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Professional intellectual work and body alienation in the neoliberal university
Abstract

This conference paper addresses some of the ethical implications that have arisen from a recent study undertaken as part of the Researching Corporeality in Education (RCiE) project, an investigation of knowledge production in gender and education research on boys and masculinities in schools in the UK, Australia and North America, within the education field of study. In exploring such issues as the alienation of academic bodies, the paper speaks to the theme of the conference, “Bodies and Embodiment.”
The study has initially been prompted by the identification of a potential knowledge gap regarding corporeality in educational research into boys and masculinities. Conceptual and empirical contributions are made through offering new data, explanations and potential responses to the ethical dilemma of corporeality and professional intellectualism in contemporary higher education. To begin, I set out my novel methodology for investigating knowing and knowers in G&E research through interviewing, mapping and examining the personal and professional identities of leading scholars in the field. Then, I discuss some of the key findings from the study, namely the salience of a predisposition for intellectual work. My main argument is that the excessive and banal cerebrality of doing performative labour in what Smyth (2017) has rightly called the “toxic” neoliberal university (p. 55) generates a state of self- and body-alienation that de-corporealises intellectual work and renders disembodied both scholars and, by extension, their research subjects. 

Inferring and reflecting on critical ethical challenges in relation to reversing body-alienation, I propose the following model of corporeal-epistemic reflexivity: first, scholars interrogate the corporeal ethics of doing intellectual work in the academic workplace, namely “why they [have] to be removed from their work … why their mind should be split from their body” (Pelias, 2004, p. 11). Second, scholars document, including through ethnographic studies, the multiple and subtle ways in which neoliberal performativity corporatises, exploits, exhausts and effaces academic bodies (Somerville & Vella, 2015). Third, scholars strategise through, among other things, repositioning their ongoing struggle for intellectual autonomy as an ethical, and not merely a political, struggle against the violation of bodily integrity (Pels, 1995). Fourth, scholars maximise the benefits of a reclaimed body consciousness through transferring it into research practice and knowledge production. In other words, arguing for and using the body as an epistemologically and methodologically valid way of knowing is itself a form of rejecting body alienation. Finally, I consider some of the ethical nuances of corporeal-epistemic reflexivity, focusing in particular on issues concerned with the use of corporeality as an instrument of rapport in research with children (Woodyer, 2008). 
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