COVID-19 & ONE-DIMENSIONAL APPRAISALS OF WOMEN SCHOLARS

Who Is Okay? The Harm of One-Dimensional Appraisals of Women Scholars During
COVID-19 & Beyond
Jennifer M. Gomez
Department of Psychology and Merrill Palmer Skillman Institute for Child & Family
Development, Wayne State University

Center for Institutional Courage



COVID-19 & ONE-DIMENSIONAL APPRAISALS OF WOMEN SCHOLARS 2

Abstract
In this essay, I detail how homogenizing appraisals of diverse faculty women during COVID-19
are harmful to all, including myself. I highlight how academic demands to be “talking heads”
and not full human beings, though not new, is especially harmful in the current era. As a Black
woman faculty dealing with the double pandemic of COVID-19 and anti-Black racism, the one-
dimensional appraisals of women faculty exclude me: I am not a mother dealing with sexist
overburden in household responsibilities that interfere with my work. Instead, I am dealing with
isolation and loneliness, which I sublimate through work productivity. Resulting in shame, I also
realize that universities could operate differently, recognizing women scholars for their diversity
in identities, backgrounds, responsibilities, work styles, and personalities during the pandemic
and beyond. Given that work productivity is not synonymous with well-being, I hope my
colleagues know that, in this moment, I am not okay.
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Who Is Okay? The Harm of One-Dimensional Appraisals of Women Scholars During
COVID-19 & Beyond

I became acutely aware in graduate school that academia can implicitly, yet violently,
demand that scholars are one-dimensional talking heads that are separate from our bodies,
emotions, life experiences, spirits, and souls. Through providing a space for my full self, the lab
of my graduate advisor, Dr. Jennifer J. Freyd, made this institutional demand clear: the rest of
academia was clearly not like Freyd’s lab (Freyd, 2021). In becoming faculty, I have worked
hard to preserve the humanity of my lab and its members, who are graduate and undergraduate
students with brilliant minds and even more exceptional souls.

Coming up on a year of actual and ostensible shelter-in-place given the continued spread
of the COVID-19 pandemic (Lewis, 2021), I have noticed a crystallization of one-
dimensionalizing of women scholars: 1) women scholars by definition must be mothers, who are
contending with sexist overburden of household responsibilities (Hermann & Neale-McFall,
2020); 2) women scholars must be behind in their research (Langin, 2021); and 3) women
scholars, perhaps particularly those of Color, must caretake their entire department (Shalaby et
al., 2021). For me, this latter assertion is true, with departmental caretaking expectation coming
from fellow faculty/staff, students, and myself. The emotionally taxing service burden includes
giving emotional care to students across the department through emails and meetings, while also
providing resources to the department to structurally support students (Gémez, 2020c). What
makes the burden heavier is that it feels as if [ am doing it alone, with departmental emails
urging faculty to please meet with their graduate students...indicating that not all faculty are

doing their share of work in supporting their own students, much less all students.
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Given the very public anti-Black racist violence societally (Buggs et al., 2020), I have
gained increased sensitivity to the behavioral instantiations of the one-dimensionalizing of
women scholars like myself: 1) being excluded from work groups and committees that my
expertise and responsibilities suggest I should be on; 2) having others speak for me, both in front
of me in meetings and behind my back to others, a la This is what is best for Jennifer; 3) being
interrupted and talked over in meetings; 4) being ignored entirely when I speak in a meeting or
contribute to an email thread on a departmental listserv; and 5) being blamed by students who
perceive me as a cultural betrayer (Gomez & Gobin, 2020). Borrowed from trauma research,
cultural betrayal is the concept that, due to shared marginalization, within-group harm is
especially damaging. In academia, cultural betrayal can be felt by marginalized students when I,
as a Black woman faculty member, am unable to eliminate their pain due to my incapability of
fixing all the structural problems in the department and university. Though I begrudgingly do
know that the above are not new, my diminished tolerance for mistreatment amongst all the other
life stress makes this behavior towards me especially hurtful. Adding confusion is that, amidst all
of this, I am also interpersonally and publicly praised and respected by other members of my
department in ways that I cherish due to their genuineness.

A spoken of, but nevertheless relatively overlooked, by-product of the pandemic, is
loneliness (Halpert, 2020). Living alone has meant I have not been hugged for 14 months and
counting. Outside of brief interactions with strangers while picking up food, taking a walk, or
going to the doctor’s office, I have, with social distancing, seen only two people in person in
over a year, the last being in August 2020. To keep from dissolving into a puddle of tears on the

floor of my apartment, I work.
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I work to feel less helpless against all the harms currently highlighted in the world. I
work to pass the time. I work to contribute whatever I can through my research on cultural
betrayal, sexual violence, and racism (e.g., Gomez, 2015; Gomez, 2020a; 2020b) to help make
the world a better place. This sublimation of my pain into work is a longstanding tradition of
mine. It is a way [ know how to cope.

Yet, I feel shame in sharing my productivity. Shame that I’'m not a mother with a family
that is taking up my time. Shame that I live alone. Shame that my loved ones do not live in my
city. Shame for the unearned privileges of having a job that pays me to do the work I love, while
affording me the ability to live in a safe home. Shame that, by being productive, I am making
others feel ashamed when they are not as industrious during this time. And fear. Fear that
colleagues don’t worry about me because, one-dimensionally, I am doing just fine. And a
revisiting of shame when colleagues do reach out, but I set a “Do Not Need You” boundary
because the structural problems in academia are so big—/ don 't need interpersonal support, 1 tell
them, I need you, fellow professor, to carry the weight of this institution with me. But in that push
for institutional responsibility, I hide myself from them. And further, I lose myself within the
depths of all the pain I carry.

In moments like the present, I know that academia does not have to be this way. Our
universities could be places where women scholars were recognized for their diversity in their
identities, backgrounds, roles, responsibilities, experiences, work styles, and personalities. To
accomplish this, administrators and faculty could engage in institutional courage (Freyd &
Smidt, 2019) by proactively creating a culture and climate that promoted people’s full selves at
work—mind, body, and spirit. Even after the pandemic is over, women scholars could be known

both for their work and their humanity.
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And for now, for me, my colleagues could know that work success is not synonymous
with well-being. Because I am more than a talking head, there is more to me than all I have been
able to do while isolated at home amidst the double pandemic of COVID and anti-Black racist
violence (Stolberg, 2020). While I am confident that I will eventually feel globally happy again, I

hope my colleagues ultimately know that, in this moment, I am not okay.
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