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1  | INTRODUC TION

Higher Education in Indonesia is going through a transformation that mirrors global trends. These changes are 
creating an environment in which there is an increasing prevalence of identity breakdown and fragmentation 
(Harris, 2005) to the extent that academic identities are in a constant state of construction, destruction and re‐
construction (Billot, 2010). This is symptomatic of a work environment where there are multiple, expanding and 
conflicting ideas about what it is to be an academic (Guzmán‐Valenzuela & Barnett, 2013) where academics are 
required to be able to cope with various threats to their academic identities (Clegg, 2008) and because ‘becom‐
ing an academic is a complex process in which the subject acts in order to get recognition’ (Angervall, 2018, p. 
108). This is problematic as they are not only upholding their personal‐internal identities to maintain a sense of 
coherence and authenticity, but also managing their public (academic‐professional) identity in order to deal with 
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Abstract
The aim of this study is to explore women academic's iden‐
tity work in the context of the Global South (Indonesia). This 
is done by examining how the interplay between macro‐
level social, cultural and political influences and micro‐pro‐
cesses produce moments of compliance and resistance. To 
this end, the following research question is posed: What is 
the nature of identity work among women academics in 
higher education institutions of the Global South where 
there are shifting and conflicting social and cultural condi‐
tions? This study contributes by illuminating the ways in 
which women comply with or resist traditional and contem‐
porary organisational and occupational structures that pro‐
duce gender inequality. It also contributes to understanding 
how the interplay of power and resistance influences wom‐
en's academic identity work in developing nations.
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monolithic organisational stories of neoliberalism and global competition (Churchman & King, 2009). This often 
leads to academics finding it difficult to establish who they are (Barnett, 2000).

As in many other parts of the world, women working in Indonesian Higher Education are facing complex and 
contradictory challenges to the way in which they develop their academic identity arising from competing de‐
mands and work situations where organisational cultures tend to favour masculine values (Fotaki, 2013). In such 
work settings women are often expected to be responsive to child‐rearing and housework, while at the same 
time dealing with pressures to perform in their current role at work as well as trying to climb the career ladder 
(Angervall, 2018; Harris, Myers, & Ravenswood, 2017; Howe‐Walsh & Turnbull, 2016; Jacobs & Winslow, 2004; 
Nikunen, 2012; Ylijoki, 2011). This is significant because identity work is ‘more necessary, frequent and intense in 
situations where strains, tensions and surprises are prevalent, as these prompt feelings of confusion, contradiction 
and self‐doubt, which in turn tend to lead to self‐examination’ (Brown, 2015, p. 6). Moreover, scholars argue that 
identity work is often performed in challenging circumstances or at times of significant transition and liminality 
(Aschraft, 2012; Petriglieri, 2011), within socially formed discourses (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002; Clarke, Brown, 
& Hope‐Hailey, 2009), demanding professional careers (Kreiner, Hollensbe, & Sheep, 2006), and during times of 
culture and values change (Kosmala & Herrbach, 2006). Given the context of this research and the yet‐to‐be re‐
solved theoretical and practice‐world problems identified in the identity work literature, this research contributes 
by providing new insights that will not only progress theoretical understandings of identity work but also provide 
perspectives from the Global South that could assist with eliminating gendered organisational cultures, attitudes 
and work practices that are associated with the under‐representation of women in senior organisational positions, 
particularly in academia. By examining the evolving work identities in aspiring and established women academics 
in Indonesian universities, the widely held assumption that Indonesian women (like in other nations of the Global 
South) often succumb to socio‐cultural pressures to conform to work identities that are prescribed by religious 
teaching is challenged (Jaschok & Shui, 2013; Melman, 2016).

In sum, there is a need to understand better the ways that women resist and reform organisational and occupa‐
tional structures, how gender inequality is reproduced or challenged, and the extent to which the situation in the 
Global South is different from developed nations (Muzio & Tomlinson, 2012). This is particularly important when 
the ways in which power and resistance influence women's identity work trajectories are illuminated (Järventie‐
Thesleff & Tienari, 2016).

As a developing nation, Indonesia provides opportunities for studying identity work among women in the 
Higher Education work setting in ways that will uncover new theoretical insights that are applicable to a diversity 
of contexts globally. As well as being the fifth largest nations in the world by population, Indonesia is a young and 
thriving multicultural, multi‐party democracy where tradition, religion, modernity and postmodernity are thrust 
together in a rapidly evolving political, economic, social and cultural context. This has created a situation where 
tensions between traditional values and identities, contemporary masculine values and women's career aspira‐
tions are writ large. Similar to many other nations, the Higher Education environment in Indonesia as elsewhere 
exemplifies the ways in which Indonesian women are confronted with trying to reconcile their career identity and 
aspirations with demands arising from responsibility at work, and with expectations stemming from traditional 
views about the roles they must take‐on in the domestic sphere (Lindawati & Smark, 2015).

The main aim of this paper is to seek answers to and possible resolutions to these problems by examining ac‐
ademic identity work processes of women in Indonesian public universities. To this end, the following question is 
examined: What is the nature of identity work among women in higher education institutions of the Global South 
where there are shifting and conflicting social, cultural and political conditions? Seeking answers to this question 
is important because understanding how women deploy their identity work resources in the academic arena pro‐
vides insights into how these resources not only allow women to navigate competing demands on them, but also 
how they can be agents of change that will improve women's academic work and career conditions in universities 
around the world.



     |  13HAERUDDIN Et Al.

Global South such as Indonesia. Future investigations are needed to answer remaining questions about whether 
new and alternative identity work processes can successfully challenge and change dominant influences that limit 
the career and life aspirations of women.
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