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Extended abstract

In this paper, we take an interest in emergent masculinities in contemporary academic
workplaces and the consequences of new forms of homosocial cultures. A significant stream
of literature suggests that academic workplace cultures - in the wake of neoliberalism and
New Public Management (Kallio et al, 2016) - tend to be dominated by new forms of
managerialist, individualist, performance-based hegemonic masculinities (Drew & Canavan,
2021). In these cultures, women and other minorities are still discriminated — but in new and
subtler ways than through traditional patriarchal nepotism and favouritism (cf. Helgesson
Svedberg & Sjogren, 2019). It happens, e.g., through invisibilisation of relational
responsibilities outside work and the expectations to bring these responsibilities also into
the workplace (Macfarlane & Burg, 2019), through normalizing men’s career patterns and
modes of performing (Van den Brink & Benschop, 2012), through organizing important
academic events in a way that promotes masculine homosociality whilst allowing for sexism
and harassment (Ford & Harding, 2008; Biggs et al, 2018). As noted by Armato (2013) this
tend to happen through masculinities that involve ‘enlightened sexism’, i.e., men who

openly supports gender equality and feminism in academic workplaces and accrue status



and privileges as a result of this, whilst enabling many existing discriminatory and sexist

cultural practices to continue (cf. also Wieners & Weber 2020; Bleijenbergh, 2021).

In this paper, we employ the notion of masculinity contest cultures (Berdahl et al, 2018; Ely
& Kimmel, 2018) in order to analyse emergent forms of masculinity and homosociality in
contemporary academic workplaces in Sweden. According to Berdahl et al (2018), such
cultures are based in gendered social structures in which masculine men are supposed to
hold status, power and privileges exceeding those of women and less masculine men —
implying that what is central in workplace cultures dominated by such hegemonic
masculinities are contests for status, power and privileges. Berdahl et al note that also less
masculine men also tend to partake in reproducing such cultures — due to their aspirations
to be included in homosocial interactions, or to their positioning as passive bystanders. They
also note that in contest cultures, masculinity is precarious (it has to be proven, over and
over again); it is conditional and tenuous as it exists only insofar having been recognized and
conferred by others, and it typically involves risk-taking, bullying and harassment of others.
Work and careers are constructed as “zero-sum games, where men show no weaknesses,
repeatedly proves enduring strength and stamina, prioritizes work in all circumstances, and

engage in cut-throat competition” (Matos et al, 2018: 430).

The empirical basis of the paper is semi-structured interviews of about 50 a qualitative study
of female and male academics at senior lecturer level in management departments/business
schools at four Swedish universities - which implies that they are part of the same
institutional environment and that several similar cultural expressions of academic work and
professionalism can be found across the material. But as the four universities were also
chosen to represent different categories of academic organisations (a large traditional
university, a large university from the 1960’s, a small merged university from the 1990’s, and
a regional university college), we are also able to find differences concerning, e.g., notions of
ideal academics and excellence, gender and diversity work, individual autonomy and career
patterns (cf., also Wiener & Webers, 2020). The material will be subject to a thematic
analysis focussing on workplace cultures and forms of masculinity. The intended

contribution is a developed theoretical understanding of various forms masculine contest



cultures in academia, and the consequences thereof for scholarly research and management

in universities.

Across the material, albeit with variations between different organisational settings, we
(tentatively) find that apparently contradictory academic masculinisms seem to blend well
together; aggressive, competitive and self-promoting behaviours in combination with a
patriarchal superiority exercised through references to reason, objectivity, quantitative
merit and factuality. These are masculinities that tend to embrace and promote all sorts of
formal organizational policies and values — such as gender equality, diversity and work-life
balance — because it is the modern, smart, decisive, career-enhancing and transparent thing
to do, but also because it is a way to retain power and professional leeway. Men aiming at
successful careers in such contexts will be expected to adjust to these cultural expectations,
in order not to become mobilized out of homosocial communities and rendered unfit for
promotion or for academic leadership roles. At the same time, traditional structural
subordination of women lives on in new forms, and the reproduction of inequalities,
injustices and homosociality may well happen in new organizational spaces and through new
manhood acts. Women are indeed conditionally invited to partake in the contest cultures,
given that they perform as postfeminist subjects — as positive, entrepreneurial, a-political
professionals who make autonomous choices in life, are always ready to improve and amend
themselves, and view power structures and gender discrimination as yesterday’s news

(O’Neill, 2015).
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