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going too far’ and women, who are often 
targeted for career-boosting activities, refu-
se to see themselves as victims of any disad-
vantage, because now the idea of ‘victim-
hood’ has become taboo. 

Gender neutrality and meritocracy 
further produce a lack of feminist language 
that allows people to speak about inequality 
only in individual terms, making the women 
responsible for handling discrimination 
when they face it. If women do raise their 
voices about injustice, they may be accused 
of exaggerating in order to get attention. 
They are often presented as humourless 
prudes who are out to end romance. 

All of the above-mentioned factors 
compile to delegitimize women’s experien-
ces of discrimination, which leaves the sta-
tus quo of masculine work cultures unques-
tioned. In this way, postfeminism signifi- 
cantly limits the space within which gender 
equality policy-makers and practitioners 
can manoeuvre in their efforts to create or-
ganizational change (Utoft, 2020b). 

Nevertheless, we have seen increasing 
pressure on universities to address gender 
issues.4 Below, I examine whether the 700 
#MeToo signatures have made a difference.

Responses and actions
The responses to the #MeToo movement in 
2020 by leaderships of Danish universities 
do not seem as unambiguously ‘postfemi-
nist’ as before. For example, the leadership 
at the University of Southern Denmark5 
(SDU) expressed their gratitude to those 
who had come forward and disclosed their 
stories of sexism and sexual harassment. 
Aarhus University’s6 (AU) leadership de-
clared that sexism is part of the structural 
inequalities that exist in the academic sys-
tem, which are a key focus area in its newly 
launched gender equality action plan. 

As outlined above, a key postfeminist  
silencing mechanism is that women, by  
naming the problem of sexism and harass-
ment, become the problem (Ahmed, 2015). 
By thanking victims for their courage in 

EA HØG UTOFT,  
Postdoc, The Danish Centre for  
Studies in Research and Research 
Policy, Aarhus BSS

ing of #MeToo as an expression of a ‘grie-
vance culture’ (krænkelseskultur) with no  
relevance in Denmark. 

Therefore, sexism and sexual harass-
ment flew under the radar until 2020, when 
the #MeToo outcry from Danish scholars 
finally broke with the existing culture of si-
lence. 

In my PhD dissertation (Utoft, 2020a), I 
theorized the Danish context as a ‘postfemi-
nist gender regime’ in order to understand 
why Denmark seems to stand out in compa-
rison with the other Scandinavian countries. 

Most recently, Denmark plummeted 
down the World Economic Forum’s Global 
Gender Gap Index from number 14 in 20202  
to number 29 in 2021.3 The notion of the 
‘postfeminist gender regime’ can assist us in 
understanding some of the cultural dyna-
mics within the Danish context that contri-
bute to producing such adverse outcomes. 

Postfeminism’s silencing of discrimination
At the heart of the ‘postfeminist gender re-
gime’ lies an entanglement of feminist and 
anti-feminist ideas. People celebrate gender 
equality, which is believed to be achieved, 
from which follows that there is no longer 
any need for feminism or feminist politics. 

As gender equality is legally institutio-
nalised today, and discrimination prohibi-
ted, women are widely presumed to face no 
obstacles in the labour market. People gene-
rally construe organizations and professions 
as gender-neutral, and meritocracy and ob-
jectivity are championed as the hallmarks of 
progressive workplaces. 

Interventions to promote gender equa-
lity therefore lead to significant opposition. 
Opponents claim that ‘gender equality is 

In August 2020, Danish TV host Sofie Linde 
kickstarted a wave of #MeToo outcries from 
victims of sexism and sexual harassment in 
Denmark – including close to 700 signato-
ries from academia.1

Universities ‘tick the boxes’ of key risk 
factors for sexual harassment, including be-
ing male dominated in population and po-
wer positions, and being characterized by 
precarious employment (Skewes, Skewes & 
Ryan, 2021). 

Sexism and sexual harassment are part 
of a spectrum of ‘different forms of actual 
and potential forms of gender-based vio-
lence residing in higher education systems, 
ranging from bullying and sexist jargon to 
sexual abuse and rape’ (Bondestam & Lund-
quist, 2020, p. 398).

How #MeToo was received in Denmark
It may seem surprising that the #MeToo 
movement did not have a significant effect 
in Denmark until three years after it swept 
the globe back in 2017. #MeToo was effecti-
vely undermined in Denmark in 2017 by 
media coverage that for the most part dele-
gitimized it and a strong popular backlash 
(Askanius & Hartley, 2019). 

Danes widely subscribe to the belief that 
gender discrimination is rare or non-exis-
tent today. Furthermore, Danish culture 
champions interpersonal informality and a 
broad-mindedness in relation to the body 
and sexuality (known as frisind). These traits 
likely contributed to the widespread fram-

Sexism and Sexual Harassment in Danish Academia:
Looking Back and Gazing Forward
Many Danes believe that the battle for gender equality has been won, and therefore see 
no need for feminism and #MeToo. Recent events indicate that many Danish universities 
now realize that more needs to be done to combat sexism and sexual harassment.

“#MeToo was effectively undermined in 
Denmark in 2017 by media coverage that for 
the most part delegitimized it and a strong 
popular backlash”

Foto: Jesper Voldgaard
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speaking out and by employing language of 
structural sexism, the universities now  
seemingly go against this practice. 

Recent responses
What concretely have Danish universities 
done in response to sexism and sexual ha-
rassment in the past six months?

All Danish universities have gender  

equality or diversity policies. However, poli-
cies risk being seen as sufficient action in 
themselves, suggesting commitment to the 
anti-discrimination agenda without imple-
menting actual preventative or responsive 
interventions. 

Although information is not easily ac-
cessible online, universities such as SDU, 
AU, Copenhagen University, and the 

Technical University of Denmark have 
established procedures for handling com-
plaints of sexual harassment. 

A central problem with the implementa-
tion of complaint reporting and manage-
ment procedures is that they are often built 
on the assumption that it is possible to solve 
issues of prevalence by improving victim’s 
ability to formally complain. 

A KEY POSTFEMINIST SILENCING MECHANISM IS THAT 

WOMEN, BY NAMING THE PROBLEM OF SEXISM AND 

HARASSMENT, BECOME THE PROBLEM. 
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1 https://bit.ly/2SYPyhv
2 https://www.weforum.org/reports/gender-gap-2020-report-100-years-pay-equality
3 https://www.weforum.org/reports/global-gender-gap-report-2021
4  The European Commission’s “Horizon Europe” programme increases gender requirements for  
 funding eligibility: https://op.europa.eu/s/o9Jp 
 The Danish Ministry for Higher Education and Science annually publishes its «Talent Barometer»  
 report, in which, in its 2018 version, the Danish’s universities were ranked based on their perfor-
 mance on gender equality policy and extent of gender equality work: https://bit.ly/2SdH5GK  (p. 84)
5  https://bit.ly/3wn0kwf 
6  https://bit.ly/3u8KsMz 
7   Einersen, Krøjer, Muhr, Munar, Myers & Plotnikof, 2021, open access draft version available.
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Furthermore, such procedures risk po-
tentially decontextualizing individual inci-
dences from the broader working environ-
ment, thus, failing to address the complexity 
of sexual harassment. 
 Finally, the implementation of such struc-
tures also seems conspicuously at odds with 
the well-known issue of under-reporting. 
The focus on cases and not culture, and the 
emphasis on victims needing to ‘empo-
wering’ themselves to act are part of the in-
dividualizing tendency of postfeminism. 

Few universities focus on prevention as 
opposed to reporting

In general, this article’s brief analysis of 
available documents indicates that only a 
few universities go beyond the establish-
ment of a reporting system in response to 
sexism and sexual harassment. 

Some universities publish recommen-
dations for prevention initiatives targeting 
workplace culture and interpersonal inter-
actions. Some offer advice on how to pre-
vent ‘offensive behaviours’ including harass-
ment (often labelled neither as gender nor 
sexual harassment), stressing the need for 
inclusive working environments which en-
courage people to object to offensive beha-
viours. 

Some HR departments arrange training 
events. Although the literature suggests 
only short-term effects of sexual harassment 

tions of intentions to act. However, it is too 
soon to evaluate the effects of these changes. 

The objective of this article has been to 
show how we may be witnessing a gradual 
move post-postfeminism, in which the post-
feminist «common sense» no longer pre-
cludes action altogether but continues to  
limit the space with which universities can 
maneuver in their efforts to change the  
organization.

Finally, given the recent political attacks 
against the gender scholarship which in-
forms organizational gender equality work, 
it will be interesting to see what the Danish 
universities will do next.
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“The focus on cases and not culture, and the 
emphasis on victims needing to ‘empowering’ 
themselves to act are part of the  
individualizing tendency of postfeminism”
trainings on participants’ attitudes, Bonde-
stam and Lundquist (2020) find – based on 
their review – that men who do not partici-
pate in trainings ‘are less inclined to see or 
define sexually harassing behaviours as in 
fact’ sexual harassment (p. 407).

Sexismedu.dk
A final response that should be mentioned 
comes, not from Danish universities, but 
from the women who initiated and coordi-
nated the #MeToo petition in October 
2020. With the webpage www.sexismedu.dk 
and the book ‘Sexism in Danish Higher Edu-
cation and Research’7, the group presents a 
catalogue of vignettes based on the personal 
experiences of sexism and harassment dis-
closed to them by Danish scholars, in addi-
tion to an extensive literature review on sex-
ism and relevant policies. 

A move post-postfeminism?
Danish universities have undeniably changed 
their approach. Denial and lack of action have 
been replaced by recognition and declara-

SOFIE LINDE  TOLD  DENMARK ON NATIONAL TV 

ABOUT THE CELEBRITY WHO HAD THREATENED TO 

RUIN HER CAREER IF SHE DID NOT AGREE TO SEX. 




