this context, I can understand why women of color such as Mia Mckenzie (2013) would 

say “I’m kinda over the term ally” (para 1). After all the process of building alliances 

across lines of privilege is an often complex and confounding task. In the arena of race 

relations Mckenzie cites barriers, such as “allies” whose understanding of racism is 

profoundly underdeveloped. She decries the privileged narcissism of “allies” who want 

credit for simply doing the right things and who will quit the struggle if they not 

acknowledged. She states, 

 

Allyship is not supposed to look like this, folks. It’s not supposed to be about you. 

It’s not supposed to be about your feelings. It’s not supposed to be a way of 

glorifying yourself at the expense of the folks you claim to be an ally to. It’s not 

supposed to be a performance. It’s supposed to be a way of living your life 

that doesn’t reinforce the same oppressive behaviors you’re claiming to be against. 

(para 2).   

 

To be an ally means to deconstruct your own privilege and that is more easily said than 

done. We all have male colleagues whose progressive credentials and histories of struggle 

against the prevailing social, cultural and political power structures are impeccable. 

However, somehow, when it comes down to the micro-politics of the day to day in 

academic life their behavior manifests a deeply held performance of masculine privilege. 

Don’t get me wrong, many of these men mean to do well by women. If asked, they will tell 

you how much they support the advancement of women within the academy. Indeed, at 

the general level of academic politics they could point to instance after instance of 

advocacy for female academics. However, at another level, their privilege blinds them to 

the ways in which they unwittingly support ongoing explosions of gender shrapnel and 

the resultant damage being done to their female colleagues.  

 

                                                           
that they hold the effects or even that their points of application can be measured or reasonably 

compared. However, the logic is implacable in its intersectional effects.     
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Such colleagues, I would refer to as wanna be good guys. These are not men who would 

ever seek to overtly attack or oppress a female colleague. In fact, they would be and are 

appalled by any inference that this might be the case. Such men have every intention of 

behaving well towards their female colleague and in many cases, would consider 

themselves allies, mentors, and supportive friends. They might well even take on 

attributes they would consider transgressive of their training as men in contemporary 

society. They might well take on traditionally female performances of shared mundane 

departmental tasks, demonstrate a high level of interest in caring and relationship, refer 

to themselves as intuitive, emotional, or loving. In cultivating these traits wanna be good 

guys hope to be seen as anything other than a typical misogynistic male. In a perverse 

way, by performing themselves as holding traditionally female traits they may hope to 

get a “pass” from any significant accountability for their male privilege. Like white allies 

who claim to be color blind and engage in cultural appropriation, wanna be good guys 

present as gender blind through the appropriation of practices and performances of non-

masculine gender. In a way, we might say that such well-intentioned male colleagues are 

fetishizing gender in a perverse attempt to reverse the effects of their own privilege. 

 

Fetishizing Gender 
 

The appropriation by wanna be good guys of emotional registers traditionally associated 

with women in capitalist culture such as empathy, caring, intuition, and so on reminds 

me of a line from the one man play, “Huey” about the late Huey Newton (Adams & Lee, 

2004). Roger Guenveur Smith, playing Huey, says in relation to Hippie appropriation of 

indigenous culture, “white people in America are a trip, they exterminate the Native 

Americans and then they try to dress up just like ‘em. What kind of necrophilia is that?” 

Of course, the appropriation of traditionally feminine affective registers by men in the 

academy is in very significant ways substantively different both in magnitude and quality 

of trauma from white genocidal actions against First Nations Peoples in North America 

and elsewhere. That said, I would argue that the colonial process of erasure through 

appropriation is composed of similar mechanisms of domination and control.   
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Certainly, it would be difficult to disentangle the ways that gender and power have been 

constructed in the academy, given the institutional role universities played in the colonial 

project. As Cohn (1996) points out, the university was central to the colonial project in 

producing the subjects who would comprise the new ruling class for empire. This is 

accomplished, as Said (Orientalism) notes, by centralizing habits of speech, dress, 

physical gait, posture, common language, knowledge structures, and gaze. Sinha (1995) 

argues that these habits were driven by binary constructions of colonial masculinity in 

which the subaltern colonial subject was produced as effeminate and the colonizer as 

masculine. These gendered tropes are actualized under conditions in which the colonial 

project relied on the dehumanization of the colonial subject so as to be able to inflict the 

brutality and violence necessary for total subjugation. The relation of masculinity and the 

feminine written in the colonial vernacular becomes equated with the absolute 

dehumanization of the feminine as that which is subject to subjugation and enslavement. 

The university as a central institution for this colonial process of subjectification plays a 

key role in the colonial production of gender and sex as well as race and class. 

 

One of the hallmarks of the colonial project is a profound relation of ambivalence towards 

its binary configurations of subjectivity and subjectification. The academy is certainly no 

exception. As an institution that historically produced itself through exclusion, it relies on 

the capacity to determine the standard through which the “other” is defined. This is an 

oddly dialectical relation in which the masculinist claims of the university to universal 

knowledge and the capacity to discover truth are heavily reliant on highly idiosyncratic 

partial objects whose inherent opacity defies any full comprehension or complete 

investigation. The binary relation between the researcher and the researched can only 

function to the degree there is a colonial relation in which that which is researched can 

never be fully known. In this sense, there is a double opacity wherein the object of 

research cannot be fully apprehended and so the researcher must be simultaneously 

excluded from view. This centers the university as a site that renders itself as a panoptic 

space that produces itself by making others visible. Of course, those others may include 

inanimate things and processes as subjects of study and this has its own set of problems 

taxonomically and ecologically when taken as a predetermined outside to human 
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apprehension. More centrally for my concerns here, it also includes humans and in 

particular gendered Others. 

 

The dialectical relation of exclusion, when applied to gendered relations in the academy 

centers what Lacan (1988) defines as the phallic register of the Father as the symbolic 

regime against which women and the feminine are defined. For Lacan, this is not the 

individual actual father and his penis (although this relation has certainly played out in 

sexual assaults on female academics by their colleagues). Instead, Lacan is referring to 

the phallus as the master or universal signifier that produces the symbolic architecture 

of society itself and, for our purposes here, the academy as a social institution. For the 

gendered subject defined by conventional normative social standards as male with only 

an individual penis, there is always the threat of castration, but not by women per se. 

According to Lacan, the fear is in relation to castration by the Phallic register as the 

universal law of the father as instantiated in the in the form of the state, law or 

authoritative other. For Lacan, the symbolic father constitutes the threat of ongoing 

castration to the actual living father as the imaginary of absolute law and universal 

definition. For male academics whose careers are more than often built around claims to 

the unveiling of universal truths and structures, the anxiety pertaining to exposure and 

castration by the law of the Father as master signifier is particularly intense.  

 

However, the fear of castration is both amplified and mitigated by the fact that the law of 

the Father as universal signifier is always premised in a dialectical relation of lack. That 

is to say that the regime of the phallic is always incomplete. This is because there is 

something that Lacan names jouissance, which describes the lack that escapes the Other. 

This is the realm of what Lacan calls the Real, that which cannot be symbolized. It is the 

realm that constitutes the limits of the Other, as it is the limit of the subject itself. This is 

“exactly what permits the emergence of desire; a desire which is structured around the 

unending quest for the lost/impossible jouissance. Impossible because if the subject does 

not have it, neither does the big Other, the socio-symbolic system. Both subjective lack 

and the lack in the Other are lacks of jouissance. Lost because it is posited as lost, 

introducing thus the idea that it can be refound” (Bohm and Batta, 2008, p. 353).  
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It is the gendered social category of the feminine that Lacan (1997) cites as the limit 

condition of both the individual subject and the ability to apprehend the Other through 

universal signification. Put simply, woman is the source of desire in Lacan’s dialectical 

formulation. She is the lost/impossible jouissance that must be pursued in order to re-

found the law of the father as truly universal. Woman as lack invokes what Lacan defines 

as the Real or what Deleuze and Guattari (2014) term, the plane of immanence. That is the 

plane of composition that is sheer chaotic production or pure force that exceeds the 

capacity of signification.  

 

Deleuze and Guattari (1987) extend and expand Lacan’s category of woman as other in 

their work on what they term the minoritarian. Instead of reading the Other as lack in a 

dialectical formulation, they propose the Other as virtual surplus. Women in this reading 

signal the infinitude of force that goes far beyond the capacity of phallic signification. This 

surplus is indeterminate and cannot be universalized. As such, woman as minoritarian, 

constitutes a threat to the phallic order as the sovereign rule of the law of the Father.  

Woman as other, threatens those subjects inducted into or seeking entrance to the law of 

the father through the adoption of language as a universally understood set of terms and 

definitions. These “majoritarian” subjects, when confronted by woman as minoritarian 

other as sheer unbounded creative capacity, face the possibility that universal language 

claims might prove to be inadequate as a response to living ecologies of force. Such a 

failure can induce a severe but inarticulable anxiety resulting in the fear of social and 

individual psychological crisis of subjectivity through the loss of familiar forms of 

patriarchal society.  

 

This anxiety can have powerful and overwhelming effects on those subjects inducted into 

phallic logic. In its extreme manifestations it continues to manifest itself in forms of toxic 

violent expressions of masculinity such as the emerging forms of male supremacy and 

anti-feminism. Lacan (1997) argues that one mechanism by which this fear and anxiety 

can be mediated is though fetishizing the Other. For Lacan, unlike Freud, the fetish is not 

a response to anxiety premised in denial. Instead, it is a mediation that allows for a 

deferral of anxiety through the production of a falsehood. This lie does not actually deny 

the truth of absolute lack and the threat of castration. Instead, it uses a fetishized object 
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to produce an ambivalence toward the actuality of social relations produced in the 

symbolic regimes of the Phallic register. In the case of wanna be good guys, this 

ambivalence obscures the actuality of the feminine as that which eludes capture by the 

phallic register. In taking on the emotional and affectual registers of non-masculinist 

performances, wanna be good guys, attempt to articulate a set of 

relations/subjectivities/systems of value that are ineffable and unable to be articulated 

within universal signification. In short, they erase the force of the feminine as other by 

creating it as a shared familiarity. This allows for a powerful erasure of difference and an 

opening to a thoroughly unconscious blindness to phallic privilege.  

 

After all, in appropriating the feminine, wanna be good guys, believe they are simply 

joining women in feminizing the masculine. In reality, the obverse is the case. Fetishizing 

the feminine actually erases the phenomenological actuality of woman as other by 

immersing it into the phallic system of representation and performance. To fetishize the 

emotional and affective registers of the feminine is to masculinize them and produce 

them as unthreatening and familiar. Through this process, the anxiety of losing one’s 

masculinized access to the privileges and powers of the social law of the father is 

deferred. In reproducing the feminine as articulable by men as a set of universal terms 

that we share regardless of gender, women lose the capacity to speak for themselves. 

Women are effectively erased as registers of radical alterity that can challenge and undo 

the privilege of phallic logic within the political realm of the masculine colonial academy 

 

The Feminization of Labor 

 

The appropriation of affective, relational, and emotional registers of care by wanna be 

good guys takes on even greater significance as we enter the 21st century regimes of labor 

under global capitalism as noted by Maycock in her work on gender shrapnel. The 

relation of capitalism to traditional forms of female labor is delineated by Federici and 

Dalla Costa (2004) in terms of social production, “women’s unpaid labor in the home has 

been the pillar upon which the exploitation of the waged workers, ‘waged slavery,’ has 

been built, and it’s the secret of its productivity” (p. 8). Marx (1972) also noted the ways 
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in which the capitalist social architecture of slavery (waged and unwaged) and private 

property originates in the division of labor found in the family:  

 

Property: the nucleus, the first form, of which lies in the family, where wife and 

children are the slaves of the husband. This latent slavery in the family, though 

still very crude, is the first property, but even at this early stage it corresponds 

perfectly to the definition of modern economists who call it the power of disposing 

of the labor-power of others. (p.159) 

 

As this relation of domestic labor has co-evolved with different forms of capitalist 

accumulation, the role of women in the production of social capital has shifted as well. Up 

until the late twentieth century much of this gendered servitude and primitive 

accumulation through unwaged labor has occurred in the domestic sphere. However, 

beginning in the late 20th century there is an ever-increasing movement of women into 

what was previously male workplaces. This shift in the role of women within the 

machinery of capitalism has immense implications for the ways in which labor is 

reconfigured within the increasingly virtual world of what Negri (1996) terms 

“Immaterial labor.” Immaterial labor refers to a shift that expands the realm of capitalist 

exploitation and appropriation from the production of physical commodities to work that 

produces affective and cognitive products. One need only look to the oversized impact of 

social media and virtual sales platforms such as Google, Facebook, Amazon, and Apple on 

the global capitalist economy to see the impact of this shift in production. This ever-

proliferating global network of virtual labor opens the enclosed spaces of industrial 

modern capitalism such as the factory, the university, and the family and begins a process 

of decentralization of both function and location. For women, there is an intersectional 

effect in which the worlds of work, education, and the family begin to overlap in new and 

unanticipated configurations. The enclosed spaces of unpaid social reproduction in the 

domestic sphere opens up and begins to extend into the world of work and education. 

The management of affect and emotion ceases to be a private affair managed by 

women/mothers in the home. Instead it metastasizes into all aspects of the broader 

social, often assisted by what Parker has called the psy-complex.  
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Psychology has often fetishized mothers and the domestic sphere as ideal fonts of 

nurturance and social induction. Pertinent to our analysis above, women in these roles 

must dialectically fail in order to sustain the phallic order of psychological expertise on 

the appropriate production of social subjects. In this perverse set of gendered 

disciplinary relations, women as failed mothers and wives must seek out the phallic 

universal truth that can inform them as to how best carry out their unwaged domestic 

labor of love and caring. Dialectically, of course women as failed nurturers constitute the 

lack necessary to drive social evolution forward when posited against the universal 

phallic order of the father.  

 

As women enter the workplace in increasing numbers, this dialectical mode of production 

is distributed outside the domestic sphere and into the work world. With the advent of 

immaterial labor, the skills women have deployed in the domestic production of social 

subjects become increasingly integral components of exploitation, appropriation and 

control of our affective and cognitive capacities. This can be seen across an array of 

corporate environments where social skills and affective management have become 

important aspects of job performance. Certainly, as the university has become 

increasingly corporatized, the importance of skills such as social networking, affect 

management, team work and relationship building have begun to creep into the 

vernacular of academic life and annual reviews. Academics are expected to manage their 

feelings and manage their stress though self-care. Learning to be happy at work and home 

becomes part of our “job.” At the same time our work day begins to extend into a 24-hour 

work cycle with virtual intrusions into our “off hours.” And it is women who are often 

hired in Human Resources and elsewhere to manage the affective aspects of this 

emerging immaterial mode of production. 

 

Hardt and Negri (2009) define this emerging domestication of the workplace as the 

feminization of labor. The feminization of labor is the expansion of the skills of social 

production from the domestic sphere into the workplace. This includes affective, 

relational, and emotional tasks. Hardt and Negri (2009) argue that the distinction 

between social production and commodity production is eroding and the weight of the 

transition is falling on women across all sectors of the economy. Women are expected to 
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“tend to hurt feelings, knit social relationships and generally perform care and nurturing” 

(p. 134) both at home at and work.  

 

In the university context, where there has been a dramatic increase in women academics, 

this is a highly complicated and contentious set of relations. As a colonial mechanism of 

social production in its own right, the university was considered exempt from the 

contestations of capital and labor. Universities carried out the mandates of social 

production by producing the upper and middle-class men who would fill the necessary 

roles necessary to the historical mode of production. With the close of the 20th century 

however two overlapping shifts in the capitalist mode of production have a profound and 

unsettling impact on the academy. First, there is an ever-shrinking need to produce 

middle class subjects. The global economy has less and less need for traditional white-

collar managers. As a result, the university has shifted from its role as an exempt 

institution of social production and is now subjected to the predations of neo-liberal 

forms of management and structure. At the same time, the university is the obvious 

choice as a site for the production of immaterial labor as cognitive and affective 

commodities. These overlapping points of crisis in the life of the academy are concurrent 

with an increase in the numbers of female academics entering the field. For the male 

academic, all of these shifts cannot help but be an ongoing assault on generations of 

assumed privilege. It is a profoundly anxiety provoking set of circumstances. A set of 

circumstances, that I argue, is replete with all of the elements we have described above 

for the fetishization, erasure and appropriation of women’s ways of knowing.  

 

The Complexities of Expression 

 

One of the effects of the kind of gendered erasure that I have been describing above, is 

that our experiences as women in academic departments made of up of wanna be good 

guys becomes increasingly difficult or politically dangerous to articulate. The capacity to 

fetishize female affective labor allows for an ongoing process of disavowal of concerns or 

complaints by women about workplace conditions. Any attempt to surface the underlying 

misogyny obscured by the illusion of “shared” affective caring for each other within the 
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department is summarily denied as simply impossible. Women are erased as actual living 

subjects and utterly mythologized as either “good girls” who don’t complain or cause a 

fuss and therefore must not have any concerns, or “bad girls” who complain because they 

have personal problems or simply misunderstand how caring the men in their academic 

environment really are. The claim is that any and all complaints or concerns are 

misunderstandings that need to be processed emotionally through one on one 

conversations between the woman complaining and the man who is being 

misunderstood. In this scenario, there are no structural problems or personal frictions 

that cannot be resolved through the building of better relationships formed out of mutual 

generosity, gentle words and kind interpretations of the most egregious behaviors. When 

there is misogynistic behavior, women are to engage in their traditional role in 

patriarchal family systems to “tend to hurt feelings, knit social relationships and generally 

perform care and nurturing” (Hardt and Negri, 2009) of the very men whose behavior is 

in question.  

 

All of this makes the articulation of any relation between sex and power incredibly 

complicated. For women imbedded in academic environments that have long histories of 

unresolved misogynistic behavior, there may have been multiple attempts at surfacing 

misogynistic behavior that may have involved Human Resources, Academic Affairs, 

Supervisors and even outside entities without success. In these instances of failed 

intervention after failed intervention, perhaps the dynamics are not unlike that of 

Spivak’s (1994) colonial subaltern subject. Spivak proposes that subaltern subjects 

cannot speak without being translated by the dominant class into a vernacular that 

renders what they thought they said unrecognizable. In this sense, we might read female 

faculty’s concerns as consistently rearticulated into masculinist vernaculars or the 

fetishized language of relationships and caring in such a way as to render speech 

impossible. Under such conditions, it is not surprising that often times the response of a 

predominantly male faculty to multiple articulations of gendered trauma is, (what can 

only be termed) a deafening silence. For women attempting to articulate accounts of their 

workplace experience, expression can be extremely complicated. When I think about 

attempting to speak, write or express my experiences in academia as a woman, a feminist, 

a colleague to all genders, and a friend to some of my male colleagues, I find myself 



Annual Review of Critical Psychology, Vol. 15, 2018, ISSN: 1746-739X 
Special Issue ‘Sex and Power in the University’ 

78 
 

 

 

 

worrying about the tone of my expression. I wonder if I will sound whiny or shrill?  Am I 

being self-indulgent and narcissistic? Perhaps, I am exaggerating the harm being done or 

I am taking things too personally? Should I just be silent and compliant and go along to 

get along?  

 

As a feminist, I recognize all of my concerns as a woman are part and parcel of 

misogynistic mechanisms of silence and erasure. I know that when I hear other women 

express these concerns, it is the result of fear induced by ongoing emotional and 

psychological abuse through disqualification. I also understand that such deeply rooted 

anxiety and fear about speaking and articulating my experience is also premised in long 

standing encounters with patriarchal social structures that echo with each new 

repetition.  

 

As a colleague and friend, I worry about being unfair to the wanna be good guys who have 

made good faith efforts to support me in my work and my advancement in the academy. 

It is the hallmark of an abusive environment that I am afraid that they will be angry with 

me for airing our dirty laundry. As someone who worked with families as a clinician for 

many years, I recognize this dynamic. I remember how many women I encouraged to find 

a voice in the face of angry disqualification. I guess the difference that I am finding in my 

own experience of my colleagues and friends is that actual good guys are accountable and 

welcome critique. Wanna be good guys insist on getting a pass when their own denial 

blinds them to the gender shrapnel surrounding them. 

 

So, articulation as a woman in academia attempting to surface and express the 

troublesome relations between sex and power is a complex and difficult process. Like 

most of us in academia, I can analyze and theorize troubled gendered relations of in the 

abstract and in the lives of women I have studied. To induct myself into this narrative is 

another kind of challenge entirely. As I reflect on what has happened in my life as a female 

academic, I find a reluctance in myself to valorize my own experience as having value in 

its own right. I find myself needing to validate my experience by drawing on the 

experiences of my academic sisters and mothers. Perhaps, my readers and listeners will 

be more sympathetic if I can demonstrate that it wasn’t just my perception that 
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something was amiss. Maybe I won’t sound so crazy, cranky, whiny, and malcontented. 

All of this, I begin to see is also a side effect of patriarchal injunctions against women 

speaking out loud their local and particular truth. So, I desperately want to refuse the faux 

choice between speaking my truth alone or desperately seeking validation in a common 

experience with my academic sisters and mothers. I want to be able to draw on both, in 

solidarity with my “girlz” and in faith with myself. That, however is easier said than done.  

 

To speak from a subaltern position in the academy is to risk becoming imperceptible to 

one’s self. Spivak defines the subaltern as that class that is always in a mediated relation 

with dominant power structures. It consists of colonial groupings that have limited or no 

access to control over the structural mechanic that determine their well-being. Subaltern 

subjects must translate their needs into the language of the dominant class in order to be 

understood. However, this translation of needs always runs the risk of being 

misconstrued in immensely damaging ways.  

 

In our discussion here, we have delineated one of these mistranslations as the 

fetishization of affective labor by wanna be good guys. To see ourselves through that lens 

is to lose ourselves as a force for radical revolutionary alterity. The dilemma is how to 

speak in our own language outside the phallic logic of the Father without suffering 

debilitating levels of gender shrapnel at the personal and profession level. We mustn’t 

mistake the symbolic appropriation of our affective articulations through relational labor 

as any kind of comprehension of our experience. Wanna be good guys are not capable of 

being allies yet. To make that shift, they would need to move beyond mimicry. Our well 

intentioned male colleagues would need move towards genuine encounter, beyond the 

anxiety of the law of the phallic and into the truly relational registers of the womb 

(Ettinger, 2006). This is not work we can do for them. We can only continue to invite the 

possibility and hope for productive misunderstandings that might lead us towards new 

sets of relations, new forms of gendered subjectivities, and to keep walking through the 

minefield in solidarity with those mothers and sisters who have charted at least some of 

the ways through. 
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Abstract  

 

Gender-based violence in Mexican universities is a fact that affects more women than 

men and more students than any other population in the university communities. In this 

paper, we address gender-based violence drawing on some reflections and experiences 

from a feminist perspective. The first section outlines the current state of research on 

gender-based violence in Mexican scholarship pointing out its general structure, in terms 

of the main methodologies, which are employed as well as some results and findings. We 

pose key questions in relation to the frameworks which are usually employed in the 

analysis of this phenomena, underlining the absence of an articulation between the 

State’s structural violence and gender-based violence in the university. We enhance the 

need of using feminist studies and gender studies frameworks. Besides, we provide an 

overview of the universities’ policies –mechanisms (protocols) and regulations- which 

have been created in order to eliminate gender-based violence and to achieve gender 

equality in these social spaces. In the second section drawing on political scientist Arturo 

Alvarado’s work (2012), we expose the elements that allow us to argue that gender-based 

and violence against women in the university is intertwined to the Mexican State’s 

repressive violence (as it is common in Latin-American and the Caribbean territories) 

and therefore, to a series of complex mechanisms that cannot be dismantled only with 

well-intended university gender-oriented programmes or with well created laws. 

 

In Mexico, as in most Latin-American countries, it was the work of women’s and the 

second wave feminist movements1, which brought to the public's attention the problems 

                                                           
1 Second-wave feminism in Mexico began in the seventies, within a social context that was affected by 

the 1968 students’ movement and strong State repression, as well as the massive incorporation of 
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caused by violence against women in all of its many manifestations, a situation world-

wide known today as 'gender-based violence'2. Through different political actions and 

strategic collective organisation (which we will not account for fully in this paper, since 

it is not our main concern), Mexican feminists in the seventies: challenged the 

naturalisation of violence against women; encouraged interventions against these 

problems; fought for adequate legislation to resolve this; and pushed forward the issue 

by drawing public attention to the practices of  institutions such as foster homes or 

initiating shelters for abused women.  

 

On the other hand, feminist academics, while located within institutions of higher 

education in Mexico (research institutions and public universities) began, from the early 

2000’s, a systematic quest for an explanation of gender-based violence and violence 

against women in the university sector. In order to move beyond acts of denouncement 

and legal discourse, feminist academics developed specialised scholarship on the subject, 

employing quantitative methodologies as well as qualitative and mixed methods, that 

exposed many university community members’ opinions regarding power asymmetry, 

and the violence and discrimination inherent in gender relations. These empirical studies 

(Huacuz, 2016); (List, 20115); (Sánchez, 2015); (Hernández, 2015); (López; 2015); 

(Mingo and Moreno, 2015); (Carrillo, 2014 y 2015); (Ramírez, 2014); (Bautista, 2013); 

(Rodríguez; 2013); (Buquet, et al., 2013); (González, 2013); (Gonzáles and Gamboa, 

2012); (Meza y Salinas, 2012); (Ehrenfeld, 2011), privileged individual and/or focus 

groups interviews as means of data collection. 

 

                                                           
women into the universities, amongst other events. Mexican feminists from that time were involved 

in the organisation of different groups and associations that overall challenged the man-woman 

relation in the various settings where women’s subordination was more obvious: family, work, mass 

media, streets, formal politics. For further reading, see: Ana Lau Jaiven (1987). La nueva ola del 

feminismo en México. Conciencia de la acción de lucha de las mujeres. México: Planeta. 
2 While we are aware that the term gender violence has accrued various definitions, in this paper we 

understand it in its operational aspect. It is used here to refer to any gender-based action or omission 

in which physical, verbal, emotional or sexual force is used as a means of succeeding in getting a person 

to do or not to do something, whether or not this is with her or his agreement. This enforcement 

attempts against assets, freedom, health and human rights and it entails inflicting damage to the 

person's sexual and/or psychological, physical self or harm to their property. 
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Nevertheless, despite this growth of studies in this arena, there are still relatively few 

universities which at present, collect representative data and statistics about the 

prevalence of violence against women in Mexican universities. It was only on the 4th June 

2018, that the National Autonomous University of Mexico set out the first mechanism, on 

a national scale, for information and data systematisation regarding violence against 

women and gender equality. A mechanism known as the “National Observatory for 

Gender Equality in Institutions of Higher Education” was initiated3.  

 

Some of the results delivered by the research referred to above, point to the complexity 

of the problem and the need to seek theoretical frameworks that would permit a deeper 

understanding of this phenomenon, such as those offered by studies arising from feminist 

and gender perspectives. The epistemological relevance of these approaches relies on 

their incorporation of the experiences of women’s lives, in relation to the construction of 

subaltern identities, in a world where heteropatriarchy4 dominates every social sphere. 

More recently, scholarship includes intersectional analysis,5 which also takes into 

account age, ethnicity and class as key components to devise possible effective 

mechanisms for feminist interventions into the problem. 

 

The investigation of the sources consulted above, emphasises that power and gender 

relations cover expression in the educational sphere in multiple situations. These include 

discrimination, violence and abuse against young women (who turned to be generally 

more affected) by men who exert the damage, particularly by actions involving extreme 

                                                           
3 See: http://www.anuies.mx/noticias/constituyen-el-observatorio-nacional-para-la-igualdad-de-

gnero-en-las (retrieved 8th June 2018). 
4 We understand this concept as the socio-political system of ordering bodies, sexuality and desire and 

which grants supremacy to the male sex and to heterosexuality. One of its precedents goes back to the 

lesbian feminist thought of Adrienne Rich (1981) with the concept of “compulsory heterosexuality”.  
5 Intersectionality is a theoretical-methodological approach and a political undertaking that seeks to 

make visible the overlapping of diverse components that structure domination-submission relations, 

such as race; class; gender; disability and religion. For further reading, see: Liliana Suárez Navas y 

Rosalva Aída Hernández Castillo (2008). Descolonizando el feminismo. Teorías y prácticas desde los 

márgenes. Madrid: Cátedra, pp. 407-463. 

 

 

http://www.anuies.mx/noticias/constituyen-el-observatorio-nacional-para-la-igualdad-de-gnero-en-las
http://www.anuies.mx/noticias/constituyen-el-observatorio-nacional-para-la-igualdad-de-gnero-en-las
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violence, such as femicide. Incidents of gender-based violence stem from academic 

segregation or limitations to the activities of female workers who attempt to take power 

and positions of prestige, and thereby seek to participate in important decisions in the 

university, including issues such as sexual and work harassment. This type of violence is 

mainly suffered by teachers, students and administrative staff of the female sex. Violence 

in personal erotic relationships is analysed in connection with family conflicts that are 

experienced by students, both male and female. In this sense, we agree with Mingo and 

Moreno (2015) who highlight that, firstly, gender-based violence events in the university 

are reproduced by (and with) the silent consent of its members. However, they argue, 

that secondly these events are also and mostly due to the multiple elements that hinder 

or inhibit the denouncement and enable the sanction of those who perpetrate sexism and 

sexual harassment.  

 

The book Intrusas en la universidad (Buquet, et al., 2013), analyses subtle types of 

violence such as: unwanted compliments; morbid voyeurism; jokes; uncomfortable 

questions or comments regarding the students’ sexual or love life. This also encompasses 

other less veiled violence, i.e. pressure to accept unwanted invitations outside or inside 

the university; phone calls; emails and messages of an unwanted sexual nature; and 

threats and verbal pressure to have sex with the harasser. Even physical violence, rape 

and femicides are regretfully also present on Mexican campuses as has been attested in 

academic research from some years past (Ehrenfeld, 2011). Nonetheless, the relevance 

and value of these kind of studies have been called into question as Carrillo posits:  

 

… “[the] work was challenged many times because it was looking at the different 

expressions of violence within the university, even when there are other social 

spheres where it is more urgent to investigate violence, such as the case of 

marginalised communities, basic education and prisons (Carrillo, 2014:48).  

 

Silence and collusion are two aspects that inhibit the possibility of revealing the multiple 

manifestations of gender-based violence in university spaces, as Rosalía Carrillo (2014) 

stresses in her paper: “Gender-based violence in UAM: social or institutional problem?” 
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To dismantle gender-based violence in universities - our work space and daily meeting 

place - has, for many feminist academics and some male colleagues, represented a huge 

challenge due to stigma. This resounds with what has happened to women who in the 

past denounced domestic and conjugal violence, or incest in families. According to 

Guadalupe Huacuz (2016), most group members in those families where incest or 

violence takes place, know about their existence and know the people responsible for the 

violence, however, they do no dare to denounce it because they fear ostracisation. 

 

Currently, research on gender-based violence in Mexican universities has grown in 

number and thematic lines of specialisation. However, despite this, the different 

methodologies which are employed in quantitative approaches are not comparable with 

each other, so what is counted only presents a general overview of the problem’s 

dimension. Besides, when applying quantitative tools, there is the risk of under recording 

indigenous populations or LGBTTTQI people. Despite the limitations of these studies, 

they have triggered the creation of university policies and the promotion of specific 

legislation and in some cases, intervention mechanisms, such as protocols which are now 

available in some public universities: Autonomous University of Sinaloa (2010), 

University of Veracruz (2013), Michoacana University of San Nicolás de Hidalgo (2016), 

National Autonomous University of Mexico (2016), University of Guanajuato (2017), 

Autonomous University Metropolitan, Xochimilco Unit (2018).  

 

In the light of the context sketched here, we would now like to offer a reflection on how 

the dominant discourses on violence have influenced academic and legal arguments and 

those of university policy-making with respect to gender-based violence. Before 

proceeding it should be mentioned that those discourses are theoretically guided by at 

least two visions6. An understanding of these will help us crystallise the problem (Huacuz, 

2011). We will expand on these two visions in the following section. 

 

                                                           
6 Some authors might identify more than one trend of thinking, but in this paper, we focus only in two 

of them. For a deeper reflection, we suggest the book by Richard J. Bernstein (2015). Violencia. Pensar 

sin barandillas. Madrid: Gedisa. 
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The question we ask ourselves is: which pathways could women continue to construct in 

order to develop research that draws on critical discourses related to violence and 

gender-based violence in the universities? This latter question, would pull us into 

denouncing gender-based violence in the universities and start by challenging the 

apologies of the apparent democracies within these institutions that are permeated by 

various mechanisms of State violence. We draw from the thesis that in Mexico, most 

scholarship around our subject, gives but a flimsy account of how structural violence7 

produces, reproduces and conceals different types of violence against the student 

population.  

 

Limitations of advocacy8 strategies in a patriarchal State that re-

produces gender-based violence.  
 

In the previous section, we remarked that studies on gender-based violence in the 

university emphasise the complexity concerning the analysis of this problem when we 

try to embrace and articulate as many aspects as possible. We also pointed out that there 

are at least two theoretical conceptions that guide the interpretative lines of dominant 

discourses about gender-based and against-women violence.  

 

In wide terms, we have the conception that repudiates or absolutely rejects violence 

(Crettiez, 2009)9. This view states that any society’s foundation should be that of an 

intellectual and practical rejection of violence, since violence is naturally destructive and 

                                                           
7 According to sociologist Martha Jiménez (2015) structural violence “declares itself when there is no 

sender or a concrete person who commits the violent action. Structural violence is subdivided into 

internal or external. The first one derives from the personality structure. The second one comes from 

the social structure itself. Structural violence defines violence processes in which the action is 

produced by institutional or structural mediations” (2015:61). 
8 We understand advocacy, as the political incidence where the main aim is to directly influence public 

policy making which, in this case, is the university.  
9 This had its origins in the philosophy of contractual, liberal or conservative thinkers, and it is 

characterised by the fear of disorder and it emerges as a response to: “supplant the hostile nature in 

which men are moved […] it is in the origin of the social pact between men who search for stabilisation 

and pacification of their relationships, turning impossible any bellicose expression” (Crettiez, cited by 

Huacuz (2011: 10).  
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therefore a huge barrier to progress and harmony. From here comes the idea that enables 

the State, through its institutions, to emerge as guarantor of conciliation amongst citizens 

by the consensual exercise of violence through the so-called 'social pact'. Briefly, thinkers 

who embrace this view, repudiate a world based upon violence (as a mechanism of power 

and control and as a means of liberation for human beings) and also reject chaos, and 

propound instead the construction of a future society on the basis of harmony, peace and 

order (Huacuz, 2011). 

 

In terms of political action, in the latter view, we identify some conservative features 

linked to the liberal states, to those of international organisations such as the Church and 

to legal discourses. We foresee that most discourses that oppose violence against women 

and gender-based violence in Mexico and in other Latin-American countries too, derive 

from this conception.  

 

We explain ourselves, for example, with the wide spread slogan: “a violence free life for 

women”. This has been assumed by international co-operation organisations such as, 

United Nations Women, as meaning that instead of portraying a utopia to achieve, 

considering the contemporary contexts of violence in which we live in the region, this 

slogan redirects ourselves to an ambiguous discourse in which the national states turn 

themselves into the “flawless, impeccable” guarantors of the rights that they enforce. 

Nevertheless, as we will discuss further, it is the State and its institutions which attributes 

to itself the exercising of violence, generally, against particular subjects (young poor and 

racialized men). As some feminists with expertise on the theme have been arguing for 

some time:  

 

When talking about violence against women (and that of gender) in the XXI 

century, and in the midst of the supposedly uncontrollable context of violence that 

is experienced by countries such as Mexico, we would have to ask ourselves for 

the meanings that the idea of a “welfare state” to guarantee the social order, has 

in the social imaginary. A society that paradoxically delegates to the State the 

power to regulate its violent attitudes, while the State recreates violence inasmuch 

as it perpetuates and deepens social differences and also by disabling itself to 

guarantee justice to the population (Saucedo and Huacuz, 2010: 2).   
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The questions derived as part of our reflection are: can we women ask for a life free of 

violence as a right to states that are hugely repressive of citizens in general? Further, 

could this be the relation between the lack of access to justice and the effective possibility 

to intervene in gender-based violence in the Mexican universities?  

 

In order to dispel the doubts that might emerge from the latter questions, we will take up 

a book by Arturo Alvarado (2012) in which he underlines a series of elements that we 

share in Latin America and the Caribbean. We add to his series some themes overlapped 

by political violence, with apparent democracies and with the multiple manifestations of 

gender-based violence which women experience in those regions. It is not our aim to try 

to create uniform circumstances or particularities. On the contrary, we are very aware 

that it is not only women, but also men, and people with sexual identities dissident from 

the heteronormative framework who experience diverse manifestations of gender-based 

violence depending on the context of each region. Nevertheless, according to Alvarado, 

we also share situations such as:  

 

a) A “weak and precarious civil control from the governors that have been democratically 

elected, from the army and the police” (2012: 32). This situation has increasingly brought 

to bear multiple violations to human rights which are expressed in the cases of women’s 

and girls enforced disappearances; in sexual violence as a kind of torture; in institutional 

violence; and in women’s trafficking for sexual exploitation purposes and femicides. 

 

This “weak” control of military authorities and the police induces different violations to 

students’ human rights. Both female and male students – whilst defending their right to 

a free and high-quality education and a better life for the population – have had to 

confront the repressive State’s violence10. In recent years (2014), the whole world was 

                                                           
10 Within a few months (October 2nd), Mexico will commemorate fifty years of the well-known 

“Tlatelolco Massacre”, where academics, workers and students were killed as a consequence of the 

repression exerted by military authorities which were obeying the order of the, at that time (1968), 

president of Mexico, Gustavo Díaz Ordaz, in collusion with Luis Echeverría Álvarez, a member of the 

former government team who, some years later, became president too. The massacre was driven by 

one of the most corrupt political parties of Latin-America: Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI). 

“Atenco” case (2006) is another example of human rights violation. In that fatal episode of Mexican 
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shocked with the pathetic story of the forty-three disappeared students who belonged to 

the Normal de Ayotzinapa, Guerrero, Mexico.11  

 

These young men who were tortured, burned and later disappeared, were students of an 

institution of higher-education whose main purpose is the training of educators 

specialised in pedagogy. That is based on the idea that earning a degree in the field will 

prepare them to become the future teachers to give lessons in rural communities, 

populations which are immersed in poverty and vulnerability. Needless to say, they are 

the youngsters who could make a description, almost photographic, of the financial 

vulnerability and the lack of security in which rural and indigenous communities live. The 

violence that they experience daily, is not only exercised by military forces but also by 

organised and disorganised crime. These young university students suffer 

authoritarianism and the absence of solidarity and support from university authorities 

when one of them dares to denounce community violence or that which is experienced in 

university spaces12. The actions undertaken by the university authorities is similar to 

those developed by any of the corrupt and authoritarian governors. 

 

b) The “lack of a monopoly of legitimate violence” (Alvarado, 2012: 32) - as well as that 

legitimatised by civil society. This induces the escalation of organised and disorganised 

                                                           
contemporary history, a group of young students who supported public demonstrations of San 

Salvador Atenco dwellers, who were fighting for their land, suffered and confronted the State’s severe 

repression.  
11 For further reading of the case, we suggest the newspaper piece by Gloria Leticia Díaz (2016), “La 

noche de Iguala. Investigación interna de la PGR Ayotzinapa: Omisión del Ejército tuvo consecuencias 

fatales”, in: Proceso, No. 2091, 27 November pp. 11-13. She denounces the irregularities of 

institutional investigations involved in access to justice for the families.  
12 There are already plenty of students' accounts relating how, while travelling from their universities 

to their home or their work, have suffered violent events. Mainly it is women who are more exposed 

to sexual violence and gender-based violence, including lethal violence, even inside the universities’ 

campuses. A well-known case is of a female student who was murdered inside the campus of the 

biggest and most prestigious university of the country: The National Autonomous University of 

Mexico. What was also very well challenged (foremost by the feminist movement) the clumsy exercise 

of the criminal action and the incipient response from the university authorities. For further reading, 

see: https://www.animalpolitico.com/2017/08/feminicidio-lesvy-version-suicidio/, retrieved 15 

July 2018. 

 

https://www.animalpolitico.com/2017/08/feminicidio-lesvy-version-suicidio/
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crime. The groups parallel to the State and the guerrillas, are producing a significant 

number of aggressions against women, as it is documented in civil society organisations’ 

reports (Alternatif, 2010) and in academic papers (Calveiro, 2012). This violence 

happens in some areas of Colombia, Mexico, El Salvador and Guatemala where women, 

particularly young women and girls, are removed from their homes by narco gangs to 

perform sexual activities, to be the leaders’ concubines or to do domestic chores. We do 

not discard the fact that in the areas where drug trafficking operates, some young women 

might consider that it is ‘best’ to join in a sexual relationship with one of the male leaders 

before being removed enforcedly from their homes.  

 

In relation to the above, some events of violence against university women in indigenous 

areas have been documented in academic articles (Huacuz, 2017), registered in the press 

and have been accounted by organisations who pay attention to women’s human rights13. 

The types of gender-based violence faced by women who attend university in rural or 

indigenous communities, are diverse and get worse because the possible intervention 

mechanisms are more limited than in the cities. Besides, at the local level, the links 

between the governors, the military authorities and the organised crime gangs produce 

high levels of tolerance to violence and impunity before the documented cases.  

 

On the other hand, many university and ex-university women are threatened and 

persecuted because of their strong leadership. Women who resist, protest and organise 

themselves against the different forms of exploitation and marginalisation are targeted.  

 

In some areas of Mexico, the universities and institutions of higher education, are 

enduring the force of organised and disorganised crime too. One form of this organised 

                                                           
13 During April 2018, while undertaking field work in a purépecha community at Cherán, Michoacán, 

a group of women told us about a case of enforced disappearance of a female student who belonged 

to one of the institutions of higher education in the region. When we were talking with the women 

about human trafficking for sexual exploitation purposes, the members of the group also described 

some other cases that had happened in nearby communities. They pointed out: “the dealers wait for 

them outside the schools and convince them to go with them or they take them by force”. At present, 

the last disappeared woman, a young student of 19 years old, was fortunately located in a northern 

city of Mexico.  
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violence entails extortion rackets directed at professors (men and women) and students 

(male and female) to get them to participate in some of the criminal organisations’ 

activities related to drugs’ use and /or marketing, and prostitution of young people. This 

is mostly aimed at procuring young poor people who migrate from their communities to 

the big cities in order to study a university career14. University women, in their role as 

leaders, have reported the gender-based violence they have faced when defending the 

university’s autonomy against the processes of violence and the institutional degradation 

which undermines them.  

 

c) A third form of this violence is the “absence of free press and autonomous, egalitarian 

and balanced public opinion, in other words, free of restrictions and threats” (Alvarado, 

2012: 32). This represents a compulsory subject in the case of Mexico because of the 

importance of remembering the violations to human rights and the assassinations of 

journalists and their work teams that stem from the operators of organised crime and/or 

in collusion with all the government levels. In many of the continent’s countries, the 

journalists’ voice has been key to exposing several cases of gender-based violence 

including (but not limited to): prostitution and networks involved in trafficking of women 

for sexual exploitation purposes; the denouncement of pederasty cases and children’s 

prostitution; and rapes committed by the military in several areas of Mexico and other 

countries. In the Mexican context, there are many examples of the rape and assassination 

of women journalists who have dedicated their professional work to expressing the 

precarious reality of violence within which we live.  

 

Luckily, in the case of Mexico, journalists who are committed to social criticism in their 

reporting, are linked to academic institutions. These serve to spread information on 

specialised research in topics that question violence and power abuses. Nevertheless, 

                                                           
14 As part of a personal conversation with a male colleague, we learnt that in the city where his work 

space is located, there was a very well-known bar to which adult male homosexuals come in order to 

have sexual intercourse – presumably consensual - with gay and trans poor university people. In this 

same sense, there are rumours that in some public and private universities, women students 

undertake personal sexual encounters, via phone or internet, in order to make possible their 

university studies. This would be a very important research interest to develop further, in the sense 

of the “agency” that university students who practice prostitution may have.  
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regretfully, and according to some specialised reports, there are an increasing number of 

women who practice journalism as a profession or young women who are finishing their 

university degrees who are threatened, disappear or suffer gender-based violence and 

even lethal violence as a consequence of their public action. In this context, a relevant 

question would be: which should be the university’s commitment to those professionals 

who exercise journalism without protection? That is, what should the action and 

commitment of the university community be towards the spread of, and the criticism of, 

the diverse forms of violence, including gender-based violence, that occur beyond the 

university space. This would be perhaps a way to draw closer to the complexity of the 

problem and to reflect upon the inside/outside dialectics in terms of interconnected 

realms that influence the daily life and the university responses to these different forms 

of violence.  

 

d) The “lack of strategies to control and reduce violence” Alvarado (2012: 32), The “lack 

of strategies to control and reduce violence”, according to Alvarado (2012: 32), is 

different to building public policies to administer violence than to create public policy to 

reduce violence in both the public and private spaces. In this section, we would like to go 

back to the criticism raised at the beginning of this paper regarding the actions and public 

policy undertaken by some governments in Latin America and the Caribbean concerning 

gender-based violence.  

 

Undoubtedly, feminist struggles and those of organised women undertaken in the region 

from the sixties onwards, have been fruitful, overall in social policy and law making which 

aimed at fighting gender violence and violence against women. For example, it is 

important to highlight, The Inter-American Convention on the Prevention, Punishment and 

Eradication of Violence Against Women or Belem do Pará Convention, which was the first 

international regulation on the subject and therefore represents a legacy of Latin-

American feminism to the world. However, it is worth also asking: how effective are the 

legal precepts, government institutions and centres for the attention of violence against 

women and gender-based violence which have been developed in the region? Regretfully, 

the landscape is not promising. As it has been revealed in numerous evaluations of those 
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institutional programmes, there are several and different challenges that both, 

conservative and those named 'democratic' governments, have to deal with.   

 

There is currently, in many Latin-American countries, a tendency to generate academic 

research and actions against gender-based violence in the universities. We largely 

celebrate this tendency. However, we consider that it is also relevant to highlight some 

questions: where do we want to focus those actions and investigations? We think it is 

important to collect some of the main challenges to the institutional programmes that 

deal with gender-based violence in order to avoid repeating certain flaws: lack of effective 

models; absence of trained staff to attend the programmes; few intra and inter-

institutional coordination; regulations and legal tools which are out of tune with the lived 

reality in the institutions. 

 

To attend to the previous criticism means additionally considering the flaws of the 

protocols (university legislation that contains the best routes of intervention in favour of 

victims) and to understand these protocols as instruments that cause a social divide: men 

against women, victims against perpetrators.15 Hence, it is necessary to seek other 

strategies, based on a preventive character that allow women to arm themselves against 

violence before violence owns their gestures and takes them as hostages.  

 

e) In most Latin-American and Caribbean countries, we share the presence of a “quasi 

non-existent rule of law” (Alvarado, 2012).  In Mexico, the access to justice for victims of 

gender-based violence, domestic violence, sexual crimes, women’s trafficking for sexual 

exploitation purposes, rape and even femicides is almost non-existent. This has been 

revealed by activists and feminists throughout the country (Huacuz, 2011). 

                                                           
15 It will take a separate paper to develop a further analysis on how protocols can fail to produce the 

results which are intended at their conception. But suffice for now to say, that the social divide caused 

by protocols is related to the lack of their collective reflection and to inadequate uses of them, such as 

in situations of false accusations or allegations. The National School of High Education in Morelia, 

Michoacán, which has recently approved a protocol, has stressed the importance of collective 

reflection of protocols in order to identify their possible flaws and weaknesses, false accusations 

argued on gender-based violence grounds being one of such weaknesses. False accusations harm and 

divide so it is necessary to be cautious and to prevent a gender-based violence protocol from turning 

into an abusive gender-based instrument.     
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The latter influences directly on the responses offered to the victims of crimes that can 

be produced by the universities and in institutions of higher education. For example, 

violence against women and gender-based crimes that arise due to the lack of clear 

parameters to qualify it, to the ignorance or the university staff’s incompetence have to 

be channelled to the state’s instances of access to justice. We know that those instances 

are almost null in their effectiveness and in most cases, the university authorities do not 

have responses to penalise the crimes, despite the existence of a university regulation 

that has been created ex profess16. 

 

Conclusions 

 

As for the Mexican universities context, in the last years, major efforts have been made to 

study, expose, analyse and seek strategies to reduce gender-based violence inside and 

outside the university spaces. The path to achieve this purpose has been, as shown, 

mainly paved by research and the creation of protocols and other legal mechanisms, 

which have been obliged by international laws and agreements to which the Mexican 

State has signed up and subscribed. These obligations also include the state being 

respondent to particular national legislation like the General Law for women’s access to a 

life free of violence (2007). Nevertheless, most of these instruments are consistent with 

the conservative view of rejecting violence which, as we have argued, underlies the idea 

that violence attacks the social pact and therefore must be eliminated. In short, it gives 

the impression that violence is a virus that comes from the outside.  Inasmuch as we do 

not deny the potential usefulness of these instruments, when responsibly applied, it is 

important to underline the fact that their application does not consider a revision and 

challenge of the structural violence that the university re-produces.  

                                                           
16 The lack of access to justice for victims of gender-based violence in the universities has been 

continually denounced in the three academic conferences organised by the “University Programme 

Bodies that Matter in the Metropolitan Autonomous University, Xochimilco Unit” and other 

universities which integrate the Network against violence in the Institutions of Higher Education in 

Mexico. The last meeting was held on 23 May, the “III Encounter of discussion and analysis of the 

strategies of intervention on gender-based violence in the Institutions of Higher Education”, which 

was attended by several universities of the country. 
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As feminist academics and activists, we have taken part in these quasi-regulatory 

processes of gender-based violence, particularly against female students caught up in the 

type of sexual harassment perpetrated by male teachers, which have not ended 

satisfactorily. Instead of resulting in the offender’s public apologies to the victim, or some 

sanction by the university’s authorities, in line with the rules of protocols, the victims 

who have been denounced have then been re-victimised and the offender re-warded. For 

example, they may have been rewarded by a forced promotion into early retirement or 

by being removed from his duties in a particular centre of studies in one university and 

then transferred to another academic institution, where – in theory – the perpetrator can 

attempt to rid himself of a “dark” profile. He may there be free to continue developing his 

professional duties without any morally negative effect. 

 

So, while we believe we are all exposed as wrong doers and to inappropriate behaviour, 

and that we should not be condemned for that, we emphatically argue that violence 

against women in the university is structural and cannot be addressed only by attention 

to programmes or legislation. 

 

As we have tried to reflect in this paper, the structural nature of gender-based violence 

in the university has to be faced from a critical complexity approach due to the terrible 

landscape that we now inhabit in Mexico and in most parts of the world. Alongside this 

argumentation, some authors have gone further and sought to juxtapose the construction 

processes of the supposed democracies and the violence in Latin-America in order to 

question the efficiency discourses that governors have of democracy in their countries.  

 

If there is democracy, then why have these regimes kept such high rates of violence and 

impunity against citizens? How possible is it to affirm that these governments are 

democratic when the majority of the population (mainly women and children) are not 

guaranteed a right to personal security, to that of their bodies and their assets? In this 

sense, violence in all its manifestations would be opposing the democracy that is so 

largely proclaimed by the governors in office.  
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For the latter reasons, we propose that it is necessary to rethink liberal effective practices 

and discourses that emphasise punitive actions against subjects (men abusive of women) 

without also looking at the complex structure that re-produces disposable bodies ready 

to receive such violence. The university is the breeding ground to produce the theoretical 

pathways of this institutional reproduction. Hence, instead of fulfilling the legal and 

ethical mandate of protection to students and people who work there, it turns itself into 

another device that regulates and re-produces violence.  
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Speculations from the Borderlands of Knowledge 

and Survival in the Academy 
 

SHRADDHA CHATTERJEE 

 

Abstract 

 

In October 2017, a List of Sexual Harassers in Academia (henceforth, LoSHA) was 

anonymously crowd-sourced, naming more than 70 men, mostly in the humanities and 

social sciences across India. The LoSHA was first circulated on Raya Sarkar’s Facebook 

profile, who linked it to a larger MeToo movement (Shankar, 2017). However, the LoSHA 

was an eruption in academic discourse in India; there were numerous debates almost 

immediately after the list was curated, with students, faculty, and noted feminists in 

higher education institutions thinking through the prevalence, ethics, morality, and 

legality of sexual harassment in Indian academia. In this paper, I discuss the complexities 

of complaint and silence, knowledge, and feminism in the academy as they tie to sexual 

harassment in the wake of the LoSHA. In doing so, I attempt to think through what it 

means to survive as a woman in the university where sexual harassment and misconduct 

is structurally maintained.  

 

I. Complaint and Silence 

 

The day after the LoSHA surfaced on Facebook, a group of reputed feminists, 

predominantly affiliated with Indian universities, published a statement expressing their 

opposition to and disappointment in the LoSHA (Menon, 2017a). For them, such a list was 

illegitimate because it surpassed the mechanisms of due process put in place in higher 

education by the work of feminists in the 1980s and 1990s. The LoSHA was as if 

positioned against a history of feminist work that had been achieved through much 

hardship and labour (Nikita, 2017; Menon, 2017b). Sexual harassment was, for these 

feminists, a sphere of legality and administrative redressal, not crowd-sourcing and 
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‘fingertip feminism’ (Menon, 2018). That these same arguments were also mobilized for 

their own defence by an academic whose name appeared on the LoSHA (Tellis, 2017), 

indicates that ‘feminist’ discourses can be deployed to defend and/or maintain structural 

inequalities around gendered and sexual power, and reveals something to us about 

feminism itself, especially of what becomes of feminism in the university.  

 

Many (predominantly women) students responded to the LoSHA by sharing their 

experiences of the widespread culture of sexual harassment across universities (Tiwary 

& Sriraman, 2017). Often, tied to their narratives was anger directed towards the 

feminists who had, some argued, hastily opposed the LoSHA, creating another occasion 

for a divide between ‘older’ and ‘established’ feminists and ‘younger’ and ‘inexperienced’ 

feminists to re-surface (Shukla & Kundu, 2017). Many also linked feminists’ responses 

criticizing the LoSHA with the social, economic, cultural, and caste privilege these 

feminists had been born into and further accrued in the course of their feminist activism 

and history of being employed in universities, which links to a critique of mainstream 

Indian feminism as implicitly Brahmanical and upper class (Rege, 1998). 

 

This centering of legitimate and proper channels of complaint as a defining marker of 

sexual harassment can be thought through in many ways. First, it discounts the question 

of what makes a complaint mechanism and its consequences become available as a viable 

option to a student, under what conditions, and with which privileges. Often, a lot is at 

stake in making a complaint. Often, filing a complaint can feel like not only going against 

the accused faculty member, but also going against entire systems and networks that 

constitute academic life, as well as positioning oneself against the institution. The 

conditions of Sara Ahmed’s resignation from Goldsmiths University in 2016 and her 

subsequent writings on the issue illuminate the ways in which a university can be 

invested in making a complaint go away, which often means making the student who 

complained go away (Ahmed, 2016a; 2016b; 2016c; 2017a; 2017c; 2018a, 2018b). Race, 

caste, gender, sexuality, and economic background are all axes on which a student’s 

believability in the face of a complaint is determined by the university, demonstrating 

repeatedly that a university, like society, also adheres to the same norms, and carries and 
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often instils in students the same prejudices and discriminations (Foucault, 1995/1978; 

Derrida, 1987). 

 

Second, to focus on complaint as the only legitimate modality of proving sexual 

harassment illuminates a tendency in the university, as in society, to link the presence or 

absence of sexual harassment, and consequently the presence or absence of guilt and 

innocence, with evidencing sexual harassment. This association also perpetuates a 

discourse of sexual harassment as discrete instances and obfuscates a larger culture of 

sexual misconduct and imbalances in gendered and sexual power that makes such 

instances possible in the first place. 

 

In the context of the LoSHA, while these connections and disruptions between sexual 

harassment and due process seemed to call the investments and divestments of 

‘feminism’ into question, and were not neatly divided between ‘older’ and ‘younger’ 

feminists, these debates amongst feminists also redirected the focus of these 

conversations away from the (mostly male) academics who were named on the list. As a 

result, the silence of academics was not construed as complicity in, and awareness of, 

sexual harassment in academia; that their silence “enables the reproduction of the culture 

of harassment and abuse” (Ahmed, 2016a) was not centred in these debates. Silence, 

especially in moments such as these, can signify that sexual harassment is too frivolous 

to even spend time on, give words to. It can also be taken as a signal for others to keep 

quiet. Silence, here, can mean a sharp turning away from, or turning a blind eye to, sexual 

harassment and misconduct amongst their ranks. It “can feel like another blow; a wall 

that is not experienced by those not directly affected (because silence is often not 

registered as silence unless you hear what is not being said)” (Ahmed, 2016a). 

 

Even when that silence is broken, the words spoken/written can carry enough force to 

break a student’s narrative of experiencing sexual misconduct or harassment. It can 

house a deep unkindness towards those who find themselves at the sharp edge of a 

complaint. Indeed, some male academics called the LoSHA a ‘witch-hunt’, or simply 
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salacious ‘gossip’ taken too far1. In a similar vein, Visvanathan (2018), an established 

Indian social scientist, compared the LoSHA to Stalinist methods, and claimed that what 

some called sexual harassment was actually “the celebration of a relationship, a 

conversation laced with humour and vulnerability, a sense of romance that no future 

could destroy”. A few men who were named in the LoSHA wrote public statements saying 

they welcomed due procedures and complaints (Chatterjee, 2017), and a few issued 

apologies which, arguably, did not take responsibility for their abuse of power 

(Gopinathan, 2017).  

 

The way in which the LoSHA was curated, anonymously and through crowd-sourcing, 

demonstrates that often, complaint is not enough when it becomes the only way in which 

we understand the violence of sexual harassment (Rowena, 2017; Ayyar, 2017). Further, 

the way in which silence is mobilized within the university, who chooses to remain silent 

and about what, coupled with the precarity complaint creates for the student, illustrates 

that sexual harassment in the university needs to move beyond being thought of as 

discrete incidents and rethought as a larger, more encompassing culture of sexual power 

and misconduct. The inability to separate sexual harassment from legal mechanisms that 

evidence it seems to obfuscate this larger culture of sexual misconduct and ambiguity in 

universities that makes sexual harassment possible, and the insistence on silence around 

sexual harassment when it does occur only furthers this culture of misconduct and 

ambiguity. As such, LoSHA opens us up to the questions: what makes sexual misconduct 

and ambiguity possible in the university? How does a student survive in the university? 

  

II. Knowledge and Survival 

  

“… it is not at all self-evident that all knowledge, by virtue of being knowledge, is known as 

knowledge.” 

- Jacques Lacan, in The Other Side of Psychoanalysis (2007/1970). 

                                                           
1 The irony of calling the LoSHA a ‘witch-hunt’ and ‘gossip’ is that witch-hunting, as Federici (1998) 

argues, was a mode to control women’s bodies as parts of Europe moved from feudalism into 

capitalism, and ‘gossip’ was a term for female friendship that began to be disparaged as women lost 

social power during this time. What does it mean to use such terms, weighted with histories of 

prejudice and violence, against those it was used to dominate and devalue in the first place? 
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“The personal is theoretical … To become a feminist is to stay a student.” 

- Sara Ahmed, in Living a Feminist Life (2017). 

 

How knowledge is restructured and narrowly defined in the context of a university 

determines and is simultaneously determined by the structure of the university. The  

Indian university, insofar as it is 

influenced in its form and content by 

Western modernity, is structured to 

“function like a learning machine, but also 

as a machine for supervising, 

hierarchizing, rewarding” (Foucault, 

1995: 258). These rewards and 

punishments are based on how closely 

students can adhere to, and gain mastery 

in, what is considered ‘knowledge’ by the 

university. Often, this knowledge is 

masculinist, racialized, and casteist, and 

the pedagogy employed to teach it is also 

the same2. Sara Ahmed writes: 

  

“When I was doing my PhD, I was 

told I had to give my love to this or 

that male theorist, to follow him, 

not necessarily as an explicit 

command but through an 

apparently gentle but increasingly 

insistent questioning: Are you a 

Derridean; no, so are you a 

Lacanian; no, oh, okay, are you a 

Deleuzian; no, if not, then what? If 

not, then what? Maybe my answer 

should have been: if not, then not!” 

(2017, p.15). 

 

 

 

 

In the classrooms, male faculty were 

teaching us how to think, how to think 

critically, how to theorize this world 

around us. An inventory of men in 

academia who were hailed as the most 

prominent philosophers of our times 

/ Althusser / caught between 

interpellation and killing his wife 

/ Deleuze / the one who mapped a new 

schizo analytic and slept with many 

married women / all to break the 

institution of marriage / of course / 

Derrida / writing on deconstruction, 

dissemination, justice, and had 

illegitimate children he did not claim / or 

lend his name to / Lacan / made of 

sinthome and a new grammar for 

psychoanalysis / who found many women 

in his bed / and from that experience / 

described the impossibility of a sexual 

relation / Marx / who had sex with his 

domestic labour / all while thinking 

through class oppression /  

 

                                                           
2 A good analysis of how knowledge masquerading as neutral, objective, or universal centers men and 

whiteness is done through the work of feminist science studies, particularly Banu Subramaniam 

(2000; 2009) and Kimberly Tallbear (2003). The writings of Lee Maracle (2017/1993) and bell hooks 

(1994) are also good examples of how knowledge and pedagogy center whiteness and masculinity. 

For Dalit critiques of what constitutes knowledge and research, see Guru & Sarukkai (2012), 

Wakankar (2013), and Bargi (2017).  
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It is this telling, this non-verbalized but 

repeated insistence on being considered a 

successful and intelligent student only 

after having gained sufficient mastery on 

the works of predominantly male and 

white theorists that is, it seems, linked to a 

larger culture in the academy that 

devalues women, queer and gender non 

conforming people, people of colour, those 

belonging to lower castes and classes, 

those with debilities and disabilities, and 

so on. This structurally trains a student to 

value masculine, white, oriental views of 

the world as ‘knowledge’ and discount 

ideas and orientations that account for 

gender, class, race, caste, and religion as 

‘non-knowledge’, as ‘experience’, or at 

best, as supplementary streams of thought 

or critique.  

 

Freire (2005/1970) writes about how 

such pedagogies of teaching create 

students who are alienated from the 

knowledge they are being asked to learn. 

Coupling this with Foucault’s (1995) 

analysis of how a classroom is physically 

structured, it is possible to say that the 

knowledges we are asked to become 

proficient in, in the university are 

knowledges that absence our body, 

materiality, experience, and even our 

psyche and affect. This allows such 

knowledge to be passed off as universal, 

neutral, and objective, even as it renders 

opaque its own divestments and 

investments (Derrida, 1987). Insofar as a 

student’s success in the university hinges 

on learning and maintaining this false 

neutrality, I argue that this learning comes 

at the cost of unlearning one’s own 

knowledge and experiences of gender, 

and then there were those closer to home 

/ not requiring the work of translation to 

be read / easy, within reach and me, 

within their grasp / 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Spivak, of course was too inscrutable to 

feature in the syllabus / Butler was 

someone influenced by Foucault and 

Hegel, so if you read them, Butler was 

ignorable / Beauvoir was useful only in 

relation to Sartre  

 

 

 

 

 

For so long I turned pages upon pages of 

male pontifications of the world around 

me, and learned to read these texts under 

the influence of male academics who were 

teaching me how to read, and think, and 

see, and be 
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sexuality, race, caste, and economy. What 

constitutes knowledge in the university 

creates the conditions of a classroom 

where affect, passion, desire, and power 

have, as if, no role to play; it seems a 

delusion begins to operate where the 

classroom becomes a suspended space, 

divorced from the social, political, and 

cultural world in which it exists, worlds 

that, in fact, bring it into existence in the 

first place. In this classroom, knowledge 

becomes free-floating as well, and can be 

learned without the social, cultural, 

historical, gendered, racial, and casteist 

contexts that allowed it to emerge. 

 

As the knowledge of the university is 

positioned as immanent, transcendental, 

and neutral, it is material and situated 

knowledges that are replaced to make 

such a positioning possible. This delusion 

not only systematically teaches students 

that their knowledges do not matter 

unless they can be fit into or moulded by 

the knowledges a university classroom 

provides, it also creates the classroom 

space as one where the student no longer 

knows what to do with their body, or their 

psychic lives. It creates conditions where 

desire and power are not talked about, not 

thought through, but instead either 

unseen or responded to as disruptive 

(hooks, 1994). I hypothesize that this 

makes the classroom a dangerous space 

for students, because it is, contrary to its 

delusional image, a space where opposite 

and contradictory desires are at work 

simultaneously. Insofar as a classroom is 

the space where knowledge is transferred, 

where that transfer is routinely graded 

and quantified, given that there is a desire 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All this radical thought and critical theory 

soon meant I had to break the shackles of 

my heteronormative, middle class, 

gender-binary reproducing, caste system 

upholding family, and wage ideological 

wars with all those around me who had 

bought into the same notions / didn’t they 

see they were trapping themselves in an 

illusion (also read as: why does the 

worker not revolt and work against its 

own interests)?  

 

 

What kind of teachings promote such 

fragmentation? Why? 

 

 

 

they seemed to know what they were 

talking about 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Annual Review of Critical Psychology, Vol. 15, 2018, ISSN: 1746-739X 
Special Issue ‘Sex and Power in the University’ 

107 
 

 

 

 

to learn, and given that there is an 

intimate relation between knowledge and 

power, a classroom is a space where 

erotics, knowledge, and power exist and 

affect pedagogy. For the student, whose 

subjectivity comes into being in search for 

knowledge/truth, there is a desire to 

learn, and for the teacher, whose position 

carries an assumption that they know 

more than the student, there are 

contradictory desires to reveal and 

withhold knowledge/truth from the 

student, which also ensures the student’s 

return to the classroom. Further, how the 

classroom is physically constituted is 

designed to cut off interactions between 

students, and to draw attention to the 

teacher, as if contributing to the image of 

the teacher as a metonym for the 

knowledge/truth the student so deeply 

desires to obtain. In this structure, the 

teacher is a giving subject while the 

student is a receiving object (Freire, 

2005/1970).  

 

It is possible that the LoSHA, and the 

debates in its wake, orient us towards 

how, as students are repeatedly trained to 

disregard and detach from embodied and 

situated knowledges, as such knowledges 

are insistently isolated as ‘experience’, 

they are taught to misread the signs of 

sexual power, to forget to recognize that 

sexual ambiguity within the university 

structure works against their own 

interests. It may not always be an overt 

coercion or a discrete incident of sexual 

harassment on the part of the professor 

that can reinforce how survival is difficult 

for a student in the university, but it is also 

the more diffuse and insidious 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Of course he devoured us / and when he 

told us / that he was proud we were not 

demure / and did not keep our legs 

crossed like ‘good women’ / and when he 

taught us feminism / by claiming that he 

was proud we did not want to be nurses / 

we did not ask ‘what is wrong with being 

a nurse, do they not deserve our feminist 

alliance’ / and we did not think he was 

looking through our knees / and not our 

minds / and so the wolf entered the 

classroom / in the most banal and 

unsuspecting way / we were taught to 

love the wolf / and so we did  

 

 

 

 

These intimacies also came with feeling 

chosen, and this new interpellation 

removed these students from other 

students, but did not bring them into the 

ranks of their professors. Sex positivity 

and agency is all well and good, until 

someone thinks of how power operates. 

Sex positivity gives us a framework to 

think of ourselves as empowered, agential, 

consenting, and in control of our 
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reinforcement and maintenance of a 

gendered and sexual imbalance of power 

through the structure of and knowledge in 

the university that makes a classroom 

unsafe for a student. It can be the off-hand 

way in which a sexist remark is made, a 

deliberate mis-gendering of a student, the 

covert sexualization of women students 

by professors, that contribute to everyday 

reminders to some students (women, non-

binary and queer persons, people of 

colour, lower class and lower caste 

persons, differently abled persons) that 

they are not welcome in the university, or 

that their role in the university is always, 

at best, secondary.  

 

The histories of universities are littered 

with those who have left such spaces, 

silently and with spectacularity, and who 

have been forced to leave the university, 

through the way in which universities, 

classrooms, and its knowledges are 

structured. This disquiet with the nature 

of knowledge in the university was a 

strong impetus behind the formation of 

women’s studies, gender studies, sexuality 

studies, disability studies and critical race 

studies departments across the world. It is 

true that departments like women’s and 

gender studies, sexuality studies, critical 

race studies, disability studies, and other 

interdisciplinary departments, can and do 

provide an academic home to those who 

are otherwise disquieted by the way 

universities and academic disciplines 

within them determine what constitutes 

knowledge and what does not. It is in 

these departments where many of us find 

space for material knowledges, and for 

knowledges that emerge from our 

sexualities, until we realize we may not 

have any control in the bedroom, or in 

being subject to revenge pornography, or 

to being called a whore, or even in 

ensuring our own orgasm. Can women 

take control of their own sexualities in a 

world so heavily invested in not letting 

that occur? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So quickly those days turned to poison 

 

 

 

 

How difficult it is to admit I was once a 

pawn in (t)his game / What magic there 

was in (t)his spell / How electric it felt 

until it didn’t / How do I admit to myself 

that I became a stranger in my own skin 

for him / My own name unfamiliar on my 

tongue / My bones his to sharpen his teeth 

on / What did it mean to be so easily 

undone by words and / Stitched together 

again so that even my ghost could not 

breathe / I don’t know how to wash myself 

of memories of him / Turned against 

myself, each day is winter as I gaze upon 

myself from under my tomb, harsh, bitter 

cold ravaging my insides while my skin 

glows /  
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histories and experiences; it is these 

departments that many of us turn to in 

order to survive the violence of the 

university. 

Theory, language, and everything I had 

learned — everything I was taught — so 

quickly turned against me. How do I 

survive in the University? 

 

 

However, the LoSHA demonstrates to us how discourses produced from within such 

spaces can also go against what (predominantly women) students experience in 

academic spaces. The discussions and antagonisms amongst feminists after the LoSHA 

illustrate that feminism, insofar as it is produced within the academy, can be a space for 

freedom, and passionate teaching (hooks, 1994), but it can also produce a kind of 

feminism that is in service of the academy (Derrida, 1987). For many, if not all, women’s, 

gender, and/or feminist studies departments, the issue of whether what is taught is too 

political or too academic has been a real and repetitive question. Trapped in the false 

dichotomy between university and polity, between academics and politics, the 

impossibility of women’s, gender, and feminist studies (Brown, 1997) is that it is a 

discipline that aims to impart political lessons in a university structure that devalues that 

very mode of learning. Where, then, does a student turn? 

 

Even as I have called and continue to call these departments home, even as they have 

provided me with a sense of safety through moments of disagreements and 

dissatisfaction, I have still sometimes struggled to write with ‘non-academic’ (in other 

words, non-linear, non-‘theoretical’) methodologies in academic settings, and have 

noticed others struggle in ways that are reminiscent of when a student goes up against 

‘knowledge’ defined by the university. In this paper, I have argued that it is the structure 

of the university and its classrooms, and the way knowledge is defined by the university, 

that contribute to the abuse and exploitation of sex and power in academia. It is with the 

formation of a student subjectivity, which is premised on the forgetting of ‘other 

knowledges’ that are in fact made ‘other’ by the university, that a student also comes to 

occupy a more vulnerable position. 

 

Perhaps a part of surviving in the university means reclaiming embodiment and 

materiality, albeit critically. Perhaps it means holding on to the discomfort experienced 

in the classroom as a sign that the university is doing something that makes us 
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uncomfortable. Perhaps it is to defiantly disallow ourselves to chip away at the parts of 

our selves we need to forget to become ‘good’ students, and to occupy the university’s 

undercommons as a strategy (Moten & Stefano, 2004). I believe that a part of such 

strategies of survival in the university is to bridge the false binary between theory and 

experience; an uneasy bridging, since the tools I have gathered as a student are also 

oriented to maintain this division. I have attempted precisely such a connection in this 

paper by presenting two parallel arguments, in two distinct styles, that nevertheless 

bleed into and cleave each other. To consider (some spaces in) academia ‘home’ is to also 

feel at home in them, to feel comfortable and not cloistered, to theorize what is personal, 

but also to make theory personal. However, as queerness often teaches us, homes are 

filled with unease, and we oscillate between rejecting and reclaiming them. This paper is 

an attempt to do both. 
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Talking about Gender Neutral Bathrooms: 

Reproducing Gender in Online Interaction 
 

PEACE KIGUWA 

 

Abstract 

 

Transformation of institutional structures and spaces in many South African institutions 

of higher learning have recently seen different attempts by these institutions to 

accommodate and engage those spaces and relations of inequity that influence feelings of 

non-belonging for different students. Most recently, at the University of the 

Witwatersrand the instalment of gender neutral bathrooms across campus1(Lechela, 

2017) has generally been received as a progressive move towards recognition of the 

rights of access of the Trans*2 community as well as other gender non-conforming bodies 

on campus. This paper presents a thematic reading of an online social media platform 

that discusses the roll-out of gender neutral bathrooms at the campus. A feminist analysis 

of these responses highlights some of the tensions and resistances to the process. This 

paper reflects on the critical use of language in constructing gender binaries, notions of 

safety, and security in the pathologizing of non-heterosexual gender expressions and 

identities. I conclude with a call to engage with the intricate ways in which gender and 

sexuality remain understood within narrowly defined and oppressive structures and the 

implications of such understanding for transformation. 

 

  

                                                           
1 33 fully functioning gender neutral bathrooms have been rolled out at the Institution in central 

places. 
2 Trans is an umbrella term used to describe people with a gender identity and /or gender expression 

different to their sex assigned at birth. It may be used to encompass many identities that are outside 

of a cisgender identity ( (GLAAD Media Reference Guide, n.d)  
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Introduction 

 

Recent attempts at transformation within many institutions of higher learning in South 

Africa, has seen the re-engagement with both structural spaces as well as institutional 

cultural practices that are seen to sustain alienation and marginalization for different 

social groups on campus. More recently, the University of the Witwatersrand which is 

based in Johannesburg, has attempted to address issues of marginalization for its gender 

non-conforming community with regards to access to intimate spaces such as bathrooms 

(Mambaonline, 2016; Vuvuzela, 2016). This move was an institutional response to a 

growing concern voiced by the Transgender community at Wits as well as the 

Transformation Office’s Safe Zones Unit (Business Day, 2016; Wagener, 2016) regarding 

the safety and security issues of gender non-conforming persons on campus. Following 

this announcement, there has been mixed responses to the idea of gender neutral 

bathrooms in the university (Business Day, 2016) that attests to the tensions and 

challenges of gender transformation more generally. In this paper, I argue that such 

tensions and challenges are intricately tied to more complex issues for destabilizing 

heteronormative spaces. This paper is thus concerned with exploring some of these 

public responses as they came up on social media platforms as well as the broader social 

meanings of resistance to the idea of gender neutral bathrooms. 

 

Destabilizing heteronormativity 

 

Analyses of gender and sexuality as part of institutional culture must be understood with 

a gendered lens that accounts for gendered forms of violence, exclusion, and privilege. 

What this means then is that the ways in which gender assumes social relevance in 

specific contexts includes an understanding of broader socio-discursive, structural, and 

affective economies that sustain, re/produce, and justify particular networks, practices, 

and attitudes. We thus rely on the idea of the heteronormative social order as a core 

concept for understanding how some gendered practices, social structures and beliefs are 

normalized. The feminist scholar Adrienne Rich (1980), first introduced this concept to 

explore the processes by which some gendered practices comes to be accepted as normal 
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and common sense. In the aptly titled, Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence 

(1980), Rich argues that some institutional practices specifically function to reinforce 

particular assumptions of sex and gender in society. Discourses of the gender binary for 

example reinforce the notion that only opposite sexes attract each other, and only within 

a binaried sexed and gendered worldview (Kitzinger, 2005a, 2005b). Homophobic and 

transphobic beliefs and behaviour are often legitimated by reference to this idea of a 

gender binary that is considered both natural and normal (Arfer & Eaton, 2013; Arndt & 

De Bruin, 2006; Hames, 2011; Icard et al., 2015; E. M. Lee & LaDousa, 2015; Nduna & 

Mavhandu-Mudzusi, 2015; Rich, 1980; Schilt & Westbrook, 2009). The destabilizing 

heteronormative project therefore must entail challenging such dominant discourses of 

gender identity, expression, and sexual attraction. Providing counter-discursive 

possibilities of how gender may be lived and expressed is a crucial feature for 

institutional transformation.  

 

The destabilizing heteronormative endeavour also includes how we conceptualize and 

engage with gender-based violence in rigid and normalizing ways. The latter 

conceptualizations not only construct gender violence as normal and fundamental to 

enactments of masculinity, but also conceive gender-based violence in narrowly-defined 

ways. This normalization of gendered violence negatively impacts individuals that are 

differently gendered within a matrix of relations that privilege heteronormative 

presentations of gender and sexuality. Violent enactments of masculinity that reinforce 

this heteronormativity implicitly often come to be seen as normal and legitimate 

(Kometsi, 2004; Moffet, 2006; Ratele, 2016). The consequence of this is that some bodies 

are not recognized as vulnerable to violence and some enactments of violence are equally 

not recognized as violence (Hames, 2011; Msibi, 2009). Binary constructs of masculine 

and feminine behaviour and identity expressions are reinforced through a psycho-

discursive and structural web of relations that are part of this socialization to gendered 

violence.       

  

Research exploring the entrenched nature of heteronormative culture within university 

spaces such as attitudes, prejudice, and homophobia in student residential spaces (Arndt 

& De Bruin, 2006; Holton, 2014; Jagessar & Msibi, 2015; C. Lee, 2002; E. M. Lee & LaDousa, 
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2015; Msibi, 2012, 2013) demonstrates that the current public responses to institutional 

efforts at redressing access to intimate space such as the bathroom and toilets in a South 

African context remains largely one of disengagement and sometimes hostility. This is 

understandable given that gender neutral bathrooms has only recently become one of the 

focal points for institutional transformation at some South African universities, in 

particular the University of Cape Town and the University of the Witwatersrand.  

 

University spaces remain exclusionary and alienating spaces for many LGBTI and other 

gender non-conforming and/or queer bodies (Gibson & Macleod, 2012; Graziano, 2004, 

2005; Msibi, 2009). Research further shows that intimate spaces such as bathrooms 

remain highly stressful domains of access for transgender and gender non-conforming 

individuals (B. Beemyn, Curtis, Davis, & Tubbs, 2005; B.G. Beemyn, Domingue, Pettitt, & 

Smith, 2005; Herman, 2013; Schmidt, 2013; Schneider, 2015; Singh, Meng, & Hansen, 

2013; Toomey, Ryan, Diaz, Card, & Russell, 2010). Research further shows that 

intersections of different social categories such as disability, race, gender performances, 

etc influence how queer bodies experience visibility and invisibility (Hames, 2007). South 

Africa’s diverse context is an important reminder to critically reflect on the myriad forms 

of gender, homophobic, and transphobic violence that exists (Hames, 2007, 2011; Mkhize, 

Bennett, Reddy, & Moletsane, 2010; Nduna & Mavhandu-Mudzusi, 2015) within different 

contexts and spaces. Making campus spaces more inclusive and safe for both transgender 

and gender non-conforming3 individuals includes tackling the everyday spaces of 

vulnerability for such non-normative bodies such as bathroom spaces (B. G. Beemyn et 

al., 2005).  

 

Ethnomethodological approach to sense-making 

 

This paper uses an ethnomethodological approach to understand what Garfinkel (1967) 

discusses as sense-making procedures that a group of people participate in everyday of 

                                                           
3 The term ‘gender non-conforming’ is used to describe those persons – who may not identify as 

transgender but simultaneously do not fit neat the binary gender expressions and presentation that 

are stereotypically ascribed to their assigned sex and/or gender. 
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their lives. For Garfinkel (1967) people engage in common sense knowledge everyday of 

their lives as part of sense-making. What is significant about such processes of meaning-

making and knowledge generation is that we tend to assume a shared commonality in 

how we make meaning as well as shared knowledge about our world. Garfinkel (1967) 

thus describes common-sense knowledge as: 

 

“…the socially sanctioned grounds of inference and action that people use in their 

everyday affairs and which they assume that others use in the same way” (p. 76). 

 

Social psychologists have argued that an analysis of race relations in South Africa can 

benefit from such an analytic orientation in the sense of engaging with the everyday 

assumptions and common-sense meaning-making processes that people make about race 

in South Africa today (Whitehead, 2011). This is because the social constitution of race is 

constituted in the everyday practices of “managing” how people work with race and make 

sense of race (Whitehead, 2011, p. 3). Feminist scholars working with conversation 

analytic approaches have similarly argued for an analysis of gender in language that 

emphasises this idea of the everyday management of gendered categories as well as the 

sense-making practices of individuals as part of that management process (Kitzenger, 

2000; Stokoe & Smithson, 2001). Common sense knowledge refers to our understandings 

of different categorizations of people, what we imagine them to be like, think, and behave 

(Schegloff, 2007) regardless of factual accuracy. It is thus easy to make generalizations 

about a particular social group based on one’s common sense knowledge of 

categorizations without being overly concerned about the accuracy of one’s assumptions 

or whether or not such assumptions have been refuted and contested (Whitehead, 2011). 

Two important things about the process of membership categorization: 1) categories are 

“inference-rich” i.e. we make inferences about people based on their social group 

membership and 2) categories are “bound activities” i.e.  we associate group membership 

with particular activities and actions that we consider typical to the group (Sacks, 1972, 

p. 335). 

 

Following Whitehead (2011) I argue that social psychological investigations of social 

dynamics in South Africa must engage with the everyday and common-sense processes 
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of knowledge generation done by ordinary people as part of their management of these 

dynamics and relations. How common sense knowledge of gender and sexuality is 

deployed by individuals can offer us some awareness of the challenges for any 

destabilizing heteronormativity project within institutions of higher learning. The 

relevance of engaging with an online interaction discussing the existence of gender 

neutral bathrooms as part of everyday practices and interaction allows for the analysis 

of people’s meaning-making and common sense knowledge of gender and sexuality to 

emerge naturally. Such a forum also provides an insightful reading of the broader public’s 

social location in understanding how deeply entrenched ideas about gender and sexuality 

come to be foregrounded in how people work with transformation efforts.  

 

Methods  

 

Conversation analysis, it has been argued, is a useful tool for engaging with everyday talk-

in-interaction (Whitehead, 2011, Kitzenger, 2000; Stokoe & Smithson, 2001), with some 

researchers arguing for an analysis of gender and language that emphasises “how gender 

appears in people’s talk” (Stokoe & Smithson, 2001, p. 219) as well as thinking about 

possibilities for feminist approaches to doing conversation analysis (Kitzinger, 2000). 

Schegloff (2007) similarly argues that part of the analyst’s task is to uncover exactly how 

gender becomes relevant for speakers in a given moment of interaction, without 

reference to broader repertoires of discourse. What this means then is that the exact 

moment of interaction becomes the focal context for analysis. Such an orientation has 

been received critically by some feminist researchers who emphasise the importance of 

understanding and critiquing broader discursive repertoires as influential in present 

practices of gender re/production (Kitzinger, 2000, 2010; Stokoe & Smithson, 2001; 

Wetherell, 1998).  

 

Part of the tension between conversation analysis and feminist approaches is due to the 

latter’s consciously political stance in doing research and of highlighting the political role 

of the researcher in this endeavour. Conversation analysis assumes a decidedly apolitical 

stance in its approach of what Psathas, 1995 and Sacks, 1984 refer to as “unmotivated 

looking” (p. 221) wherein no prior assumptions, theories or categories are brought to 
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bear to texts for analysis. Rather, the focus is on the categories as they are produced in 

the moment by people engaged in an interaction. And yet, feminist scholars such as 

Kitzinger (2001) have argued for the potential compatibility of both feminist and 

conversation analysis.  

 

Corpus of texts for analysis 

 

My analysis focuses on a discussion thread on Radio 702’s (TalkRadio702, n.d) social 

media platform that was started in response to the media reporting on plans to roll-out 

gender neutral bathrooms by Wits University. From this discussion thread, about 105 

comments were posted on the Facebook page of the radio station and these have been 

analysed as part of continuous talk-in-interaction on the issue of gender neutral 

bathrooms. The analysis focuses on exploring: 

 

1) how participants reproduced heterosexuality in a discussion about gender neutral 

bathrooms; 

 

2) how participants reproduced normative constructs of gender violence as part of 

resisting gender neutral spaces and  

 

3) the different ways that participants ‘managed’ matters of stake in the discussion.  

 

Kitzinger (2005) discusses how heterosexual speaking positions are fundamental to the 

reproduction of heteronormativity. Similarly, I am interested in the positions that 

participants adopt in everyday talk as part of the reproduction of heteronormativity. In 

so doing, I adopt a conscious feminist and political stance that acknowledges the 

normative nature of common-sense knowledge about gender and sexuality. Such a stance 

acknowledges that even in the moment of talking about gender neutral bathrooms, a 

heterosexual world is simultaneously “produced and reproduced” (Kitzinger, 2005 p. 

221) that cannot simply be ignored by the analyst in the interest of “unmotivated looking” 

(Sacks, 1984 p.221). Like other researchers I hope to show the mutual collaborative 



Annual Review of Critical Psychology, Vol. 15, 2018, ISSN: 1746-739X 
Special Issue ‘Sex and Power in the University’ 

122 
 

 

 

 

potential of both feminist and conversation analytic approaches to exploring such 

nuances of social dynamics.   

 

Reproduction of heterosexuality as constitutive of two binary 

gender categories 
 

The first fragment of conversation presented below, discusses the meaning of gender and 

sexuality as it is configured in the everyday world. Participants in the thread do this by 

reproducing notions of gender as biological and presenting this as common sense 

knowledge. Gender pronouns here are deployed in the construction of exclusive 

gendered binary categories that denote naturalised identities of ‘he’/’she’ and 

‘male’/’female’. This is further supported by recourse to biological reductionist 

arguments that reproduce essentialist notions of gender as anatomy: 

 

Extract 1 

 

King I thought Jacob was the only fool I know but this is stupidity at its utmost best. 

I only know two genders. Male and female. You are male or female before you 

are gay or lesbian. 

Natalija It’s a shame that you personally only know two genders, but there are not. 

Gender is a construct. Everything that makes women “women” and men “men” 

is completely arbitrary and made-up and not inherent. The existence of 

transgender and non-binary people exist and gender neutral bathrooms are 

important for them. 

Lucky The naked truth, even your birth certificate will show it, female or male. 

Pat Male & female. 

Natalija male and female are sexes, not genders. “man” and “woman” are genders. Two 

of them, anyway. 

William I have a penis therefore I am male. END OF ANATOMY 101 

Peterson How do they, I mean the “new whatever gender or sexes” use that toilet? Such 

a waste if both of them use the toilet the same way as the other two toilets 

users…MXM4 

Nkosinathi Natalija what you are saying has no substance at all, you defending this sh**t 

Jabulani Natalija bathrooms are a matter of just classifying people according to the 

similarities of their private parts, penis next to a penis, vagina next to a 

                                                           
4 Popular slang to indicate clicking of one’s tongue as a way of expressing disdain or contempt. 
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vagina…Y’all get personal about everything. Outside of that I do recognise the 

differences that exists between people’s sexual preferences, but it’s just a toilet 

made to become convenience to everyone. 

Boipelo Its always men…tripping about other people’s sexuality and gender. 

Masculinity is really in a crisis. Get over yourself and acknowledge that there 

is more than two genders and this has fucken nothing to do with you! Why do 

you feel threatened by it?! 

Boipelo Natalija…please stop trying to explain to these people. Its truly pointless.  

Sello  Then where does the president fit in? You’re a douchebag straight. 

 

In the preceding extract, participants heatedly debate the place of gender within the 

context of gender neutral bathrooms as material and symbolic configuration of space and 

meaning. The first participant reproduces the dominant essentialist notion of gender as 

both biological and binary (“I know only two genders. Male and female”). He further 

engages with the struggles of access for many gender non-conforming bodies not only in 

terms of this biological arrangement but also conflated with sexual orientation (“You are 

male or female before you are gay or lesbian”). This representation of the right to access 

as a question of anatomy and sexual orientation is challenged by the second participant 

in the thread who introduces the idea of gender as a culturally and socially-situated 

concept (“Gender is a construct. Everything that makes women “women” and men “men” 

is completely arbitrary and made-up and not inherent”). The rest of the conversation 

thread continues both these divergent positions with different speakers reproducing 

alternate understandings of gender identity as fundamentally tied to our bodies (“I have 

a penis therefore I am male. END OF ANATOMY 101”).  

 

Something interesting is also happening here, a reproduction of what Durrheim, Mtose & 

Brown (2011) describe as “race trouble”. ‘Race trouble’ is a term that the authors use to 

describe those new configurations of racial interactions in the new South Africa that 

feature and reconfigure historically defined subjects as racial subjects. ‘Race trouble’ 

emerges in the mundane and everyday moments of interaction. ‘Race’ emerges in these 

moments as almost random and non-existent and, I would also argue, often through 

reference to unrelated and superficial events. For example, what may be read as the 

implicit reproduction of race through indirect reference to a specific political figure, such 



Annual Review of Critical Psychology, Vol. 15, 2018, ISSN: 1746-739X 
Special Issue ‘Sex and Power in the University’ 

124 
 

 

 

 

as the opening statement by the first participant in the thread.  “Jacob” is here implicitly 

understood to refer to the then South African President, Jacob Zuma. Arguably his racial 

identity is unavailable and cannot simply be deduced by his statement. The South African 

race scholar, Melissa Steyn (2001) has described such moments of discursive 

reproduction as South African “white talk”— discursive moments that frame specific 

kinds of reproductions, depictions, and speech acts as racialized talk that implicitly 

reproduces race without direct mention of a race or of racism.  

 

The participant’s reproduction of this race talk (“I thought Jacob was the only fool I know 

but this is stupidity at its utmost best”) is not attended to by the rest of the participants 

except for the last participant, who by his chosen name signifier of “Sello”, may be coded 

as ‘black African’. This participant not only directly addresses the random insertion of the 

figure of the president into the conversation, but also implicitly ‘hears’ this as a racialized 

talk—  recognized in his respondent insult of ‘douchebag’ (“Then where does the 

president fit in? You’re a douchebag straight.”). But it does not end here: sexual 

orientation (‘straight’) becomes a marker of denigration and dismissal.    

 

Reproduction of normative understandings of gender violence  

 

Extract 2 continues the discussion thread and is characterized by a discursive shift from 

gender as biological to concerns about safety and security. Once again, heteronormative 

reproductions are present in not only how gender is constructed but also in how gender 

violence is framed in heteronormative ways.  

 

Extract 2 

 

Sybil Why are gender neutral bathrooms a threat. Gender Non Conforming people 

and Trans people go in to the toilets to use the facility as dictated by a basic 

human need… 

William Why does a male pervert say he is a woman? So he can peep in a stall where a 

little girl is going to the bathroom is why. Just use the damned toilet in the 

restroom for your birth sex. I am sick and tired of liberals telling me what to do 

and how to think. 
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Palesa They’ve been around for so long in so many places. If it was a threat surely they 

would’ve stopped them by now. If a man wants to hurt you a sign on the door 

isn’t going to stop him. In fact if your no doesn’t stop him nothing will. Trans 

people aren’t to blame for that. 

William  I never said they were. You fucking liberals only see and hear what you want. 

Just use the fucking trees out back of your house if…YOU…want a gender free 

shitter. And stop telling me what I must like or do.  

Ryan Its not the liberal transgenders we have to watch out for. It’s the uptight sexually 

repressed conservative male we have to keep an eye on… 

William So Ryan what are you going to do if some perverted guy is caught peeking in to 

the stall your 7 year old daughter is using? 

Ryan  No need to pray, I am not bringing a child into this fcked up society. 

 

Rape culture is construed in the preceding thread as being a direct effect of instalment of 

gender neutral bathrooms. The transgendered body is constructed and read to be a sexual 

predator that preys on innocent children. In this construct we can see the re-assertion of 

gender as biological through the refusal to read transwomen as women and conflation of 

Trans with perversion (“Why does a male pervert say he is a woman?”). The transgender 

body is equated to the rapist and paedophile. The category of ‘liberal’ is deployed in to 

denigrate in order to further dismiss any claims for gender neutral facilities. A construct 

that is addressed by another participant in the thread who both challenges the usage of 

this category as well as the (implicit problematic) heteronormative position of the 

preceding participant: (“Its not the liberal transgenders we have to watch out for. It’s the 

uptight sexually repressed conservative male we have to keep an eye on”).   

 

The concern with safety and security continues into the next thread with different 

speakers. Participants now construct even more problematic understandings of gender 

and gender violence that reproduce common-sense understandings of sexual 

perpetrators as strangers. The conversation now directly engages issues of ‘place’ as safe 

and unsafe.  
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Extract 3 

 

Sybil People coming into your home aren’t shown to gender segregated 

bathrooms are they… 

Maryke With people you know yes. 

Natalija The number one killer of women and girls is by men in the home, so 

whether you “know” someone or not, is not a guarantee of safety. Try again 

Maryke. 

Minza People don’t get raped at home. Hope this move wont make it easy for 

rapists to follow unsuspecting victims and rape them.  

Sybil  Minza that is the most ignorant statement I have heard to date. People often 

get raped at home by perpetrators known to them. 

Tshepo  Minza! Whaaaat!? 

Unathi Minza say what? 

Minza Fact is I am not prepared to go to the same bathroom as men I don’t even 

know. U cant compare that to sharing bathroom with hubby and kids at 

home. There is a level of trust there. There are rape cases at home but I am 

yet to see a report that most rapes happen at home. 

Sybil You clearly don’t read enough Minza. 

Boipelo So ignorant.   

Jean Well done Wits!!! The campus with the highest unreported rape stats in 

South Africa now makes it easier for the rapists. Very good move!!! Cant 

believe this frigging country. 

 

The ‘home’ is centred as either a place of gender neutrality (“People coming into your 

home aren’t shown to gender segregated bathrooms are they”) that is further 

characterized by categories of ‘safe masculinities’ (“Fact is I am not prepared to go to the 

same bathroom as men I don’t even know. U cant compare that to sharing bathroom with 

hubby and kids at home. There is a level of trust there.”). The heterosexual nuclear family 

(read: safe and normal) is here reproduced through notions of ‘husband / kids’ and is 

implicitly juxtaposed against the non-heteronormative family. This construct of the home 

as a safe haven and its inference with ‘safe masculinities’ is challenged by another 

participant in the thread (“The number one killer of women and girls is by men in the 

home, so whether you “know” someone or not, is not a guarantee of safety. Try again 

Maryke.”). However another participant continues the problematic equation of home 

with safety but is in turn rebuked by several other participants who position her as 

‘ignorant’ and lacking social awareness. In an attempt to recover integrity the participant 
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deploys inaccurate statistical information to support her original assertion (“There are 

rape cases at home but I am yet to see a report that most rapes happen at home.”). The 

last participant also deploys (inaccurate) statistical information to reproduce notions of 

gender violence, rape culture with instalment of gender neutral bathrooms (“Well done 

Wits!!! The campus with the highest unreported rape stats in South Africa now makes it 

easier for the rapists”).   

 

Discussion  

 

Two dominant thematic constructs include 1) reproduction of heterosexuality as 

constitutive of two binary gender categories and 2) reproduction of normative 

understandings of gender violence that are in turn deployed in the service of resistance 

of gender neutral spaces. These and other dominant discursive reproductions are in turn 

effectively ‘managed’ throughout the online discussion via different rhetorical strategies.   

 

These different rhetorical strategies are deployed differentially throughout the 

conversation thread on the online platform to discredit, dismiss, and affirm the speakers 

own and others’ position within the thread. Given obvious constraints, not all extracts are 

included here for analysis. However, it is interesting that only 1 comment in the entire 

thread of discussion (105 comments in total) addressed violence against transgender 

bodies: “Transgender people are the most at risk of bathroom assault, and gender neutral 

toilets make them safer. If you have a problem with women getting attacked, remember 

the trans women that get attacked the most when they're forced to use the wrong 

bathroom” (Natalija). 

 

The comments further ignored the element of choice in accessing gender neutral 

bathrooms on campus, choosing to frame the institution as dictatorial in its ‘imposition’ 

of unisex bathrooms. The construct of the child as innocent and in danger of exposure to 

sexual predators was further reproduced and juxtaposed against other constructs of safe 

and unsafe masculinities. Domesticated (read ‘heteronormative, private and therefore 

safe’) masculinities is contrasted with non-hegemonic and non-heteronormative 

masculinities to further pathologies the latter. Other dominant thematic constructs 
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included constructs of reverse discrimination whereby transgendered community 

concerns were being imposed on the broader community. This imposition was perceived 

as not only taking away choices of movement for the non-transgender community but 

also forcing that this community visibly live with non-heteronormative culture and 

peoples. Broader constructs of African sexuality through homogenous constructs of 

heteronormative and reproductive sexuality was present. This construct was deployed 

as a means to critique and dismiss transgender and other non-normative sexualities as 

both “western” and therefore alien to African cultures, as well as “unnatural”. In 

discussing the role and function of transformation within institutions of higher learning 

in South Africa, a third construct of the transformation process as inherently problematic 

in its attempt to destabilise heteronormative institutional spaces and cultures was also 

identified. This problematizing was evident in how participants on the forum constructed 

transformation as a dangerous and shoddy “free for all” initiative that implicitly trampled 

on African and heteronormative cultures and expressions of gender and sexuality. 

 

Coetzee & du Toit (2018) have argued that a critical understanding of the colonial logic 

of sexualisation in Africa is useful to understand current configurations of sexual violence 

more broadly. Their focal point of analysis is the configurations of sexual violence within 

a South African context. The authors argue that the dehumanising of specific gendered 

groups – specifically black women – is inseparable from the colonial racializing project as 

a whole. In this sense then, it is impossible to attempt an understanding of continued and 

rife gender based violence against women in South Africa without a focused 

sociohistorical and psychosocial analyses of the history and context of systemic violence 

in the country. Similarly, other African scholars such as Nyanzi (2011), Tamale (2011), 

Bennett and Reddy (2015) have argued that the governmentality surrounding African 

sexualities is interwoven with colonial and racializing constructions of black sexuality 

that naturalize, pathologize and make spectacular expressions of sexuality differentially. 

This continued pathologization is evident in how non-normative expressions of sexuality 

are represented as alien to an authentic African culture.  
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More recently, the Rhodes Reference List Protests (Sheddon, 2016) which took place at 

Rhodes University5 in South Africa and which also included naked and silent student 

protests (Sheddon, 2016), and also at other institutions such as University of the 

Witwatersrand in Johannesburg attest to the increasing visible gendered struggles that 

have become pervasive in many institutions of higher learning in the country. Recent 

reports of Sexual Harassment incidents and even sexual violence against women and 

gender non-conforming persons on campus further compound a growing concern with 

higher learning institutions as violent spaces. Attempts to redress and intervene in this 

context has seen the concerted focus on raising awareness, addressing sexual harassment 

institutional policies, addressing policies that speak to the experiences and concerns of 

gender diverse persons, such as the institutionalization Gender Neutral Bathrooms in 

some institutions of higher learning, amongst other interventions. More recently, the 

University of the Witwatersrand has announced that the designation of students on the 

University student systems will no longer reflect titles such as Mr, Ms, Mrs and so on as 

from 16th July 2018 (Govender, 2018).  

 

At the heart of all these shifts and immutable social dynamics is the ever growing 

engagement with what has come to be termed “heteronormative” institutional cultures 

within many institutions of higher learning. The intersecting and multiple dimensions of 

heteronormativity within institutions of higher learning include institutional cultures 

that reinforce gendered hegemonic masculine and heteronormative practices, toxic 

masculinities, pedagogical concerns, institutional policies, and the everyday lived 

experiences of gendered bodies in these spaces. Exploring the entrenched 

heteronormativity of particular spaces such as Residence and bathroom spaces remains 

important. Hames writing in (2007) highlights the importance of institutional policies in 

actively challenging current entrenchments of heteronormative cultures within many 

institutions of higher learning in South Africa. This continued work and focus on policy, 

and responses to policy, remains crucial and must occur simultaneously with other work 

focused on exploring lived experiences of sexual and gender minorities on campus. 

                                                           
5 A name contested by a majority of activists who denounce the institution’s colonial roots and homage 

to Cecil John Rhodes. The acronym UCKAR (University Currently Known as Rhodes) is generally 

understood as denouncement of this history and homage.  
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  Concluding Thoughts 

 

This paper has discussed the reproduction of heteronormative understandings of gender 

in an online platform through talk about gender neutral bathrooms. This thread of 

conversation was in response to the University of the Witwatersrand’s announcement 

that about 30 gender neutral bathrooms would be installed throughout the different 

campuses. The analysis demonstrates how this institutional response to a minority’s 

right of access and sense of belonging within the institution is challenged and resisted by 

reproductions of heteronormative understandings of gender within an online social 

media platform. 
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An Explorative Examination into Japanese 

Transgender Experiences 
 

NAOTO MACHIDA 

 

Abstract 

 

Previous studies have aimed at revealing the correlation between gender dysphoria and 

other psychological traits and severe mental stresses. However, few studies have 

described the subjective and narrative aspects of transgender people. Thus, this study 

attempted to investigate the subjective and narrative aspects of the Japanese transgender 

experiences to better understand their gender identities and its impacts on difficulties 

they face in their daily lives. Interviews with three participants revealed that they have 

different difficulties and individual support is needed. It was suggested that lectures on 

sexual minority might be sometimes fearful experiences for students, since it can be felt 

as a self-betrayal. X-jendā individual was not able to fit into the contexts in which males 

and females were treated differently. Based on the discussion, implications for their 

support especially in the university settings will be given. 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Previous studies conducted in Japan and other countries have aimed at revealing the 

correlation between gender dysphoria and other psychological traits and severe mental 

stresses such as suicidal ideation or substance use (Manabe, Hanada, & Kamiishi, 2000; 

Nakatsuka & Emi, 2004; Perez-Brumer, Day, Russell, Hatzenbuehler, 2017). Additionally, 

studies have worked with participants who were diagnosed as GID. However, recent 

studies have shown that those who have been diagnosed as GID or gender dysphoria are 

just a part of a large population of the transgender individuals. Not all transgender people 

do not necessarily want to undergo physical treatment and do not go to hospitals. 

Additionally, there are some people who do not want to fall into the male or female 
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category, and some of them call themselves as x-jendā (read ekkusu jendā) in the Japanese 

contexts (Dale, 2012; Hirata, 2014; Tsuruta, 2009). Moreover, it has been indicated that 

previous studies on transgender heavily focused on medical and legal viewpoints, and 

lack of voices from transgender individuals (Shojima, 2008).  

 

In Japan, the concept, transgender, has a pathologized history. It has been understood via 

the disease name (gender identity disorder: GID) which is currently called gender 

dysphoria (APA, 2013) or gender incongruence (WHO, 2018). Transgender people have 

started to gain attention after Saitama Medical University conducted the first official 

surgery to an individual who was diagnosed as having GID. GID refers to a condition in 

which a person experiences discomfort or distress because there is incongruence 

between their biological sex and gender identity. 

 

As stated above, the transgender experiences have not been fully understood in Japan, 

although it has been indicated that it is not enough to examine the medical needs from 

people with gender dysphoria. Thus, this study aimed at revealing the difficulties they 

face in their daily lives. Additionally, the present study especially focused on transgender 

individuals in adolescence. This is because, in general, people in adolescence struggle 

from the crisis of “identity achievement vs identity diffusion” (Erikson, 1980). It has been 

revealed that people in this life stage tend to have more mental stresses in Japan (Uchida, 

2010). According to Budge, Rossman, and Howard (2014), transgender youth suffer from 

higher distress than cisgender individuals face, but the actual aspects of their distress 

have not been fully documented. 

 

In summary, this study aims at revealing difficulties transgender people have especially 

in the Japanese contexts, which has not been fully explored in previous studies. It might 

lead to rethink the current support for them. 
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2. Theoretical Background 

2.1 Definition of gender dysphoria 

 

Gender dysphoria is a disease name which emerged from Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual of Mental Disorders-5 (DSM-5), which replaced the diagnosis of GID in the 

previous version of the DSM (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). According to 

DSM-5, gender dysphoria is defined by the discomfort or distress that may accompany 

the incongruence between one’s experienced or expressed gender and one’s assigned 

gender. The criteria include the individuals who want to be of or to be treated as some 

alternative gender different from one’s assigned gender. From this change, it can be 

inferred that doctors or other specialists have to take into consideration not only people 

who want to be the other gender, but also those who want to be some alternative gender. 

 

2.2 Social movement surrounding transgender issues 

 

During the 1950s in America and in Europe, transgender people were regarded as having 

“sexual perversion” as well as homosexuals and their acts were thought to be unethical 

(Koh, 2012). At that time, most of the psychiatrists analyzed that their “symptoms” were 

brought about from physical damage such as injury of the testicles or mistakes with 

identification in childhood, conducted conversion therapies that aimed at changing one’s 

gender identity to be consistent with the biological sex. However, in 1952, one American 

transwoman underwent “sex change surgery” in Denmark and it was reported broadly. 

Then, about 10 years after the surgery, an endocrinologist, Harry Benjamin, spread the 

concept of “transsexual” and differentiated this concept from homosexuality (Benjamin, 

1967). 

 

When we look at movements within Japan, until Meiji period (1868-1912), especially 

among adult men, it was common to have relationship between young boys (Mitsuhashi, 

2010). Young boys sometimes “cross-dressed”1, wearing a long-sleeved kimono which is 

                                                           
1 At that time, it was common for young boys wear a long sleeved kimono and they were not regarded 

as doing cross-dressing (Mitsuhashi, 2010). 
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currently recognized as female fashion. However, in Meiji period, with the end of the 

closed-door policy, the civilization and enlightenment movements occurred. Western 

thoughts including seeing homosexuality as sin were imported, and relationship among 

males and crossdressing acts were prohibited. 

 

It was not until in 1964, the time when the Blue Boy Trial was conducted, that 

transgender people started to gain social attention. In this trial, the doctor who 

performed “sex change surgery,” was judged as guilty of conducting it to the blue boys 

(male prostitutes). After this trial, many doctors felt it reluctant to conduct surgery and 

it was not until 1998 that the first official sex reassignment surgery was conducted. 

Additionally, one year after the surgery, the Japanese society of gender identity disorder 

was founded and since then, research on gender dysphoria has begun to be conducted.  

 

The Japanese transgender contexts are characterized by the pathologization of 

transgender people, paradoxically making it possible to make “affirmative” social 

institutions or systems. Since they have been recognized as having “disorder,” a special 

rule approving gender change was passed, and Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, 

Sciences and Technology (MEXT) issued a nation-wide notification to schools that 

enforces care for students with GID (MEXT, 2014). In Japan, the term gender identity 

disorder is still better known than the word transgender, which is different from the 

Western contexts. 

 

2.3 Previous studies on transgender experiences in the Japanese contexts 

 

In Japan, studies on transgender people have been conducted mainly from medical and 

legal standpoints. In these studies, according to Sachiko Shojima (2008), people were 

treated as “passive” patients who had been given treatment. These studies focused on 

describing their statistical data as a group such as suicide rate and their subjective and 

lived experiences were not taken up adequately so far. 

 

Psychological research on gender dysphoria was reviewed in detail by Nozomi Yamane 

and Junji Najima (2006). They argue that psychological research on gender dysphoria 
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focused only on the correlation with other psychological traits, developmental problems, 

and other mental disorders. These studies are useful in that they have shown the severe 

situation of transgender people such as low employment rate of transwomen, high 

victimization of bullying rate of them, and high suicidal rate of both transwomen and 

transmen. However, these studies adopted quantitative methods and their participants 

were limited to those who came to the clinics. 

 

On the other hand, in recent years, some studies have started to describe actual 

experiences of transgender people. For example, some studies analyzed their narratives, 

adopting ethnomethodology or narrative therapy (Arizono, 2004; Tsuruta, 2009, 2010). 

Additionally, in the field of psychology, research based on the narratives of people have 

started to be conducted by Shojima (2006). The contribution of her papers should be 

noted in that she described some of the actual experiences of Japanese transgender 

people (Shojima, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010). For instance, though longitudinal interviews, 

she revealed that transgender experiences could be opportunities to reorganize their 

lives for not only transgender individuals but also their families. However, what 

experiences individuals had by transitioning have not been fully explored. Additionally, 

as she mentioned, understanding transgender people as only those who want to take 

physical treatment might lead to overlook their variant experiences. 

 

2.4 X-jendā 

 

Here, the concept of x-jendā, which is as important as GID in the present study, is 

described. “Jendā” is the Japanese word corresponding to “gender.” X-jendā refers to 

“people who identify themselves as neither male nor female” (Hirata, 2014, p. 5). The 

term x-jendā has started to appear in the late 1990s in publications and in independently 

produced documentaries created by transgender individuals in the Kansai area of Japan 

(Dale, 2012, 2014). This concept has spread widely within the Japanese sexual minority 

community. 

 

One of the few studies that focused on x-jendā, Shoko Sasaki (2010) conducted a survey 

on people who have gender dysphoria including x-jendā. Cluster analyses of their self-



Annual Review of Critical Psychology, Vol. 15, 2018, ISSN: 1746-739X 
Special Issue ‘Sex and Power in the University’ 

141 
 

 

 

 

description regarding their gender identity, revealed that these are subdivided into three 

categories: transitional, unstable, and positive types. Sasaki discusses whether they 

should be seen as identity diffusion or confusion and concludes that whereas unstable 

type can be regarded as identity diffusion, other types, i.e., transitional and positive types 

cannot be regarded as diffusion or confusion. This study is important in that it indicated 

that x-jendā individuals can be regarded as a type of identities.  

 

Similarly, Toshie Matsushima (2013) also conducted a survey in order to reveal the 

psychological and social situation surrounding people with gender dysphoria including 

x-jendā as participants. Matsushima points out that transgender individuals’ difficulties 

might differ according to their gender identity. She concludes that whereas 

transmen/transwomen care about passing (being seen as their desired gender) or tend 

to have destructive ideas (e.g., “I would rather want to die if I could not live as a desired 

gender”), x-jendā individuals have difficulty with self-affirmation, blaming themselves for 

not fitting into the existing gender norm. Matsushima’s study should be highlighted in 

that it pointed out the possibility of people with different gender identities having 

different difficulties. However, since both Sasaki and Matsushima’s studies adopted a 

quantitative research method, how individuals with x-jendā actually live, what kinds of 

difficulty they face in their everyday lives and how they think of it cannot be understood 

vividly.  

 

Previous studies have mainly two limitations. Firstly, psychological research regarding 

transgender individuals is scarce. Secondly, studies on the experiences of transgender 

people including x-jendā are also limited. Considering these limitations, this study aims 

at revealing the relationship between gender identity of transgender people and 

describing difficulties they face in their everyday lives. 

 

3 Methodology 

 

The participants in the present study were three transgender individuals. One of them 

identified himself as transman, another identified herself as transwoman, and the other 

identified themselves as x-jendā. The present study adopted “In-Depth taking” (Okura, 
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2008) approach, and followed the standpoint of the researcher. This approach is one that 

uses a type of interviews that encourages researchers to explore participants’ 

experiences through analyzing not only transcript but also the researcher’s inter-

subjectivity and intercorporeality (Merleau-Ponty, 1945/2012). In this standpoint, what 

researchers felt during the interviews is important to describe participants’ experiences. 

Thus, in this study, the researcher’s thoughts and feelings during the interviews will be 

presented in the analysis. Each interview was conducted for one to one and a half hours. 

Two interviews were conducted with one transman, three interviews were conducted 

with one transwoman, and one was conducted with one x-jendā individual. These 

interviews were conducted in Japanese originally and translated from Japanese to 

English. To make conversation smooth, questions items were adopted following Shojima 

(2008). The author asked their basic information, life story, coming-out to others, medical 

treatment, their future plan, and necessary supports. 

 

4 Results and Discussion 

 

Each participant’s transgender experiences will be described in relation with their 

gender identities. Prior to the analysis, to better understand participants’ experienced 

world, the sexuality of the interviewer will be explained in the following subsection (In 

the next section, the author uses the first pronoun “I” to demonstrate that I was there as 

a transgender individual in front of each participant).  

 

4.1 Interviewer 

 

I identified myself as male when I was a child. Indeed, I was regarded as male after 

entering kindergarten for several months and I felt it natural. After entering elementary 

school, especially when gender segregation (e.g., changing clothes before P.E.) started, I 

realized that I was categorized as female clearly; however, I felt that I cannot perfectly fit 

into the girl group. When I went to junior high school, I started to feel that I should adjust 

as female and started to grow my hair longer and tried to behave as female. After entering 

high school, I felt distressed about myself and gradually started to change into boyish 
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appearance but felt like behaving as female hiding my true self. After entering university, 

I saw an advertisement of a comic book whose main character has GID, felt that I had 

suffered from this disorder, too, and started to go to gender clinic. After going there for 

two years, having thought that I would like to ponder whether I would like to live as male 

or female, I decided to transfer to my current university. I now feel that I am transman 

but different from innate male (cisgender male). I have not taken physical treatment 

including hormone therapy yet. 

 

Case 1. Nozomu (pseudonym): transman 

 

He was twenty years old. He was working as a male in a company (only few bosses know 

his biological sex). I had met him at a transgender-related event and asked him to 

participate in this study. During interviews, Nozomu chose each word carefully and thus 

each of his words sounded sincere.  

 

・Gender identity 

Excerpt: From androgynous to mostly male 

I (Interviewer): If you try to express your gender in your own words, how it will 

be like? 

N (Nozomu): Can I answer your question, dividing into pre-hormone therapy and 

post-hormone therapy? 

I: Ah yes. No problem. 

N: Well…if I were asked this question before hormone therapy, I would say that I 

was androgynous, because my assigned sex was female and I was seen as a boyish 

girl. 

I: Hmmm… you mean, you were affected by how others saw you? 

N: Yes. And as I started hormone therapy, because my appearance has changed, 

and also my voice became lower and people whom I meet for the first time regard 

me as male… But I still haven’t undergone surgery, so I do not feel that I’m 

completely male. I feel that I have changed from androgynous to mostly male, now. 
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Nozomu talked that his gender identity has changed as he started hormone therapy. This 

narrative was surprising for me, because I had an assumption that unlike me, who have 

not decided to take hormone therapy, Nozomu might have strongly believed his 

masculinity, which was stable. His change in his gender image should be noted that this 

seems to teach us that how he feels himself is affected or framed by not just how he 

himself feels or recognize but also how others see him.  

  

Excerpt: I still think my voice is high 

N: There are many things with which I am dissatisfied. I want my voice to be 

deeper.. When I compare my voice with other people who have gotten the male 

hormone injection... 

I: Well, isn’t your voice deeper than theirs? 

N: No, I still think my voice is high. 

 

As described above, I perceived his voice as deep, he did not feel satisfied with his voice, 

even after he had taken hormone injection. Even though his appearance had changed and 

others had started to see him as male, he himself still knew that he was not an “innate” 

male (cisgender male). Such life history might have been affecting his way to recognize 

his voice. 

 

Case 2. Tsubasa (pseudonym): transwoman 

 

She was a 23 years old university student. I asked her to take interview via our common 

friend. She seemed very wary in the first interview. However, as we went through several 

interviews, she gradually started to express her feelings more. 

 

・Gender identity 

Excerpt: My gender identity is female 

I: Could you please describe your gender identity in your own words? 

T (Tsubasa): If I try to talk about my own gender identity, it’s female. I identify 

myself as female. 
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Because other participants described their gender identities in more detail, I got puzzled 

that she only expressed her gender identity, using just one word (“female”). What was the 

phrase, “If I try to talk about” mean? In one sense, she might have meant that different 

parts of sexuality except gender identity. In another sense, it sounded as if she tried to tell 

herself that she was female. In any case, I took this remark as declaration of her gender 

identity. 

           

Excerpt: How dare you uncover things which had been latent 

T: [Ms. Kaoru Sugiyama] came to the class…Listening to her story made me SO 

IRRITATED! 

I: Irritated? 

T: Irritated. 

[Omitted] 

I: What parts did you feel irritated?  

T: Well, I felt her story touched what I did not want to be touched… 

I: What has not been verbalized by yourself…? 

T: Irritation towards…How dare you uncover things [which had been latent]... In 

short... I accused myself of being there. Probably other students only heard her 

story with no special meaning, but I was different. I wrote vary harsh comments 

on my reaction paper, indeed. I felt,“Don‘t break into my mind.” 

I: Ah... don‘t break in my mind... Did you feel that your mind was broken in? 

T: Very much. 

I: Umm...did she talk about similar experiences to you? 

T: Rather (Yes), well probably, it’s similar to the feeling as if I were notified that 

“you have a cancer” by a doctor and bear a grudge against him… [laugh] 

I: Oh, yeah yeah yeah [laugh]. The feeling when you are said that you have a cancer 

and bear a grudge against him... Well, did Ms. Sugiyama talk as she had a 

“disorder”? 

T: No, she talked as being transgender. But, in short, I was labeled as minority (Ah, 

yeah). I, at that moment, became transgender. 
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I: Until then, you had lived in the world of majority but (I was just a coward who 

sometimes dressed as female). Coward. [laugh] You felt like you are categorized 

as minority, didn’t you? 

T: Yes. 

 

Ms. Kaoru Sugiyama is a transwoman who gives lectures regarding sexuality and holds 

events in which transgender people can gather. Tsubasa, comparing her experiences to a 

sentence from a doctor, explained why she felt “irritated” while she heard Kaoru’s story. 

I imagined how it was like to be told that I had a cancer. It might sound like a death 

sentence of my life. For Tsubasa, hearing Kaoru’s story made her feel like she was 

unmasked the parts which had not been shown on the surface. 

 

This lecture was an important turning point for her both as mentally and physically. This 

is because she asked female hormone on the very day right after this lecture via Internet 

and overdosed it, which made her right leg paralyzed temporarily.  

 

Case 3. Kakeru (pseudonym): Male-to-x-jendā 

 

Kakeru is a twenty years old university student. As personal pronoun, singular “they” is 

adopted to refer Kakeru, according to their non-binary gender identity. Because they had 

long hair and their voice tone was as high as that of females, if I had encountered them 

without knowing their sexuality, I would have guessed that their sex was female.  

 

・Gender identity 

 

Excerpt: Fluid gender identity 

I: Can you explain your gender identity a little? 

K (Kakeru): [laugh] Actually, I myself do not know perfectly. Depending on the day, 

it changes. I do not want to be male. But I feel that it is different to be said, “Then, 

you want to be a female.” So, I tell some people that I am ‘X’.” However, sometimes 

I feel that it’s different. 
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I: Ah, what do you mean by saying that “it’s different?” 

K: I sometimes feel uncomfortable that I am being male when I wake up in the 

morning. On such days, I feel [laugh] that following this impulse I want to be 

female. However, the next day, I feel, “Well, I do not need to do that” [laugh]. 

 

I felt sympathy with their narratives, because I also have difficulty in defining my own 

gender identity. Kakeru’s definition of their gender identity was contrasting to Tsubasa’s. 

Kakeru’s story is similar to Nozomu to some extent; however, Kakeru’s gender identity 

was more fluid, not stable throughout.  

 

・Difficulties in their everyday lives 

 

What they talked as difficulties they feel in their everyday lives were the situations where 

we are strictly divided into two categories: male and female, such as medical checkup, 

restroom, and bathroom. Additionally, they also mentioned the gender column in 

questionnaire, and remarks from others which includes gender norms. 

 

Excerpt: I feel irritated at gender column 

K: Questionnaire, I feel uncomfortable. 

I: Questionnaire? 

K: In questionnaires, there are always gender columns which do not seem to be 

necessary. 

 

Kakeru also mentioned situations which ask for gender segregation as follows. 

 

Excerpt: Feeling uncomfortable about the situation where men and women are 

divided 

K: I do not like the situation in which we are divided into male or female. For 

instance, when I am told that men should carry heavy things (Yeah, such scenes 

often happen), I think that there are definitely women who have more power than 

me…I feel frutrated in situations where males and females are divided. 

I: Well, I also feel the same way. 
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K: I think that it is better if they allow us to do what we are good at. I am not good 

at carrying heavy things [laugh]. 

 

I had a sense of sympathy with Kakeru. This feeling might be brought about from my 

current state of sexuality. I do not feel that I am categorized as female but at the same 

time I do not feel that I am the same as cisgender males. I felt that I probably had stronger 

longing or jealousy towards cisgender male than them; however, we both felt that we 

have ambiguous parts of ourselves that cannot be easily divided into the binary 

situations. If we try to fit ourselves into the system, it also means that some of our areas 

of self has not been scooped. 

 

5 General discussion 

5.1 Difficulties of transgender people 

 

The purpose of the present study was to reveal the difficulties of transgender people. To 

reveal that, interviews were carried out with three participants. It was revealed that 

regarding Nozomu and Tsubasa, they had discomfort with their bodies and they talked 

about their longing for physical treatment. However, Nozomu did not feel satisfied with 

his current voice, still afraid of speaking in a higher-pitched voice than cisgender men. On 

the other hand, in the case of Kakeru, their gender identity did not fit into a binary system. 

Though Kakeru had discomfort with their body, but it was not consistent throughout a 

certain period of time. Additionally, it was indicated that Kakeru felt uncomfortable with 

the contexts where men and women are required to belong to one category. 

 

5.2 Implications for supports in university settings 

 

As stated above, this study showed that the transgender youth have many difficulties in 

their everyday lives. What should be noted is that some of their remarks were related 

with university settings. For example, in university settings, some transgender 

individuals might have a similar experience to Tsubasa, who felt irritated in the lecture. 

It is too simple and optimistic to assume that only if the lecturer gives talk about 

transgender issues or other minorities, students will find a role model and live an 
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enjoyable school live. We should keep its impacts on students in mind. They might feel 

that they are suddenly labeled as “minority” or different from “normal” people and as 

Tsubasa’s cancer metaphor shows, it might sound like “cancer notification.” It should be 

highlighted that Tsubasa used this metaphor to express her encounter with the word, 

“transgender.” An American writer and cultural theorist, Sontag (1991) described that 

cancer is “the process in which their body was consumed” (p. 10) and can be viewed as 

forms of self-judgement, or self-betrayal.” (p. 38) Considering this, for Tsubasa, the 

encounter with the word “transgender” might be felt as if her body was eroded and she 

was judged and betrayed by what comes from deep inside of her. It is important to have 

counselors to whom transgender individuals can consult when they face such occasions. 

In Japan, counselors who have knowledge on sexual minorities are limited. It is desirable 

to add sensitization to of sexual minority issues into the curriculum for them. 

 

Additionally, as Kakeru mentioned, some x-jendā individuals and other transgender 

students who are on the transition, might think it is hard for them to participate in 

university life in the face of binary situations such as bathrooms or medical checkups. It 

is important to allow them to use their preferred bathroom or checkup date, and, if 

possible, to provide other options in addition to the male/female checkup dates. 

 

Some limitations with this study also need to be acknowledged. One limitation is that this 

research especially focused on transgender individuals in adolescence. Considering they 

might have different difficulties according to their developmental stage, future studies 

should explore individuals in different life stages. Another limitation is that this study 

only focused on their difficulties but did not expand on other aspects of their lives. 

However, in order to better understand their experiences, other facets of their lived 

worlds such as building relationship with friends/partners should also be explored. 

 

Despite these limitations, this study’s attempt to topicalize transgender experiences 

qualitatively in relation to their daily difficulties should be considered. This study has 

implications for university spaces that must provide psychological and social support to 

transgender individuals. 



Annual Review of Critical Psychology, Vol. 15, 2018, ISSN: 1746-739X 
Special Issue ‘Sex and Power in the University’ 

150 
 

 

 

 

 About the Author 

 

Naoto Machida is a Ph. D. student at the graduate school of Human and Environmental 

Studies, Kyoto University, Japan and a transgender individual. “He” is trying to reconsider 

sexuality and gender dysphoria from a relational perspective, adopting a dialogical 

autoethnography and In-Depth Talking approach. He has given presentations at academic 

conferences such as “Enculturation of the body in relation to gender dysphoria” and 

“Sexuality formed by the relationship with others.”  His research interest is transgender 

experiences in Japan, qualitative approach, and psychotherapy. 

 

References  

American Psychiatric Association (2013). Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental 

disorders: DSM-5. Washington, DC: American Psychiatric Pub. 

Arizono, M. (2004). A living story in a life: A case study of a transgendered individual’s 

life history. Soshioroji, 49, 55-71. (In Japanese) 

Benjamin, H. (1967). The transsexual phenomenon. Transactions of the New York 

Academy of Sciences, 29(4), 428-430. 

Budge, S. L., Rossman, H. K., & Howard, K. A. (2014). Coping and psychological distress 

among genderqueer individuals: The moderating effect of social support. Journal 

of LGBT Issues in Counseling, 8(1), 95-117. 

Dale, S. P. F. (2012). An introduction to x-jendā: Examining a new gender identity in 

Japan. Intersections: Gender and sexuality in Asia and the Pacific, No. 31, 1-17. 

Dale, S. P. F. (2014). X-jendā. Transgender Studies Quarterly, 1(1-2), 270-271. 

Erikson, E. H. (1980). Identity and the life cycle. New York: W Norton & Co. 

Hirata, T. (2014). Preface. In K. Harima & T. Hirata (Eds.), A psychological support for 

sexual minorities: Understanding homosexuality and gender identity disorder (pp. 3-

5). Tokyo: Iwasakigakujutsushuppansha. (In Japanese) 



Annual Review of Critical Psychology, Vol. 15, 2018, ISSN: 1746-739X 
Special Issue ‘Sex and Power in the University’ 

151 
 

 

 

 

Koh, J. (2012). The concept of gender identity disorder. Bulletin of Center for Clinical 

Psychology Kinki University, 5, 3-10. (In Japanese) 

Manabe, K., Hanada, M., Kamiishi, H. (2000). Gender difference among patients with 

gender identity disorder. Medical journal of Kinki University, 25, 165-169. (In 

Japanese) 

Matsushima, T. (2013). A survey of people with gender dysphoria: Impact of financial 

status, human relationship, and psychological problem. Ningenkagakukenkyu, 34, 

185-208. (In Japanese) 

Merleau-Ponty, M. Phénoménologie de la perception (C. Smith, Trans.). London: 

Routledge & Kegan Paul. 

Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Sciences and Technology (2014). An examination 

of students having gender identity disorder in schools. 

<http://www.mext.go.jp/component/a_menu/education/micro_detail/__icsFiles/

afieldfile/2016/06/02/1322368_01.pdf>（Retrieved, July 8, 2018） 

Mitsuhashi, J. (2010). The change in the view of transgender (gender transcendence): 

From the early modern period to the modern times. A series of woman studies’ 

lectures, No. 14, 101-132. 

Nakatsuka, M., Emi, Y. (2004). Psychosocial problems in adolescent transsexuals: 

Possible benefits of medical intervention. Bosei-eisei, 45, 278-284. (In Japanese) 

Okura, T. (2008). In-depth talking qualitative psychology: Seeking for knowledge that 

sits together with experiences. Kyoto: Nakanishiya. (In Japanese)  

Perez-Brumer, A., Day, J. K., Russell, S. T., & Hatzenbuehler, M. L. (2017). Prevalence and 

correlates of suicidal ideation among transgender youth in California: Findings 

from a representative, population-based sample of high school students. Journal of 

the  

American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 56(9), 739-746. 



Annual Review of Critical Psychology, Vol. 15, 2018, ISSN: 1746-739X 
Special Issue ‘Sex and Power in the University’ 

152 
 

 

 

 

Sasaki, S. (2010).  A gender identity that is not defined: Qualitative category of MTX and 

FTX.  Gender identity disorder, 12, 44-45. (In Japanese) 

Shojima (Wakui), S. (2006). The narrative of self in opposition to one’s sex: The case of a 

person with “Gender Identity Disorder”. Japanese Journal of Qualitative Psychology, 

No. 5, 27-47. (In Japanese) 

Shojima (Wakui), S. (2007). An analysis of self-construction of one person with Gender 

Identity Disorder: Generating Rashomon-like knowledge based on same 

transcripts. Kyoto University Research Studies in Education, 53, 206-219. (In 

Japanese) 

Shojima, S. (2008). A Qualitative Study of the Re-organization Process of Self Narrative 

of a Person with Gender Identity Disorder. Personality, 16(3), 265-278. (In 

Japanese) 

Shojima, S. (2009). The psychological and relational structural models for a person with 

"gender identity disorder": generation of the three upper models of "discrepancy", 

"connecting", and "stepping away from oneself". Education, 55 337-350. (In 

Japanese) 

Shojima, S. (2010). A mother's retelling of experiences about her child's desire to live 

with another gender. The Japanese journal of developmental psychology, 21(1), 83-

94. (In Japanese) 

Sontag (1991). Illness as metaphor and AIDS and its metaphors. UK: Penguin Books. 

Tsuruta, S. (2009). An ethnography of gender identity disorder: Sociology of gender 

phenomenon. Tokyo: Harvest. (In Japanese) 

Tsuruta, S. (2010). Howdo people have a “personal background of Gender Identity 

Disorder”?: Focusing on “Challenging to face a personal history” through audio 

recording/video recording in actual counseling settings. In H. Miyauchi & H. Yoshii 

(Eds.), Sociology of “involved persons”: Through encounters in research (pp. 21-40). 

Kyoto: Kitaohji Shobo. (In Japanese) 



Annual Review of Critical Psychology, Vol. 15, 2018, ISSN: 1746-739X 
Special Issue ‘Sex and Power in the University’ 

153 
 

 

 

 

Uchida, C. (2010). Suicide among Japanese university students from the results of a 21-

year survey: A clue to prevent suicide among university students. Psychiatry and 

Clinical Neurosciences, 112(6), 543-560. (In Japanese) 

Yamane, N., Najima, J. (2006). Current psychological studies on Gender Identity 

Disorder. Bulletin of the Integrated Center for Educational Research and Training, 

21, 231-247. (In Japanese) 

World Health Organization (2018). ICD-11: Classifying disease to map the way we live 

and die. <http://www.who.int/health-topics/international-classification-of-

diseases> (July 7, 2018)  

  



Annual Review of Critical Psychology, Vol. 15, 2018, ISSN: 1746-739X 
Special Issue ‘Sex and Power in the University’ 

154 
 

 

 

 

Ethics and Transference at the University 
 

NIKA NIKOLIČ 

 

Abstract 

 

This paper deals with the way in which ethical codices affect the relations among students 

and professors and learning processes in the university.  It is argued that inherent to 

these relations and learning is the process of transference, as theorised by Jacques Lacan 

as a supposition of knowledge, possessed by the Other. The learning process at the 

university is being forcefully embedded in what can be, following Lacan, described as 

Discourse of the University, i.e. presentation of rules as if they are objective. Instances of 

coercion of the learning process into said Discourse are ethical codices. Codices provide 

a set of prohibitions, aimed at prevention of abuse of power, chief among which is the 

prohibition of sexual relations. However, they do not acknowledge the role of 

transference and produce unexpected effects, which cannot be explained in the 

“bureaucratic” framework imposed by the codices themselves. Codices reduce relations 

in the learning process to relations among transmitters and receivers of information, 

anything beyond such a relation is deemed a potential threat.  

 

Introduction 

 

Questions concerning sex and power relations in academia and the university have been 

posed from numerous theoretical viewpoints and from a variety of disciplinary 

backgrounds. One of these is psychoanalysis, which will also be employed in the present 

paper in order to answer the following: why, and how, is it that several studies can 

observe (e.g. Unesco 2015; European Commission 2016; EUROSTAT 2016; Winslow and 

Davis 2016; Hofman 2017) that despite a predominantly female body of students in (at 

least) humanities and/or social sciences faculties, on every consecutive level of studies, 

the proportion of male students increases and that positions of leadership still remain 
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male dominated? Throughout the text, I will be using the term sex, rather than the term 

gender, in order to allude more directly to the importance of sexual difference. As Alenka 

Zupančič Žerdin put it: “If we remove sexuality from sexual difference (and describe it in 

terms of gender), we remove precisely that, which showed the problematic and singular 

character of sexual difference in the first place. With this [by reducing sex to gender], we 

do not do away with the problem, but possibilities of seeing it and of confronting with it” 

(2011, p. 51). In what follows, I will argue that, despite protestations to the contrary, 

ethical codes in actuality reproduce the masculine structure of the university, a complex 

set of formal and informal rules, hierarchies, customs, and rituals. By this, I by no means 

wish to imply that the codes, designed to prevent abuses of power, including in the 

context of unequal power distribution and relations among actors of different sexes, are 

the sole, or even primary problem. I consider ethical codes here primarily, because they 

are too often exempt from critical reflection and seen as a neutral application of “good 

practices,” that is to say an application of a formalistic-legalistic set of rules and 

restrictions. My focus here therefore, is only on a narrow aspect that connects ethical 

codes and relations among sexes at the university, in what is otherwise an extremely 

complex question. I will observe primarily relations at the university within the aspect of 

learning, that is, the nature of relations between student and professor. My main question 

is if and how, transference—as an approximation of love (Lacan, 1999, p. 123) in “what 

manifests in experience the enacting of reality of the unconscious, as far as that reality is 

sexuality” (Lacan, 1999, p. 174)—which I argue is an inevitable part of the learning 

process, effects above mentioned relation on the background of ethical codes that try to 

ignore it. 

 

A short epistemological note  

 

Crucial to the present argument is my “positionality” as its author, namely one of 

emplacement inside the university. As such, it fully assumes the—to use a lacanian term—

feminine logic of “non-whole” [pas-tout] (Lacan, 1999, p. 73). Theses that derive from this 

particular position do not pertain to a supposedly objective masculine logic and its view 

from the outside that would totalise the university. The latter logic implies the existence 
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of an exception from a universal function. Nonetheless, we should, following Slavoj Žižek 

(1993, p. 34-35), not simply perceive the feminine logic as somehow “more real,” while 

reducing the masculine logic to a mere delusion; the two logics are to be seen as two ways 

of coping with the Real of antagonism. In the context of the university, this antagonism 

has much more to do with the (f)act of its reproduction than relations between sexes per 

se; however, the anatagonism itself (also) manifests in the guise of relation between 

sexes. In other words, we can approach the antagonism only by taking a detour through 

the issue of sexual relations—to which we should immediately add that what constitutes 

the subject-matter of this “detour” has, in the context of everyday life at the university, 

very real consequences for the women at the university.  

 

Vital “ingredients” of the university’s game remain, aspirations for power and struggle 

for university capital, while retaining a certain degree of exclusivity. An important 

predisposition in the academic field is also sex (Bourdieu, 1988, p. 90). Issues that women 

face at the university (having lower salaries, occupying less prestigious positions, 

proportionally rarely holding managerial positions, facing discrimination, etc.) are well-

known and unfortunately all-too-persistent. Latest empirical research suggests that even 

today, women in academia face greater obstacles and are less likely to advance to higher 

academic ranks (Hofman, 2017, p. 18). Even though I will not be dealing with relations 

between the sexes among the faculty, which can rightly be described in terms of hierarchy 

and antagonism (e.g. younger [female] assistants vs. older [male] professors), but with 

the relations among (female) students and (male) professors,1 which can be described 

with reference to “mere” asymmetry, stemming from transference2 (Komel, 2015, p. 99-

                                                           
1 I bracket the terms “male” and “female,” in order to imply that heteronormative relation is simply 

one of the numerous different sexual combinations. The bracketed terms “male” and “female” 

represent only one out of numerous possible combinations of sexes. I use this example-combination 

in order to show the problems that arise out of sexualisation of relations among sexes. Sexualisation 

of relations is, of course, not a problem only in heterosexual version(s) of sexual attraction, but in all 

possible combinations of identifications, connected to one’s sex and sexual preferences. I chose to take 

a stereotypically heterosexual example in order to illustrate things on one example and by doing so, 

trying to (and possibly failing to) keep things simple. 
2 Lacan described transference as several things. The most often it is defined as assuming a subject 

supposed to know (Lacan 1998). In psychoanalytical clinical practice it is also approximated to love. 

(Miller 2001, 93) 
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101), the latter remains pertinent to the former, since, obviously, it is (female) students 

who, with time, as (female) assistants, come to struggle against (male) professors. One 

could argue that the transference as an element of the relation among (female) students 

and (male) professors is relocated to the level of relation between (young female) 

assistants and (older male) professors, thus making the academic “descendants” 

unconsciously subservient and complaisant to their “ancestors.” Ultimately, we are faced 

with a paradoxical situation where (young female) assistants and (older male) professors 

are simultaneously situated in, on the one hand, in an antagonistic relation and, on the 

other hand, in a relation of transference. However, it is crucial to point out that while 

transference between a student and professor is indispensable to the very nature of the 

learning process/relation, the transference does not cease to take place in the relation 

between the assistant and the professor. In the latter, that is to say in the “working 

relationship,” formal hierarchal relations take precedence over transference, which is 

relegated to the background and often remain unacknowledged.  

 

According to Komel (2015, p. 100), the “fundamental error stems from a 

misunderstanding of academic authority, which is all too often […] reduced to 

authoritarian hierarchic relation of submission and superiority.” It would appear as if the 

discourse of ethical codes is only capable of accounting for antagonistic relations. 

Transference, on the other hand, remains impenetrable; rather than seeking to properly 

understand it, they either misconstrue it as “sexualised sexuality”3 or simply ignore it. 

Neither option, however, prevents transference from taking place. Building on Komel’s 

argument that such a (lack of) treatment of transference in pedagogical relations results 

in “impersonal, indifferent, emotionless, declaratively scientific, but in reality purely 

mechanical transmission of knowledge, due to which students rightfully yawn in lethargy 

of boredom” (ibid.), I contend that such a (lack of) treatment of transference contributes 

to structural reproduction of male dominated university. Whether this (lack of) 

treatment betrays a misunderstanding of transference and the nature of learning process 

                                                           
3 In her book on sexual difference and ontology, Alenka Zupančič Žerdin (2011, p. 47) elegantly argues 

that sexuality in itself is merely an empty signifier. It becomes sexualised only through phantasmatic 

meanings ascribed to it. 
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or not is beside the point. What is crucial is that because transference is “swept under the 

rug,” it functions as – to paraphrase Žižek’s term – an obscene supplement of the Codex. 

 

From transference to (inconvenience of) the body 

 

Ethical codes, as already mentioned above, miss one of the important components of the 

learning process, namely transference. To properly understand the importance of this 

omission, its structure and its impact on the learning process we must describe 

transference more thoroughly. According to Lacan (1999, p. 224) transference, is love for 

knowledge. In his seminar on Transference, Lacan (2015, p. 154) explains the role of 

desire in transference and reminds us about the Ancient Greek conception of love among 

students and teachers. He builds on Plato’s Symposium (1991, p. 164-165); which shows 

Alcibiades describing how he tried to exchange his own body for Socrates’s knowledge. 

Alcibiades believed that if Socrates would in fact desire him, he would somehow gain 

Socrates’s knowledge. In the hypothetical exchange of the body for knowledge, we can 

also notice a paradoxical manoeuvre on Alcibiades’ side. Alcibiades is desperately 

searching for a shortcut to knowledge but is in effect running away from the traumatic 

process of learning. He tries to buy his way to something that cannot be traded easily. 

Aversion to any traumatic process in psychoanalytic theory, is called resistance. It 

emerges when the subject unconsciously resists being faced with its own lack. In order to 

bypass his confrontation with the lack and the traumatic nature of the learning process, 

Alcibiades tries to possess the teacher’s body. He imagines that by possessing Socrates’ 

body he would automatically possess also Socrates’s knowledge. Crucial to Alcibiades’ 

resistance, however, is the denigration of Socrates from his role of the teacher to a role of 

a lover with which he would avoid his very desire to learn.   

  

It is clear that professors should – in order to act in an authentically ethical way, not 

merely ethical in the formalistic-legalistic sense of the ethical “instruction manual”—not 

to take up the bodily/sexual offer of their students, if they provide one. By withdrawing 

the students’ access to an “alcibiadesian shortcut,” the professors enable them to actually 

learn. But it is clear that the body is physically present as it is the offer, subtle or not. 
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However formalistically-legalistic attempts at removing the body from the learning 

process, are obscuring the conditions of producing new knowledge and actually 

encouraging conditions where the only possible thing to learn is a how-to for gaining 

power.  

 

Lacan’s analysis of the case about Socrates and his student explains the formation of 

transference in an analytical setting. But the very case Lacan chooses is the one about 

learning and production of knowledge. The latter would not be possible without subjects’ 

projection of possession of the knowledge upon the Other (professor). This is the basic 

resemblance that allows us to draw an analogy between transference in the clinical 

relation to transference in the learning relation. Nevertheless, there is the matter of how 

the knowledge is transmitted, that makes the crucial difference. Milner (2005, p. 127) 

argues that prevalence of Discourse of the University in contemporary educational 

institutions, prevents transmission of knowledge from subject (teacher) who has the 

knowledge to student, but only allows it to happen through place of the knowledge that 

is occupied by a replaceable professor. (Milner, 2005, p. 127) Milner’s professor is 

therefore only the guardian of place of the knowledge, since his only role is to transmit 

already existent (“objective”) knowledge from educational curriculums to students. 

Transference here cannot form towards the subject supposed to know, but towards the 

subject temporarily representing the place of the knowledge. This is not desire for 

knowledge, but desire for a symbolic function of power. Desire of the subject is connected 

to its lack. The subject recognizes this lack in the form of an object cause of desire (Lacan 

2015, p. 176). In our case, the professors’ knowledge is, or at least should be, for the 

students the object of desire, while the cause of desire remains singular for each 

individual student. Only when transference is established, can the learning process 

proceed; the students can learn only through their projections about the knowledge of 

the professors, or their symbolic status and can consequently produce the knowledge 

that has a surplus value and is not indistinguishably embedded into existent discourse 

and therefore, by positing subjects into their symbolic place, only useful for its 

reproduction.   
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Discourse of the University at the university  

 

Regardless of the sex of individual subjects, a thing that stands out is, already mentioned 

in subchapter on epistemology, feminine and masculine logic. While the first enables the 

non-wholeness. The latter allows for a position that embraces the place from the outside. 

(Lacan, 1999, p. 73) It is transformed in objectivity and is crucial for understanding the 

Discourse of the University, where masculine logic is omnipresent. In the context of the 

present article, it is important to note that Lacan, of course, was not identifying Discourse 

of the University with university as a social institution. However, the formalistic-legalistic 

form, often taken by articles in ethical codes at universities, is one of the points where 

“knowledge, which in ordinary language is called the bureaucracy” (Lacan, 2007, p. 31) is 

visible and which, at least at that point, forms the social bond at the university as a 

Discourse of the University. As all of Lacan’s discourses it is schematically structured by 

four places that are occupied by four functions. The place of the agent is occupied by 

knowledge (S2), the place of the other is taken up by desire (a), below it in the place of 

production, we find the barred subject ($), and in the latent place of the truth, “hidden” 

beneath the agent, is the master signifier (S1) (Lacan, 2007, p. 31). In the following 

discourse, social bonds, relates to power based on rules. Lacan emphasises the role of 

knowledge which is presented as “objective.” Ideology hidden in S1 (master signifier), 

positioned bellow S2 is ignored and it serves as a continuation of power or existent 

relations. “Objectivity” is used to legitimatise a reign (for instance, through certain 

articles in ethical codes that act more as set of formalistic-legalistic rules, than guidelines 

for “doing good”). However, every reign presupposes a Master, even if it is, like in case of 

the Discourse of the University, a Master in disguise. Therefore, to properly understand 

the Discourse of the University, and the mechanisms of which it consists, we must take 

into account the Discourse of the Master. When the Discourse of the University and the 

Masters Discourse are observed parallel to each other, it seems as if the master signifier 

had to take “a step back,” “to hide,” from the place of the agent into the latent place of the 

truth, due to the Hysteric’s provocations. Lacan referred to the changes from one 

Discourse to another in terms of quarter turns; the quarter turn from the Discourse of the 

Master to the Discourse of the University is a turn to the left, that is to say back (assuming 
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that clockwise direction is forward). The point, at which the quarter turn from the 

Discourse of the Master to the Discourse of the University occurs, is at the same time the 

point at which the Master is subjectivised, that is to say hysterised. The Discourse of 

Hysteric is what manages to hysterise the Master. The Hysteric attacks the Master in 

order to prove the latter a false Master, but precisely through the formers’ attacks the 

Master is constituted (and thus fulfils the Hysterics unconscious desire), provided that 

the Master is able to fulfil his mastery. However, the very process of the substantiation, 

which presupposes the Master’s self-doubt, transforms the Master into the University. 

Master has to defend himself, has to provide arguments for his acts and it is this point 

that the quarter turn mentioned above occurs. S1 is not in the position of action anymore 

it has to be masked by S24  (Zupančič, 2003, p. 117).  

 

Ethical codes 

 

Ethical codes are, generally speaking, guidelines, “a set of rules about good and bad 

behaviour” (Merriam-Webster, 2018). However, when explicit rules and prohibitions are 

included in them, as is usually the case, as it can be easily observed, codes start to function 

not as ethical “guidelines” but as a formalistic-legalistic instruction manual. In recent 

decades we witnessed an unprecedented proliferation of ethical codes in academia. 

Nowadays, one would be at pains to find an ethical code that does not deal with issues of 

sexuality and sexual relations. University codes are no exception. This makes professors 

an object of a scrupulous control of behaviour. The basic idea is to prevent misuse of 

                                                           

4 S2 is the knowledge which is in Discourse of University is treated as capital that is gained through 

studies. This is especially noticeable through ECTS credits (see: European Credit Transfer and 

Accumulation System; Bologna Joint Declaration 1999), which students are collecting in exchange for 

their participation at the exams and other quests given to them by professors. The process of 

producing knowledge is transformed into an operation of trade: listing of orders in exchange for 

credits that are signifying the amount of knowledge. It seems though, that the knowledge represented 

here is the one about following into the rules and fitting into their system. If we follow Lacan, trade 

has nothing to do with actual production of knowledge. Therefore, there is an entire parallel process 

of transference, that is almost completely ignored. It is partially acknowledged in ethical codes in a 

way that it is forbidden.   
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power by preventing sexual relations among faculty, staff, and students. For instance, 

ethical codes aim to prevent a professor from demanding sexual favours from a student 

or a subordinate in exchange for a positive grade, job offer, involvement in a project etc. 

The opposite also stands: codes forbid evaluation, such as students grading or evaluation 

of work progress in case of employees, among the parties involved in an intimate 

relationship.5  

 

At face value, at least, one cannot but agree with the stated purposes of ethical codes. On 

the one hand, we should thus fully endorse them and reject possible critiques of the idea 

of ethical codes as a mere dead letter, as a me(ag)re form without substance, since they 

engender perception of the very actual discrimination and harassment on the basis of sex. 

The very form (of ethics) matters. On the other hand, we should, precisely for this reason, 

critically examine their inherent limitations and deadlocks: how do ethical codes, despite 

protestations to the contrary, help maintain certain forms of discrimination? 

 

In their way of framing relations, ethical codes, when they take the form of “instruction 

manuals,” follow the logic, designated by the term Discourse of the University, in that the 

rules, it is trying to enforce, are (perceived to be) founded on “objectivity” of what is right 

and what is wrong. It would appear as if in the context of Discourse of the University, any 

kind of caprice—be it of those in power or one’s own “pathological” feelings—must be 

removed and replaced by an automatism of “objective” rules and processes. However, no 

matter how well the caprice is hidden, how deep it is buried beneath the “objective” rules, 

“Master’s caprice,” remains; as Lacan emphasised time and again, Master’s caprice is the 

Truth of the Discourse of the University.  

 

It seems that existing pedagogical relations are organised and arranged along such rules 

and processes. That is to say, they are actively organised and arranged in such a way that 

they retract as much as possible both from transference and from anxiety that is 

connected to it. On the one hand, they retract from transference by way of ethical codes 

                                                           
5 One example of that is from Slovenian Faculty of Economics (University of Ljubljana) ethical codex, 

where is stated that professor cannot evaluate student if he is in intimate or any other personal 

relation to the student. (Senate of Faculty of Economics 2012, 3rd article). 
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which, with their sophisticated rhetoric, mortify and reduce the question of transference 

to sexualized sexuality. On the other hand, they retract from anxiety by pedagogues’ tacit 

avoidance of transference in order to keep at bay the Real of the pedagogical relation itself 

(Komel 2015, p. 99). In this context, anxiety, of course, stems from the failure to 

distinguish transference from sexuality; this failure, and accompanying anxiety, 

discourages – in case of heterosexual pedagogical relation – the (male) professor to form 

a more informal, collegiate bond with a (female) student, a sort of relation that is often 

hidden, but crucial for inauguration of students into academic habitus. Consequences of 

this are, on the one hand, the diminished chances of (ab)uses of power, but, on the other 

hand, also diminished chances for female students to be accepted in to higher levels of 

the academia, which is less of a problem for those (male) students that are in professors’ 

fantasy not perceived as a potential threat that would make them break the ethical code. 

 

On the teacher’s side, rejection of the body in exchange for knowledge is necessary for 

transference to take place. Naturally, both male and female bodies must be rejected, but 

this rejection has, structurally speaking, unequal effects for different sexes; due to the 

conflation of transference with sexuality in ethical codes, (male) professors may feel 

discouraged to promote (female) students. In this way, ethical codes actually amplify the 

habituated tendency for male professors to accept male successors. Thus, ethical codes 

not only encourage “law and order,” but also contribute to the reproduction of the status 

quo. (Bourdieu, 1988, p. 143) 

 

Since the only addressed part of student professor relation at the university could be 

found in ethical codes, where exists only in a form of prohibition of sexualised sexuality, 

this emphasis works as a guideline for the relation. The message is, stay as bureaucratic 

as possible. Everything else is potentially dangerous. Therefore, feminine bodies and logic 

are something dangerous and are always in the wrong according to the ethical codes, 

inevitably existing within the Discourse of the University.  
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Conclusion 

 

The learning process is inherently traumatic; when one truly learns, (s)he not only 

accepts new knowledge, but necessary breaks down previous convictions, views and 

predispositions. For this process to take place, one must unconsciously entrust him or 

herself to the other. On the other hand, the teacher should be aware that (s)he 

inescapably becomes, in the eyes of the student, a canvas onto which the student projects 

his or her phantasies. In other words, transference, and the anxiety based in it, is an 

indispensable presupposition of the learning process, when this is not a process of 

learning on gaining power. However, since transference is not a category taken into 

account by ethical codes at contemporary universities, it is mistakenly identified with 

sexuality. Formalistic-legalistic endeavours to “gentrify” the traumatic core of the 

learning process, produce surprising results. On the one hand, the learning process is 

reduced to a dull operation of data transmission, and, on the other hand, “criminalise” 

any trace of transference. Ethical codes tend to implicitly “criminalise” the relation in the 

learning process in advance. Due to predominant combination of sexes and sexual 

preferences among actors at the university nowadays (heterosexual male professor – 

female student), it is female students who are consequentially most often pushed aside. 

Similar consequences for female faculty staff can be observed also later on in higher steps 

of academical ladder. 

 

The logic of trade that is inherent to transference of body for knowledge is greatly 

supported by the Bologna study system and its credit-based scoring. According to the 

credit score system, students are supposed to collect credits by often just bringing their 

bodies to the classroom. This act of paying for knowledge erases the difference between 

a learning and a working relation. This sort of system greatly formalises the learning 

process and by doing this it sterilises it. Ethical codes serve this system. The catch in this 

“alcibidesian paradigm” of learning is that the formalisation comes before actual learning. 

This paradigm presupposes that the teacher is the one who actually knows. However, as 

Socrates famously reminds us (Plato 1991, p. 165), he —the teacher—knows nothing. A 

trade in the learning process is impossible (a trade is characteristic of the working 
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relation; money or credits in exchange for production of knowledge or other labour) 

because it presupposes that a teacher can actually give knowledge to student. Only with 

reference to (the concept of) transference are we able to discern that it is in fact the 

student who can through his or hers presuppositions about the teacher’s knowledge 

produce his or her own knowledge. Therefore, a student struggles because it is harder to 

produce new knowledge than to simply copy it. Additionally, the professors must not 

forget that their role is not to give the knowledge, that – to paraphrase Socrates – they 

have no knowledge to give to the student. The point at which they start to believe that 

they can give something to student, the possibility for an ethical slip opens because  this 

means that they believe a trading relation is possible and that therefore  students’ bodies 

are a possible mean of exchange (for knowledge). 

 

A truly ethical act is therefore, one far removed from ethical codes, is, of course, one, 

where the teacher not only does not give in to the offer of the student, if that happens to 

occur, let alone demand such an offer, but also one, where the teacher would fully assume 

the anxiety, stemming from the traumatic core of the learning process. However, as 

Komel has shown, teachers are often not willing to accept the anxiety. By trying to erase 

the disturbing elements of the teaching process, that is to say of transference embodied 

in the (female) student, ethical codes do not only give preference to male students but do 

little else than shield the teachers from anxiety.   
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A Charged Conversation: Between the Clinic and 

the Classroom 
 

SHIFA HAQ & KARUNA CHANDRASHEKAR 

 

Abstract 
 

The recent exposure of sexual harassment has raised questions that were hitherto silent 

in the “liberal” space of the academy. The following paper reflects on the experience of 

two psychoanalytic psychotherapists working in the university. The paper engages with 

the classroom and the clinic as spaces of desire, and the particular challenge to learning. 

To the extent that talking about desire reveals our embodied subject positions, the 

authors link the clinic and the classroom as a space rife with provocations.  On the one 

hand, there is an invitation to investigate closely the discourse on sexuality, while on the 

other hand, one encounters the gender inequality that installs us as sexual 

objects/subjects in hetero-normative patriarchal discourses. The teacher-student 

relationship requires us to reassess the asymmetry of power just as psychoanalysis has 

attempted to engage with the asymmetry between the patient and the therapist. The 

paper suggests that the classroom is a complex field of knowledge-desire-power, not very 

different from the world outside that academia seek to illuminate. The avoidance of this 

fact in the analysis of the problem of sex in the university is symptomatic of anxiety about 

this fact. Like the internal objects in the unconscious, a terrain of psychic plurality, the 

classroom too is constituted by a plurality of psychological, social, political, and historical 

forces and performances. The complexity of the embodied experiences of students is 

often ignored in the classroom, and coupled with the teacher’s own narcissistic 

investments, (we believe) sexual harassment is a grave consequence of this. 

 

This writing is a response to the recent exposures of sexual harassment in the workplace, 

specifically the University and the classroom. Emerging from an interpersonal field that 

we as authors inhabit as therapists in the clinic and the classroom, we find that in both 

these spaces, learning, learning about desire, and its psychic consequences (as a process 
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of symbolization) is dependent on the presence of another. To the extent that learning 

something new is an exciting experience, we are (in our practice) always in a zone of 

negotiations on how this excitement can be made usable (for the person’s growth) 

without breaking the play1. As psychoanalytically oriented therapists, for whom tracing 

a subject through her desire is the staple of everyday encounters in a therapy session, 

there remains a certain consciousness of desire, as an ephemeral object of enquiry. In a 

classroom where more than two subjects are concerned with its suggestions and 

provocations—subjectivation2 takes place not only in the rational mind but in relational 

moments. These moments, the learning curve, the bent contour of time, speak to us about 

desire and its propensities, mired in experience of losses, dependency, and belonging, 

sometimes with women but also with male subjects. When one speaks of desire, eros or 

sexuality, pleasure, fantasies, prohibitions, and punishment are not far from the scene. To 

talk about desire, (which we argue we do in the classroom3), as we do in therapy, is to 

work with the excess, of repression or dissociation, in language and in embodied subject 

positions. Therefore, we ask, can a classroom be free of these anxieties?  

 

For a student, the affective turn inwards, the invitation to revisit the self that is lost in 

language- the structure of the unconscious- enlivens deep connections with one’s story. 

Slowly, anxiety and inhibition become replaced with questions about historical and social 

conditions, mourning, reparation and the renewal of passion for creative living. The same 

process uncovers the polymorphously perverse baby4 whose desire and sexual choices, 

                                                           
1 For Donald Winnicott the British psychoanalyst play refers to that space between the mother-infant 

and consequently therapist-patient where we can experience our fantasies without the accompanying 

anxieties that befall us if we were to enact them in an external reality. For Winnicott this meant 

creating a safe space for the exploration of infantile fantasies. When there is anxiety or trauma play 

has ceased. According to him, “psychoanalysis has been developed as a highly specialized form of 

playing in the service of communication with oneself and others” (Winnicott, 1989, p. 41). Play is 

essential for psychic health. 
2 By subjectivation we wish to look at the concept of subject beyond its metaphysical underpinnings. 

We wish to foreground the becoming of a subject as an interplay of the power/knowledge relation 

that is negotiated in both conscious and unconscious processes. See Foucault, M. (2005). 
3 From Freud’s Studies in Hysteria (1895) to more recent developments in psychoanalytic theory, 

discussion on sexuality, desire and subjectivity is the mainstay of course curriculum the authors have 

been associated with at post-graduate and research coursework.  
4 See Freud (1910). 
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the “trick or treat” situation of infantile and adult sexuality, is slowly undone. From 

compliant little children needing approval and protection from parental figures, the 

student begins traversing the field of sexuality with her own curiosity - navigate sexuality 

without censorship.  Let us state it clearly, a lot of this has been made possible by a 

teacher, the potential hero, who offers recognition of these desires in the classroom. An 

impossible feat, it seems; an adult who can speak about sex and sexuality, between adults, 

like an adult! In celebration of what feels like an emancipatory moment, what runs the 

risk of being forgotten, is the gender inequality that installs us as sexual objects/subjects 

in hetero-normative patriarchal discourses. In this discourse the figure of the teacher is 

an evocative object, saturated with meanings that contain affective charges that predate 

the student’s entry into the classroom. This situation is ripe for provocation too, so far as 

one dares to ask difficult questions or challenge both the authority of the professor and 

of established notions. This is a relationship between the two unequals, the teacher and 

the student, between the one who asks and the one who knows- a complex inter-personal 

field that we believe requires further unpacking. The asymmetry between the two is a 

site of unconscious fantasies and wishes. For the student, it has special significance for it 

is in this relationship that they stage, yet again, conflicts of mutuality, recognition, and 

desirability; to know and to be known; to witness the creative yearnings for knowledge 

and knowledge of the other. How do we attend to these fantasies? What will be the 

registers of this development—the intellectual life of the two participants or their psychic 

life? As we go close to the mind, can the body be left far behind? Can an analysis of the 

classroom reveal dynamics that we anxiously avoid? That the classroom is a complex field 

of knowledge-desire-power, not very different from the world outside we seek to 

illuminate. The avoidance of this fact in the analysis of the problem of sex in the university 

is the very symptom that we wish to study.  

 

Touch Me But Don’t— 

 

From the annals of our memory, a song. A woman, wanders through the dark corridors 

of her memory through the playground to the classroom. As she watches (and we watch 

with her) an unwanted figure leaps from the crevices of her mind: her teacher. The school 
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and teacher embalmed together, as if for her inseparable. The teacher, a cipher, her desire 

even more so. Is theirs a shared passion? The woman watching her girlhood bloom and 

freeze in the same moment still can’t be sure, should she be touched or left alone? A lonely 

bench—the only bench. She is completely alone. A nightdress on a clothes-line writhes in 

a monsoon wind. A woman coquettishly smiles at us while a girl somewhere weeps. 

Released in the year 1991, Sunita Rao’s music video, Pari hu main’, pieces together the 

oedipal journey of a young high school girl whose journey as a student is inextricably 

linked with the figure of the teacher5. Between drawings of the solar system, a telescope, 

and lectures, her life is woven around romantic fantasies (which we can never be sure if 

they are fulfilled, save for the symbol of the wet nightdress) for the teacher, an idealised, 

non-prohibitive figure, encouraging of her curiosities in the classroom. The constant 

refrain in the song, ‘Pari hu main—mujhe na chhoo-na’ [An Angel, I am—Touch me, but 

don’t], seems to preserve the tension between the desire to be touched as well as its 

negation. The prohibition of touch coupled with her fantasy can be read as an ambiguous, 

enigmatic message to the teacher/listener, but one wonders what is she saying to herself? 

She speaks to us from a space of liminality: often the space of desire. She (for us) 

embodies curiosity, longing and the wish for an authentic contact with the other. The 

motif of the woman returning to the school suggests a history, not coded in language but 

a memory open to stirrings made possible by the turning of time. Pari, the girl, is therefore 

a gesture pointing us towards a dissociated, if not foreign, realm of sexuality in the 

classroom. Perched on the only bench kept in the classroom—the deletion of other 

students from the setting is prominent to us—like the Sun in the solar system, she 

imagines herself and the teacher as the centre of this system. The image represents a 

powerful motif, a fantasy, combining pre-oedipal and oedipal strivings, its hope and its 

                                                           
5 The choice of using the video as an object of study is informed by our attention to dreamwork in the 

clinic. In its manifest form, (like in the first telling of a dream) Sunita Rao’s song appears to be a simple 

a love song, fantasizing about an encounter with a lover. The video, however, offers a darker 

interpretation by situating the story of the song in a classroom, that of an unequal relationship 

between the teacher and a student. We find that the video makes possible through particular images, 

a different rendition of the song. Much like hindsight (the song is after all an older woman looking 

back) the video enables the song to be a vehicle of interpretation, that of a woman in search for herself. 

 

  



Annual Review of Critical Psychology, Vol. 15, 2018, ISSN: 1746-739X 
Special Issue ‘Sex and Power in the University’ 

172 
 

 

 

 

dread (Phillips, 1994). The inspiring teacher, through the suggestion of a space voyage 

into an ever-expanding universe, enlivens the girl with passion. There begins, in 

simultaneity, ephistemophillic, and erotic yearning in the girl. The love for knowledge has 

its precursor in knowledge of the other.  

 

One can argue that the learner’s wish to know her mind through the other’s is emblematic 

of an earlier stage: the explorations of the infant’s wish to know the mother. In certain 

psychoanalytic formulations to the extent that a mother is able to engage in a mutually 

gratifying exploration, without eroticing the baby’s wish for her own narcissistic 

satisfaction, there is the possibility of play6 and desire. For the baby, a responsive two-

ness may give rise to a facilitating environment, a transitional space, where there is 

possibility of growth. This space of the two, however, the exalted image of the baby and 

the mother, is also the seat of corruption. We suggest that the same may be true for the 

teacher and the student depending on what the teacher does or does not do, says or does 

not say—when there is a confusion of tongues (Ferenczi, 1949).  

 

It is not always possible to know when the enactment, of wordless feelings, between a 

teacher and a student starts and whether it occurs in one or both persons at the same 

time. There is, however, a performance—a collusion—that veils even as it reveals, the 

enigmatic message of the unconscious (Atlas, 2016). For the student, the desire 

inaugurates a passion for learning, often first experienced as passion of the object of 

desire, the teacher. The rapture for the teacher is indicative of heterosexual gender 

hierarchy, a situation that gives rise to paternal or maternal transference, in the 

classroom just as it does in therapy7.  It is no coincidence, for instance, that it is under the 

influence of teachers that student claim areas of exploration as “worthy” or “exciting” 

while they disown some other (perhaps knowledge from their mothers), even personal 

questions, to enjoy a long season of mutuality with the coveted teacher. It is gratifying for 

                                                           
6 For D.W.Winnicott, a British psychoanalyst, playing in an intermediary space between inner world 

and external reality where a creative reaching out takes place. See Winnicott, Playing and Reality 

(1989). 
7 The wish to be taken under the wing is a repetitive and significant fantasy for students and students 

who seek therapy. Many therapists would testify to the complexity of relationship between a teacher 

and a student, its intensities and passion similar to an oedipal drama of childhood.   
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the teacher too to be seen and known for his/her uniqueness, to be hailed as an insightful 

and imaginative authority. For the teacher, as for the therapist, the narcissistic gains, to 

be the one desired, must give way to gradual surrender of the coveted position. Such an 

idea, however, is premised on two assumptions: first, that the desire, between and within 

those who feel it, can be contained even when there is failure of speech—an 

acknowledgement; second, the teacher-parent-adult knows how to regulate and wade 

through these difficult feelings.  

 

Vertical Relationships8 

 

A familiar scene in the classroom: a single student (or a few) get singled out by the teacher 

and are declared either brilliant or special. Meanwhile, other students watch on as this 

student is exceptionalised, and marked by the teacher’s favour while they feel excluded 

from it. For many students this is seen as a gift: to find a mentor (or to be thought of as 

special) is a deep desire that is known but a rarely spoken about aspect about growing in 

the academy. This relationship can often be the grounds for students to develop their own 

relationships to knowledge: the idealization of the teacher coupled by the recognition 

from that teacher. This experience is marked by a double wish to both find and to be 

found. To discover and to be discovered. As we write this, we recognize this wish within 

ourselves, a lingering past self, eager for knowledge but also for closeness to the one that 

possesses it.  

 

This wish finds its corresponding desire in the professor, one of influence. Surely, we 

must consider that the desire to teach is also about power. The student and the professor 

are both gripped by a relationship to both knowledge and power. How much does this 

desire relate to sex? The recent exposure of sex and abuse of power, in various 

universities shows us that sex is all abound and forms the third vertex of the sex-power-

                                                           
8 Irigaray (1985) discusses vertical relationships as a genealogical relation that the exchange of 

women (the veil of heterosexuality, in the Freudian creed the desire for the mother is exchanged for 

her replacement but she is coveted in order to escape castration that would surely come if he were to 

break the incest taboo) covers hom(m)osexual relations among men. Women are the parcel in this 

exchange, never agents.  
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knowledge triangle. It is no longer possible to think of sex in the academy as simply a 

matter of misconduct or of exception but as quite simply, a part of the norm, albeit a silent 

one. Foucault showed us that the truth about the discourse of repression is how much it 

helps us frame our actions regarding sex as revelatory or emancipatory. The truth about 

repression isn’t as important as our belief that we are repressed. When this discourse 

gets tied up with our access to knowledge as gendered bodies the situation becomes rife 

with the possibility of exploitation. Wherein exploitation hides in plain sight bearing the 

face of emancipation “[…] the sexual clause-the demand for sexual freedom, but also for 

knowledge to be gained from sex and the right to speak about it-become legitimately 

associated with the honour of a political clause: sex too is placed on the agenda for the 

future” (Foucault, 1984: 6). Who offers this knowledge, who is receiving it, these are all 

gendered locations.  

 

We argue that our desire for recognition and our unconscious fantasies are structured in 

relation to these discourses (and not merely outside of them) such that it becomes salient 

to ask: whose wish is gratified? Whose wish is traumatized? Fantasy has held a strange 

place in psychoanalysis. The debates around the seduction theory and accusations 

directed at Freud for deliberately ignoring those instances of real sexual abuse in the 

family in order to promote his theory of the fantasy of abuse9 are relevant even today. In 

fact, aren’t we at a similar place right now? Ever since the conversation around sexual 

harassment in academia began many men and women in academia have taken it upon 

themselves to pen down their anxieties on what they call prudishness. There have been 

many a lengthy piece on how the current discourse around sexual harassment removes 

all the joy from relationships between men and women. Thus, as students begin to speak 

about what they see as an abuse of power, others in power are telling them that this is a 

misreading, a twisting of what is joyful in heterosexual relationships. What we can see is 

that from both the debates surrounding them as well as the structure of a fantasy, is how 

much it veils the resulting trauma. It is when the fantasy is enacted that the individual 

                                                           
9 Janet Malcolm has documented this debate well in her work “In the Freud Archives” (Malcolm, 1984). 
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meets her trauma and here we argue, that power is central to structuring trauma in one 

person and not in another10. 

 

The choosing of one student over the other separates her from others, marking her as an 

object of envy, isolating her from those who she may need the most at this time.  In her 

work, This Sex Which is Not One (1985), Luce Irigaray explores the market place of desire 

(always masculine) where a woman’s value is in the potential for exchange with other 

women. According to her, “Men make commerce of women, not with them” (p. 172). She 

goes on to say, “The price of articles in fact no longer comes from their natural forms, 

from their bodies, from their language, but from the fact that they mirror the need/desire 

for exchanges among men” (p. 181). In this market place, a woman sees herself as how 

she is reflected in the desire of man, but also in his desire for other women. To survive in 

this economy, she must measure herself on the basis of this, her materiality is reduced to 

a signifier: of man’s need to relate to another men. Furthermore, she is separated from 

other women by this speculation (Irigaray, 1985). According to Irigaray it is the desire of 

men that separate women from each other, but things are not as simple as that. It is not 

just this desire, but the economy it flourishes in, where a woman’s approximation of 

power is only guaranteed by this desire, and even then she is evidence of power, an object 

shadowed by it but never actually possessing it. This is further highlighted in the power 

differential that exists between male professors and female students. Students are subtly 

encouraged to compete with each other for the professor’s favour hence the vertical 

relationship becomes more important than the horizontal one. In tragic fashion, the same 

problems persist, the market lives on in the classroom. Thus, the classroom heralded as 

a space of liberation is just a veil, for more proliferation of the same where the desire to 

learn is used against the one who wants to. Furthermore, her desire is re-inscribed by 

sex—by the enactment of the fantasy (encouraged by knowledge discourses, even 

feminism11) that sex is transgressive and political. It is in the enactment of the fantasy 

                                                           
10 When a student and a professor begin a relationship for whom is the secret direr? The one who is 

beginning her career or the one who has established it? For that matter, who institutes the secrecy of 

the relationship to begin with?  
11 The sex positivity movement within feminism leads with the notion that we can be agents in sex not 

merely objects. We believe this is another fantasy that ends up serving men more than women. 
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that the trauma is revealed: the stakes are different for both parties and that in the shared 

desire for transgression one loses a lot more than the other.  

 

The Clinic and the Classroom 

 

In the analytic relationship the transference-counter transference dyad that exists 

between the analysand and the analyst respectively, is often rife with conflict but it is also 

the site for processing our ways of relating to ourselves and others. In fact, the analysand-

analyst relationship is the perfect depiction of how our interpersonal relationships are 

both structured in power and about power. Though arguments exist among the different 

strands of psychoanalysis regarding the nature of the transferential relationship—also 

the ways in which to analyze and respond to it—what is indisputable is that both analyst 

and analysand are bound in both a fantasy ridden exchange (filled with projections and 

introjections) and a real exchange of power (filled with missed appointments, resistance 

to interpretations and transferences). It is in the real exchange of power or what we 

would call the enactment of the intra-psychic exchange of power where misconduct in 

therapy occurs.  

 

In a pivotal essay on sexual misconduct in the analytic setting, Muriel Dimen says of her 

analyst, “Invigorated, perhaps, by the patriarchal dialectic animating us, he rarely left me 

alone-while-being-held to discover my desire’s vicissitudes. Instead, in a mutually 

exciting way, he inserted himself into my lack (Lacan, 1966; Bernstein, 2006). Clotting my 

desire with his, he generated a holding pattern—a psychological incest—in which we 

hung in a sort of suspended animation for far too long” (p. 50-51). Dimen then goes on to 

argue, that the paradox of this desire is the wish to find recognition in the gaze of the 

Other but that the gratification of this desire can have traumatic effects. Dimen offers 

many provoking and personal arguments for why her first analyst both helped and failed 

her. Following a boundary violation of a sexual nature, Dimen argued that her analysts’ 

refusal to speak about it only prolonged her silence and her treatment. Dimen’s analyst 

encouraged her silence by not speaking, an act she says on reflection, was as 

heartbreaking as the act itself. Dimen’s writing is instructive on how in heteropatriarchy 
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hierarchies, sex (with heterosexual cismen right on top of the food chain) often placing 

the burden on younger female (or male) figures to make sense of the transgressions made 

by an older male (or female) figure. She says, “Here was the classic trauma, which I kept 

from myself: the only one I felt could help me was the one who had harmed me, whom I 

needed, and in whose trustworthiness I therefore urgently had to believe.” Dr O (her 

analyst) was guilty then of not only violating an ethical boundary (or giving into the 

fantasy of being closer to the analyst, i.e. an incest fantasy) but of placing the burden of 

holding two disparate aspects of his character, on his analysand. A burden that should 

not have been hers to bear. How does the clinic, a space with explicit rules regarding 

boundaries shed light on a different room, that of the classroom? From Dimen’s account 

it seems fairly obvious that her analyst preferred to hold the master position in their 

analysis. Signs that she wished to chart her own path (her interest in theory for example) 

were mocked in analysis, leading to a deep wound within her. Is this a Master who does 

not know his power or one who does and exercises it well?  In the wish to be recognised 

by the analyst can we see the mirrored wish to be seen by the young student? 

 

In psychoanalysis the clinic is considered a charged space, this extends even to the 

physical setting of the room, where the placement of client and analyst have meaning as 

does their physical posture and gestures. The conceit of analysis is that the therapeutic 

function occurs through speech, yet the body is often the site of its effects. The body 

enters the clinic as symptom, altered through speech. It would be safe to say that for 

psychoanalysis the body and speech are elaborations of the same problem. In the 

classroom however, we find a curious situation where entry into the classroom 

necessitates forgetting that we are bodies gendered in a particular way, often, marked by 

the gaze of the other. From the recent publishing of an anonymous list of male academics 

in India who have been accused of sexual harassment, it is clear that the classroom is not 

a neutral (nor safe) space though this is not the first time that it has been questioned. Yet 

while in the clinic it is acknowledged that the body is ever present why must women have 

to forget this in the classroom?  This is not to say the clinic is a space where misconduct 

does not take place, nor that it is a space where one automatically feels at home in one’s 

body.  
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Dimen’s experience with her analyst is evidence enough of how power marked her in that 

relationship as the meek heterosexual woman receiving “guidance” from her benevolent 

father-analyst. And yet, we find the parallel of classroom and clinic to be an interesting 

one because of our own position(s) as therapist-academics working in both the university 

and the clinic, often requiring to navigate desire in both spaces. Consider for instance a 

personal experience of one of the authors: the outcry of a male student who could not 

take no as a response to supervise him. With considerable anguish one night he wrote, “I 

thought you liked me”, sending the therapist-teacher into confusion and rage. To make 

sense of this short exchange, the therapist-teacher had to recover the students’ 

narcissistic vulnerability and fantasy, the wish to be seen as special, different or unique, 

his gender privileges, her own gender and caste position, her direct or indirect 

participation and how he might have felt in the many interactions. On careful 

consideration, the teacher decided to work with the student’s memory of the interactions. 

She asked him to reflect on the experience and circumstances in which he sought her 

advice in the past, on her acknowledgment of interesting ideas and her encouragement 

to pursue them as well as why she cannot work with him on the new project. The male 

student experienced the conversation as puzzling, embarrassing and frustrating. A day 

later, he admitted feeling helped by the conversation and asked if it was all right to share 

his work in future. The therapist-teacher validated the student’s need while remaining 

concerned about boundaries, power and academics.  

 

Never (in both positions of power and not in the clinic) have we been allowed to forget 

that we possess a certain body. This has also come to bear when we have taught young 

students of all genders. Yet in the classroom this story (and our story) has been different. 

As women students, part of the barter for university knowledge has required forgetting 

our own body. It has required smiling uneasily as male professors (who teach us 

feminism) make sexist remarks. It has required us to forget that we are nowhere close to 

being treated in the same way as our male professors who have lectured us about our 

feminist agenda while reprimanding us for not considering male pain. It has required 

forgetting that we are objects of desire. This body is marked by a certain history. A history 

that did not see us in University. It is not uncommon to find that so many women are first 

generation or second generation academics, and if we are from a minority group the 
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situation is too bleak to bear. So, this is where we are at: a curious intersection of history, 

that of ours and of the university.   

 

Speech Act: A Conclusion  

 

Both the clinic and the classroom run on the modality of speech. The enchanting promise 

of psychoanalysis, to discover in speech what lays banished in thoughts, remains a 

cornerstone in modern thought. It is perhaps correct to say that the imagination of 

classroom, as a liberal space, is not very different from the psychoanalytic suggestion. The 

creative potential of the clinic and the classroom rests on exposing the uncertainties and 

discomforts of inhabiting a world where there are no unambiguous positions. In liberal 

arts, students are subjects born in this anxiety and this knowledge. Like the internal 

objects in the unconscious, a terrain of psychic plurality, classroom too is constituted by 

a plurality of psychological, social, political and historical forces and performances. The 

complexity of embodied experiences of students or patients suggest that in so far as we 

are made and unmade by anxiety of uncertainty, we are dependent on language to 

discover emotional verve to survive it. It is in speech we discover the forbidden or the 

forgotten. It is through speech that we encounter, co-create, and inhabit different 

possibilities. The ideals of critical thinking, open mindedness, imagination of diversity 

and inclusivity and justice is premised on the assumption that speech is an act. To the 

extent one is able to incite, question and seek pleasure of thinking, one is closer to the 

practice of freedom. The disfigurement of the relationship between speech and action, or 

intent and opportunity, in the context of a gender unequal world has psychological and 

political consequence, especially in the area of sexuality. When curriculum, pedagogy 

and/or classroom participation is hinged on severing of the link between speech and 

action, the self of the student is positioned on an unsafe ground.  

 

To ‘say whatever comes to mind’ is a flirtatious proposition, exciting for new discoveries 

while disavowing recognition of limitations or taboos. It belies the need for privacy in a 

subject, to exist as an isolate in pursuit of potential mutuality. Our experiences as 

therapists suggests that it is the paradox- the joy of being hidden and the disaster to not 
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be found- that marks our psychic journeys. The substitution of ambivalence, held 

together in the paradox—a stance reflective of the impossibility of desire—with the 

passionate pursuit of doubt (sometimes deliberately created) lies at the heart of unstable 

relationships between teachers and students, therapists and patients. Classrooms as 

liberal spaces need to recognize the trap of (erotic) freedom for those disempowered by 

asymmetry of power. As therapist-teachers we stand confronted by a melancholic 

position: does a student keep the teacher by getting rid of him or does she get rid of the 

teacher by keeping him?  
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Romantic Relationship and Sexuality Problems of 

Japanese Women Students 
 

ATSUKO INOSAKI, MAKIKO KASAI, & ATUSKO AONO 

 

Abstract 

  

This paper presents two cases of counseling Japanese female university students who 

experienced conflict between academic accomplishment and the relationship with a 

partner or a supervisor, and who recovered after meeting a feminist counselor. Both 

cases seemed to have the background of power relations in which male students or male 

supervisors suppressed female students. The first case pertains to counseling a female 

student who experienced the emotional distress of being urged to engage in unwanted 

sexual intercourse with her partner. In the counseling process, she realized that she 

actually wanted to build a sense of trust with her partner without the sexual component. 

The other case pertains to counseling a female student who was sexually harassed by her 

male supervisor. In the counseling process, she came to accept the feeling that she had 

been damaged by her supervisor. In both cases, the counselor adopted a feminist and 

psychoanalytical approach, which promoted the resolution of these romantic and sexual 

problems. In the university system in Japan, students do not have many opportunities to 

learn about gender equality in romantic relationships and sexuality. Therefore, the 

university counselor must master feminist therapy techniques and communicate with 

colleagues on equal footing, regardless of gender. 

 

1. Romantic relationship of adolescents in contemporary Japan 

 

It has been thought for a long time that adolescents are very interested in romantic 

relationships. At the same time, adolescence has been defined as the period of achieving 

one’s own identity to become an adult. In terms of development, university students are 

expected to become more independent and increase their capacity for intimacy (Gormley 
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& Lopez, 2010). However, there seems to be a large gender difference in accomplishing 

these tasks because there are different expectations of each gender. This paper will show 

female students’ difficulty in accomplishing increasing independence and capacity for 

intimacy with respect to this developmental frame. 

 

In Japan, marriage has been thought of as the goal of romantic relationships for a long 

time. However, in recent years the marriage rate is falling and the age of first marriage is 

rising. Comparing the results of Vital Statistics in Japan from 2002 with 2015, while the 

average age of marriage was 28.5 years for men and 26.8 years for women in 2002 in 

2015 it was 30.6 years for men and 29.1 years for women (Ministry of Health, Labor and 

Welfare, 2015, p37). There are many reasons for this trend, not the least being that many 

Japanese adolescents are not interested in romantic relationships and dating. 

 

Recently, the number of adolescents who are not in romantic relationships has increased 

in Japan. For example, the Survey of Cabinet Office (2014) showed that about 40 percent 

of adolescents are not interested in romantic relationships and do not want to go on dates. 

Half of them do not want to go out because they feel worried about asking someone out, 

planning a date, or thinking of interesting conversations. It seems to be partly caused by 

their need for approval by others, connecting with friends through social networks, and 

the fear of rejection by someone they love. Some Japanese adolescents hate to be broken 

their hearts by their failing of romantic relationships and give up on dating. In addition, 

Japanese adolescents are not accustomed to dating because they are busy preparing for 

university examinations, and because they do not have examples of people dating in their 

home and school lives. Furthermore, they depend on the dating manual prevalent in the 

media and social network service (SNS) used by young people. Men and women in their 

20s and 30s who do not have romantic partners answered that they do not have enough 

money to date (Nishimura, 2014). This shows that Japanese youth (from about 18 to 22) 

believe dating costs too much. 

 

Romantic relationships have two potential outcomes. One is that they may become better 

or mature as the relationship continues. On the other hand, it is possible that some 

negative factors may appear over the years (Lantagne & Furman, 2017). In adolescence, 
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young people have short and self-centered romantic relationships to confirm their 

identity, but they gradually begin to have continuous and romantic relationships based 

on mutual independence (Reese-Weber, 2015). Especially in early adulthood, youth, 

including many college students, tend to choose romantic partners as lifetime partners 

(Reese-Weber, 2015).  

 

In Japan, patriarchy and a gendered social system have maintained male-dominated 

marriage and family structures for a long time (Eto, 2005). Women began to have sex 

before marriage and enter into romantic relationships freely only after the second wave 

of feminism (Yamada, 2002). At that time, the number of women entering the workforce 

increased rapidly and the opportunities to date also increased. However, inequality 

between men and women continues to exist in romantic relationships. For example, men 

generally take the initiative of inviting women out on a date. Kosaka (2015) showed that 

there are many female characters in girls’ comics who wait for men to ask them out. In 

his analysis of girls’ comics, he found that men asked women to kiss in about 70 percent 

of kiss situations. This reflects on the idea of romance amongst Japanese adolescents in 

romantic relationships as male-dominated.  

 

The male-dominated social system affects the legal system. Japan’s current legal system 

does not protect women because rape is only recognized when sexual intercourse has 

occurred and consent has not been given. Japan revised its sex crime laws for the first 

time in more than a century in 2017. It was a historic move that broadened the definition 

of rape to include not only women, but all genders, lengthened prison terms, and made 

prosecution possible even if those who claimed they were victims did not press charges. 

However, some problems still remain. That is, the age of consent for sex in Japan remains 

notoriously low at 13 years. This means that Japanese young people experience a 

threatening environment where non-assertive or sexually ambiguous behaviors cannot 

lead to criminal charges in consensual sexual relationships. 
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2. Gender problems in university education in Japan 

 

Till today, there are gender differences in the university entrance rate in Japan for men 

and women. That is, there are more men than women entering the universities in Japan. 

Additionally, there is a big gender difference in the ratio of those who major in special 

subjects, especially STEM subjects. The fiscal 2016 government white paper on gender 

equality indicates that the education continuance rate to universities of women is 47.4% 

while that of men is 55.4% (Gender Equality Bureau Cabinet Office HP, p67). The same 

paper shows that many female university students major in humanities or nursing 

science, while men major in science and engineering (Gender Equality Bureau Cabinet 

Office HP, p69).  

 

There is a larger difference in the gender configuration in Japanese universities. At the 

university level, the percentage of female faculty teachers is 23.2 %, i.e. female faculty are 

overwhelmingly fewer than their male colleagues (the percentage of female high school 

teachers is 31.3 %). For comparison, the percentage of female faculty teachers at the 

university level is 44.6 % in the United Kingdom (Gender Equality Bureau Cabinet Office 

HP, p72). Further the percentage of female university professors are only 16.2 %. The 

fiscal 2005 government white paper on gender equality shows that the survey on 

working styles of researchers’ spouses showed that 43.2 % of spouses of male 

researchers are unemployed and 11.9 % take up a part-time job (Gender Equality Bureau 

Cabinet Office HP, p26). In other words, about 60 % of male researchers are the main 

earner in the family and they are not obliged to take part in the household. In addition, 

universities and graduate schools that have the gender-related subjects are very few 

(Watanabe & Ishikawa, 2016). These all produce male-dominated university cultures. 

 

For Japanese female students, it is an important developmental task to promote self-

growth and strengthen independence. In fact, they enter the university with a relatively 

strong motivation to learn and cultivate their academics in order to accomplish their 

developmental tasks (Terai, 2012). However, in a male-dominated university culture, 

they gradually lose that motivation and begin to show dependency on male students. It is 
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considered that the male-dominated university culture deprives them of their self-

efficacy and chance to be empowered (Kumamoto, 2013). 

 

The Japanese university atmosphere doesn’t contribute to developing the empowerment 

of female students. Furthermore, university culture seems to affect the view female 

students have of romantic relationships.  

 

The authors feel that that female university students should be able to build on their 

feeling of independence and become aware of gender inequality by receiving gender-just 

education in universities. In fact, many of women in Japanese universities cannot 

accomplish it yet. For example, women students give way to male students the 

opportunities of presentation or leadership in classrooms and labs. In addition, there is a 

“hidden curriculum” in which the teachers convey gender-biased messages to the 

students unconsciously (Sugiyama, 2006). For example, faculty members tend to 

promote male students as the leader of the student group. Male students are also 

expected to produce higher academic outcomes than female students. These male-

dominated atmospheres in universities reflect in the production of male dominated 

romantic relationships in the private realm. 

 

As a result, female students who lack confidence often suffer from sexual harassment, 

both in academic situations and romantic situations (and here we have to keep in mind 

the organizational problem in it). It is presumed that they worry about the relationships 

because they are oppressed by their romantic partners. Intimate partner violence is a 

typical problem. In Japan 26% to 30% of female university students are victims of 

intimate partner violence. That is, 26% of them are damaged by emotional violence 

(Ushitora & Kobori, 2013), and 30% of them are damaged by sexual violence (Akazawa 

et al, 2017). 
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3. Romantic relationship in university counselling 

 

Romantic relationships have not been studied for a long time because they were private 

topics, difficult to study, and sealed as “sacred region”1 in Japan (Hattori, 2002). 

Psychological research on romantic relationships have appeared since the 1980’s and 

increased in the last thirty years (Kosaka, 2016), but clinical case studies on romantic 

relationship problems are very few. This is especially true for the studies focusing on 

university students’ problems from the view point of gender inequality in the university 

environment. This means that we cannot understand the actual situation and the way to 

empower women students through other means of data collection. On the other hand, we 

can find some clues in the field of university counseling. 

 

Japanese university counseling began after the introduction of American concepts of 

student personnel services (Saito, 2010). American personnel services were based on the 

concept that the essential mission of colleges is to support and raise students, and college 

counselors must step in to respond to difficult cases. At the same time, many 

developmental problems have appeared since 2000’s when the birthrate has rapidly 

declined, and university counseling has been expected to solve these problems in Japan.  

 

Nowadays, a certain number of university students visit the counseling room in pursuit 

of resolutions for a wide range problems that include studying problems, interpersonal 

problems, and psychological problems. Japan Student Services Organization surveyed all 

universities about counseling topics, and found that the reporting of interpersonal 

problems, including romantic relationships, has increased the most in the last five years 

(Japan Student Services Organization HP). The first author is a student counselor and 

does counseling using a psychoanalytical approach. Although only 1 percent of the about 

200 visitors in the first author’s student counseling office claimed the problem of 

romantic relationship or sexual problems, almost all who reported the problems were 

female. There can be two reasons why many female students are worried about romantic 

                                                           
1 “Sacred region” means a field that people should not enter and explore. 
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relationships and sexual problems. First, women students are gendered to worry about 

relationships (Aiba, 2011; Gilligan, 1982). Second, men students are gendered not to self-

disclose private topics, i.e., their romantic relationships and personality (Takagi, 2006). 

 

Many university students don’t express romantic relationship and sexual problems as 

main complaint but sometimes reveal them during the counseling process (Iwata, 2010). 

University students’ romantic relationship problems are generally associated with 

anxieties whether they are worthy to be needed, or about identity establishment and 

structuring self (Iwata, 2010). Also, it is suggested that female students tend to choose 

less realistic romantic partners than women outside of university settings in society 

(Omori, 2014). Because university students are very interested in studying and finding 

employment, they tend to procrastinate on making decisions to marry and have a family 

(Ranta, et al., 2014).  

 

In any case, if emerging adults are worried about romantic relationships and sexual 

problems and get hurt, it is very important for them to acquire the ability to resolve these 

problems (Aiba, 2012). Romantic relationships are relevant to university students 

(Roberts & Pistole, 2009). However, we university counselors acknowledge double bind 

that female students are placed in where they are expected to behave independently and 

passively (femininely) in the academic circumstances (Holland, 1994). So, university 

counselors must help them acquire strategies to address this dilemma effectively. There 

are two typical romantic relationship and sexual problems that we see in Japanese 

universities. One is a problem of dating, and the other is a problem of sexual harassment. 

We will represent these problems through two case studies as seen in counseling. 

 

4. Two cases on romantic relationship problems  

 

The purpose of this case study is to examine the effectiveness of the feminist counseling 

approach to help female university students to resolve gender inequality in romantic 

relationships. Two cases which were treated by the first author will be shown as below.  
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One case is on a female student who had a problem with her partner. She came to the 

university counseling office after she had been worried about it without talking to anyone 

for a long time. She complained about the relationship with her partner on the surface, 

but she seemed to be eager to resolve her psychological problem. The university 

counselor met her bi-weekly for about a year. Although she was not interested in sex at 

the time, she unwillingly gave in to the demands of her partner and had intercourse with 

him. The counselor continued to try to understand her emotions to her partner 

empathically on the basis of gender role analysis. Gender role analysis is one of the 

feminist therapy techniques that involves exploring the impact of gender and the costs 

and benefits of role-related behaviors that the client hopes to enact (Enns, 2004). For 

example, when she showed her conflict between intimate feeling to her partner and hate 

to sexual situations, the counselor understood the conflict from her inner world without 

evaluations. In other words, the counselor didn’t dominate her but respected her as an 

equal person. And the counselor analyzed her conflict as the conflict between her actual 

hope to enact and gender role that women must follow men and accept men’s sexual 

needs. During this time, she at last began to notice her actual feelings that she would like 

to build a sense of trust with her partner without the sexual component. It seemed that 

this was an effect of the counselling process in which she was engaged in structuring her 

“self”. She felt she could structure her “self” by experiencing the trust in her counselor 

who showed an egalitarian attitude in the counseling process. Before counseling, she 

could not structure her “self”, and would lose herself by being tied up in the gender bias 

that women must fulfill men’s needs in romantic relationships. It seems that it was 

essential to build gender-equality awareness in herself in order to structure her “self”. In 

other words, the student could structure her “self” and develop her identity with the help 

of the counselor who functioned as a role model free from gender bias. Finally she could 

frankly tell her partner that she was not interested in sexual relations and gain his 

understanding of her values.  

 

The counselor adopted a feminist and psychoanalytical approach (Benjamin, 1995). The 

characteristics of this approach are to view present psychological problems as impacts of 

early childhood experiences and to improve these problems by providing the 

development-promoting environment to clients. At the same time, gender inequality is 
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one of the development-inhibiting factors. In feminist therapy, counselors usually explore 

internalized gender sense in personal values and family dynamics and the client’s 

experiences with regard to oppression and victimization that include sexual harassment 

and interpersonal violence (Enns, 2004). Therefore, counselors who show empathic 

responses to clients with an egalitarian attitude and feminist therapy approach help them 

to resolve their developmental problems that are accompanied with gender problems. 

 

The second case is the counseling with a female student who was damaged by her male 

supervisor’s sexual harassment. When her supervisor asked her about the progress of 

her study, he would touch her head or shoulder meaninglessly, and she found his actions 

unpleasant although she couldn’t name it. Sexual harassment victims is one of main target 

clients that feminist therapy is effective because exploration of sexual harassment 

victimization is one of feminist therapy techniques (Enns, 2004). In the counseling 

process, the counselor tried to understand and respond empathically to her psychological 

pain before everything to establish a trustful and equal relationship with her in order to 

empower her. Especially, the counselor encouraged her to express feelings of anger 

towards her boss for increasing personal efficacy because our society forbids women to 

express feelings of anger. This technique is another feminist therapy techniques. And the 

counselor explained that he could supervise her without touching, that this was sexual 

harassment and that he was taking these actions by making bad use of his status. This is 

social identity analysis. She understood soon and agreed with the counselor’s 

explanation. The counselor advised her to consult with his boss, i.e. with the dean of the 

department she was enrolled in or to file a sexual harassment case with the university 

authorities. The student felt relieved by the counselor’s validation; she was able to accept 

that she had been damaged by her supervisor’s sexual harassment, because the counselor 

validated her experience of psychological pain. After that, the student calmly examined 

the potential effects of publicly revealing her experience of harassment and consulted his 

boss. As a result, his boss warned him to stop sexual harassments and he stopped. 

 

The first case is the problem of gender inequality in intimate relationships, such as 

romantic relationships. On the other hand, the second case is the problem of gender 

inequality in public relationships, such as supervising settings. Both cases are the 
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problems of gender inequality. They acquired gender inequality senses from their growth 

environments and Japanese patriarchal social systems without knowing before 

counseling. Gender inequality norms mean that women should play a caring and obedient 

role towards men. Because some female university students are adversely affected by 

gender inequality norms, which threatens their lives or sense of identity, they seek 

university counseling services. To help them resolve their problems, university 

counselors must not only respond empathically, but also have gender equality awareness 

and techniques of feminist therapy like gender role and social identity analysis. 

Regardless of the gender of counselors, they should be aware of their own gender bias 

(Brothers, 2008). 

 

As noted above, in the university system in Japan, students don’t have many opportunities 

to learn gender equality in romantic relationships and sexuality.  College communities 

are male-dominated societies, and the majority of faculty members are male. University 

counselors are a part of this community. So, they should not be unconscious of unequal 

gendered norms, and try to improve present gender inequality in the university 

community to help students to resolve their problems derived from gender inequality. 

These attitudes include the efforts to accomplish equal relationships with their 

colleagues, to increase the sensitivity for the gender inequality problems in university 

and take positive actions for the resolution. 

 

5. Possible program for women students’ empowerment 

 

As noted above, female students need to develop an awareness of gender bias in society 

that is they need gender sensitive viewpoints to resolve their problems in romantic 

relationships and sexuality. However, Japanese academic community is a male-

dominated society and does not provide students with opportunities for learning gender 

equality and gender sensitive viewpoints. It is desirable for university counselors to build 

an initiative of introducing gender sensitization programs. As an example, violence 

prevention programs may be made available for university students because violence 

prevention programs have the purposes of helping adolescents to improve on their 
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gender equality awareness. Murphy and Cascardi (1999) showed gender differences of 

psychological abuse causes; men may abuse psychologically to coerce their partner, 

whereas women may abuse psychologically for self-defense. Therefore, intimate violence 

is one of gender inequality problems.  

 

In Western societies, from the 1980’s some dating violence prevention programs have 

been developed and the effects of them have been verified (Lavoie, Vezina, Priche, & 

Boizin, 1995; Wolfe, 1995, etc.). In Japan too since the 2000’s some dating violence 

prevention programs have been developed (Hasui, 2011), and the effects of them have 

been validated (Ueda & Ando, 2010; Tabuki & Okamoto, 2016, etc.). Previously program 

styles have been mostly lectures and workshops. But recently, an individual learning 

program where computers are used was developed. Sugimoto and Shimizu (2015) 

developed the dating violence prevention program with e-learning method and verified 

its effects. These programs include learning about gender stereotypes and problem-

solving skills, assertive training, and acquiring anger management skills. 

 

The psychoeducational program for domestic violence victims that the first author 

developed is also useful to help college students to resolve the problems of romantic 

relationships and sexuality because domestic violence and the problems of romantic 

relationships are problems emerging from gender inequality. The effects of this program 

were already verified (Inosaki & Otuji, 2010). This program consists of six sessions. Each 

session consists of psychoeducation on gender inequality in couples, resolving the 

inequality between the couple, and group counseling. The purpose of this program is to 

improve self-esteem of domestic violence female victims. They notice that they have been 

submissive to their partners and lost themselves, and the program seeks to restore their 

sense of autonomy and self-esteem. This progress looks like the progress that female 

students demonstrate in the process of resolving their problems of romantic 

relationships and sexuality. As noted above, it is very important for female students to 

release themselves from gender bias to resolve the problems of romantic relationships 

and sexuality that they suffer from. The freer people are from gender stereotypes, the 

more actively they respond to violence (Kumamoto, 2016).  
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However, cultural differences must be considered when we develop violence prevention 

programs in university settings. In western cultures, people often want to be independent 

and clearly claim their rights. On the other hand, in eastern cultures, people often want 

to define themselves in the relationships with significant others and think it is more 

important to live in harmony with them (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Especially in Japan, 

people think that it is appropriate to consider others’ demands aside one’s own and the 

surroundings around them (Mitamura, 2013). Therefore, Japanese students must become 

independent whilst adapting to eastern culture and be assertive depending on the 

context. 

 

If Japanese female university students assert their needs and demands to men in the 

context of the relationships to them, they would be able to resolve the problems in their 

romantic relationships and sexuality to a greater extent. For that the university 

counselors must promote their autonomy, in accordance with the expectations of 

Japanese culture. 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

In this study, we found from the analysis of two counseling cases that the counselor’s 

approach on the basis of psychodynamic and feminist therapy was effective for helping 

female university students with gender inequality problems to empower themselves and 

overcome their problems. In addition, there are other important roles of the university 

counselors as university staff. 

 

First, university counselors should have not only basic counseling theories and 

techniques like empathic understanding but also feminist therapy techniques like 

analysis of gender role and social identity to help them empower female university 

students. Second, female counselors must become role models showing independence 

and mutual “self” for female university students to promote their agency. Third, 

university counselors should communicate with colleagues on equal footing regardless 

of gender, be sensitive to inequality in interpersonal relationships and university 
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systems, and should act towards reducing the inequality. Fourth, university counselors 

must educate gender equality for all university students regardless of gender because 

male university student also must change their gender sensibilities and roles to produce 

equal relationship with others, especially with female university students.  
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Sexual Violence in Greek universities: Politics of 

Disclosure, Interventions and Institutional Change 
 

ALEXANDRA ZAVOS 

 

Abstract 

 

Overall, the issue of sexual violence and harassment is largely invisible in Greece and the 

real extent of the phenomenon remains unknown. Moreover, the issue of sexual violence 

and harassment at university, specifically, has not been the object of targeted institutional 

policies in Greek universities, neither has it become a topic of widespread public debate, 

so far. Drawing on the experience of setting up, for the first time, a training programme 

on supporting victims of sexual violence at Panteion University, I discuss different 

interventions against sexual violence in higher education in Greece. In the first part of the 

paper, I focus on particular cases of public disclosure of sexual violence occurring at 

different Greek universities, in order to reflect on what happens when there are no formal 

complaint or other kinds of redress procedures in place. In the second part, I present the 

USVReact training program delivered at Panteion University, highlighting particular 

context-specific features and paradoxes, and I raise some broader questions regarding 

the 'universalising turn’ in dealing with sexual violence and harassment at universities. 

 

In this paper, I discuss different interventions against sexual violence in higher education 

in Greece, drawing on the experience of setting up, for the first time, a training 

programme on supporting victims1 at one of the leading public Social and Political 

                                                           
1 There is a longstanding feminist debate regarding the use of the terms “victim” or “survivor” to refer 

to women and other persons who have suffered sexual and other violence, either in domestic or in 

work-related and other social contexts (Kelly 1988). The term “victim”, commonly used in legal and 

policy discourse, has been challenged by activist groups and different communities of practice, who 

critique the lack of agency, passivity and victimhood implied therein (Heberle and Grace 2009). More 

recently, however, the term “survivor” has also raised questions regarding the implicit 

individualisation of occurrences and responses to violence, which overlook its systemic nature (Gupta 

2014, Phipps 2014). In this article, I use the term “victim” as it corresponds to the official title of the 
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Science institutions, Panteion University.2 

 

The issue of sexual violence and harassment has, so far, not been the object of specific 

institutional policies in Greek universities, neither has it become a topic of widespread 

public debate.3 Overall, the issue of sexual violence and harassment is largely invisible in 

Greece and the real extent of the phenomenon remains unknown.4 There is also no 

research or data on sexual violence and harassment at the university level. Legislation 

against sexual harassment in educational settings comes under legislation against sexual 

harassment in the workplace in general;5 there are, however, no provisions pertaining to 

universities as such, leaving a wide range of relations taking place in the context of the 

university unprotected by law.  

 

Even though national policy agendas and campaigns against gender-based violence, 

developed by the General Secretariat for Equality, introduced state-sponsored publicity 

regarding different forms of violence affecting women,6 the issue of sexual violence, and 

                                                           
USVReact Project, “Universities Supporting Victims of Sexual Violence” and to the institutional 

perspectives I will be discussing; it is also common in Greek debates. 
2 Panteion University participated in the USVReact Project (www.usvreact.eu), co-funded under the 

Rights, Equality and Citizenship Programme of the European Union and delivered in four different 

European countries and fourteen participating institutions. “The aim was to improve institutional 

‘first response’ to student disclosures of sexual violence, in order to create more open and supportive 

cultures in universities. The key objective was to develop, pilot and evaluate evidence-based and 

innovative models of disclosure training for university staff in a number of European universities, led 

by teams at the project partner institutions. At the end of the project, the training models would be 

made available in perpetuity and free of charge, for other universities and institutions to use.” (Alldred 

and Phipps 2018: 3) 
3  Some institutions, notable among which is the Aristotle University of Thessaloniki, have over the 

past decade organised various campaigns locally to raise student and staff awareness on issues of 

gender and sexual violence, as well as discrimination against different vulnerable students. However, 

these initiatives remain few and far between. 
4 As reported in the 2015 Eurofound Review on Violence and Harassment in European Workplaces, 

there are no official statistics on any kind of harassment. No systematic data has been reported since. 
5 Law 3896 passed in 2010 in compliance with EU Directive 2006/54/EC, defines sexual harassment 

as “a specific form of discrimination on the grounds of sex. (…) Harassment, sexual harassment and 

any less favourable treatment as a result of tolerance or rejection of such conduct constitutes sex 

discrimination and is thus prohibited.” 
6 See General Secretariat for Equality, National Action Plan 2016-2020 (http://www.isotita.gr/wp-

content/uploads/2017/04/ESDIF.pdf) 

http://www.usvreact.eu/
http://www.isotita.gr/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/ESDIF.pdf
http://www.isotita.gr/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/ESDIF.pdf
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harassment remains socially controversial, as evidenced in recent convictions of women 

victims of male violence who attacked their persecutors in self-defense (HuffPost Greece 

Newsroom, 2017). According to the Greek Ombudsman, the agency officially responsible 

for monitoring and reporting on issues of sexual harassment in the workplace, in most 

cases victims do not follow through with criminal charges against employers or other 

involved parties.7 This is confirmed by feminist and lgbtq activist groups involved in 

setting up victim-support campaigns and help-lines.8 

 

Regarding the university context more specifically, an online review of current Rules and 

Regulations, as well as Student Services, for all Higher Education institutions in Greece 

found no official policies or care pathways addressing the issue of sexual violence and 

harassment.9 Factors contributing to this ‘culture of concealment’ are not only 

widespread hetero/sexism but also associated widely held assumptions concerning the 

‘culpability of the victim’ and the shame attached to victims and their families as well 

(Kostavara 2007). In the context of the university, such inhibiting factors are 

compounded by the tightly knit and multilayered web of relations among staff and 

students, which make disclosures particularly difficult to handle institutionally and 

socially.10  

 

In the first part of the paper, I focus on particular cases of public disclosure of sexual 

violence occurring at different Greek universities, in order to reflect on what happens 

when there are no formal complaint or other kinds of redress procedures in place. In the 

second part, I present the training program delivered at Panteion University, highlighting 

particular context-specific features and paradoxes, and I raise some broader questions 

                                                           
7 Recent reports by the Greek Ombudsman (2012-2014) record an increase in incidents of sexual 

harassment, especially since the onset of the socio-economic crisis. 
8 See reports by the feminist collective “To Mov” (transl. Purple) (e.g. 

https://tomov.gr/2017/11/25/οι-κακοποιημένες-γυναίκες-διχάζουν-τ/) and the LGBT NGO 

ColourYouth (Theophilopoulos 2015). 
9 Zavos, Alexandra (2016). “University Policy Audit”; “Best Practice Review”, internal reports for the 

USVReact Project. 
10 For instance, Panteion members of staff, who participated in the training program, commented on 

the difficulty of reporting incidents of sexual harassment by other university staff because such 

disclosures could potentially disturb friendships and other, delicate, institutional alliances. 

https://tomov.gr/2017/11/25/οι-κακοποιημένες-γυναίκες-διχάζουν-τ/
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regarding the 'universalising turn’ in dealing with sexual violence and harassment at 

universities. 

 

I. Sexual violence at university: an ‘outside’ affair? 

 

Following, I give an account, reconstructed through media reports, of three recent 

incidents of sexual violence and/or harassment perpetrated at different Greek 

universities, all three of which received wider publicity and elicited mixed institutional 

as well as activist responses. 

 

Case 1 

 

On June 21st, a female student of the University of the Aegean in the town of Mytilene 

reported to the local Police Station about being sexually attacked on June 19th, in her hall 

of residence, by a man from the Student Halls security personnel. The attacker, a 33 year 

old man, employee of the security firm hired by the University of the Aegean to guard 

student residences, had been previously reported to the Student Hall manager by other 

female students for sexual harassment. The complaint was processed under rape 

legislation and the accused was detained for 48 hours before testifying in front of the 

Public Prosecutor (Pagoudis, 2017; LesvosNews Newsroom, 2017). On the same day, the 

University Rectorate responded with the following press release: “The University of the 

Aegean, from the moment it received information about the legal complaint of attempted 

rape of one of our female students, is in communication with the student and is variously 

supporting her, scientifically and procedurally, in any and all matters, and to the extent, 

she chooses. We are convinced that the relevant court authorities of Mytilene will 

continue to act quickly and effectively, in order to grant justice immediately. At the same 

time, the University of the Aegean and its members are working to secure a climate of 

calm and will continue to care for the safety and truly humane dwelling of our male and 

female students in the islands, as a minimum expression of support to their own and their 

families’ efforts, as it has continuously done in the thirty years of its operation” 

(University of the Aegean Senate, 2017a). The accused, who in the meantime filed a 
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counter-complaint against the victim for false accusations, testified on June 23rd and was 

then released awaiting trial a year and a half later (Pazianou, 2017). 

 

The above events, along with local social disapproval for the victim, triggered intense 

student reactions and mobilisations towards the university and local community, 

including the occupation of the university rectorate and demonstrations in the city centre 

(LesvosPost Newsroom, 2017). The Student Assembly Against the Culture of Rape 

publicised its own response condemning the university for its non-comital response, as 

well as for not terminating the contract with the security firm and the culture of 

surveillance in Student Halls (Assembly Against the Culture of Rape, 2017a). Incidents of 

verbal and physical violence against female student demonstrators by local men, friends 

of the accused, were reported in activist media (Assembly Against the Culture of Rape, 

2017b). This, in turn, sparked further public reactions in the local media demanding that 

the university and police intervene to end the disruption of daily life (given also the 

tourist season) (NewsIt Newsroom, 2017). Thereupon, on June 29th, the university 

Senate released a unanimous resolution asking for the accused to be removed of his 

duties and be forbidden to access university grounds altogether. The Senate also 

condemned all violent behaviour as well as any sexist treatment and objectification of the 

female and/or male body, as well as assaults against it. Beyond the investigation of 

specific events, which is the responsibility of the police and local authorities, the 

university community stated that it “condemns in the strongest terms practices, 

behaviours and representations, which make such acts imaginable, wherever they may 

come from. Today, the ‘culture of violence’ is a reality which includes all cultural practices 

that accept, justify and support - directly or indirectly - and/or tolerate sexual violence”. 

The resolution stressed the collective dimension, which extends beyond the individual 

act of rape to the sexist culture that tolerates such acts. “The ‘culture of rape’ changes 

over time and place in relation to transformations in gender roles and the rules of 

heteronormativity and is an issue that matters to all of us, independently of our gender 

and sexual identification. Sexual violence, physical violence, gendered violence has no 

place in the space of the university, and the university itself has a duty to be a site of 

critical analysis and redefinition of the parameters connected to gendered inequality and 

sexual violence, wherever they may appear. To this end we are struggling and will 
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continue to do so, in order to secure a dignified environment of life and work for all” 

(University of the Aegean Senate, 2017). 

 

The incident drew wider attention and other academics as well as feminist and queer 

activist groups took a stand against sexual and gendered violence at university and the 

culture which condones it (Vovou, 2017; Centre for Gender Studies, 2017). A week later, 

female students at the University of Athens Halls of Residence demonstrated in solidarity 

with the victim and against sexist and patriarchal violence (Bra-stards, 2017).  

 

Case 2 

 

On July 3rd, 2017, a 19-year-old female law student from the Aristotle University of 

Thessaloniki, reported to the camp manager, her parents, and the police that she had been 

sexually harassed by a 49-year-old male doctor at the student summer camp 

(FoititikaNea Newsroom, 2017). The doctor, who was working on contract to a private 

health and safety firm servicing the camp, was arrested the next day and charged for 

obscene behaviour and abuse of authority. He was found guilty by the Regional Court and 

sentenced to two years imprisonment with a three year suspension of the sentence 

(DailyThess Newsroom, 2017). The accused refused all charges and filed an appeal, 

claiming that the student had visited his office four times in two days complaining of sun 

stroke, and was treated accordingly, with the application of cream on the affected areas 

of the body. At no point did he force himself onto the student, neither was there any 

altercation between them. “When I do something which you react to there will be 

somewhere a red mark, a scratch, something. For God’s sake, she wasn’t a baby, neither 

was she drugged, and I insist that she was asked twice whether she wanted to apply the 

cream herself”, he told reporters from the media outlet “protothema.gr" several days later 

(Hadjispyrou, 2017a). The camp manager testified to his soundness of character and 

professionalism.  

 

The victim, in turn, filed a formal complaint against the university on July 11th, 

publicising the case on local media. In her letter to the university she states, “You 

yourselves have sexually harassed me, gentlemen. Because if you had done even a 

http://protothema.gr/
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superficial background check on this person, you would have found out that he was not 

competent to fulfil the specific, or in fact any, position. But you didn’t check. (…) You even 

tried to obstruct the course of justice by delaying submitting his work contract, and those 

of his associates, for court examination”. She also pointed out that the health service of 

the summer camp did not have a practice license, and severely reproached the camp 

manager for testifying on behalf of the accused, as well as for refusing to act on her 

complaint, telling her, “I myself will catch him with my own hands, as soon as there’s a 

second case. I can’t remove him only on account of this one case of yours, I need time to 

observe him. Why don’t you send a friend of yours to the health office, so we can see how 

he’s going to behave. You tried hard to discourage and delay me from notifying my 

parents, from a filing a complaint, from exposing the doctor, and most of all, you and the 

whole university. You said the same to my parents who came to find you the same 

evening. But in court you denied all this, remember?” (Hadjispyrou, 2017b). 

 

Following her formal complaints and reports to local newspapers, the university 

terminated its contract with the private firm and replaced it. The Rector issued his own 

statement to the media claiming that, “In light of the media reports which publicised a 

very private affair of one of our female students, for which the courts have already 

reached a decision, I would like to express my abhorrence for the actions of the doctor, 

as Rector, as professor of young people and as a father, whose own daughter is at the 

student camp these days. (…) At the Aristotle University we try continuously to 

guarantee, to the extent that this is possible, the optimum function of all university 

activities and to care for all members of the university community. (…) I can reassure you 

that the doctor in question, who was not a staff member of the university, but contracted 

by a third firm, was removed at once, together with the specific firm” (Pontos-News 

Newsroom, 2017). 

 

The incident received publicity on local and national media, including online newspaper 

and TV reports. 
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Case 3 

 

On June 30th and July 4th 2017, a female librarian at Panteion University was verbally 

and sexually harassed, and intimidated in the Library, by an unidentified male user, who 

had been frequenting the Library for about a week prior to the first incident. The female 

member of staff at first requested the help of university security personnel, and next 

asked university administration to prohibit entrance to the Library to the person in 

question. University administration was in doubt how to handle the incident and did not 

take any formal measures. The president of the Administrative Staff Association told her 

to notify him as soon as the man reappears, so that he may come with the vice-Rector and 

security personnel and ask him to leave.11 

 

The librarian also publicised the incident on her Facebook page: 

 

“Third floor in the Library, I am alone, I am closing the lights, he comes towards 

me, pushes me against the shelves, he is tall and heavily built, you are very pretty, 

he says, I slip away, run downstairs. This happened on Friday. Today, Tuesday, the 

same person is in front of me at the desk, talks loudly, as if he’s known me for 

years, I ask him to lower his voice, it bothers my colleagues, he explodes. Standing, 

he shouts, curses at me, threatens me, there are people who try to calm him, no 

use, I mention his sexually harassing behaviour, he says I was wearing a short 

blouse and my midriff was in view. He goes up to the top floor without restraint. 

The guard comes some time later and gives me his mobile phone, if he bothers you 

again call me, I talk to the Administration Office, again they don’t know what to do. 

I point out that by not asking him to leave the Library we are giving the message 

that this kind of behaviour is acceptable. I can’t convince them. They didn’t ask 

                                                           
11 This information was included in an (informal) report drafted by the librarian upon the 

recommendation of the Director of the Centre for Gender Studies. The report was not made public. 

The incident was reported also during an interview conducted for the USVReact Project. 
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him to leave. They told me to have someone accompany me to the garage. I can’t 

describe more clearly what sexism and the culture of rape mean”. 12 

 

Having participated in the USVReact training program, she also notified the Centre for 

Gender Studies and was advised by the director to record the incident in detail so that it 

may be relayed to the Rector. No other measures were taken, and the Library closed for 

summer shortly after. In her report, the Librarian comments on the helpful reaction of 

the students using the Library and, given institutional unresponsiveness, the need to 

develop a common approach, known to all, for dealing with such incidents when- and 

wherever they arise. 

 

As the above cases illustrate, given the lack of (common, or any) university policies, 

services and care pathways for responding to sexual violence and supporting victims, 

incidents ranging from abusive behaviour, sexual harassment, to rape are fraught with 

tension and uncertainty, and are dealt with inconsistently and on an ad hoc basis. These 

cases are not indicative of the kinds of incidents that occur altogether or with greater 

frequency; however, they do perhaps tell us something about which incidents can, at 

present, be named and reported. The fact that in all three cases the perpetrator was 

someone linked to or frequenting the university, but not a regular member of staff, does 

not mean that members of staff do not engage in offensive behaviour; however, it might 

indicate that such cases are much more difficult to report, in contrast to cases with 

‘outside’ perpetrators for whom the university does not take direct responsibility, apart 

from condemning the behaviours and actions of the individuals involved.13 

                                                           
12 The FB page is no longer available online, though a previous copy was recorded for the purposes of 

this paper. 
13 It should be noted that two of the cases involved sexual harassment and violence against female 

students. While it is widely assumed that sexual harassment of female students is highest in frequency, 

it is hard to factually establish this claim given the lack of documentation. In fact, female members of 

staff, who participated in the USVReact training program at Panteion University, discussed 

experiences of sexual harassment amongst their own age-group and institutional position. Indeed, in 

the context of a ‘victim blaming’ culture it is difficult for women academics to disclose experiences of 

sexual harassment as it is easily assumed they could be exchanging sexual favours for career 

advancement. At the same time, female students are also afraid to disclose incidents involving 

professors, since this might impact their studies and prospects. And, as lgbtq activist groups 

mentioned, members of the lgbtq community are systematically disbelieved, ridiculed and dismissed 
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As is most clearly illustrated in the case of the University of Thessaloniki, the university, 

through the voice of its Rector, chose to distance and dissociate itself from the offensive 

behaviour. The perpetrator was regarded as a problematic individual who conducted 

himself inappropriately and is subject to penalties delivered by a court of law. The 

responsibility for hiring this individual was seen to rest with the private firm contracted 

by the university, not with the university itself. The severest response elicited from the 

university was the termination of the firm’s contract. There were no other statements 

regarding the protection and support of victims, or the kinds of care that should be 

provided. Indeed, the victim to a very large extent had to take things into her own hands 

and report the incident to the police and to the media on her own, and against the 

attempts of the camp manager to silence her. In contrast, in the case of the University of 

the Aegean, the university - eventually, and under significant pressure from the local 

community - acted as a governing body, issuing a collective statement that addressed the 

issue of sexual and gender violence and sexism more broadly. In this case, the incident is 

represented as a symptom of a ubiquitous and legitimised culture of rape, rather than 

individual perversion. In the case of Panteion University, the university was both 

nonplused - no one knew what to do exactly - and took on a masculine protector role, by 

offering to escort the victim out of harm’s way, without however taking any official stand 

or measure against the perpetrator and the behaviour in question. In all three cases, 

institutional response was slow, awkward, not immediately forthcoming, as if 

institutional reflexes were weak or stifled, a condition that needs further examination.  

Pressure from the media or from the local community seemed to have significant impact 

- both positive and negative.  

 

In order to better understand responses, it would be necessary to consider the identity 

and micro-culture of each institution as well as its positionality (in relation to local 

societies, other institutions etc.). For example, in the case of Panteion University, it is 

                                                           
when trying to report incidents of sexual harassment to the authorities, a fact confirmed by US and UK 

research as well (Alldred and Phipps 2018: 18). Thus, from the perspective of this necessarily brief 

analysis, the positionality and situatedness of the victims, as well as that of the perpetrators, are key 

factors contributing to the possibility, or not, of public disclosure. 
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perhaps relevant to question whether its strong leftist identity is implicated in the 

spontaneously ‘masculinist’ response (to defend one of its ‘women’ against an outside 

‘male enemy’). In the case of Thessaloniki, the university represents a 'pillar of society’ 

that cannot be seen to be associated with questionable individuals or behaviours. In the 

case of the University of the Aegean, local society and university would appear to be 

somewhat foreign to each other, affording a much more confrontational interaction. 

While such a line of enquiry is beyond the scope of this presentation, it is I believe useful 

to highlight the kinds of questions we need to ask in order to grasp the interwoven 

institutional, socio-cultural and political dynamics at play. 

 

Apart from the relatively greater ease with which incidents of sexual violence 

perpetrated by university ‘outsiders’ are reported and legally pursued, albeit by the 

victims not the institutions involved, in two of the three cases the behaviour was explicitly 

sexual and directly violated the victim’s bodily integrity. Even though the accused tried 

to defend themselves against charges, victims’ accounts were quite clear about the nature 

of the act and behaviour involved and their strong reaction to it. In other words, they 

were clear cut cases of sexual harassment and attempted rape. This presents us with 

questions concerning what kind of behaviour or action is recognised as sexual violence 

and what kinds of cases can be more readily reported. With the exception of the statement 

issued by the University of the Aegean, so far, based on the cases reported, sexual 

harassment is understood mainly in the context of violence against women, and less as 

gendered violence encompassing a range of gender and sexual identities. This begs the 

further question, does the gender identity of the perpetrator and the victim, the act itself, 

or the relationship between perpetrator and victim affect what is recognised as sexual 

violence, and, hence, what can be more readily reported? In all three cases I have been 

discussing, the victim is female and the perpetrator is an older male. In some ways, these 

would appear to be textbook cases, which cannot be mis-recognised or fail to elicit 

institutional and wider public response, even if sometimes sexist. What happens in cases 

where gender and sexual identities and relationships are more ambiguous? 
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Finally, redirecting my attention from the institutional to the personal perspective, I 

would like to consider survivors’ own14, as well as other, reactions with regards both to 

strategies of disclosure and self-defence, as well as the question of new feminist 

identities/ activisms and other processes of subjectification. 

 

Survivors' reactions in two of the three cases involved filing a complaint with the police 

and pursuing the matter legally. Also, in the cases where university response was feeble 

or ambiguous, survivors chose to escalate the confrontation by using different (print, 

online and social) media to publicise their case. This usually triggered a response by both 

the university and local society. In addition, in the case of the University of the Aegean, a 

more widespread reaction developed, involving several further protest actions locally 

and in other universities and campuses. The incident became an occasion for other 

groups to voice their resistance to sexism, patriarchy and the culture of rape, especially 

as confronted in the context of the university. Indeed, in all three cases, survivors clearly 

thought the university was implicated and should take a strong stand - as well as concrete 

measures - against the perpetrator and the behaviour. In other words, survivors 

attributed responsibility to the university as well as the perpetrator. 

 

Survivors’ and wider reactions to sexual violence and harassment are often 

understood/conceived as examples of a new feminist activism and identity emerging 

specifically in - out of - the context of the university; however, it is not clear from the three 

cases under consideration if the survivors are all explicitly drawing on feminist 

identifications or feminist discourse to frame their re/actions, or if their standpoint is 

informed by a different notion of rights, albeit one drawing perhaps on the legacy of past 

feminist struggles. Neither is it clear whether new feminist activists are involved in some 

kind of transversal dialogue with queer and other activists. In other words, it is unclear 

whether the wider reactions triggered by the incidents were mostly focused on the case 

                                                           
14 While I consider the term “victim” to best capture the systemic nature of gendered sexual violence, 

when discussed from an institutional perspective, as above, the term “survivor” underlines the 

resistance to the status of victimhood, enacted in different forms, including public disclosures as in 

the cases presented here. 
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in question, and on the university, or could also become stepping stones for further 

mobilisations in and beyond the university. 

 

II. Delivering a university-based training program on sexual 

violence and harassment: what is at stake? 
 

As previously noted, in spite of general consensus that there is indeed an 

unacknowledged longstanding problem with (different forms of) sexual harassment at 

university, especially as regards relations and interactions between male members of 

academic staff and female students, there are no institutional policies or care pathways 

in place. The USVReact Training Program, which Panteion University participated in, 

presented an opportunity to address the issue within the ‘academic community’ and to 

explore links between sexual violence at the university and gendered and hetero/sexist 

violence more broadly.15 Delivered over a period of six months (December 2016 - May 

2017) to academic staff and administration, as well as students, the training focused on 

raising overall awareness, discussing possible strategies for supporting victims, including 

the potential of grassroots level responses to feed into new institutional policies.16 

 

Panteion, founded in 1927, is the oldest University of Social and Political Sciences and one 

of the medium-sized institutions in Greece.17 Regarding gender distribution, Panteion is 

                                                           
15 The USVReact project builds on research by members of the consortium (e.g. Phipps and Young 

2015, Phipps et al. 2017), as well as on the Daphne III co-funded project Gap Work, which focused on 

training youth practitioners to respond to gender-related violence (Alldred et al. 2014). As Phipps 

argues, in the context of the neoliberal university, speaking out on sexual violence becomes quite 

difficult both for student survivors as well as precaritised staff, as it goes against ‘institutional 

airbrushing’. “The impact of disclosures on the future value of the university is more troubling than 

the acts of harassment and violence they reveal” (Phipps 2018 quoted in Alldred and Phipps 2018: 

17). Thus, it is often the case that survivors experience secondary trauma. The USVReact project was 

set up with the aim of challenging such rationalities and developing more empathetic and open 

institutional cultures in the universities involved. 
16 I was involved in the USVReact Training Program as a researcher, training organiser and evaluator 

for the duration of the project. 
17 It comprises four Faculties and nine Academic Departments, with approximately 10,000 

undergraduate, 1,000 postgraduate and 1.000 PhD students enrolled. The academic staff consists of 

239 members of teaching and research staff, assisted by 116 administrative employees. (Data was 

retrieved from the university website.) 
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considered to have one of the highest percentages of female academic staff.18 The 

percentage of female students is also higher than male students, with some departments, 

such as Social Anthropology and Psychology, being more than 2/3 female. Other 

demographic data, such as ethnicity, sexual orientation and disability are not recorded, 

neither are there any statistics on sexual harassment and violence.  

 

The training program consisted of informational, theoretical, and experiential 

components. Definitions and manifestations of sexual violence were related to gender 

roles, gender inequality and gender norms, all of which impact on how female and male 

students and members of staff may interact, either reproducing or challenging relations 

of power.19 Trainees were invited to reflect on their own experiences around sexual and 

gender violence, or knowledge thereof, and their reactions to such experiences. 

Information regarding Greek legislation on sexual harassment and violence, as well as 

legal rights and services for victims, were also included.  

 

For the recruitment of participants, a broad and intensive communication strategy was 

set up in November 2016, after ensuring the Rector’s support of the program. Each Head 

of Department was contacted individually by email, repeatedly, as well as by phone, to 

solicit their support and to request that they publicise the training program at their 

                                                           
18 Based on data for the academic year 2016-17, 41% of teaching staff are women. However, there is a 

greater concentration of female teaching staff in lower ranking teaching positions; 62% of lecturers 

are women, but only 32% have reached full professorships. (Data was retrieved from Human 

Resources.) 
19 Though it is not within the scope of this article to elaborate on feminist theorisations of gender 

oppression, sexual harassment and violence, which date back to the ‘sex wars’ of the 1980s (Duggan 

and Hunter 2006) instantiated by MacKinnon’s seminal publication on the Sexual Harassment of 

Working Women (1979), gender remains a key analytical perspective for conceptualising/addressing 

different forms of (sexualised) violence (Stanko 2006), not only against women (Kelly 1987) but non-

hegemonic masculinities (Connell 2002), minoritized sexualities (Kimmel 1994) and racialised queer 

identities as well (Meyer 2012). Heterosexual gender is understood as a fundamental normative 

identity regulating hierarchies of privilege and power at societal (collective), institutional and 

interpersonal levels, and exerting symbolic and material violence. “Violence is made possible by, and 

is implicated in perpetuating, unjust hierarchies of power (…) sexual violence is both productive and 

reflective of sexual difference and gender. Sexual victimisation, however, is not limited to male 

perpetrators and female victims. (…) Thus sexual violence must be said to be an enactment of the 

relationship between dominance and sexuality as well as a means of enforcing gender differentiation 

and inequality.” (Heberle 2014: 60) 
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departments. Next, Departmental secretaries and admin staff were also approached, also 

by email and in person, to ask for their help in recruiting participants. A general email 

was sent out to all university staff and students. Individual members of teaching staff 

were approached by email and in person to ask them to mobilise students as well as other 

colleagues. A crucial factor in the recruitment was the mobilisation of personal networks, 

without which the training program could not have taken off. Participation was voluntary 

for the whole university in order to avoid anticipated resistances, given that some of the 

informal responses received by the Panteion USVReact research team during initial 

exploration of institutional culture indicated that the topic was considered controversial. 

Either sexual harassment was thought to be non-existent, or the attempt to raise 

awareness was considered an unnecessary policing of expressions of ‘normal’ sexuality 

and flirting.20 

 

A total of 80 trainees from eight university departments participated in the program. 

Trainees included female administrative and teaching staff, as well as female and male 

students from each of the nine departments; male staff from the university sports centre; 

female staff from the university career office.21 The vast majority of participants were 

female; teaching staff were amongst those least responsive to the training call. 

Differences between departments reflected either staff demographics (i.e. whether a 

department has a significant number of female members of staff), or its ‘gender profile’ 

(i.e. more ‘masculine’ disciplines, such as International Relations or Public 

Administration, had fewer participants; in contrast, ‘feminine’ disciplines such as Social 

Anthropology and Psychology provided the largest number).22 Each cohort comprised 

                                                           
20 Initial exploration of institutional culture involved informal discussions on the feasibility of the 

training program with key members of the Panteion academic community. These included, heads of 

departments, teaching staff and union representatives who identified as ‘feminists’ or ‘feminist-

friendly’; administrative staff from career, athletics and library services ‘closer’ to students; graduate 

and postgraduate students from Sociology, Social Policy and Social Anthropology, departments with a 

more developed gender curriculum. 
21 The overall gender distribution of trainees was 87,5% women, 12,5% men. The specific breakdown 

according to trainee category was: 30% students, 15% student mentors, 45% admin and auxiliary 

staff, 11% teaching staff.  
22 Trainees from the Departments of Social Anthropology and Psychology were 13,75% and 12,5% 

respectively.  
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12-14 participants, mixed in terms of role and gender, including members of staff and 

students, in order to allow more varied interactions, as well as provide at least one 

contact person per department whom students could turn to in case of need. Each cohort 

completed two 4-hour sessions, scheduled two weeks apart, with senior trainers chosen 

for their expertise on issues of sexual and gender violence in Greece.23 

 

According to the two expert trainers, overall participants had no previous systematic 

knowledge about sexual violence, though female participants were more sensitised to 

issues of gender discrimination than their male counterparts. Nonetheless, several female 

participants encountered negative attitudes in their personal environment and were 

discouraged from attending the training seminar. Both trainers observed that the 

differences between female and male participants confirm more general research 

findings. Male participants had the ‘common’ reaction of not recognising sexual ‘violence’ 

as such, and of using a much more flexible and diffuse idea regarding sexual harassment. 

In contrast, female participants had a much stricter position and idea regarding 

behaviours and interactions that should be considered sexual violence. For example, male 

participants frequently resisted definitions of sexual harassment and violence, claiming 

that some behaviours were just ‘flirting’, or complaining that feminists want to ban 

sexuality from social interactions. Female participants, on the other hand, in some cases 

disclosed personal experiences of sexual harassment, also in the university context. 

However, they tended to share common ideas about ‘victim blaming’, e.g. that a woman 

was dressed ‘provocatively’ etc. In almost all groups it was more difficult for participants 

to recognise more subtle forms of sexual violence, such as psychological violence, or 

verbal harassment, as opposed to more physical forms. Cases mentioned by participants 

concerned relations between higher ranking academics and admin personnel or students, 

i.e. with clear power asymmetries; no cases between students were reported. 

 

Even though reactions to the training program were extremely positive across all trainee 

categories, and participants expressed desire for more seminars, they did not propose 

                                                           
23 The trainers were Matina Papayiannopoulou, Sociologist-Criminologist, gender expert at the Centre 

for Research on Equality (KETHI) and Kiki Petroulaki, Clinical Psychologist, director of the European 

Anti-Violence Network (E.A-V. N.)  
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any specific policy interventions. They did suggest further initiatives would be desirable, 

such as the extension of the training program, the introduction of sexual violence 

awareness courses in regular curricula, as well as in student practicums, and building a 

grassroots initiative, including students and staff, to keep vigilant over occurrences of 

sexual violence and offer assistance to victims. The fact that participants did not have 

specific policy recommendations, only a general wish for the issue to be addressed, could 

indicate participants’ lack of familiarity with the problem, as well as their lack of trust 

either in the university or in the efficacy of such measures altogether. 

 

Based on the very positive evaluations by trainees and the acknowledgements received 

by university management, the training itself was considered to have been quite 

successful and to have generated wider interest and discussion beyond Panteion. 

Nonetheless, the difficulty in recruiting participants, especially among academic and 

administrative staff, even in such a relatively female-strong context, presents a paradox 

indicating institutional culture is still quite resistant to tackling hetero/sexism, in spite of 

the declared need to do so, and inviting further interrogation of the educational politics 

involved. 

 

Heightened interest in addressing the issue of sexual violence and harassment at 

university is evident in several European and international contexts.24 USVReact was the 

first EU funded project to develop and deliver tailored on-site training modules for 

university staff and students in a number of European institutions simultaneously. As 

such, it presented both an opportunity and a challenge, especially in view of the 

significant differences between national, cultural, and institutional contexts. Creating a 

field of dialogue and exchange - between and within universities - aimed at facilitating 

institutional change is, in itself, a complicated endeavour that runs up against a number 

of difficulties. Apart from the particular problems each participating university had to 

                                                           
24 In the European context, see for example, the sexual harassment monitoring unit at Sciences Po 

(accessed at: http://www.sciencespo.fr/students/en/living/prevention-sexual-harassment); the UK 

based 1752 Group (accessed at: https://1752group.com); the ESHTE Report by the National Women's 

Council of Ireland (accessed at:  

http://eurogender.eige.europa.eu/posts/review-data-prevalence-sexual-violence-and-harassment-

women-students-higher-education-european). 

http://www.sciencespo.fr/students/en/living/prevention-sexual-harassment
https://1752group.com/
http://eurogender.eige.europa.eu/posts/review-data-prevalence-sexual-violence-and-harassment-women-students-higher-education-european
http://eurogender.eige.europa.eu/posts/review-data-prevalence-sexual-violence-and-harassment-women-students-higher-education-european
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overcome, the European identity of the project inadvertently constructed a unifying 

frame within which ‘sexual violence’ could function as a benchmark. Set against a 

background of globalised public debates, gender development agendas and 

mainstreaming policies, the presence or lack of dedicated measures, as well as the 

differences in responsiveness of each academic context, can easily be interpreted as 

cultural and institutional progressiveness/ backwardness. In this sense, as with most 

gender-related politics, histories of institutionalisation must come into view and be 

accounted for.25 

 

Indeed, even though USVReact was the first European training and awareness program 

to be introduced in any Greek university, the Panteion team’s discussions with academics 

from different institutions indicate that - in the absence of clearly defined and binding 

policies - schools, departments and even individual members of staff develop their own 

strategies for addressing the problem, combining formal and informal action and, 

crucially, relying on student activism to provide pressure.26 Although the recent 

establishment of Equality Offices at some Greek universities could promote campaigns 

against sexual violence, institutional measures can only become apt if supported by self-

organised grass-roots initiatives; especially since sexual violence is at risk of being 

coopted for purposes of securitising and policing public universities. In this sense, the 

research team’s choice to address the USVReact training program to the ‘Panteion 

community’ as a whole, including staff and students alike, born out of necessity in order 

to achieve the number of participants required by the project, tapped into the need to 

                                                           
25 For example, following EU directives, legislation against sexual and gendered violence in Greece, 

Italy and Spain is common; however, university and wider academic accountability with regards to 

student sexual harassment varies. Greece appears as the least responsive context even though 

heterosexism is widespread in all three countries. Differences in institutional culture, including the 

existence, or not, of gender studies programs and departments (e.g. Italy, Spain), as well as 

universities’ ambitions to become internationally competitive (e.g. Catalonia), create more, or less, 

receptive environments. At the same time, different histories of feminist and lgbtq activism (e.g. anti-

establishment feminism in Spain, strong state feminism in Greece) have made more, or less, radical 

incursions into the deconstruction and denaturalisation of gender ideologies.  
26 A recent example of such student-staff led initiatives can be found at the School of Architecture of 

the National Technical University of Athens, where, after deliberation, a specific policy regarding 

sexual harassment was formulated and adopted by the General Assembly 

(http://www.arch.ntua.gr/announcement/11460) 

http://www.arch.ntua.gr/announcement/11460
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approach the university as diverse and multilayered social, educational and work context, 

where relations of power, often enacted through sexualised interactions between 

differently positioned subjects, are reproduced and contested in multiple ways. 
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Abstract  

 

Sexual and gender violence against students has become more visible in the past years in 

the universities in Brazil. The experience of violence impacts students’ health and well-

being and has a detrimental effect in their academic life. This is seen as a challenge that 

requires action from the institutions and members of the academic community. The 

objective of this article is to share the work of the collective named Rede Não Cala! 

(Network Don’t Stay Silent!) which was constituted in 2015 and gathers around 200 

lecturers and researchers of the University of São Paulo. This collective aims to build 

strategies for coping and challenging violence in the workplace. The main actions of the 

collective are to listen and advocate for people who suffered violence, to develop 

communicative and pedagogical actions and to improve the administrative mechanisms 

of denunciation and legal actions. After three years of intense work with sexual and 

gender violence issues, we observe an increase in awareness about the subject and a 

higher level of assistance for those who suffered violence, particularly students, 

despite the difficulties associated with the economic crisis and austerity policies that 

affect the University. The Rede continues to demand that the University adopts effective 

measures to fight sexual and gender violence, as the strategy of welcoming cases without 

the provision of institutional support has proven to be insufficient.    

 



Annual Review of Critical Psychology, Vol. 15, 2018, ISSN: 1746-739X 
Special Issue ‘Sex and Power in the University’ 

224 
 

 

 

 

In this article we present the experiences of a group of female professors and researchers 

of the University of São Paulo1 in Brazil. We discuss the work done in the last three years 

to break the silence about sexual and gender violence in the University, and the 

contradictions, ambivalences, relationships, concepts and actions generated in the 

process. We are part of a self-led movement called Rede Não Cala, which can be translated 

as, “Network Don’t Stay Silent”, launched in 20152. 

 

The University of São Paulo is located in southeastern Brazil, the country’s most affluent 

region, in the city of São Paulo, with a population of more than 12 million inhabitants. 

Brazil is a country full of inequalities, having experienced almost 400 years of slavery and 

few periods of democracy. With respect to violent crimes the number of homicides in 

Brazil increased by 14% between 2006 and 2016, with 62,517 persons killed in 2016. It 

is also a racist country. In the same period, the number of homicides of black women 

increased by 15.4%, while that of white women dropped 8% (Cerqueira et al., 2018). 

Brazil has the fifth highest rate of female homicide in the world, with a rate of 4.8 per 

100,000 (Waiselfisz, 2015), and is the country with the highest homicide rate of 

transgender people in the world (Balzer, LaGata & Berredo, 2016). It is a country of 

contrasts, where huge gay pride parades are organized every year in the larger capitals 

and strong feminist movements coexist with rage, sexism, homophobic behavior and 

intolerance. 

 

The feminist movement has been active in the country since the end of 1970’s, and in the 

1980’s Special Police Stations for Women were created.  The creation of a Women’s 

Ministry at the federal level in 2003, and the Maria da Penha Law, a comprehensive law 

                                                           
1 The University of São Paulo was founded in 1934. It is the largest public university in Brazil with 42 

learning departments on 7 campuses, six of which are located smaller cities of São Paulo estate. The 

city of São Paulo comprises three campuses (the largest being the University Center), with 58,823 

students enrolled in graduation programs, 30,000 in post-graduation, 7,541 special students, 5,844 

teachers, 14,864 technical and administrative staff (yearly statistics USP, 

2016).https://uspdigital.usp.br/anuario/AnuarioControle# 
2 Since its constitution the Rede has been involved in combating sexual violence. Although as 

professors we attempt to discuss gender issues in a broader sense, most cases that we face involve 

aggression towards women, especially students, by male students and to a lesser extent by professors. 

Some cases involve assault against male students, mostly homosexuals, and transgender. 

https://uspdigital.usp.br/anuario/AnuarioControle


Annual Review of Critical Psychology, Vol. 15, 2018, ISSN: 1746-739X 
Special Issue ‘Sex and Power in the University’ 

225 
 

 

 

 

against domestic violence in 2006 are important public policy landmarks that were 

pushed forward by the work of social movements. Reference centers on violence against 

women were created across the country and the idea that violence against women (and 

others groups) is unacceptable is gradually becoming more widespread. Abortion is 

illegal in the country unless in cases of pregnancy by rape or of risk of life for women. 

Since 1989, the public health system has created services to provide assistance in cases 

of legal abortion and sexual violence. This implementation has been difficult and faces 

much resistance in a country where catholic and evangelical church leaders have 

significant power, with strong representation in the federal congress and state 

governments. 

 

In 2016, the elected president Dilma Roussef was deposed by a parliamentary coup, with 

the support of big media and part of the society. The new government implemented 

austerity measures that imposed huge cuts to social programs. With a cabinet composed 

almost exclusively by men3, the new president started to accept the demands of 

conservative sectors, drastically reducing rights and part of the protection system 

created after the promulgation of Brazilian Constitution of 1988. We are now facing 

difficult times for the human rights and feminist struggles, with the loss of several 

achievements and the strengthening of conservative sectors that oppose programs such 

as sex education in schools or campaigns to disseminate information about HIV. 

 

Despite a very adverse context, feminism has become again very popular among young 

women. New agendas and methods of organization are being implemented, such as 

feminist collectives in universities. The issue of consensual sex, the ownership of one’s 

own body, sexual freedom, racism and opposition to other forms of oppression are 

important themes for this new generation of feminist and LGBT+ groups.  

 

  

                                                           
3 Women are still a minor percentage of the legislative and executive branches in Brazil, in spite of a 

mandatory requirement that 30% of all parties’ candidates be women 
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A beginning: breaking the invisibility 

 

University of São Paulo (USP) is a public university and, traditionally, the public 

universities in Brazil are the best rated and their students generally wealthier in 

comparison to students in private universities. When the first denouncement of sexual 

violence committed by male students against female students reached the public opinion, 

which involved persons studying important courses such as medicine, engineering, etc. 

the university community’s reaction was surprising. It was difficult to admit that white, 

heterosexual, wealthy under-graduate boys could be rapists. It shook the previous 

stereotype of the rapist, which was someone who was unknown, black and a poor man in 

a dark street at night. 

 

Unfortunately, sexual violence against students takes place quite frequently. One of the 

few studies with big samples, which was conducted in 2015 on 1,823 university students 

(Instituto Avon, 2015), from public or private schools in the country, revealed that 11% 

of Brazilian female university students reported an attempt of sexual violence when they 

were under alcohol intoxication, 14% reported dissemination of images or videos 

without consent 28% reported either rape, sexual abuse, unconsented touching or kisses 

and 36% of the respondents quit certain university activities due to fear of aggression4. 

 

In 2014, reports of violence from the School of Medicine made headlines in the press and 

the university. The first case, which occurred in 2011 but was reported afterwards, 

turned even worse when it was determined that the same student had reportedly been 

involved in at least two other cases, also with USP students as victims. The daily 

                                                           
4 Studies from many countries show the magnitude of this problem within university communities, 

particularly among the student population. Even though the definitions for sexual violence differ 

between studies, sexual assault appears to affect around 1 in 4 students in universities across Canada 

(DeKeseredy, 1993) and the United States (Fisher 2000). Despite the high level of occurence, they are 

often not viewed as acts of violence and/or go unreported (Ullman 2010, Valls, 2016), which leads 

institutions of higher learning to develop and implement policies to address this issue, which many 

have already done (Halstead, 2017). According to the virtual platform Distintas Latitudes 

(2016)  there is no official data on sexual violence in Latin American universities, and out of 63 

universities from 11 countries consulted by the site, only 12 had any protocol for victim assistance. 
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newspaper Folha de S. Paulo reported, that the student was charged with doping and 

raping at least three female students. One of the victims, also an USP student, reported 

that she was doped at a medical students' party. She also said that she fell asleep, woke 

up while being raped and tried to react and shout, but was immobilized by the accused. 

In order to intimidate the young woman, the man claimed to be a police officer. She went 

to the police and made a charge against him as rape, and also reported what happened to 

the University. In this case, the accused claimed that the relationship was consensual 

(Souza, 2016). This situation was not addressed adequately by the university and the 

accused student was allowed to continue to study and graduate in medicine. Pressure 

from, and manifestations by students and professors alike led to an internal investigation 

which resulted in a one and a half year suspension for this student, at the end of which he 

would be able to graduate.5 

 

In 2014 there was another report, this time it was a female student who reported being 

sexually assaulted by two male students at a university party. She wrote a letter to the 

director of her department requesting that an internal investigation be made. The 

response she was given after the internal investigation was that, since they had all been 

consuming alcohol, no act of violence had been committed, blaming all three persons 

involved: the victim and the aggressors6.  

 

These cases and others from 2013, 2014 and 2015 reached a few professors and 

researchers who worked with issues of gender, sexuality and human rights. They worked 

on shedding light on violence and on showing how hard it is to expose cases like these at 

the university. Feminist student groups started to organize themselves, receiving and 

dealing with cases of violence, but faced great difficulties, as there were no mechanisms 

at the institution for denouncing violations, making perpetrators accountable, and 

protecting the victims. Many of these reports were not investigated by the board of 

                                                           
5 The suspension was considered to be an extremely lenient punishment and generated a number of 

protests from both female students and teachers alike. 
6 The text was based on the actual experience of the Network. We know that violence is not limited to 

episodes of men against women, as we have dealt with cases involving only women, only men, as well 

as transgender and non-binary persons. However, most of the cases that come to us involve women 

that are abused by almost always heterosexual male students.  
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directors of the respective schools and institutes, and most of the students who were 

assaulted were judged on their sexual morality, and not considered to be victims of 

violence. The perpetrators were often considered to be good students and therefore 

incapable of committing such acts. Apart from this, there was the naturalized view that 

young men go through a stage in life in which they become sexually active, and acting on 

this desire is permitted and encouraged, while women are expected to know how to 

behave and how to protect themselves. 

 

The dissatisfaction with this whole scene meant looking towards the Congress of São 

Paulo State for help. This led to the forming of a Parliamentary Inquiry Committee (CPI) 

in 2015 to investigate situations of violence in the University. Congress members, 

students, professors and university authorities were active participants on this 

committee. The CPI’s report caused shockwaves due to the large amount of documented 

evidence, testimonies and video recordings of physical and sexual violence, and 

psychological harassment occurring at the university in sporting activities, fraternities, 

parties and even in classrooms. Groups of female students, professors and other people 

invested in this issue substantiated the presence of “structural” violence contrary to what 

most institution directors believed: that these cases are incidental, committed by “bad 

apples” who have been negatively influenced by outside factors, and that they should be 

addressed within the institution and not made public. There was a lot of pressure on the 

victims, who were accused of betraying one of the best universities in Latin America, 

while perpetrators were barely punished and directors of the faculties refused to 

participate or try to block the CPI to happen.  

 

It was a very serious situation that required that urgent action be taken in order to change 

the structures that allowed these events to occur. The brave initiative of those female 

students and groups, who broke the silence maintained by fear, should be supported, and 

some feminist groups did search for a few female professors to ask for organized support. 

 

On April 18, 2015, a few professors facing the impossibility of formal institutional ways 

of changing the situation sent a message to their personal contacts requesting for a 

meeting to discuss the issue and to start a self-led mobilization, seeing how the 
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institutional mechanisms in place had proven to be extremely limited and distressing. 

The message started by relating to the situation, emphasizing that the problem was not 

exclusive to the school of medicine or to USP. It read:  

 

“Our proposal is for a large group of female researchers and professor from this 

university to visibly organize themselves to defend and protect these students. We 

want them to feel supported and cared for, protected by us. We want them to know 

that we will be vigilant towards discrimination and threats against their basic 

rights to quality of education, physical integrity, dignity and non-discrimination. 

 

Our personal experience as women shows us that if this case continues to go 

unpunished, those who naturalize violence or blame the victim will be given the 

green light to continue violating, something that many of us women over the last 

few decades have been fighting to eliminate from our daily lives. At this crucial 

moment in time we believe that silence means consent!” 

 

First meeting of professors from USP, that took place in April 23th at Medicine School, 

São Paulo. 

 

 

A meeting was held on the evening of April 23rd with more than 90 female professors 

from all units of USP, together in a self-led movement and we formed the Rede Não Cala! 
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(Network Don´t Stay Silent). Finding out about these acts of violence that had been going 

on at the university brought a lot of pain and outrage. Once again, we were faced with 

what Marilena Chauí (2001) had said “our university is an integral and inherent part of 

the authoritative social fabric that characterizes Brazilian society.” (Chauí, M, 2001) 

 

There was something else that caught our attention, not only were these acts being 

committed but the institution which we were a part of had addressed them very 

unsatisfactorily, if not carelessly. The urgent need for us to get together and find a way to 

stop the instances of sexual and gender violence, to help students, to listen to them, to 

help point them towards getting the care they need and protecting their rights became 

obvious from how quickly the large number of professors and researchers from different 

areas who, up until that time, did not know each other, were able to mobilize themselves. 

 

Initially, the name of the network was Rede Quem Cala Consente, (that could be translated 

as Network Silence Means Consent) an expression used during the dictatorship in Brazil 

to encourage people to speak up. However, the students and fellow professors expressed 

that in situations of sexual and gender violence silence does not always mean consent. 

What exists is an impossibility to speak up, a kind of forced silence. So, we changed the 

name to Rede Não Cala! (Network Don’t Stay Silent) which is also an interjection to 

encourage people to speak up about violence, to not feel like they are alone, and is also a 

declaration of the students and professors’ stance to not remain silent in the face of 

violence at the university. 

 

Another item we discussed was the makeup of the network. Should male professors and 

female post-graduates participate? We decided to start by building a network of only 

female professors and researchers because we believe asserting our presence while 

defending the female students is important, and it also gives us more political weight. 

Although students are not part of the Network Don’t Stay Silent some of our initiatives 

were developed in collaboration with USP students and various feminist collectives at the 

University, some of which congregate female students and professors. 
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Forms and organizations in the movement 

 

Logotype of the Network Don’t stay Silent 

 

The network is comprised of female, mostly middle-aged and white women, across 

different institutes and faculties at the University of São Paulo, as there are only a few 

black professors in USP. Women who have graduated in the exact sciences, biological 

sciences, human sciences and social sciences form part of the network. This diversity has 

been very important towards building a plural view of our agendas. Some of the 

professors work in areas that address issues of violence; this is why we rely on specialists 

in gender relations, health, education, law, and human and social sciences. Our actions 

are based on the transdisciplinary perspective which we find ourselves in and we are 

aware of how important it is to further our reading, concepts, and reflections. 

 

The Rede Não Cala is an across-the-board network, and the criteria for becoming part of 

the network was having an interest and being available. All decisions are made 

collectively– some are made by the coordination (the group supports this autonomy) and 

many others are made in meetings or online lists. After the decisions the tasks are divided 

and performed according to the availability and interests of the professors. There is no 

funding and no payouts. When we need funding the professors split the costs of the 

initiatives among them. While the coordination group declares itself feminist, it is a 

women organized group and do not require all members to do the same. We also embrace 

professors with different theoretical and practical “feminisms” in the group, having in 

common the fight against gender and sexual violence. 
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Our meetings and gatherings are based on rhizomatic form of organization,7 which allows 

for feelings of comradeship [sorority] and friendship to develop, to feel like we are not 

alone. The courage that students show in talking about a culture of violence reminds us 

of the images, physical sensations, words, phrases and facial expressions associated with 

situations of humiliation, disbelief, oppression or invisibility, and the considerable effort 

many of us had to have to survive through university. We also face perplexity: the 

students report sometimes named as violence, experiences that were in our opinion 

trivial in nature. Why did we not face so much violence during our under-graduate days? 

It seems we may have had different boundaries and definitions of violence 20-30 years 

ago. 

 

The issue of sexual violence and gender inequalities had an impact on us, but not only 

because it affects our students or other women. Of course, this was the basis on which we 

founded the network, and we have an ethical responsibility to those involved, but aside 

from this, the pain we listened to and dealt with resonated with us. Some of our students’ 

suffering had a direct effect on us. The cross-generation exchanges allowed us to better 

understand situations of violence, including those that female professors had 

experienced and continue to experience throughout their professional lives.  

 

We needed to position ourselves in a field of pressing for issues that needed to be 

addressed, which demanded the intellectual strength to build intervention strategies. Our 

commitment to the network revealed to us that the institutional environment is one that 

is insensitive towards sexual and gender violence, and to the silencing and subjugation of 

women (or of feminine bodies – some of them from male students as well). 

 

As soon as we started dealing with cases of sexual violence we began to listen to phrases 

like: “rape is a question of power” and, in some departments at USP, it appeared that rape 

was used to warn women not to try and enter spaces that up until that time had been 

                                                           
7 Rhizome is an epistemological model proposed by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari to describe 

theories and structures that allows non-hierarchical entry and exit points. Any element on a rhizome 

can be connected to any other. (Deleuze & Guattari, 1995) 
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exclusively masculine. In order to reshape the issue, we needed to create new modes of 

existence: thinking in other ways is inseparable from feeling and doing differently 

(Foucault, 2004a). Based on this understanding, the network has concentrated on three 

stages of work:  

 

✓ Giving support and advice to people suffering from violence;  

✓ Providing educative actions; 

✓ Contributing towards improving administrative mechanisms for 

investigative protocol. 

 

One of the more important aspects of our work has been our support. We have created a 

list of the professors who participate in the network from different departments at USP. 

In this way male, female and trans students can recognize who we are and, if they want, 

can come and talk to us. 

 

We provide support and information on legal procedures. We do not process charges; we 

only provide guidance on possible actions they can take. There are two ways to report 

violence within the university. A report can be brought to the Human Rights Commission 

or to the Faculty Management. This report can result in an internal investigation – it is 

the faculty director who decides this – and then move to an internal process. Both parties 

speak their case and then a decision is suggested for the institution or faculty 

management to carry out, which they can choose, or not, to follow. 

 

There is another option available: press charges in the Brazilian court of law. In this case, 

the person would need to go to a police station to formally press charges, at which point 

a police investigation would be conducted, and a formal charge could be made through 

the Public Ministry, resulting in a legal proceeding. 

 

Victims who seek us out for advice are provided with all this information, but our main 

focus is to listen to them objectively and to give them the strength to seek out further help 

like psychological, social, pedagogical and legal. A person should be supported even if 
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they do not wish to press charges, being referred to spaces of psychological and health 

care or, sometimes, only having a space to express, without judgment or questioning, the 

aggression suffered. We have seen that some women who do not want to press charges 

are afraid to seek out help, which only adds to their suffering and isolation. We 

understand that pressing charges is not easy because it means going public (even though 

the process is confidential) and reliving the pain. The victim should be supported in 

whatever decision they decide to make.  

 

In the scope of educative actions we have developed two fronts: spaces for in-person 

training and for producing material. We put together five courses on support for USP 

employees: two of these courses were for female professors and researchers, two were 

for social assistants, and one was for female professors, students, and employees. 

 

The first educative actions have prioritized the empowerment of women, but cultural 

actions have impacted the academic community as a whole in order to transform the 

institutional culture regarding gender relations. In this context, we have participated in 

the classes, in conversation groups, discussions about films and we also printed a leaflet 

providing information on how to press charges and where to find support. This leaflet 

was produced by a branch of the Rede Não Cala, on a USP campus in the interior of the 

state of São Paulo, and was reproduced by the university and then distributed to all its 

units. In addition, we also produced a brochure which we give out to all new university 

students and maintain a Facebook page. 

 

 

Cover of the brochure produced (available at http://sites.usp.br/uspmulheres/wp-

content/uploads/sites/145/2017/04/Versão_final.pdf) 

 

We helped produce a report on CRUSP (USP Residential Complex), a housing complex for 

students who have suffered from many acts of sexual and gender violence. This report 

http://sites.usp.br/uspmulheres/wp-content/uploads/sites/145/2017/04/Versão_final.pdf
http://sites.usp.br/uspmulheres/wp-content/uploads/sites/145/2017/04/Versão_final.pdf
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was developed by a committee of students, female professors from Rede Não Cala, a social 

assistant, employees and the Attorney General providing services for the university. The 

report presents the weak response on the part of the university when dealing with 

violence in student accommodations. Only 17 formal charges have been made over the 

last 10 years from a housing complex that has around 1,800 residents. Only 3 of these 

charges were actually investigated, and no perpetrator has been punished, showing 

clearly the difficulty of the University and its representatives to investigate and punish 

cases of sexual violence. 

 

Together with students from USP, we wrote a proposal for a Reference Center for people 

suffering from violence which focuses on installing a network of services within the 

university for social support, educational support, and health services.  

 

Our different insertions within the university indicate, how professors and students can 

raise important questions to USP management, with autonomy and independence, in 

order to strengthen our common interests and agendas. Nevertheless, these two 

initiatives (the CRUSP report and the Reference Center project) were not met with the 

support and enthusiasm that we expected from the university. Despite numerous 

meetings with USP management in 2017, and the formal proposal for the Center, 

everything is still just on paper. At this moment, we are preparing a course on gender-

related issues targeting the university community. The course brings together our 

different experiences and research on gender issues, such as gender concept, gender and 

sexuality, gender and violence, intersectionality and gender relations at the university 

today. This initiative aims to reach men as well, since the Rede understands that the fight 

against violence includes education to change the culture that promotes violence. 

 

The Rede has also established strategic partnerships for addressing gender violence, 

especially with the USP Women’s Office, created in 2016 and directly connected to the 

university central administration, resulting from the USP’s inclusion in the UN’s 

HeForShe campaign. There are various levels to this partnership, especially in the 

collaboration towards building administrative norms and procedures that cover gender 

violence, an issue we look for at the University Council, since it is not currently included 
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in any visible university norm. Our partnership also helps produce educative material 

like the leaflet we wrote which was adopted by the USP Women’s Office, as well as 

encouraging and empowering human rights commissions within the faculties. 

 

Despite their dialogues and partnerships towards fighting violence, the USP Women’s 

Office and the Rede Não Cala! work independently from one another. The Office is an 

initiative which is directly linked to the rectorate and the Rede is a social movement 

established by female professors and researchers who work at the university.  

Chart: Summary of Rede Não Cala! actions 

Action Plans Main Activities Developed 

Support and guidance for 

people suffering from 

violence.  

Individual support 

Training on how to provide support  

Develop a proposal with students for a Reference 

Center to attend to people suffering from violence 

Communication and 

education actions 

Leaflet 

Brochure 

Rede’s Buttons 

In-person activities (participation in classes, 

lectures, and debates) 

Course on gender and DH for all university 

students 

Demonstrations – International Women’s Day 

Contribute towards 

improving administrative 

mechanisms for 

investigative protocol. 

Hold a seminar on Human Rights committees for 

USP departments   

Participate in the USP Norms and Regulations 

Committee 

CRUSP Report 
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In addition to these initiatives, Rede Não Cala! has participated in manifestations (8 of 

March and others), put on public protests against the violation of rights, as the murder of 

council woman Marielle Franco (2018) in Rio de Janeiro, military police violence against 

USP employees (2017), and a seminar in support of keeping one of the university daycare 

units open (its closure was authorized by the rectorate).  

 

 

March, 8th, 2016 – Women’s Day at USP 

 

Sexual and gender violence 

 

It is also important for us to describe in this paper how social inequalities function in 

terms of gender building. Through our work at the Rede, we have noticed there is a moral 

judgment occurring on the part of the university when it comes to women’s behavior, and 

naturalization of the male “predatory” sexual behavior. We saw that the university’s 

officials and institutional procedures follow hegemonic constructions about sexuality and 
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gender – for which there is a wide inequality between genders. In other words, we noticed 

that most of the academic staff at the university saw the women in these cases as lacking 

in morals. What was alluded to by the institutional bodies was that if women went to 

parties and consumed alcohol, they were certainly not women who “respected 

themselves”.8 

 

The public university operates in a similar fashion to the courts in Brazil; it evaluates 

cases of violence between couples based on certain gender patterns. Mariza Correa 

(1983) showed that legal proceedings for homicides among couples usually assessed the 

sexual and moral behavior of the parties involved (victims and defendants) and not so 

much the crime (homicide or attempted homicide) itself. What is at stake here is a 

stereotypical way of seeing both victim and aggressor. Usually, male and female 

professors who are members of commissions formed to investigate cases of sexual 

assault, pay close attention to the grades of the person accused of violence. And if the 

grades are good, this can be enough reason for not believing the accusation. The girls, on 

the other hand, tend to be discredited if it is reported that they were assaulted after 

drinking. As if an aggression could only be considered credible if it involved male students 

with low grades and “well behaved” female students, this is a traditional and sexist 

interpretation. 

 

At USP, directors (not only males) from some campuses where charges of rape were not 

investigated (meaning there was no internal investigation and the case was not even 

looked at), discouraged the victims from pressing charges or did not believe their story. 

The same thing happens with sexual violence cases in police precincts across the country 

(Vieira, 2011; Lins, 2014) or in courts (Ardaillon and Debert, 1987; Pimentel et al., 1998). 

This probably occurs because they do not take the case very seriously – they don’t 

recognize that it is violence if the women were not physically abused. Or, maybe, they 

could not believe that a student could commit such an act. They might have seen the 

                                                           
8 A senior retired male professor has asked a professor who was part of the network if the victims 

“respected themselves”. 



Annual Review of Critical Psychology, Vol. 15, 2018, ISSN: 1746-739X 
Special Issue ‘Sex and Power in the University’ 

239 
 

 

 

 

situation as “sex” and not rape. This has always been the defendants’ excuse – that it was 

just sex because the women had consented to it.  

 

This insensitivity exhibited by the institution and its representatives in response to the 

violence and trauma related by the students reveals conflicts in terms of gender 

construction and proper behaviour for men and women, or gender standards (Butler, 

2003; 2004). In some cultural contexts, there is also a naturalization of the male sexual 

impulse which is described as “uncontrollable”, it is “natural” for a young man, especially 

when intoxicated, to not want to miss any opportunity to have sex with a partner.  

 

Listening to the young women’s point of view led us to demand that the university 

recognize these cases of sexual violence; in other words, the cases in which we believe no 

consent had been given. By listening to the narratives – some from the victims 

themselves, others from third-parties, others still from papers or university documents – 

and supporting the students, professors were able to identify with their suffering, and 

being feminists, we understood that what they were demanding was fair. The moral 

assessment did not take the sexual rights of our female students into consideration, and 

certainly does not understand the sexual and reproductive rights of university students 

in general. There were also gay students who had been victims of violence, and their lack 

of support was similar. 

 

Considering Vigarello’s (1998) analysis of a change in sensitivity in the legal classification 

of rape over the centuries in France, we determined that there is a conflict at USP between 

different perspectives and understandings of the definition of rape. These different ideas 

are related to the moral standard of gender and sexuality, just as there are different ideas 

of what defines consent.  

 

It is important to highlight that other social labels that differentiate like class, race, 

ethnicity, age, nationality and sexual orientation are mixed within this context, shaping 

relationships relating to the readings on issues of violence in the institution. LGBTQI and 

other ethnic groups have also come together to bring some of these issues to light. Sexual 

and gender violence against black women, heterosexual men, gays, lesbians, and 
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transsexuals is also an issue that goes almost unnoticed. 

 

Our progress, thus far, has demonstrated the importance of denaturalizing both violence 

and inequalities of gender, and of questioning the institutions’ responses. What still needs 

to be done is strengthen these paths and move towards intersectionality (Crenshaw, 

2004; Davis, 2016). 

 

Final Considerations 

 

Donna Haraway (2009) says that partial, identifiable, critical fights, and knowledge are 

real alternatives to authoritarianism and violence; they both work towards building 

networks for creating solidarity in the political field and stimulate shared discussions of 

knowledge. As a result, we did not write this article from a neutral science point of view, 

we wrote it from the perspective of situated knowledges (Haraway, 2009). We are a 

group of feminist and activist professors, and we understand the demands that students 

have and their points of view. Therefore, one can think of our activity as demanding 

recognition (Honneth, 2003, Fraser, 1996) and respect for human rights (including 

sexual) of all our students, both male and female. 

 

In our journey of three years, we have accomplished much, but there is so much more to 

do. Understanding the institutional mechanisms of silencing and the reproduction of 

unequal relationships of gender and gender violence within the university requires; 

investigative measures, teaching practices, changes of institutional culture and support 

to victims, not to mention, making perpetrators accountable. We were able to shed light 

on this phenomenon thanks to the students’ courage and determination. We work 

towards making sure that the rectorate urges all the departments at USP to install Human 

Rights Committees, and in doing so, establish new fields of discussion and open up new 

possibilities for addressing violence. Yet the crimes continue to occur. Even with more 

visibility, the institutional response is still fairly insecure. Professors in higher positions 

and central administration, still, sometimes play down the facts. They too need training 

in gender and human rights. The female students continue to mistrust institutional 
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responses, and sometimes choose to speak out on social networks, refusing to press 

formal charges. This has often led to legal proceedings against these same women with 

little ability to resolve the issue. Making the perpetrators accountable continues to be a 

huge problem. Guaranteeing the right to confidentiality, or the right of defense of the 

accused, is sometimes not understood as being a fundamental aspect of a university in 

order to guarantee interpersonal relationship ethics and respect for human rights. 

 

In this regard, we can say that the network is part of a fight for recognition (Honneth, 

2003) of sexual rights – the visibility of cases generated a process in which other people 

from the community came together after listening to the victims’ narratives. This 

occurred either because they have identified with situations of violence in their own lives 

or because they understand the legitimate need for rights. We saw that the university’s 

formal structures did not recognize the problem, and teaching staff and administration 

management employees did not understand the idea of victims’ rights, nor did they 

understand the issues of gender violence. So, by demonstrating and proving these cases 

exist – whether inside USP or with the press – we were able to build a public issue of 

rights that were previously invisible. Our work adds to other works developed in a 

number of universities which have also been mobilized towards fighting gender violence. 

Our work hopes to encourage other spaces and is also encouraged by them. There is still 

much to do, but we have produced a movement (in both meanings of the word – social 

and institutional) that mobilizes small daily revolutions, (Foucault, 2004b) within which 

are glimpses of the ethics and aesthetics (Foucault, 2004 c) of handling issues of violence.  

Now, more than ever it is the time to unite efforts and face the extreme inequality and 

injustice that prevails in our country and to fight against all types of violence and all forms 

of oppression, particularly those maintained in institutional structures. 
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