INTRODUCTION

Making Ripples and Waves through Feminist
Knowledge Production and Activism

by Lea Skewes, Molly Occhino & Lise Rolandsen Agustin

“A feminist movement is a collective political movement. Many feminisms mean many movements. A
collective is what does not stand still but creates and is created by movement. | think of feminist action
as ripples in water, a small wave, possibly created by agitation from weather; here, there each move-
ment making another possible, another ripple, outward, reaching.” (Ahmed, 2007, 3)

We took on this special issue “#MeToo, Discrimi- fighting for greater inclusion of women, people of
nation and Backlash” in order to draw attention to colour, trans or queer people; and that this strug-
different feminist researchers’ and activists’ efforts gle typically has been met with backlash. Often
to start these ripple effects within their field and the backlash has been especially harsh when
within their worlds. We wanted to help them grow people with minority identities have explicitly chal-
their ripple effects into larger waves, making the lenged currently privileged people. Therefore, the
rings of the ripples reach even farther. But we also explicit challenge to privileges is central to this
wanted to draw attention to how feminist knowled- special issue. We hope to strengthen the academ-
ge production often comes up against institutiona- ic voices which challenge patriarchal, masculine,
lised backlash or brick walls (Ahmed 2017). white, cis-, and heteronormative norms, which for
Ahmed’s concept of brick walls captures so long have been the invisible backdrop from
that institutionalised habits and norms can be- which everyone else in academia has been cast
come cemented to such an extent that challenging as deviant outsiders (Ahmed 2012; Butler, 1990;
them feels like banging your head against a brick Crenshaw, 1989). Therefore, we strive to bring out
wall. This is, unfortunately, a common experience the internal conflicts and discriminatory process-
amongst many feminist researchers and activists. es within knowledge production in academia, and
We aim to discuss this cementing of institutional feminist activism more broadly, in order to create
habits into brick walls, and the affective experien- knowledge production spaces which are more in-
ces of coming up against them. We wanted not clusive, giving voice to many feminisms.
only to trouble institutionalised habits and norms Therefore, we invited articles and essays
(Butler 1990; Ahmed 2017), but also to stay with from people who engaged with #MeToo, sexual
that trouble (Haraway 2016) as a collective politi- assault, and feminist activism inside and outside
cal movement advocating for change. of academia. We invited people to describe their
The base assumption of this special issue is own experiences, shaped by their own positionali-
that feminists’ come up against brick walls when ty, in order to capture the backlash they have come

Women, Gender & Research 05 No. 1 2021



Introduction

up against when they dare to challenge academic The hashtag, however, did not go viral until it was
or societal norms. This resulted in work by people picked up by the white Hollywood actress Alyssa
who challenged sexism, racism, colonialism, hete- Milano, who encouraged others to use the hastag
ronormativity and cis-/hetero-normativity. The in- in order to document the extend of the problem
tention was to invite researchers and activists (Mendes, Ringrose, & Keller 2018). Immediately
to join us in a collaborative killjoy effort (Ahmed after this re-launch of the hashtag, initiated by a
2010) in which we present how researchers and white celeberty, it was used 12 million times within
activist name, reflect upon, and fight against these 24 hours (CBS 2017). The #MeToo hashtag there-
cemented discriminatory processes both in aca- by helped to document that destructive gendered
demia and society at large. dynamics are at play everywhere in society, all
As an editing team and in our academic work, over the world, and amongst all people.
we embrace the interpellation of us as trouble mak- The #MeToo revolution has been very slow to
ers or feminist killjoys (Ahmed 2010, 2017), but in- hit Denmark. However, since tv-host Sofie Linde’s
sist on causing trouble by consistently addressing speech at the Zulu’s Comedy Galla in August of
biases, discrimination and normative judgements this year, the floodgates have been opened, and
within knowledge production and social practices. Denmark has entered into a wave of #MeToo re-
We want to insist on speaking openly about differ- ports. Employees in the Danish media, politicians,
ent types of feminist knowledge production which doctors, academics and others have followed suit
are highly controversial and therefore exposed to — all telling stories which reveal major challeng-
intense backlash and cemented institutional hab- es with sexism and sexual harassment in Danish
its experienced as brick walls. We want to do this, workplaces (Astrup & Jensen 2020). High profile
because addressing these problems and staying politicians have stepped down from their posi-
with the trouble, is the first necessary step towards tions after women have come forward with their
creating more liveable worlds (Ahmed 2017; Har- experiences of being sexually harassed by them.
away 2016). In other words, Denmark has just started riding

a #MeToo wave similar to the wave many other
countries were caught up in a couple of years ago.

The Revolutionary Wave of #MeToo The perpetrators are now being called out for their
actions, and victims are finally starting to be heard

We believe that feminist knowledge production and supported by many.
can have revolutionary potential, and we wish to It is important to celebrate feminist waves in
tap into this potential by letting important femi- all shapes and sizes. This revolution has definitely
nist stories be told. One of the most revolutionary offered greater room for people, especially women
types of knowledge productions that has taken and other minoritised people, to speak up against
place within recent years is women starting to sexism and sexual harassment by using the #Me-
document and stand up against sexism and sex- Too hashtag. However, we must also make sure
ual harassment. Laura Bates’ (2014) Everyday that we dare to stay with, and learn from, the type
Sexism Project was the first global campaign to of resistance this type of progress comes up
systematically document the problem. She simply against. We need to pay serious attention to the
asked people to upload their personal experiences fact that when gathering these stories of sexism
with everyday sexism, which ranged from cat calls and sexual harassment, both Bates and Burke also
to sexual assault. Naming the problem has the po- documented silencing strategies. These silencing
tential to be revolutionary! strategies are put in play in order to deny or dele-
A similar idea was initiated by Tarana Burke, gitimise victims stories about sexism and harass-
a Black American woman who created the hashtag ment, thereby ensuring that victims are not heard,
#MeToo in order for victims of sexual harassment and problems are not addressed. These findings
and sexual assault to share their experiences. bring to our attention that not talking about the
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problem of sexism and sexual harassment, ironi- the most prominent theme capturing university
cally, is at the core of the problem (Bates 2014; employees’ attitudes about the #MeToo move-
Skewes, Skewes, & Ryan accepted). Brick walls ment concerns silencing strategies, suggesting
can also manifest themselves as silence. How- that many academics still are not ready to hear
ever, it is key that we speak up and demand to be about co-workers’ experiences with sexism and
heard even when we are met by silencing strate- sexual harassment. This of course means that we
gies. Telling our collective stories and labelling have to keep staying with the trouble, to reveal the
them discrimination (revealing the extent of the brick walls we are coming up against in our femi-
problem) has proven to be a very important first nist struggles to achieve equity.
step in the feminist revolution. We do not have to be alone with our experi-
The ripples of individual voices have collec- ences of sexism and sexual harassment. We can
tively become waves which have started breaking find strength in sharing, and in becoming a collec-
down the postfeminist fantasy (Ahmed 2017, 5); tive of voices speaking up. Unfortunately, some
the fantasy that there are no sexism problems left people’s inability to react with recognition and
to solve in academia or in our culture. The wave empathy to these stories reveals that structural
of collective voices has oriented more and more gender inequalities still do persist (Borchorst and
people toward a realisation that we need to fight Rolandsen Agustin 2017). The brick walls are still
for structural change. Maintaining the status quo there. Not everyone is ready to listen. However,
is not an acceptable option. Until recently, many as the second wave of the #MeToo movement in
non-feminist Danes might have bought into the Denmark shows, a stone thrown causes ripples,
postfeminist fantasy, and therefore believed that it causes movement, it moves us, and the move-
sexism and sexual harassment were relatively mi- ment of people siding with the victims and killjoys
nor problems, or that it had already been solved. is growing larger every day. Putting a name to the
However, inside feminist research circles this has problem and staying with the trouble can start to
never been the case; feminists have worked hard make lives and worlds more liveable.
to convince others of the (continued) existence of While we celebrate the progress that both
sexism, racism, homo- and trans-phobia (Ahmed the Everyday Sexism Project and the #MeToo
2017; Butler 1990). movement has paved the way for, it is also im-
In 2018, Dahlerup revealed that around one- portant to be attentive to which voices are of-
third of Danish Members of Parliament (MPs) be- fered most speaking time within and through
lieve that no further interventions are needed to these movements. The experiences of women of
achieve gender equality. In other words, many MPs colour and indigenous women, trans and queer
believe that we already have entered this postfem- people, people with disabilities, and other margin-
inist utopia of gender equality. Similarly, Hag Utoft alised identities are often excluded. This inability
(2020) documented that Danish academia was to hear certain voices within the movement has
not the postfeminist utopia many expected it to resulted in white, cis-, heterosexual, upper/mid-
be. Skewes, Skewes, & Ryan (2019) uncovered a dle-class women dominating many of the discus-
worryingly high degree of modern sexism — the de- sions. Phipps (2019) uses #MeToo as an exam-
nial of the need for interventions against sexism ple of a movement which has co-opted the work
(Swim et al., 1995) in Danish academia. Further- of women of colour and other minorities. This
more Skewes, Skewes, & Ryan (accepted) linked co-opting of Black women’s work was exempli-
academic’s modern sexist attitudes to attitudes fied in the media visibility of #MeToo, where white
towards #MeToo, and showed that academics Hollywood actresses’ experiences became highly
with higher modern sexism scores are more likely visible with the Harvey Weinstein trial. Similarly,
to be negative or outright hostile about the move- when the #MeToo founder Tarana Burke and ac-
ment, compared to academics with less modern tress Alyssa Milano were interviewed on the To-
sexist attitudes. The same study also shows that day show together, Milano was criticised for not
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only interrupting and talking over Burke, but also power within knowledge production and the polit-
taking up most of the airtime (Phipps 2019). This ical entanglements of knowledge production and
teaches us that we also need to be willing to be knowledge producers (Anzaldia & Moraga 1981;
attentive to the discriminatory processes within Ahmed 2012, 2017; Butler 1990; Collins 1989,
our feminist movements. We need to keep insist- 1990; Haraway 1988, 2016; Haraway & Goodeve
ing that multiple feminist voices are invited in and 1997; Stryker 1998, 2006; Spivak 1981, 1998).
heard in our collective revolutionary spaces. These questions have centred around; Who pro-

duces knowledge for whom? Who is the research
subject/object and what degree of agency are the
Who fits comfortably into subjects offered in the process? Who does the
knowledge production empower? And from which

academia and academic knowledge PIOEE
status position is the knowledge produced and

production? disseminated?
These kinds of questions draw attention
The #MeToo movement brings home that knowl- to the notion of objectivity, and the absence of
edge is power which can reshape the world. The self-positioning in a lot of academic knowledge
ripples of individual stories about sexism and sex- production. One of the most famous critiques of
ual harassment have grown into a wave of collec- the disembodied research stance is captured by
tive stories, which have clearly had a revolution- Haraway’s notion of the God trick (1988) — the ab-
ary impact. The Everyday Sexism Project and the sent all-seeing eye/I (1989). With this notion, Har-
#MeToo movement, have extended the reach of away discusses the idea of the faceless, bodiless
feminist waves by using their platforms to show and contextless knower as an illusion which hides
how all-encompassing gendered violence is. One the knowledge producers and their particular pow-
example of the potential power of such waves er positions (1988). In contrast to this positivist
is documented by Levy & Mattson (2019) who notion of objectivity, feminist theory has striven
shows how the increase in awareness of the pro- to draw attention to the male, white, straight, cis-,
blems which has been achieved through the #Me- able-bodied researcher as the normative embod-
Too movement has led to an increase in report- iment of objectivity (Ahmed, 2012; 2017; Butler,
ing of sexual crimes to the police. When we put 1990; Haraway 1988, 1997, 2016; Stryker 2006).
a name to the problem, and insist that our voices We need to keep drawing attention to the fact that
are heard, we can turn little ripples into waves — non-situated knowledge production maintains the
using the new collectively produced knowledge to status quo’s power hierarchies. We need to speak
push for further structural change. Thus, we need openly about who is facilitated in our academic
to keep pointing to the problems captured in our institutions and who therefore sinks comfortably
collective stories of oppression. We need to stay into the academic work environment, at the ex-
with the trouble until we see the necessary struc- pense of others (Ahmed, 2007, 2017).
tural changes. The wave of the #MeToo move- Feminist challenges to the illusion of a neu-
ment shows us that knowledge holds an agentic tral or objective stance have also led to critical
potential to reshape both our worlds and the sub- self-reflection within feminist research. Multiple
jectsinit. diverse researchers have criticised exclusionary
However, exactly because knowledge is and discriminatory processes and practices with-
power, the rights to knowledge and knowledge in the discipline of feminist research, often driven
production has always been policed extensively. by a privilege blindness to multiple intersecting
A significant part of this policing has been gen- social category positions. For instance, the most
dered (Possing, 2018) and racialised (Ahmed famous queer-theorist Butler (1990) pointed out
2017). In the last 50 years, feminist knowledge the hidden heteronormative assumption in stand-
production has concerned itself with questions of point feminism, which excluded non-heterosexual
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women from the scientific discourse. Early deco- heteronormative assumptions: that (cis-)men
lonial and Black feminists such as Collins (1990, and (cis-)women biologically are programmed
1998), Mohanty (1988), Anzaldia & Moraga fundamentally differently. Arguments of this kind
(1981), and Spivak (1991, 1998), have criticised typically rely on the premise that women are bi-

how white Western women's voices typically are ologically wired to take on tasks which situate
the ones being heard in feminist research at the them in the home in a caring, facilitating role to
expense of Black voices, Indigenous voices, and both men and children. Men, on the other hand,
the voices of people of colour. Within transfemi- are considered biologically more rational and
nist studies, Namaste (2000) and Prosser (1998) strong and thus equipped with abilities that make
authored some of the earliest critiques of feminist them superior at shaping and controlling the
queer studies for only using trans people as props world outside the home (for information on the
to hold up their theories, while ignoring the lived positive correlation between gender essentialist
experiences and realities of trans people. Joining beliefs and the support of gender discriminatory
these critiques, researcher such as Enke (2012), practices see Skewes, Fine & Haslam, 2018 and

Halberstam (2017), Raun (2014), Stone (1987), for historical examples of this type of arguments
and Stryker (1994, 1998, 2006), have pushed back see Possing 2018). Similarly, Black and decolo-

against the problematic discourses of trans-exclu- nial feminisms have criticised how essentialist
sionary radical feminists, and feminists engaging arguments have been used against people of
with trans people’s lived experiences in problem- colour, by positioning white Western people as
atic ways. the superior race. For instance, Mohanty (1988)
Feminist scholars existing in the margins shows that white Western feminist research of-
have therefore used their scholarship to call ten has cast “Third World Women” as essential-
for greater inclusion in the scientific communi- ly inferior to Western women defining them as:
ties, and have called for critical but “respectful poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, domesticated,
engagement” (Raun 2014) with subject matter family-oriented, and victimised.
about marginalised peoples’ lives and bodies. In While many women, people of colour, and
other words, scholars embodying multi-layered trans and queer people have entered university
troubled subject positions (Staunaes 2005) have settings, we have never quite moved beyond the
drawn attention to the different kinds of norma- argument of the deficiency of minorities within
tive structures within academia. In this special academia. For instance, Nielsen (2017) docu-
issue, we want to open feminisms up, thinking ments that Danish universities stand out in com-
about feminisms in a pluralist fashion. Thus, we parison to Swedish and Norwegian universities’
want to connect with other feminist thinkers and approach to gender equity, by often relying on a
genealogies (Halberstam 2017, 110), in order ‘fixing the women’ approach. That is, women's
to build other liveable worlds and more liveable lack of progress in academia is still often attri-
lives (Haraway 2016). buted to their gendered inadequacies, rather than

structural discriminatory practices or sexist insti-
tutions. The universities have striven to compen-

Born unfit for academia and sate for these expected deficiencies by offering
knowledge production? special training courses for women; even though

we know from other sectors that training aimed at
Often arguments against the inclusion of wom- addressing assumed ‘individual characteristics’
en, people of colour, and trans and queer people rather than structural barriers tend to exacerbate
has been entangled in essentialist arguments. the problems (Piscopo, 2019). In other words, the
For example, the arguments against women's ‘fixing the women approach’ does not fix the core
access to knowledge and knowledge produc- underlying structural problems of academia and
tion has been based on gender essentialist and institutionalised knowledge production.
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Similarly, pointing to troubled access for fabrics of the power structures that lay under the
people of colourin academia, Shardé Davis and Joy academy. Thus, we must trouble the making and
Melody Woods started the hashtag #BlackinThel- unmaking of knowledge production. In doing so,
vory documenting how being a Black women in we must ask: Who are we currently orienting the
research exposed them to racism at many diffe- universities towards? How and why are we orien-
rent levels. This hashtag illustrates that some re- ting the universities in this way? If we dare to make
searchers come up against brick walls when they such trouble, and trouble; ourselves, the research,
are just trying to carry out their research. Both the and the research institutions, then we can start to
example of ‘fixing the women’ and the BlackinThe- re-orient ourselves and our institutions and the-
Ivory hashtag illustrate that not all subject positi- reby facilitate a change in perspective. This type
ons are a comfortable fit in academia — some are of troubling can help us re-think who can produce
assumed deficient simply because they do not fit legitimate knowledge; whose world perspective
the traditional mold of the knowledge producer. In knowledge ought to include; and what knowledge
other words, these examples illustrate that know- production could and should look like in the future.

ledge production still remains rooted in patriarchal
and racist assumptions which have become insti-
tutionalised. In order to stay with the trouble, we Overview of the contributions for
need to do the kind of research that can create

' this special issue
waves that can trouble and dismantle the current

oppressive structures which are blocking people In this special issue, we start out with an interview
from entering universities. We need to keep in- with Professor of Political Science at Stockholm
sisting on producing knowledge from different University and Honorary Professor at the Centre
and diverse subject postions. for Gender, Power and Diversity at Roskilde Univer-
Just like a feminist revolutionary potential sity Drude Dahlerup. Under the title of “Feminist
was unleashed when we started sharing our sto- Research in Misogynistic Times"” she lays out her
ries from all our unique and intersectional subject international perspective on the current political
positions (Staunzes 2005) under #MeToo, we sha- climate where politics of sexism, homophobia,
re a hope that academia and academic voices will and xenophobia are dominating the political sta-
increasingly become more and more diverse. We ge inside countries such as USA, Brazil, the Philip-
hope to achieve this by speaking out against the pines, Hungary and Poland. Dahlerup also brings
brick walls faced both in and outside of the ivory her political analysis home to Denmark, where she
tower. As a part of this practice, we argue that we speaks about the intersection between politics of
need to create a space where we can speak about gender equity and xenophobia politics in Danish
who is facilitated by the university, as well as its politics. Finally, the interview touches on Dahle-
hegemonic definitions of ‘legitimate’ and ‘objec- rup’s take on the #MeToo movement, which she
tive’ science. We argue that we need to facilitate believes holds the potential to facilitate us in chal-
knowledge production taking place from many dif- lenging old patriarchal structures and help renego-
ferent subject positions. We need multiple ways of tiate concepts of gender equality.
pushing back against hegemonic understandings
of which kind of research is the most ‘legitimate’ Following this interview, Signe Uldbjerg, PhD fel-
or ‘objective’ form of knowledge production. If we low at Aarhus University, addresses non-consen-
want to fight the ‘patent’ to knowledge producti- sual sharing of intimate images or digital sexual
on currently held by the all-seeing eye/I (Haraway assault in her article: “Writing Victimhood - A
1989) of the unspecified male, white, Western, Methodological Manifesto for Researching Digi-
straight, cis-, and able-bodied researcher, we need tal Sexual Assault.” She captures the fact that vic-
to stay with the trouble by tracing, and picking tims often either are subjected to victim blaming
apart different threads (Haraway 2016) of the or portrayed as ‘broken’ victims with little agency

Women, Gender & Research 10 No. 1 2021



Introduction

or hope of redemption. Through an experimental problems must be structural changes. With this
methodology based on creative writing, Uldbjerg essay they wish to advance a dialogue required to
strives to help victims find different voices by build both a grass-roots and a top-down re-imagi-
constructing their own alternative and empowe- ning of computational sciences.
ring stories of victimhood. With this methodology,
she combines activism and research in order to Elisabeth Bruun Gullach & Maya Acharya, who are
investigate digital sexual assault — actively sup- the founders of (Un)told Pages, has written an es-
porting victims in constructing progressive stori- say entitled: “Me, Who? (Un)telling Whiteness in
es of victimhood; stories that, as activism, work Narratives of Sexual Violence,’ in which they draw
in opposition to oppressive discourses, and as re- attention to the ways in which white feminism has
search, offer insights into complex experiences of co-opted and ‘whitewashed’ the hashtag #MeToo,
victimhood. ignoring the original intention of Tarana Burke to
create a collective space for Black and Women of
Professor Ana Prata based at California State Colour to share experiences of sexual violence.
University Northridge describes what the recep- In criticising how the #MeToo movement has be-
tion of the international #MeToo movement has come indicative of white women'’s stories, Bullach
been like in Portugal. Her article uses a Black fe- and Acharya also show how Black, indigenous,
minist framework and content analysis of news- and women of colour’'s experiences are erased
paper data in order to trace the political process or ignored in #MeToo. They also point to similar
feminist movements engaged in when addres- trends within the larger feminist movement, within
sing gender-based violence. Her article “Caught literature, and other arenas. They argue that when
in the Wave? Sexual Harassment, Sexual As- Black, indigenous, and women of colours’ stories
sault, and the #MeToo Movement in Portuguese are shared, they follow a specific narrative of vio-
Politics” further analyses how the #MeToo mo- lence and trauma which casts Black, indigenous,
vement contributed to the visibility and framing and women of colour in a submissive and inferior
of the issues. She discusses which collective role.
actions were pursued, and which outcomes were
achieved. The findings show that the globalised Marion Naser-Lather is a visiting researcher at the
#MeToo movement has contributed to revitalise Helmut Schmidt University Hamburg and a private
the Portuguese feminist movement, and that this lecturer at the University of Marburg, who writes
vitality has led to more inclusive and intersectio- about the collaborations between ‘gender-critic’
nal activism. scientists and right-wing Christian activists in Ger-
many. In her essay “Academics against Gender
PhD fellow Abeba Birhane based at the School of Studies — Science populism as part of an authori-
Computer Science at University College Dublin, tarian anti-feminist hegemony project,” she uses
and Postdoctoral Researcher Olivia Guest based discourse analysis to capture how ‘gender-critic’
at Donders Centre for Cognitive Neuroimaging, scientists strive to lend ‘scientific’ authority to an
Radbourd University, Nijmegen in the Netherlands, authoritarian anti-feminist discourse which pri-
contribute with an essay entitled “Towards Deco- marily is supported by male right-wing activists,
lonizing Computational Science.” In this essay, Christian fundamentalists, and right-wing parties
they guide us to how we might begin our journey and movements. She argues that the scientists’
towards decolonising computational research choice to support pseudo-scientific claims in their
fields. They argue that we need to gain an aware- attempt to preserve conservative gender values
ness about how the current system has inherited and traditional gender roles unfortunately ends up
and still enacts, hostile, conservative, and oppres- undermining science as a whole.

sive behaviours and principles towards women
of colour, and that the solution to these inherited
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In activists Liv Moeslund Ahlgren and Ehm Hjorth
Miltersen’s essay, entitled “Overcoming the Im-
plicit Resistance to Norm Critical Education”, the
authors describe their experiences with working
for the Danish organisation “The Norm Stormers”
(Normstormerne). The Norm Stormers teaches
adolescents in Danish schools about how social
norms are constructed and used to discriminate
against LGBTQIA+ people and other minority po-
sitionalities. Working within an intersectional fra-
mework, the authors reflect upon the different ty-
pes of resistances, both explicit and implicit, that
they come up against in their work. They unpack
how they work with students to identify norms in
order to help them understand why and how we

need to address and systematically change these
social norms.

In author and consultant Mads Ananda Lodahl's
essay, he poses the following question: “Is the Bi-
nary System a Biological Fact or a Social Norm?”
(translated into English by Ehm Hjorth Miltersen
and edited by Lea Skewes). In this essay, Anan-
da Lodahl highlights the conflicting norms which
transgender and intersex people come up against
in the Danish healthcare system. The essay situa-
tes the recent history of transgender and intersex
legislation and activism, including the interrelated
(but different) histories of the continued patho-
logisations of the two groups. This text is inspi-
red by Anne Fausto-Sterling’s (2000) iconic work

Sexing the Body in which she address how the biological body is physically molded to fit cultural gender

norms and expectations.
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