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Series Editors’ Foreword

❖ ❖ ❖ ❖ ❖ ❖ ❖

Let’s go back for a moment to the summer of 2018.

We’d just announced on Twitter that we were collaborating on the Rethinking Careers, Rethinking Academia series. Almost immediately, Joe got a message from Lee Skallerup Bessette expressing her interest in something related to a project about alt-ac work and affect. “this is what i want to do,” she said from the get-go. She was clearly ready.

A little after lunch, she wrote again: “So apparently I’ve been thinking a lot about this.” She included a call for submissions she’d drafted, already showing her signature energy and enthusiasm for the nascent project. Given her tweeting and blogging about the emotional elements of her work in academia, Lee seemed the ideal person to lead such a project, so it’s no surprise that she was poised to do so when the series wasn’t even a day old.

And now, almost four years later, we give you Lee’s fantastic collection, Affective Labor and Alt-Ac Careers. Its fourteen chapters and editorial introduction and conclusion give readers a multifaceted look at the intellectual and emotional labor involved in the work its contributors do. “I wanted a space,” she writes in her emotionally resonant introduction, “where disparate ‘alt-ac’ roles within the university could come together to share our profession’s knowledge and experiences with affective labor, to share our stories, and hopefully to find solidarity.” Affective Labor and Alt-Ac Careers is this necessary space—and more.

The contributors share the labor and emotional through-lines of their work in educational development, the writing center, librarianship, and other parts integral to the twenty-first century college or university. Lee’s shepherding of this collection from inception to publication was the affective labor crucial to helping others understand the work—not just daily tasks and action items a senior administrator might look for—that academic support staff do. What does it mean to “act like staff” and “act like faculty” in modern academia? More pointedly, what does it take—affectively—to navigate these questions while working with students, faculty, fellow staff members, and others? Affective Labor and Alt-Ac Careers advances these and other questions as we continue to rethink the careers offered, enabled, and complicated by academia.

Joseph Fruscione and Erin Bartram
Series Editors
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Introduction

LEE SKALLERUP BESSETTE

❖   ❖   ❖   ❖   ❖   ❖   ❖

“You need to learn how to behave like staff.”

This was the moment that the idea of this book was born. I was sitting in my supervisor’s office, a few months after having received a generally positive annual review for my work as a faculty developer, my new alt-ac career, completely blindsided by the comment, which was followed by an hour lecture outlining every single one of my failings and weaknesses. I had designed and delivered a dozen successful workshops, worked effectively and collaboratively with another unit in the service of a large internal grant, developed and maintained an internal communication plan, and did the usual activities associated with being in faculty development and technology. I was led to believe that I was doing a good job.

Wait, I was doing a good job.

But my behavior still carried too many holdovers from when I was faculty—contingent faculty, but faculty nonetheless. Despite the disrespect from so-called colleagues, I still carried myself like faculty. I wasn’t prepared to be rebuked for carrying myself that way in my new role as a faculty developer, as staff who were there to offer services and support to faculty, as my supervisor (a woman tenured faculty member) liked reminding us. I knew I had skills I had to work on—like active listening, for instance—and I was beginning to understand the affective labor I had to engage in in my interactions with faculty and administrators.

But I wasn’t prepared for just how much affective labor was going to be required of me. Heck, I didn’t even know what affective labor was, let alone have the language to describe and understand what was being asked of me. I didn’t expect to be rebuffed in such a direct and, honestly, condescending way. I had in fact misstepped in an interaction, but the result of that misstep seemed outsized to the infraction. And if my “behavior” had been such a problem, why did I not hear about it during my recent evaluation? But of course I didn’t, couldn’t, say any of this, as that would not have been very staff-life behavior.

My infraction boiled down to having an informed opinion based on experience and expertise that didn’t agree with the opinion of a tenured (male) faculty administrator that I insisted on a little too forcefully. There was an offer for me to be mentored by a much younger woman who also had a PhD and was thriving as said tenured (male) faculty administrator’s assistant. All I could hear in my head were all of the gendered messages implicit in this rebuke: be seen, not heard; quiet competence; be gentle; remain placid; don’t show off.

This interaction, and the misstep, along with my reaction and the aftermath, were held against me as not behaving like staff. Furthermore, my tendency to blurt things out, my loudness, my disorganized desk, my inability to stay focused in large meetings, while also sometimes being too intense in one-on-one consultations, my chronic inability to remember people’s names—these weren’t very “staff”-like behaviors; more often than not, I could cover them up and spent a lot of energy coping, trying to behave like staff, even if it didn’t seem like it. I would come home exhausted not from the explicit work itself but from managing my emotions and reactions to fulfill a certain expectation of my behavior. These were behaviors that were largely overlooked, ignored, or even celebrated as an instructor but made me look un-staff-like.

There were other elements at my job that I was excellent at and that ultimately sustained and fulfilled me: being able to juggle multiple projects, having wide and varied interests, learning quickly and effectively about new things, as well as being able to write quickly and well and to improvise in a variety of situations. My work, my deliverables, were outstanding, as my recent evaluation had shown. But it was product versus process—the product was good, but the process was faulty. I was faulty. So the work, I was basically being told, didn’t matter. What mattered was how I was perceived.1

I saw my alt-ac position as a long-awaited and well-earned opportunity to continue doing work that I enjoyed and was good at in an academic setting with a commensurate salary, benefits, job title, stability, and respect—all things that I didn’t have as a contingent faculty member. I had on rose-colored glasses, and to be honest, anything looked better than what I had been doing before. Why didn’t anyone warn me that with this new role came with a whole new set of gendered, ableist, classist, and racialized expectations?

As we say in the South: bless my heart.

Well, people had warned me, but again, the way out of contingency blinded me to anything but getting out. You wouldn’t be the first person, as you read this, to shake your head at how naive I was. But my drawn-out period as a contingent faculty member shifted my perspective, causing a distorted view of the alt-ac job as the way out. As described in Sendhil Mullainathan and Eldar Shafir’s book Scarcity,2 I had fallen into a scarcity trap, with not enough bandwidth to process and understand the various consequences of the alt-ac role I had long coveted. Contingency has its own way of demanding affective labor, and the transition out of contingency was another layer of emotional work to unpack and process. I just didn’t know it yet.

Like a good academic facing a problem that was ill-defined and thus impossible to solve, I started to research and read. I searched for the language I needed, the frameworks necessary to articulate and process what I was experiencing. I had long written about “feelings” on my blog (and was resoundingly called out for it, repeatedly, in the comments), but was finally starting to explore affective studies. While there was a growing body of literature and writing about teaching and emotions/emotional labor, I hadn’t found anything that specifically addressed staff.

And then my friend and colleague Paige Morgan wrote and published “Not Your DH Teddy Bear”3 in DH+Lib. This is where I will forever be grateful for Twitter in particular, because I don’t know if I ever would have found this piece had I not known Paige via Twitter and began following her work and the work of other digital humanities (DH) librarians. I read about affective labor and The Managed Heart for the first time, and something clicked—I wasn’t crazy and I wasn’t alone. I read Bethany Nowviski writing about an ethics of care in DH and libraries,4 while Alexis Logsdon, Amy Mars, and Heather Thompson wrote about the emotional labor of being “betwixt and between” as digital librarians.5 When I shared the latter article with one of my colleagues, she almost burst into tears, as what the authors described exactly matched her own experience.

These texts gave me the language to articulate what the difference is between acting like faculty and acting like staff; I approached my interactions with faculty like I was their peer, their colleague, rather than someone who was in a lower-status position. I had to do a better job of managing my emotions and reactions, and instead prioritize the emotions of the faculty. This is the very definition of emotional labor, as first defined by Hochschild in The Managed Heart: to “induce or suppress feeling in order to sustain the outward countenance that produces the proper state of mind in others.”6

Certainly, I thought, I wasn’t alone in feeling this way as a faculty developer. I began searching for similar writing and theorizations in faculty development literature. I crowdsourced a relatively sparse list, and it was lacking. One article used clearly racist colonial theories of “passing” to describe the positionality of faculty developers, while others talked around the issue of emotional labor, instead focusing on empirical data and structural tensions.7 Certainly, there were a number of articles concerning the gendered nature of faculty development work, but, again, they talked around the issue of emotional labor. Adrien Kelly, who was also looking at intimacy and faculty development,8 and Catherine Manathunga, who was applying postcolonial theories to better theorize faculty development,9 were the only two who really didn’t shy away from discussing and theorizing the affective and emotional labor involved in faculty development.

So what is affective and emotional labor? The phenomenon has long been studied within various professions, but primarily within service professions. The aforementioned book, The Managed Heart: Commercialization of Human Feeling, by sociologist Arlie Russell Hochschild, was the first to identify and define emotional labor. As for affective labor, Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri differentiate it from other kinds of emotional labor as follows:

Unlike emotions, which are mental phenomena, affects refer equally to body and mind. In fact, affects, such as joy and sadness, reveal the present state of life in the entire organism, expressing a certain state of the body along with a certain mode of thinking. Affective labor, then, is labor that produces or manipulates affects. . . . One can recognize affective labor, for example, in the work of legal assistants, flight attendants, and fast-food workers (service with a smile). One indication of the rising importance of affective labor, at least in the dominant countries, is the tendency for employers to highlight education, attitude, character, and “prosocial” behavior as the primary skills employees need. A worker with a good attitude and social skills is another way of saying a worker is adept at affective labor.10

Sarah Ahmed, in her book The Cultural Politics of Emotion, takes the concept of affect one step further in staking the claim that affect is “what sticks” and goes on to show how affect shapes societies, norms, and our worklife.11 In other words, emotional labor is what we are asked to manage within ourselves, while affective labor involves managing other people’s emotions. What we are being asked to do, in our roles and in the affective labor that comes with it, is to work to ensure that the university continues to function smoothly; that we shape the way our faculty approach the upcoming semesters in order for students to have well-designed learning experiences. As put by Alicia Grandley, “Emotional labor, then, is the process of regulating both feelings and expressions for the organizational goals.”12 As the two concepts have evolved in parallel and with much overlap in definitions, the two terms will be used interchangeably throughout.

Emotional labor is very much still undertheorized within higher education more generally13 and in faculty development more specifically.14 Lisa Sloniowski explores affective labor in the library profession, and her mission to explore this undertheorized and under-discussed issue mirrors our own. Substitute “academic librarian” for “alt-ac staff” when reading her article and we can understand why this kind of examination is important because it “acknowledges dependence on the often invisible pink collar labor of academic librarians in [knowledge and education] production processes.”15 This collection, then, is an attempt to expand the scholarly conversation on the issues of emotional and affective labor in academia specifically as it relates to alt-ac staff positions.

When I initially sent out the call for submissions for this collection, I was purposefully vague as to what I meant by “alt-ac” (alternative academic careers) in order to solicit a wider variety of chapters from people working across the institution. Part of the challenge is that different institutions have different designations for various types of staff, and the various roles that staff can undertake; a staff member may also be a part of the administration in their role as a director, but also not in a position of relative power because they are not also tenured faculty. Some alt-ac staff are former faculty, and some staff moved through the staff ranks to administrative positions. Others, like librarians, depending on the institution, are a part of the faculty. How we view or understand our roles within our institutions can differ greatly from what the organizational chart says about our role, and while the contributors all have different skill sets, reporting lines, responsibilities, job titles, and terminal degrees, we all share the experience of being caught “betwixt and between” in our roles in higher education.

One cannot read these chapters and consider these approaches without acknowledging the role that power plays in these affective interactions, both perceived and actual. In my own anecdote, the power differential was made clear to me by my supervisor insofar as I was understood to be less-than and beneath the faculty. At the same time, when I first announced to friends and colleagues that I was moving into an alt-ac role, I was accused of going over to the proverbial “dark side” or joining with the enemy, illustrating the perceived power over faculty I was to have in an “administrative” role. Manathunga acknowledges that tension, leading her to practice faculty development “ambivalently” insofar as she was not interested in participating in the administration’s potentially colonial dictates on what constitutes “good” teaching and learning. While there is power in these liminal, marginal spaces within academia, there is still also a real affective component of being okay with said “marginal” status.

Personally, as I began my own research, I was particularly interested in the concepts of intimacy and love—not romantic love, but love as bell hooks defines it, “a combination of care, commitment, knowledge, responsibility, respect, and trust” in relation to my work as a faculty developer.16 I was particularly interested in how faculty developers could do their jobs effectively when the “love” we felt for the person sitting in front of us during a consultation or workshop or meeting was unidirectional, where what was returned back to us was resentment, superiority, disrespect, and dismissiveness. How could we cultivate this feeling of love that hooks describes toward members of the academy whom we know are openly hostile to adjuncts, lower-level staff members, and even our peers within the same unit who don’t have the “proper” educational attainment?

But really, I realized recently, I was finding an acceptably gendered way to talk about rage. What do I do with these real feelings of anger, not to be explained away as frustration or exasperation or weariness or some other more gender-appropriate emotion, but anger and even rage that I feel toward the institution, toward some of my (who I would see as, in any case) peers and my superiors. I couldn’t appear angry, because of gendered but also professional expectations, the very definition of emotional labor.

This is a perfect illustration of what Karen Rosenberg in her chapter in this volume titled “toxic emotional labor”—emotional labor that is not inauthentic, but instead deeply felt and destructive. There are realms of affective labor I enjoy in my position: forging relationships with faculty, collaborating with disparate parts of the institution, mentoring junior colleagues, supervising and mentoring students. But these are ultimately productive relationships for the most part; the results of the affective labor are clear, tangible deliverables of some kind for both parties. Toxic emotional labor is not productive, nor is it collaborative; the results are one-sided, with the work ultimately turning unproductive and even destructive. Certainly, as the chapters in this collection illustrate, there are gray areas: Where does placating the ego of an administrator in order to get the support necessary to move forward on a project fall on this spectrum? What about dealing with daily microaggressions (and outright aggressions) based on our perceived status within the university’s hierarchy?

Communication scholars Katherine I. Miller, Jennifer Considine, and Johny Garner tease out some of these distinctions through naming the different kinds of emotions in the workplace. They differentiate five different and distinct (but intersecting) types: emotional labor (“the display of emotion that is some way defined and controlled by management”), emotional work (“emotion that . . . is a part of the job itself but which is a natural outgrowth of job-related communications”), emotion with work (“emotion that emerges through relationships and interactions with other employees”), emotion at work (“emotion that has its genesis outside of the workplace”), and emotion toward work (“emotional experience in which the work or job is the target of the emotion”).17 While their study does not focus on academia, it does provide a framework for thinking about the various forms of affect we engage with in our day-to-day engagements. Any of these can be positive or negative, depending on the situation, and not all of these are emotional labor—they are emotions we experience at work and have to deal with in order to do our jobs.

I also don’t want to fall into the trap of turning everything into affective labor, particularly negative or burdensome emotional labor. Some of this is work we enjoy doing, that we are good at, that we thrive at. As some of the chapter titles suggest, love, desire, allyship, and mentorship are all positive outcomes; they are emotional work that we enjoy engaging in, for better or for worse. There is also the rage that comes from the work not being recognized and compensated or celebrated as work when it is successful, and some of these chapters are a reclamation of this space, of these roles, and of this work as ultimately valuable and deserving to be valued.

This collection sprang from a place in me that wanted to do something productive with that anger, that rage I was feeling, to try to answer these lingering questions. And, as is my M.O., I wanted to do so by building a community around the topic, by bringing voices together to be heard, and to be in conversation with one another. As I grew into my own staff role, I began to better understand the affective labor required of other staff members, from student services and student affairs/student life to the bursar’s office to writing centers and other tutoring centers to administrative assistants. I wanted a space where disparate “alt-ac” roles within the university could come together and share our profession’s knowledge and experience with affective labor, to share our stories, and hopefully to find solidarity while advancing the conversation on affective labor, staff, and higher education.

And this collection largely fulfills that goal. The response to my call was overwhelming, and the assembled group of alt-ac scholars you’ll find in this volume help us to better understand, conceptualize, and theorize the intersections of race, class, gender, and disability on the affective labor we perform in our varied roles, all in the name of supporting students. This is probably the aspect that unifies these chapters—the work we do for our students outside of the classroom. Even if students aren’t our direct responsibility, the care that all of these chapter authors show for the institution and the students therein is clear.

In editing this volume, I also wanted to preserve the very real emotions that fueled the writing: the impetus for exploring the concepts of emotional labor, and the passion that drove the authors to respond, to write, to share. To talk about emotional and affective labor in the abstract depersonalizes it, removing the impact that it has on individuals who are doing the work. Our experiences have heavily informed our understanding of affective and emotional labor; to remove those experiences would be to ask the authors, and myself, to remain “neutral” as so much academic research and writing demands of us, akin to asking ourselves to perform another layer of emotional labor in order to earn the approval of academia, to have academia validate our experiences through their negation. I refuse to participate in such forms of coerced affective labor; if we must suppress our anger and frustrations—keep offering service with a smile in our day-to-day jobs—then this is the space to be honest and confront academia with the reality of the labor we perform.

The first chapters of the book clearly lay out the general landscape of affective labor and alt-ac roles, complementing and enhancing my own introduction here. Traci Freeman opens with a sweeping overview of the evolution of alt-ac as a profession, as well as its intersections with affective labor, all while interrogating the idea of managing desire; in this case, desire for alt-ac or administrative work. This work, she notes, is often misunderstood, demeaned, and marginalized. What is it to want a job like that? Melissa Dalgleish traces her own journey into an alt-ac role, examining love (and despair) as a driving force toward alt-ac work, embodying the internal conflict that we face within the neoliberal institutions we love. Grace Pollock looks at the possibilities of affective allyship in and through the various alt-ac roles on campus. Alt-ac work is often marginalized within our institutions, limiting our voices, with all of the affective impact that has on a person, but also creates spaces for allyship with those other marginalized voices on campus. Next, Nicole Papaioannou asks about the role and impact of those working as an alt-ac outside of academia. Challenging the very definition of alt-ac and who “gets” to be an academic or produce scholarship, Papaioannou claims her space as an academic outside the academy and outlines ways “insiders” can help our colleagues working on “the outside.” All four chapters are linked very powerfully in their analysis of identity formation for alt-acs and the affective consequences.

The next five chapters are loosely based on with whom the persons in the alt-ac role primarily interact. The chapters regard different spaces on campus (writing center, faculty development, and the library) that speak to the pressure to “always-already be okay,” borrowing a term from Martha Diede’s contribution. As I noted earlier, Karen Rosenberg, in her aptly titled chapter, “Plays Well with Others,” differentiates between the types of emotional labor she is called upon to perform, deeming certain kinds “toxic emotional labor” that can flourish in alt-ac situations. Lindsay Bernhagen and Emily O. Gravett provide a follow-up to their important 2017 article, “Educational Development as Pink Collar Labor,” in a more personal and probing account of how what they wrote about in 2017 impacts and was informed by their day-to-day work and affective state. If studies on affective labor and faculty development work is still in its infancy, then it is still waiting to be developed at all in the field of academic technology; Celeste Tường Vy Sharpe and Carly J. Born begin this important work by exploring the complicated affective and relational dynamics of working in academic technology. How do you navigate both the complex hierarchies of academia alongside the complex and gendered expectations of information technology? Finally, Jennifer Solomon and Rebekah Kati explore the affective labor that is required of them as open-access (OA) librarians charged with promoting OA across campus.

I am particularly appreciative of those who wrote from student-facing alt-ac roles: advisors, program coordinators, and directors of support units staffed exclusively by students. Alt-acs who work with students are in a different position, in terms of their power-differential; at once they are in positions viewed as “lesser than” traditional academic positions, and yet they have a tremendous amount of influence and power over students. Starting off the third set of chapters, Elizabeth Lundberg outlines the tensions that exist as an alt-ac academic advisor, facing her own questions about “what are you going to do with that” alongside the students she advises and advocates for new, better narratives about success. Daniel Dale examines the affective labor that goes into supervising students—labor that is still underappreciated and undertheorized within the profession. Matthew J. Trybus with Emily O. Gravett explore the affective aspects at the intersection of disability, alt-ac, and gender norms when advising and supervising students, and trying to find, among it all, joy.

So what do we do; how do we move forward productively? Leeann Hunter provides a framework for honoring others by honoring ourselves in relation to mentorship programs, but the lessons here can be expanded into all forms of alt-ac work. And finally, Deborah Maron explores and theorizes the very real, very difficult, but ultimately necessary affective labor of working toward antiracist practices—in this context, in the library; but, the strategies and concepts she brings forward are relevant in all our work within the institution. I conclude with my own affective theorizing and reflections based on the editing of this collection, from the initial call for submissions to turning in the final manuscript, with the hope of providing another framework for thinking and feeling about the affective work we do.

I am grateful for the time and care each contributor put into their chapter. The result is at once intimate and critically engaged, expanding and exploring what scholarships in our fields could and should be. My one disappointment was that there wasn’t more diversity (more on that in my conclusion). A special issue of New Directions in Teaching and Learning in summer 2019 was devoted entirely to the issue of diversity in the field of educational development, with articles on masculinity, friendship, microaggressions, implicit bias, gendered roles, and racial exclusion, all from an affective perspective. I would recommend it as a companion to this book—while this book reflects a diversity of staff roles, the issue of New Directions contains a more racially and ethnically diverse set of authors.

I invite you, as a reader, to approach this collection with the kind of generous thinking that Kathleen Fitzpatrick describes, where the default mode isn’t to be critical but instead to be open and curious; to think with contributors, to place them in conversation with one another, to treat the book and your experience reading it as being one long yes, and.18 Read it together with colleagues, listen to each other’s stories and experiences, write, and respond. I am grateful that each contributor, whether they meant to or not, approached the topic generously, and I hope that you, as a reader, will do the same.

Every academic hopes that their work will be read, discussed, critically engaged with, cited, assigned, and eventually create change. This book is a beginning, building on the work of others, in the hope that yet others will continue the conversations. And while I hold that hope, too, in no small part because I believe in the quality of these chapters, my deepest and more modest hope is that this book finds its way into the hands of someone who needs to know that they are not alone.
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“Why Would You Want to Do That?”

Managing Desire for Alt-Ac Work

TRACI FREEMAN

❖ ❖ ❖ ❖ ❖ ❖ ❖ ❖ ❖ ❖ ❖ ❖ ❖ ❖ ❖

In an article published in the 2004 edition of the Writing Lab Newsletter, one of the central publications for writing center administrators, Melissa Nicolas describes her experience looking for a position as a writing center director. Although she was initially optimistic that she would find a job at an institution that valued administrative work, she discovered during her campus interviews that many faculty members on search committees were deeply suspicious of her interest in administration. She writes, “The unofficial message I received was that while the institution would love to have me on staff, this or that particular faculty member cannot understand why someone with my talent or credentials would want the position.”1 Jackie Grutsch McKinney describes having a similar experience while she was on the job market. During a campus interview, a senior faculty member asked Grutsch McKinney, “So why do you want to be a writing center director?” And then he added, “Anyone can direct a writing center.”2

While it might not be surprising that faculty outside of the writing center community question the desire for administrative work and the expertise required to do this work, even those within the community have expressed skepticism. Nathalie Singh-Corcoran, for example, recounts an experience in graduate school when she found herself seated next to a prominent writing center scholar before a conference presentation. When the scholar asked her what she wanted to do once she completed her degree, Singh-Corcoran replied that she wanted to direct a writing center. This scholar turned to her “rather matter-of-factly and asked, ‘Why would you want to do that? It’s such a low status job.”3 Singh-Corcoran describes receiving a similar response during her comprehensive exams after telling one of her committee members that she wanted to research writing centers for her dissertation work. She writes, “He didn’t exactly discourage me from pursuing writing center research, but he did tell me that if I wanted to be considered a scholar and not just an administrator (his words), my future research needed to consider more than writing centers.”4

As these writing center directors’ experiences illustrate, PhDs in writing studies who express a desire for administrative positions learn that we must repress our desires and our enthusiasm for this work when we talk with faculty colleagues, even in the context of job interviews. That even prominent scholars in the field question our desire for these positions speaks to the ways that writing center directors themselves have internalized an academic value system that places service work or administrative labor at the bottom of the academic prestige hierarchy. Underlying many of these comments is the widespread belief, articulated by Singh-Corcoran’s advisor, that scholarship focusing on administration is not “real” scholarship and therefore administrators are not “real” academics. As Singh-Corcoran’s experiences suggest, the process of socialization into this belief system begins early. In graduate programs, doctoral students are often taught that the roles of “administrator” and “scholar” are mutually exclusive and that research that might focus on program administration is not a serious or worthy scholarly endeavor.

Anecdotes like these are commonplace in the writing center literature. Such stories predate the rise of the alternative academic (alt-ac) class of employees in higher education,5 but they resonate with the experiences of many alt-ac professionals. Like other PhDs with administrative roles, writing center directors historically have inhabited positions without tenure, departmental affiliations, and research support, and, consequently, we have struggled to access traditional institutional structures of power. Regardless of our backgrounds, credentials, and even our resemblance to faculty, writing center directors have found ourselves cast in subordinate roles in relation to our faculty colleagues. Although writing centers have emerged out of a particular disciplinary and historical context, writing center directors’ experiences illustrate the need, common among alt-ac professionals, to deny, repress, or otherwise manage our desire for administrative work, particularly in the company of faculty.

In this chapter, I argue that alt-ac professionals who express a desire for administrative positions must actively manage our desires (and others’ responses to our desires) because such emotions threaten our dominant institutional narratives and unsettle structures of power in higher education. The dominant narrative about alt-ac professionals is that we fell into administrative roles by chance or were forced into these roles because of our lack of options.6 On our blogs and listserv posts, as well as in our casual conversations, we too often describe our professional lives through expressions of frustration, alienation, and loss. Even among other alt-ac professionals, we rarely express a desire for our work.

Throughout this chapter, I draw upon social theories of emotion to explore what the desire for alt-ac positions tells us about the social context of our institutions. As Sara Ahmed writes, “Rather than seeing emotions as psychological dispositions, we need to consider how they work, in concrete and particular ways, to mediate the relationship between the psychic and the social, and between the individual and the collective.”7 Rather than focusing on why alt-acs might desire administrative work, I am concerned about what such desires do and what they mean. The desire for administrative positions, like other expressions of illicit desire, transgresses deeply held cultural beliefs and values and entails significant personal risk. This risk is apparent in the many posts on alt-ac listservs and message boards asking for advice on how to tell your advisors that you want to pursue an alt-ac position. To mitigate this risk, alt-ac professionals must manage our desires through acts of denial, repression, and self-silencing.

In the pages that follow, I consider how alt-ac professionals who desire administrative positions occupy an interesting vantage point from which to critique institutional power structures. Next, I analyze some of the emotion management strategies that alt-acs employ to negotiate daily interactions in our institutional contexts. Finally, I reflect on this analysis for the insight it provides into the well-established economies of knowledge and power in our institutions.

ALT-ACS AND THE MEANING OF DESIRE

In my analysis, I adopt a fairly narrow definition of alt-ac positions, one exemplified by writing center directors. I want to acknowledge, however, that what constitutes an alt-ac career track or an alt-ac professional is still very much a subject of debate. Brenda Bethman and C. Shaun Longstreet, for example, define as alt-ac those positions in higher education for full-time or administrative staff in which research and teaching are not among the primary duties. Within this broad definition, alt-ac positions can be found across universities, as well as outside of academe in institutes, foundations, museums, and think tanks.8 I find this definition problematic for what it excludes—the work of research and teaching—as well as for what it includes, which is virtually any job outside of the corporate sector that a person with a PhD might have.

In contrast to Bethman and Longstreet’s broad definition, Joshua Kim describes alt-ac careers as “non-faculty educational positions” (emphasis mine).9 By calling attention to the educational aspects of alt-ac work, Kim makes an important distinction between PhDs who work in professional fields and those who work in higher education off the tenure track but in roles that require them to blend teaching with service and scholarship. As Kim argues, the defining feature of an alt-ac position is that it is “liminal,” rest[ing] somewhere between non-faculty and faculty.” “This matters,” he writes, “as even highly productive alt-acs working in high impact roles lack many of the protections and privileges of traditional faculty.”10 Although alt-ac positions often entail much of the same work as tenure-track faculty positions, alt-acs are situated outside of the traditional categories and institutional power structures for professionals who typically engage in this work.

Like Kim, I view alt-ac professionals’ resemblance to faculty as critical to the definition of the category. Alt-acs have the same training as faculty. Many of us possess expertise in the areas of teaching, research, and service, and our work requires us to engage our expertise, although perhaps in different ways than faculty. Many of us have stellar academic credentials and are as well-published as our tenure-track and tenured peers. Precisely because of our similarities, as Ji-Young Um notes, “the presence of so many of us in the margins of the academy—the visibility of our bodies, our work, and stories—is unsettling and threatening.”11 We are threatening because we complicate constructions of academic subjectivity, constructions that depend on hierarchical distinctions between faculty and staff.

Kim’s narrower definition of alt-ac careers, particularly his emphasis on the liminality of alt-ac positions and their precarious relationship to the university’s power structures, helps to highlight the problem I aim to address: within this nonfaculty/faculty space are distinct economic, political, and ideological tensions that require alt-ac workers to enact strategies for emotion management. As Arlie Hochschild explains in The Managed Heart, employees in certain work environments are required to “induce or suppress feeling in order to sustain the outward countenance that produces the proper state of mind in others.”12 This work, which she refers to as emotional labor, necessitates the worker engage in a kind of emotion management, whereby an employee, in “attending to inner sensations in a given way, by defining situations in a given way, and by managing in given ways” participates in the creation of a social reality.13 Within the framework of emotional labor, emotions are not psychological states so much as they are social and cultural practices, not something that we feel but rather something that we do.14 Emotions are not merely expressions of individual experiences; they emerge as “patterns of sentiment that are structured by the specific political and cultural organization of everyday life.”15 When we express emotions, we reconcile our individual responses with our social worlds, often reinforcing dominant cultural values.

When an individual’s expressions of emotion are normative, these expressions reify our social world, reinforce its values, and align an individual with the dominant culture. Not everyone, however, experiences emotions that are socially appropriate for a given situation. Alison Jaggar calls unconventional or unacceptable emotional responses “outlaw emotions.” She writes, “Outlaw emotions are distinguished by their incompatibility with the dominant perceptions and values.”16 If the expression of socially appropriate emotions creates community and affords individuals a sense of belonging, the expression of outlaw emotions involves personal risk and can be socially isolating. As Jaggar observes, people who experience outlaw emotions “often are subordinated individuals who pay a disproportionately high price for maintaining the status quo. The social situation of such people makes them unable to experience the conventionally prescribed emotions. . . . When unconventional emotional responses are experienced by isolated individuals, those concerned may be confused, unable to name their experience; they may even doubt their own sanity.”17 Alt-ac professionals who articulate a desire for administrative work are expressing an outlaw emotion, an illicit desire. Such expressions challenge rather than reinforce the values of our institutions and can have the effect of isolating us from our peers. This desire leaves us without an ability to make meaning out of our experiences and can lead us to fractured relationships with ourselves and with our communities. The consequences of managing outlaw emotions, of repressing, redirecting, or concealing our illicit desires, may be grave for us as individuals, but this form of emotion management is essential for our sense of safety and belonging, as well as for maintaining the integrity of our cultural systems.

While normative expressions of emotion are both influenced by and reify our social world, outlaw emotions, like illicit desire, might also be instrumental in the development of critical consciousness. As Jaggar writes, the experience of outlaw emotions encourages an individual to question existing social scripts and “may provide the first indications that something is wrong with the way alleged facts have been constructed, with accepted understanding of how things are.”18 Outlaw emotions, like the desire for administrative work in higher education, are worth interrogating because they open up a space for us to critique the normative assumptions, practices, and values of our institutional cultures.

The daily interactions of alt-ac professionals afford us considerable opportunities for institutional critique. As Billy Ehn and Orvar Löfgren observe, “many of the fundamental rules and regulations and emotions of university life are embedded in the tools, the aesthetics, and the mundane practices, in lab work, blackboard drawings, the corridor chit-chat or the order in which gratitude is expressed in a preface.”19 Throughout the following section, I analyze examples that are representative of the lived experiences of alt-ac professionals and the ways that we are called upon to manage our desires for administrative work, while we are negotiating our relationships with faculty and with our institutions. Such experiences are significant because they lay bare myths about the meritocratic system of the university and complicate commonplace narratives about the role of faculty in higher education and the privileged nature of intellectual work.

THE STORIES WE TELL: MANAGING DESIRE FOR ADMINISTRATIVE WORK

Conventional narratives about the rise of alt-ac professionals as a category of employee often attribute this phenomenon to a fundamental restructuring of academic labor in universities.20 Historically, faculty, through their service obligations, contributed to the basic operational and administrative functions of the institution. With the shrinking of the professoriate over the past thirty years, universities have reduced the number of faculty who can engage in service work as part of their academic appointments. The increasing number of alt-ac positions has also coincided with the growing complexity of higher education administration, which is characterized by more federal oversight, high-stakes accreditation processes, compliance, and risk management. Institutions are under mounting pressure to secure grants, boost research productivity, and promote technology transfer. They are also increasingly accountable for the student experience and must meet demands for more robust services in support of teaching and learning. Just as universities have decreased the number of faculty who can contribute to service, they have experienced growing administrative demands and a corresponding need for professionals with specific areas of expertise who can meet these demands.

Critics of neoliberal influences on our universities view the growing number of alt-ac positions as evidence that institutions of higher education are shifting away from models of faculty governance and toward a corporate managerial model for employment. These critics see a causal relationship between the increasing numbers of new alt-ac positions and the decline in the number of tenure-track faculty, as well as the power that faculty command.21 In fact, many faculty interpret the presence of alt-ac staff on campus as a direct threat to their autonomy and decision-making authority. In response to this threat, those of us with PhDs who inhabit alt-ac positions must manage not only our own affective responses to our work but also the emotions of the faculty with whom we work. Because of our subordinate positions in relation to faculty, the burden of this emotional labor falls to us. Through our expressions and management of emotion, we maintain our own precarious positions within the university power structure while also mitigating the existential threat that our very presence on our campuses poses for faculty and for our institutions as a whole.

Because of the nature of our positions, alt-acs are obliged to participate in discursive practices that diminish our institutional identities and reinscribe academic hierarchies and systems of privilege. Among these practices, as the opening anecdotes suggest, are having to deny or repress our desire for this work in the first place. Taking an alt-ac position, according to Ji-Young Um, often means needing to reconcile a career spent in an environment that is defined at once by one’s “belonging and exclusion.”22 It is not sufficient, however, for alt-ac workers to experience such feelings of ambivalence in our nonfaculty/faculty roles. We must perform our ambivalence for faculty and thus fortify faculty’s privileged standing in the institution. For example, alt-acs are often subject to comments like: “I am so sorry that you need to write that report” or “It is such a shame that you are here all summer” or “I have another committee meeting, how do you do this all day?” There is a performative identity at play in these expressions of pity—by voicing their disdain for administrative work and minimizing its value, faculty are reinforcing their positionality in the broader system of academic privilege.

When faculty express their pity, the role of an alt-ac is to mirror back to the faculty their relative privilege, reinforcing institutional values and neutralizing the threat we pose. Regardless of how alt-ac professionals feel about our roles, when we are the recipients of our faculty colleagues’ pity because of the work that we do, we have few legitimate options for response. We can display enthusiasm for work that faculty clearly do not value, or we can echo a faculty member’s contempt for administrative labor, or we can negate the work involved in these administrative activities through comments like: “No, it’s nothing really.” All of these possible responses reinforce the notion that administrative work is not intellectually or personally rewarding and that no reasonable person with a PhD would desire to do it. If we respond in any way at all to such comments, we participate in our own subordination by acknowledging that unlike our faculty colleagues, we are unable to opt out of what they perceive to be unbearable obligations. In most instances, the safest response is to smile and remain silent. Although we might actually value administrative labor and desire this kind of work, we must manage our own emotional responses in order to maintain the institutional status quo.

When our faculty colleagues offer us their pity, we must respond with some care. Beyond the gesture itself, such statements are reassertions of faculty’s privilege. As Robert Kimball argues, unlike other altruistic or empathetic emotions, pity often includes “a feeling of superiority on the part of the pitier and an element of contempt for the person pitied.”23 Entailed in the emotion of pity is a kind of psychological distancing, whereby the individuals who are expressing pity engage in a comparative exercise and reinforce their differences from those they pity. Pity, Kimball writes, “allows us to feel sorrow at another’s plight without the full empathetic engagement or identification of compassion.”24 Moreover, pity does not demand a response from the individual who is expressing the emotion. Unlike compassion, pity does not necessarily motivate a person to act, and therefore pity is not an emotion that is likely to lead a person to work against injustice. When alt-acs mask our emotions and silence ourselves, we further enable our colleagues and institutions to perpetuate the belief that our universities are just systems.

Alt-acs embody the tensions between the ideal of the university and the economic and social realities of our institutions. Because we represent the inconsistencies in our institutional narratives, alt-acs must take care not to be too vocal or too visible. As Um writes of his experience working in an alt-ac position, “Deans and department chairs do not particularly like seeing and talking to me: I make them uncomfortable. I’m an uncomfortable presence because I’m a ‘failed’ academic and because I expose the fantasy of an egalitarian, meritocratic community of intellectuals as a lie.”25 Although alt-acs may resemble our faculty colleagues, our differences within the institutional hierarchy serve as an unpleasant reminder that hierarchy exists.
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