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Ingela Nilsson
Swedish Research Institute in Istanbul

 Scholarly Quality and Human Values –  
The Benefits of Gender Perspectives in Academia

I represent the Swedish Research Institute in Istanbul, which, as one 
of several foreign research institutes in Istanbul, has an important 
role to play when it comes to the issues that this workshop wishes to 
address: transnational and comparative scholarship and interdisci-
plinary collaboration. In fact, the reason why we are here is our mis-
sion to engage in that kind of scholarship and collaboration.1

When I took up the directorship in 2019, I wanted to make sure that 
women’s voices and women’s perspectives were visibly represented at 
the institute. The reason for my determination was not any particu-
lar lack of such focus in the past, but rather the way in which we tend 
to forget about women because they are so invisible in both literary 
history and historiography at large. Moreover, women are often for-
gotten or neglected in programs for lectures or conferences, simply 
because the default scholar is still a white man. Women and gender 
studies are an exception to this rule, but overall it is still a big prob-
lem in academia.

So in the spring of 2019 we organized a series of events with a clear 
focus on women’s voices. Scholars with whom we had already had 
some sort of collaboration were mixed with new acquaintances, and 
an explicit aim was to combine historical and contemporary perspec-
tives, and also to bring together people from the Humanities with 

1 The Swedish Research Institute in Istanbul (SRII) was founded in 1962 with 
the aim of promoting Swedish and Nordic research about Turkey and the 
Eastern Mediterranean as well as other regions that are connected linguisti-
cally, culturally, or historically. Located within the compound of the Swedish 
Consulate General in Istanbul, the SRII offers a local academic platform for 
Nordic scholars coming to Istanbul, including a library, guesthouse, work-
places and an auditorium. For more information, see https://www.srii.org/.
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people from the Social Sciences. We wanted junior scholars to meet 
with senior peers, and Swedish students and scholars to interact with 
Turkish colleagues.

To take but one example, we invited our former research fellow, the 
Swedish sociologist Åsa Eldén, and her Turkish colleague, anthro-
pologist Berna Ekal, who have worked together on violence against 
women, for a panel discussion with the classicist and historian Kate 
Cooper from London. The idea was to approach the topic from the 
historical and the modern end, and from multidisciplinary angles. 
And it really worked out: we had a lively and fruitful discussion that 
spanned from late antiquity and Christian martyrs to modern media 
exposure and the present situation in Sweden and Turkey.

I did not think of it then, but now that I look back that spring pro-
gram, with speakers like Ayşe Gül Altinay, Jenny White, and Selda 
Tuncer, did put the institute on the map, or perhaps rather back on 
the map, of Women’s and Gender studies. Or at least it sparked an in-
terest both locally and internationally, because we soon noted an in-
creasing interest in collaboration through the organization of work-
shops or the hosting of projects.

One particularly fruitful event that took place in the autumn of that 
year was a workshop entitled »Blood on her Hands: Historical Per-
spectives on Women and Criminality«, organized by Gülhan Bal-
soy and İpek Hüner Cora. Here, again, diverse topics ranging from 
the literary to the legal, from antiquity till today, were addressed by 
scholars from different countries and environments.

I will not go on boasting of successful events we have organized, 
but what I wanted to show with this is how a rather small effort on 
the part of a small institute can engender an interest that ultimately, 
through the hard work of Gülşah Torunoğlu, can result in something 
like the present workshop. Sometimes all that it takes is the will not 
only to produce solid research, but also to create an open, welcom-
ing environment and a platform that projects that attitude loud and 
clear. My own research does not concern women or gender or even 
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Turkey, and we do not have any long-term research fellows at out in-
stitute, only short-term fellowships for a maximum of three months; 
but that does not really matter, as long as the best of the institute and 
its users are put in the first place, rather than the research interests 
of the directors.

This is a particular advantage of the institute: contrary to universi-
ty departments, where you are under certain constraints to perform 
within a special field and not stray too far in other directions, here 
we can support what we see as potentially fruitful. This makes it quite 
easy to create snowball effects of the kind that I just described: to 
openly state an agenda and then harvest the fruits of new connec-
tions – it has been amazing for me to work here and see the kind of 
collaborations that have come about.

And this brings me back to the topic that has been recurring in the 
discussions yesterday and today: the need for closer collaboration on 
various levels, ranging from projects to co-writing. The latter is more 
difficult for directors to achieve, but we can use our position as teach-
ers, supervisors and mentors to encourage our junior colleagues to go 
in that direction. Current trends of bibliometrics are not helpful and 
I have colleagues who frown upon my several co-written articles over 
the past few years, but it is a fact that they are some of my best works 
and that they would not have come about without mutual trust and 
respect. We gain so much by working together; not only scholarly 
quality, but also human values, of which I sometimes feel there is too 
little in academia.






