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Why and how I am an academic 

I am a research fellow at the Norwegian University of Life 
Sciences. I work at a wonderful university, paid to do what 
I love the most. I feel very privileged. Since I started 
studying philosophy in 1993, all I ever wanted was to 
become a professional philosopher. 

Since my motivation for being in academia is to do what I love, 
I am fairly uncompromising about what I want to do, 
professionally, and how I want to do it. This has given me 
many advantages and one disadvantage, and I will share 
those here. 

 

Networking 

Academia is not always a nice place. It can be competitive, 
conservative, unfair, undermining and ungenerous. And 
the more so academia is, the worse it gets. People who 
feel unappreciated will find it hard to be generous and 
encouraging towards others. So this has been my default 
expectation. A different question is whether I want to be 
part of this negative spiral, which I don’t. 

I want to work in a friendly, encouraging and including 
environment. And even if academia is not in general like 
this, we can create groups that are. Surviving in academia 
is much about finding all those nice people who bring you 
something positive, workwise or social. This is why I try 
my best to avoid those who do the opposite. 

So when I invite people into my research networks, I use two 
criteria: they must be interesting thinkers and they must 
be nice. I don’t want any clever assholes on my projects or 
workshops, undermining juniors or intimidating people 
from asking questions or participating in discussions. 

I use social media, professional webpages and blogging, but 
there are a number of possibilities out there. Having a 
professional network has a number of advantages: 

• Engaging with all the nice people out there 

• Finding colleagues outside your institution, crossing 
nations and disciplines 

• Feedback in the writing process 

• Getting your work known 

• Professional support and encouragement 

• Sharing of relevant info: conferences, papers, 
readings, jobs, etc. 

• Expanded research network and project collaboration 

With networking, one thing easily leads to another. Being part 
of research networks also provides great opportunities for 
developing a network on your own. 

 

Project development 

It is not easy to find a job in philosophy, so for many years I 
was in temporary positions. Research funding is then the 
obvious option. This is how I apply for funding: 

• No plan B, or desperation 

• Big, radical ideas and the most important project ever 

• Develop a project idea over time 

• Passion and faith in the project 

• Do the homework, know the call 

• Invite collaborators from your network 

• Ask for help 

Advantage: Since 2001 my research has largely been funded 
by FRIPRO Research Council of Norway (NFR). In total, I 
have got 23 million NOK of funding for 15 years of 
research. Needless to say, I owe my career to NFR. 

 

Collaboration and co-authoring 

Way back, I read an article on how to become professor by 40, 
where someone said that one should not be afraid to work 
with people who are better than oneself. I followed the 
advise and it has done me a lot of good. 

• Not half the work, but twice the result 

• Ideas get tested, criticised and developed faster 

• Intellectually rewarding 

• Productive and fun 

Advantages: I have published several books, book chapters 
and papers, all co-authored, and my work gets read and 
discussed. I have a large international network, within and 
outside of philosophy. 

 

Disadvantages 

Although interdisciplinarity and networking is encouraged in 
academia, collaborations is in my discipline has 
traditionally been seen as a sign of weakness and 
incompetence. Many of my peers look at co-authoring 
with suspicion, wondering whether I contributed 
substantially to the work. 

I got a promotion application rejected, with the committee 
raising exactly these concerns. After this, my co-author 
and I published an official statement in Times Higher 
Education, explaining how we work and challenging the 
suspicion to joint publications. 

My co-authors have also experienced that their contribution 
to our joint work was discredited. It seems all too easy to 
point a finger at any one of the authors and suggest they 
did not pull their weight. 

Since this, I had to think twice about inviting co-authors on my 
writing projects. So far, I always decide that the 
advantages outweigh the disadvantages. I will not stop 
doing philosophy the way I love doing it, just because 
people think that I am not able to work on my own. I 
have, however, started writing more with other women, 
and no one has suggested I didn’t pull my weight. 

 

Are women the problem? 

As a female academic, I have received many opportunities for 
support. I have been offered mentors and courses on 
presentation technique and mindfulness. Still, I am not 
sure that the disadvantage of being a woman in academia 
is really that we aren’t able to present, publish or network. 

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/blog/confronting-suspicion-co-authorship
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/blog/confronting-suspicion-co-authorship


I would like to see a change. Not in how women work in 
academia, but in how their work is evaluated. We know 
that women’s academic achievements are given less credit 
than men’s in all important areas, including: 

• referee letters 

• CV evaluation and job applications 

• teaching evaluations 

• quality of publications 

• academic performance and management 

What can we do about it? 

First of all, rather than focusing all the resources on how to 
improve women’s contributions, I would like to see 
mandatory courses on implicit gender bias in academia, 
directed at all students, staff and management. 

I would also like to see a different promotion process. Instead 
of having applications evaluated independently, by a group 
of 2-3 peers, there should be a larger committee that 
evaluates all applications in the area over a certain period. 
This allows them to compare applicants, aided by a gender 
equality board. 

Too rigid criteria for promotion could be a problem, since 
there are more than one valid ways to develop a career, as 
long as one gets the job done. 

Support should be provided for anyone who needs it, 
independently of gender, while continuing to work on 
improving structures and attitudes in academia. 

In sum: 

• Career support for all! 

• A common committee that evaluates more than one 
or a few promotion applications 

• Avoid the peer pressure to conform with some 
conservative standards 

• Have measurable but flexible criteria for promotion 

• Provide mandatory courses on implicit gender bias in 
academia for all 

 

 

 

 

“There are two barriers to recruiting 
more men to board positions. The first 
barrier is inner confidence and the second 
is other men.” Men in Public Life, p. 19 

 

 

 

 

 

 


