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Introduction

This paper aims to explore the impact of contemporary anti-gender movements (David
Paternotte and Mieke Verloo 2021; Elzbieta Korolczuk and Agnieszka Graff 2018), and
neoliberal university measures (Zeynep Gilru Goker and Asli Polatdemir 2022; Emily
M Colpitts 2022) on academics working on gender research. In doing so we refer to
internal (i.e., neoliberal academic work ethic) and external (i.e., anti-gender mobilization)
forces that attack academics and create vulnerabilities in contemporary academia. This
work introduces the term academic sustainability in relation to mentioned threats of an
academy in a sustainability crisis (Raewyn Connell 2019). We bring together an under-
standing of sustainability as maintaining the process of both academic life and research.
By coining this term and exploring the possibilities for a sustainable academic life—both
in terms of maintenance of free research and well-being of scholars—we hope to con-
tribute to the future endeavours of scientific practice and academic knowledge claims.
In the past 10 years, gender studies programmes and research on the topic of gender
have constantly been under external attack (Sally Gimson 2019). The attacks have been
legitimized via the so-called anti-gender movement, who view gender studies as a new
threat to the traditional family and so-called natural masculinity and femininity (Roman
Kuhar and Ale$ Zobec 2017). This has changed the dynamics of gender studies research,
causing the disruption of research programmes, decline in social interest, and even
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retrogressive mobilization (Andrea Peté 2019) by circulating traditionalist views on
women and family, as well as anti-LGBTIQ politics. As for the internal attacks, neoliberal
measures of academic success, such as competitive criteria for being tenured, impact-
oriented publication policies, and precarity of academic careers, put scholars in
a vulnerable position. We argue that anti-gender mobilization coupled with the neoliberal
academic policies threaten academic maintenance by strengthening hierarchies and
competition, normalizing stress, and increasing precarity (Jill Blackmore 2017; Klara
Regno 2017; Sevil Stimer and Hande Eslen-Ziya 2017), and thus put scholars working in
fields related to gender and their focus of research at risk.

Attacks and vulnerabilities in academia

Academia has always had gendered hierarchies in all disciplines. Neoliberal measures
such as quantifiable publication standards, the constructed connection between aca-
demic performance and achieving a tenured position, and the harsh division between
the professional rewards for teaching and research made these barriers even more
difficult to cope with for gender academics (Simer and Eslen-Ziya 2017). Although the
positioning of anti-genderism and neoliberal university policies vary among national
contexts (Korolczuk and Graff 2018), their locally specific nature simultaneously reflects
a similar underlying conservative rhetoric. As gender scholars, we believe that under-
standing how outside and inside barriers monopolize and transform scientific knowledge,
and how this in turn affects us, is crucial.

As we try to explore the impact of these internal and external barriers, we adopt Deniz
Kandiyoti's (2013) concept of masculinist restorations that discusses how invisible mascu-
line alliances are enacted when the taken-for-granted patriarchy is called into question. As
a result of such masculinist restoration efforts against gender research, today, the insti-
tutionalization of gender studies in scientific organizations has become precarious, as in
the case of the Central European University where the Department of Gender Studies has
been marginalized and forced to move to Vienna, and in some instances gender studies
departments have been forced to transform into centres for family research. In the
following section we will elaborate on the concept of academic sustainability to system-
atize our approach.

Defining academic sustainability: a conceptualization

We take academic sustainability as a matter of maintenance and welfare in general,
consisting of the protection of academic autonomy and ensuring security and stability.

Academic autonomy

Some governments have been using national and international politics of science to
erode academic autonomy, such as the freedom of academics to control their research
agenda. (Guy Neave 1988). We consider academic autonomy as a synonym for academic
freedom from a feminist perspective, touching the personal, professional, and political
lives of many scholars, especially those whose research agenda includes the promotion of
equity, freedom, and democracy within and outside academia. Losing such autonomy
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leads researchers to pursue research agendas on the basis of their scientific significance
for a peer audience; researchers are expected to produce results with respect to certain
areas which are predetermined by supranational organizations, such as the funding
bodies (Mary Henkel, 2004, 2017: 230). The limitations that affect academics’ well-being
in maintaining academic autonomy and restricts critical scholarship (de Jonge et al. 2021)
might further affect academic practice and research quality.

Gender studies are particularly vulnerable in these circumstances, as their institutio-
nalization in scientific organizations is often precarious and marginalized. This reflects the
history of science and academia which is built on a long tradition of dominant patriarchal
structures within academia and the exclusion or marginalization of some groups.

Also, women researchers are extremely vulnerable, as social inequalities related to
gender and other social categorizations influence who has more opportunities to engage
in academic research and international collaboration: age, religion, and ethnicity are
dominant dividing lines that intersect academic life. Yet this very intersectionality opens
up venues for critical thinking and thus brings forth the potential for autonomous
scientific endeavour within academia.

Security and stability

The second component of our conceptualization is accountability measures as an model
of reducing precarity. Higher education rankings are a compelling example of account-
ability measures because their precise comparisons generate intense competition among
scholars being evaluated. Despite the dominant narratives in higher education, recent
research shows that women academics consider gender to be at the very root of the
struggles related to living up to the criteria of excellence (Rebecca Lund 2015, 2020).
These standardized quality criteria mediate a new academic ideal, strengthening hierar-
chies, competition, and institutional bullying, and promoting and naturalizing stress,
anxiety, envy, burn-out, and precariousness (Stephen Petrina, Sandra Mathison and
E Wayne Ross 2014). The need for a careful consideration and knowledge of precarious
conditions is significant for our understanding of academic sustainability, as it remains
important to position oneself as driven by authentic concerns for knowledge and aca-
demic work, rather than by strategic or instrumental concerns for competitive advantage.

Sustainability of academic work and life is the overall maintenance and well-being of
scholars while pursuing an academic career. How people evaluate their lives, and their
overall state of subjective wellness, is the basis of our conceptualization. A growing body
of literature (Wendy Nelson Espeland, Michael Sauder and Wendy Espeland 2016;
Finnborg S. Steinpdérsdéttir, Thomas Brorsen Smidt, Gyda M. Pétursdottir, borgerdur
Einarsdéttir and Nicky Le Feuvre 2019) explores the intensification of neoliberal values
and their effects upon academics’ emotions and well-being, such as open discussion of
anxiety, depression, alienation, and panic (Espeland, Sauder, and Espeland 2016). We
invite readers to pay attention to this literature and refocus attention towards individual
experiences where gender scholars’ stories are listened to.

As we defined academic sustainability, we based our conceptualization to cover
two main areas of academic life we see lacking. These are academic autonomy, and
security and stability. We argue that the global rise of right-wing mobilizations
against gender cannot be explained with references to political changes in general,
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in our case a masculinist restoration effort against gender research and scholars.
Hence, we formulated these subcategories as new fields to empirically seek man-
ifestations of building power blocks against gender scholarship and to trace
various forms of reproductions of hegemonic masculinist values as in gender
subtexts (Regine Bendl 2008), such as highlighting the concept of family in the
title of research centres in academic institutions. Thereby, by conceptualizing
academic sustainability with respect to manifestations of masculinist restoration
and seeking ways to better understand the current condition of gender scholars,
our aim was to open a debate about resisting the manifestations of patriarchal
power structures within academia based on intersections of gender, social class, or
ethnicity.

Concluding remarks: why we conceptualize academic sustainability

This article is grounded in our experiences of alienation from what was expected of us,
while surviving in a precarious working environment and developing our own feminist
epistemic and theoretical commitments. We believe that once academic sustainability is
achieved, so would the opportunities for collaboration in interdisciplinary questions of
feminism, ethnography, and counter-hegemonic knowledge production. We hope aca-
demic sustainability highlights alternative ways of doing academic work in a sustainable,
transforming, and transformative academic community and thus further contributes to
the quality of higher education and healthy democracies in the future.
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