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Setting the Scene: Research and Writing
Against the Neoliberal Grain

Susan Gair, Tamar Hager, and Omri Herzoy

Abstract This chapter outlines our collaborative research and writing
project which recounts personal stories regarding everyday survival in the
neoliberal academia. It begins by depicting the characteristics of academic
neoliberal regime, such as authoritarian managerialism, accountability
processes, standardization measures, performance indicators and bench-
marking achievement audits. As previous research shows, neoliberalism
impacts the everyday lives and wellbeing of academics, prompting us to
take a deeper exploration of academic selves. The chapter then goes on to
describe our methodology, collaborative autoethnography, introducing
the advantages and disadvantages of personal stories as a research method.
It ends by outlining our working method, exploring how we collectively
wrote, shared, discussed and reflected on our texts.

Keywords Neoliberal academia o Audit culture ® Academic selves ©
Performance e Collaborative autoethnography
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Susan appeared on screen sitting at a desk covered with papers and books. It
was 6 PM in Townsville, Australia. She apologized for not being able to stay
for long because her grandchildren were coming over. In Tel Aviv, Israel,
Tamar, who first appeared against the background of her study at 11 AM,
was constantly changing rooms and corners in her flat, apologizing for the
unstable Wi-Fi connection. Omri’s face looked hazy in the light from the
window of his rented flat in London. Originally from Sapir College, Israel,
Omri had tackled COVID-19 while on a sabbatical in the UK. He was
apologizing for his drowsiness at 9 AM caused by working late into the night.

Work meetings via computer screen have become common during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Digital images have replaced human contact. Yet for
us it has been a routine for the last two years. In fact, the decision to write
about life in neoliberal higher education had been dominated by Zoom from
the end of 2018. During the two years of our collaboration we have met
virtually quite frequently to refine our ideas, plan our writing retreat in
London, consider and then reconsider the book structure and discuss the
division of our work. We shared ideas in exciting conversations full of disputes
and divergent thinking. Zoom and emails served as a shared space for con-
tinuous discussions, for writing in real time, for sharing relevant texts and for
exchanging international, local and personal stories as our collegial relation-
ship deepened—the climate crisis, the pandemic, the fierce bushfires in
Australia, the outbursts of violence in Israel, individual academic accomplish-
ments, failures and tensions, family dramas and holiday plans.

Other transnational research and writing gatherings have been con-
ducted in a similar way, mixing the professional and the personal. Before
the pandemic, when budgets could be allocated and flights were still an
option, international research projects like ours allowed physical face-to-
face meetings somewhere on the globe. Our book was at first quite a com-
mon pre-pandemic academic venture. We met frequently online, we had
one encounter “in person,” face to face, away from our respective coun-
tries and we mostly wrote separately at our desks in Townsville, Tel Aviv
and London. Yet our research has its singularity and uniqueness. Rather
than describing, analysing and theorizing common neoliberal institutional
processes, we chose to write personal stories in which we have explored
and reflected on their damaging effects on our everyday lives as academics.

While negotiating disciplinary and national differences, we were enthu-
siastic to discover that despite strong similarities in our stories, each of us
had interesting unique experiences to tell. At first the notion of a collec-
tion of articles seemed most appealing. An edited collection is easier to
produce and edit and everything is faster; it is a better method in the
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“publish or perish” regime. But we wanted a different book, one that goes
against the grain and introduces deep co-thinking, collaboration and dia-
logue among scholars into the academic context. We wanted to question
the way academic knowledge is created and represented through theories
and generalizations. We aspired to challenge the standardization of aca-
demic writing forms. And we wanted to defy feelings of isolation and
competitiveness which are integral parts of our everyday academic lives.

Our autoethnographic stories illuminate the emotional, psychological
and mental costs of engaging in a highly stressful working environment.
They primarily are divided across three chapters, each dealing with a dif-
ferent academic task. The first addresses the construction and manage-
ment of an institutionalized “proper” academic CV; the second raises
issues concerning the complexities of publishing within the framework of
the constant neoliberal demand of “productivity” and the third tackles the
challenges of teaching diverse classrooms of students/clients. Our stories
demonstrate the impact of the contemporary neoliberal academic regime
on our own emotional wellbeing, and on our relationships with research
partners, students, colleagues, management and people in our personal
circles. The critique of the neoliberal academy is thus a woven thread
throughout the book, and it is personalized, hesitant and cautious.

Personal stories have been used as a research methodology during the
last few decades by researchers who have believed that other research
methods are futile, insufficient or inadequate for exploring certain social
and cultural phenomena (Hager, 2019). Evading disciplinary jargon and
professional language, personal stories provide immediacy—an artfully
strategic elicitation of insights, feelings and experiences which allow deep
immersion in the world portrayed—a sense of verisimilitude, and an
encounter with dynamic, messy and chaotic reality (Banks, 2008; Brewer,
2010; Diversi, 1998; Frank, 2000; Rinehart, 1998).

In the neoliberal audit culture, where everything is measured and num-
bered, such a research method is uncommon and exists only on the mar-
gins of the social sciences and the humanities. Diminishing the significance
of analytical generalizations, it emphasizes narrativized and particularized
data usually regarded as superfluous by most academic discursive practices.

However, grounded in feminist epistemology, our research is based on
the notion that the personal is political, and thus our individual detailed
experiences illuminate recurring mechanisms of oppression and coercion in
the academic maze. Determined to write our autoethnographies in dia-
logue, we present our collaborative writing as an alternative to the increas-
ingly individualistic and competitive ethos of academic culture which
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tends to dismiss the fact that all knowledge is constructed by intellectual
exchange and cooperation. Therefore, our project could serve as a chal-
lenge and alternative to current academia.

FroM UNIVERSITAS TO NEOLIBERAL ACADEMIA

The COVID-19 pandemic led to an extensive worldwide closedown of
academic campuses, sending faculty and students to work online at their
homes. However, as lecturers we were aware of previous attempts at dif-
fusing digital tools into higher education, introducing them as being more
efficient and cheaper than face-to-face seminars and lectures. The pan-
demic ironically has provided a magnificent opportunity and an immediate
laboratory to examine this familiar capitalist vision.

The Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben (2020) expressed his con-
cerns regarding the extensive use of online teaching in a post he submitted
during the global lockdown. He referred to the disappearance of the
teachers’ and students’ physical presence as their being “permanently
imprisoned in a spectral screen.” He emphasizes how virtual teaching has
killed group discussions, the liveliest part of instruction.

However, he was particularly bothered by:

[...] the end of being a student [studentato, studenthood] as a form of life.
Universities were born in Europe from student associations—universita-
tes—and they owe their name to them. To be a student entailed first of all a
form of life in which studying and listening to lectures were certainly deci-
sive features, but no less important were encounters and constant exchanges
with other scholarii. [ ...] This form of life evolved in various ways over the
centuries, but, from the clerici vagantes of the Middle Ages to the student
movements of the twentieth century, the social dimension of the phenom-
enon remained constant.

Agamben evokes one of the oldest models of a “Western university”
initiated in Bologna during the twelfth century. Students who came from
all over Europe to study in the city and hence were deprived of citizens’
rights decided to protect their common interests by organizing themselves
(Moore, 2019). Employing the commonest term for corporation (a guild,
a trade, a brotherhood etc.), and community being in use at the time, they
called themselves “universitas scholarium,” the university of students in
Bologna (Verger, 2003). When such student associations became power-
ful, and gradually spread to other parts of Europe, they could control



SETTING THE SCENE: RESEARCH AND WRITING... 5

learning establishments (i.e. Bologna, Padua), appointing the professors,
hiring their services for a year, supervising their teaching and fining them
when they failed to fulfil their duties (Verger, 2003). Students could also
threaten the municipal and clerical local authorities saying that if their
rights were not acknowledged they would move away, taking the prosper-
ity and wealth they had brought to the city elsewhere. The power of stu-
dents’ universitas was better exemplified by the decision of the Emperor
Frederick Barbarossa in 1155 to grant the students and faculty of Bologna
immunity from civil law, thus initiating what has later been known as aca-
demic freedom, much eroded lately in the current neoliberal academia.

However, in focusing on his concern for the evaporation of students to
within the digital space, Agamben disregards another mediaeval model—
the University of the Masters (universitas magistrorumet). At the
University of Paris, teachers were those who lacked citizenship and needed
to protect their interests, and thus created an organized community
(Moore, 2019). At such a university, like Paris and Oxford, the teachers
were full-fledged members of the institutions, gradually becoming a status
group which transcended local and disciplinary boundaries. Possessing a
distinctive corpus of knowledge, they enjoyed a high degree of cultural
and social prestige which is still recognized today mainly when referring to
“academic celebrities” (Verger, 2003). By pushing the scholar-teachers
away from the campuses, compelling them to use digital technologies to
converse with screen-images of their students and colleagues, COVID-19
has in fact threatened to terminate not only the survival of the universitas
scholarium, the university of students, but also the universitas magistroru-
met—the community of the masters.

Moreover, these institutional processes also defy the vision of the mod-
ern university represented by Wilhelm von Humboldt in the nineteenth
century. In a memo published by Humboldt in 1810, prior to the building
of the University of Berlin, he argued that the university should produce
new, rationally scrutinized knowledge as well as cultivating students to
become responsible free thinkers and researchers. “Attending lectures is
only secondary,” he demonstrated. “What is essential is that for a series of
years one lives in close connection with like-minded people of the same
age, who are aware that in this same place there are many thoroughly
learned people, dedicated solely to the elevation and diffusion of science”
(quoted in Ruegg, 2004, p. 21).

Another concept of academia that could be relevant here is the welfare
university that flourished following the Second World War, mainly in the
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1960s. During that time, universities opened their gates to diverse popula-
tion in the United States and Europe, challenging institutional meritoc-
racy, providing scholarship and stipends to all people who wanted to study,
and job opportunities, good salaries and research funds to faculty even for
those engaged in the humanities (Williams, 2006; Moore, 2019).
Although the postwar university represented the democratic vision of
equal opportunity, it was also built on the spectre of perpetual struggle.
Students’ movements which flourished all over the globe were the princi-
pal medium for successive transformations, such as the civil rights move-
ment, 1960s-1970s student power and grassroots democracy, 1970s
feminism and more (Marginson, 2011). Despite differences within local
contexts, these movements shared a persistent call for equality and free-
dom to all people, irrespective of political, religious, socioeconomic and
cultural background, and occasionally cooperated with interested faculty
who held anti-war, anti-racist ideologies (Moore, 2019; Marginson,
2011). Academic institutions during these decades were diverse and bus-
tling with intellectual interactions as well as activism—demonstrations, sit-
ins and other types of provocations, actions and events.

These three concepts of the university demonstrate that these institu-
tions serve several roles: an educator, a producer of knowledge and a social
institution. Philomena Essed (1999, p. 212) describes higher education
institutions as “functional structures and social relations between students,
academic staff and administration the nature of which is informally deter-
mined by cultural politics privileging some groups and excluding others.”
Campuses have been perceived as social spaces, as microcosmos of society
at large, where people from different classes, ethnicities, nationalities, sex-
ual preferences physically meet. A common vision has been held by aca-
demics who are engaged in diversity work, like Essed and Sara Ahmed
(2012). Such academics are familiar with the complexity of institutional
hidden curriculum, that is the transmission of norms, values and beliefs in
the institutional social environment and the opportunities of changing
oppressive social structure it potentially entails. This mandatory institu-
tional space which encourages the essential intellectual and social interac-
tions began to evaporate as use of technologies infused academic life and
accelerated when campuses were closed down during COVID-19.

However, it would be wrong to assume that these perturbing processes
are new ones. Our academic experience reveals that teachers and students,
as they were defined by the old universities and by Humboldt’s more
modern vision, started vanishing several decades ago, not by a pandemic
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but rather by neoliberal ideology and practices. The logic of the capitalist
market has turned the universities from quasi-independent communities
of scholars engaged in free thinking in a fertile supportive institutional
climate, into an educational market economy where teachers are service
providers, students are customers and the administration dictate the insti-
tutional rules and actions.

This is the academia that the three of us have experienced for many
years, where we teach, research and have been engaged in administrative
and community work. This is the academia we are exploring via our per-
sonal stories written about and within the neoliberal maze. To fully
appraise our accounts some explanation and clarification regarding the
neoliberal institutional context is needed.

NEGOTIATING THE NEOLIBERAL CULTURE

Neoliberalism is grounded in logics of globalization, marketization, priva-
tization and individualization. It has penetrated most areas of public life as
well as public institutions, changing their culture and functioning with
increasingly disastrous effects. Jane Goodall (2019) defines neoliberalism
as a set of political beliefs, values and practices informing heightened regu-
lation, accountability, competition and justification of public expenditure.
Early proponents of neoliberal ideology were optimistic and promoted its
potential to bring freedom from poverty and inequality through universal
involvement in the market economy. Yet it assured only the “survival of
the fittest,” turning out to be predominantly about corporate control and
competitive self-interest (Goodall, 2019, p. 58).

Neoliberalism infiltrated higher education from the 1980s in the United
Kingdom, United States, Australia and Canada and increasingly in other
parts of the world, through authoritarian managerialism, “accountability
processes, standardization measures, performance indicators, [and | bench-
marking achievement audits” (Brule, 2004, p. 247). Rising targets on
research grants and annual publication outputs have been common exam-
ples of eagerly collected metrics in such a regime. Norms and values of
education as a public good of the previous decades have been gradually
abandoned, while knowledge has become a product like any other (Olssen
& Peters, 2005; Naidoo & Williams, 2015).

Jarvis demonstrates that so-called quality has “become an increasingly
dominant regulatory tool in the management of higher education sectors
around the world,” imposing “quasi-market, competitive based
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rationalities [ ...] using a policy discourse that is often informed by convic-
tion rather than evidence” (Jarvis, 2014, p. 155). Other phenomena
include the branding and marketing of the university /college; the decline
in public spending on higher education; the speed-up of academic careers
and the casualization and precarity of the teaching workforce as well as the
decline of tenure track positions, research opportunities and promotion
paths (Maskovsky, 2012; Connell, 2013). The challenges for academics
are thus complex:

diminishing budgets, multiplying audit mechanism ensuring ‘accountabil-
ity,” technological developments that appear to throw traditional teaching
practices into question, closed publishing models, spiralling student-statf
ratios, ... increasingly rigid and competitive research funding mechanisms,
and perceived threats to academic freedom and independence. (Whelan,
2015, p. 131)

Consequently, as academics we live with eroding conditions, uncer-
tainty, ever-increasing teaching, administration and service loads, and pre-
scribed publishing targets to demonstrate our worth. In such a climate,
lack of achievements and inadequate financial resources are viewed as per-
sonal failures rather than as a reflection of larger systemic problems (see
e.g. Gill & Donaghue, 2016). The emotional costs, as Rosalind Gill
(2016, p. 40) reports, are “exhaustion, stress, overload, insomnia, anxiety,
shame, aggression, hurt, guilt and feelings of out-of-placeness, fraudu-
lence and fear of exposure.” Yet these embodied experiences are silenced
in the public spaces, that is conferences or departmental meetings, and
only talked about in informal locations such as corridors, coffee breaks or
during intimate conversation with friends (p. 40). When Gill decided to
break the silence, she seemed to comply with the common academic
notion that moaning, complaining and unhappiness are undesirable,
therefore, reframing these responses as “analysis or a (political) demand
for change” (p. 41).

The unhappiness, high levels of stress and weariness are intensified
when having to teach students who are referred to and behave as consum-
ers (Ball, 2012; Naidoo & Williams, 2015; Molesworth et al., 2010;
Saunders, 2007). Early expectations that if referred to as clients, students
would become empowered autonomous beings, exercising free choice,
has been defied by their growing passivity and instrumental learning
(Naidoo & Williams, 2015). We, their teachers, have gradually turned into
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anxious and oppressed suppliers compelled under increasing audit surveil-
lance to avoid autonomous judgement about curriculum and pedagogy in
the interest of our students (Connell, 2013, p. 108).

In such a context, educators find it increasingly difficult to fully embrace
the liberal humanist motivation to turn their students into either free
responsible thinkers who create new well scrutinized knowledge or coura-
geous critical agents with aptitudes to recognize, analyse and work towards
reducing injustices. This confirms Henry Giroux’s argument that, due to
the controlling and “corrosive effects” of the neoliberal corporate culture,
civic discourse would be eroded (Giroux, 2002, p. 425). The pressure to
obey market considerations obligates teachers to deliver quantifiable and
measurable services and skills, limiting their educational assignment to
prepare their students for the capitalist and corporate job market (Brule,
2004, p. 248; Vallally, 2019; Connell, 2013).

Using Giorgio Agamben’s term “bare pedagogy,” Giroux (2010,
p. 185) describes current academic education as a pedagogy that places
“an emphasis on winning at all costs, a ruthless competitiveness, hedo-
nism, the cult of individualism,” while minimizing and even removing
ethical considerations. Such a context preserves social, national, ethnic,
class and gender hierarchies and divisions and appears entirely at odds with
dissent thinking and radical critique of social and political power relations
as well as with values like social justice, equality, anti-racism and care for
others (Giroux, 2010; Jones & Calafell, 2012; Feigenbaum, 2007). Lynch
(2000) points out that such circumstances pose a challenge to academics
who develop a “counter-hegemonic discourse, a discourse that is grounded
in the principles of democracy and equality that are the heart of the public
education tradition” (Lynch, 2006, p. 11). Social justice discourse which
often causes discomfort, and /or elicits controversy in the classroom, leads
to accusations of politicizing what is expected to be (and never was) a
neutral space.

Therefore, teachers who persist in challenging their students with social
critique are facing hostile learners as well as antagonistic colleagues and
administration (hooks, 1994; Jones & Calafell, 2012; Hager, 2015). Since
students’ evaluations of teachers’ aptitude can determine an educators’
career progression, promoting counter-hegemonic discourse becomes a
risk many teachers are not willing to take. Moreover, social activism in
such atmosphere may become “something one does after hours [...] a
private pursuit or hobby [...] even frowned upon” (Bowles et al., 2017,
p. 2). Since pressures to invest in publishing and gaining grant money are
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increasing, free time is very sparse and is expected to be used
“productively.”

How can academics resist such an oppressive climate which seems to
deprive them of purpose and agency? In researching neoliberalism, we
encountered articles and books which attempt to pursue “alternative pri-
orities, resistances and refusals” to the market-driven academia (Bottrell &
Manathunga, 2018, p. 2) Resisting neoliberalism in higher education:
Seeing through the cracks (2018), for example, is a collection of articles
which shed light on how academics negotiate and survive the managed life
and diminishing space of “traditional” academic objectives by finding ways
to work in collegial ways, thus defying neoliberal logic in teaching,
researching and writing.

Our project is an addition to these illuminating ventures which expose
the hidden costs of an academic’s daily routine in the present higher edu-
cation net, while challenging and opposing neoliberal oppressive pro-
cesses. It is rooted in feminist epistemology, and as such it does not accept
the standard academic distinction between the rules of knowledge build-
ing and the constructed knowledge itself, acknowledging the fact that this
division is an inaccurate abstraction intended to create a fictive external
vantage point from which one can objectively and neutrally look and eval-
uate knowledge (Duncan, 1996). According to researchers such as Nancy
Hartsock (1983), Donna Haraway (1988) and Sandra Harding (1987),
intellectual activity is always implemented from a certain standpoint, thus
it is situated knowledge, and therefore, by definition, it is non-objective
but rather subjective and politically biased and its bias is an integral aspect
of the research. Academic knowledge, which reflects a political standpoint
of white western male and capitalist values, remains unmarked, transparent
and positioned as analytical and as academic status quo (Haraway, 1988,
p. 581; Duncan, 1996, pp. 3—4). Feminist researchers called for examina-
tion of what this standpoint excludes, in our case, stories opposing the
neoliberal rule which damages academic knowledge, institutional interac-
tions and the wellbeing of individuals (Harding, 1987, p. 29; Scott, 2004,
pp- 20-21). Our project is thus not a clear-cut academic theoretical cri-
tique, but rather an embodied act of resistance to the individualistic and
competitive ethos entrenched in the academic setting. In such context,
subjectivity becomes a key site of political struggle against the current
governmentality (Ball, 2016). Writing our personal accounts regarding
the impact of neoliberal regime on our views, beliefs, academic practices
and persona becomes our opposition to this oppressive institutional regime.
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COLLABORATIVE AUTOETHNOGRAPHIES

When we imagine a successful scholar in the contemporary academy, we
picture, often with envy, a rational, ambitious, driven, individualistic, com-
petitive, efficient, calculated and accountable subject, whose apparent
masculine prototype discloses that he is often a male. We rarely identify
with this competent-focused persona, but rather have often felt unquali-
fied and powerless when contending with institutional pressures and
workloads. However, when meeting colleagues and members of manage-
ment, we are compelled to adopt the invincible neoliberal facade of those
who effortlessly carry the burden of the unbearable academic demands.
Gradually this recurring effort becomes a ritual performance which pres-
ents itself as “our real self.” Observing our colleagues navigating the same
labyrinth, we are sometimes, perhaps incorrectly, convinced that they have
undergone a real personal transformation.

Philip Mirowski (2013, p. 117) sees these subjective processes and
shifts as forming a fragmenting self, providing a gloomy description of the
outcome:

The fragmentation of the neoliberal self begins when the agent is brought
face to face with the realization that she is not just an employee or student,
but also simultaneously a product to be sold, a walking advertisement, a
manager of her résumé, a biographer of her rationales, and an entrepreneur
of her possibilities. She has to somehow manage to be simultaneously sub-
ject, object, and spectator. She is perforce not learning about who she really
is, but rather, provisionally buying the person she must soon become.

Our book explores this disturbing fragmentation by interrogating our
experiences with the enforced neoliberal performativity and with the
awareness of turning into human capital. By telling our biographical
accounts—autoethnographies—of coping with current academic pres-
sures, we oppose the familiar “academic biography” we must provide to
promotion committees, while creating and contributing new knowledge
regarding the daily lives of academics under neoliberal governability and
managerialism (Cannizzo, 2018).

Autoethnography has been theorized as a form of autobiography scru-
tinizing the cultural, social and political context. Heewon Chang (2008,
2011) defines it as a research method that enables researchers to use data
from their own life stories as situated in sociocultural contexts in order to
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gain an understanding of society through the unique lens of the self. Ellis
(2004 ) suggests that its primary focus is a certain self, or some aspect of a
life lived in cultural context. If “culture circulates through all of us,” she
writes, “then how can autoethnography not connect to a world beyond
the self?” (Ellis, 2004, p. 34). Observing the self as embedded within a
certain social context implies that autoethnography differs from the auto-
biography criticized by Bourdieu for “divorc[ing] the life trajectory from
any social constraints” (Reed-Danahay, 1997, p. 9), by providing socio-
cultural interpretation of self-society connectivity (Chang et al., 2013).
Focusing on the self, this approach often is criticized and defined as unin-
teresting self-indulgence by academic hegemony which overtly promotes
and values objectivity, neutrality and the (false) distancing of the researcher
from his/her subjects (see e.g. Delamont, 2007; Bradely, 2016; Chang
etal., 2013).

Inscribing individual identity within and relative to a socio-political
context also entails the transcendence of familiar and instinctive everyday
conceptions of selthood and social life. Personal stories which are written
and read within the social, political and cultural context of the current
academia do both. They adhere to and confirm the competent individual-
istic academic persona, and at the same time challenge its construction,
thus revealing how it is conjured and embedded in the power relations of
the academic audit culture (Reed-Danahay, 1997). Moreover, as reflective
observers, we, the authors of these autoethnographies, transgress our
automatically assigned selfhood, in the process acquiring multiple identi-
ties, displaced and necessarily “not at home,” in the stabilized definitions
of the power structure (Reed-Danahay, 1997, p. 4). Therefore, although
our stories at times echo the familiar image of the accomplished academic,
they equally reflect other personas and thus predominantly testify to the
fluidity and hybridity of the self, disclosing among other things its contra-
dictions, hesitations, anxieties, anger, insecurities, stress and satisfactions.

Janet Gunn demonstrates that the real question of autoethnography is
not “Who am I?,” but rather “it is a question of ‘where do I belong? [...]
the question of the self’s identity becomes a question of self’s location in
aworld” (Gunn quoted in Neumann, 1996, p. 184). Positioning through
autoethnography problematizes social and political perceptions, challeng-
ing the fallacy of the self/other, individual /social dichotomies (Spark,
2002, p. 217), while posing representational questions such as: Who is
representing whose life? What interests does she /he represent?
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However, depicting, dismantling and resisting the neoliberal academic
self requires a partial collaboration with, and appropriation of, the dis-
course developed within the neoliberal academia, that is concepts, meth-
odologies and ways of writing. Our autoethnographies, then, can be
written and read as a cooperation with hegemonic power (they use aca-
demic jargon and will contribute to our promotion, and will be measured
by the academic metrics) and simultaneously as a rebellious and subversive
response to this power (by questioning neoliberal notions of meritocracy,
quality, difference and objectivity).

Caren Kaplan (1998) and Sidone Smith (1998) also have stressed the
oppositional potential of autoethnography. Kaplan classified it an “out-law
genre [...] autobiographical but eclectically ‘errant’ and culturally disrup-
tive” (Kaplan quoted in Smith, 1998, p. 433). Out-law genres, wrote
Kaplan, “require more collaborative procedures [ ...] more closely attuned
to the power differences among participants in the process of producing
the text. Thus, instead of a discourse of individual authorship, we find a
discourse of situation; a ‘politics of location’” (Kaplan, 1998, p. 208).

Following Kaplan, we see our autoethnographies as collaborative mul-
tivocal texts. However, writing our autoethnographies in dialogue, we
take the collaboration further. Chang et al. (2013) define collaborative
autoethnography as a research method that combines the autoethnogra-
phies of several researchers situated in a certain sociocultural milieu—in
our case the academia—interacting dialogically. Collecting and sharing
autobiographical materials, analysing and interpreting this data collec-
tively, we gain deeper insights regarding the neoliberal academia as a
sociocultural phenomenon (Chang, 2008, 2011; Blalock and Akehi
2018). Since we come from different countries, disciplines and experien-
tial perspectives, our stories represent multiple points of view on neoliberal
cultural scripts and systematic oppression. Collaborative autoethnography
is a powerful method of community building. It enhances trusting rela-
tionships, provides for deep listening, promotes creativity and ofters col-
legial feedback and mentorship (Lapadat, 2017; Chang et al., 2013).

Yet, while writing together we also faced methodological and ethical
challenges, such as role division, individual accountability, ethics of author-
ship and data ownership. Very early on we realized that the book’s final
version would not be exactly what each one of us personally aspired to. As
individuals we have developed distinct rhetorical styles and different disci-
plinary habits. Collaborative writing compelled us to negotiate and to
compromise. Yet the power and the significance of such writing depended
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on our ability to conceive the intellectual gains of minimizing power
struggles and questions of authority, while enjoying the experience of
working and learning from each other. It entails retreating at times to the
shadows and letting others lead, a move which is less common in the indi-
vidualist neoliberal academic training and writing. As others who were
engaged in similar collective academic work, we see our project as a radical
act of resistance against the hegemonic discourses of individuality who
push us all to compete (Brooks et al., 2020; Charteris et al., 2016;
Hernandez et al., 2015).

For us, it has been an interesting and rewarding journey which has
enabled us to better comprehend the obstacles and difficulties we confront
in our respective institutions as well as the prices we have paid and still
must pay for surviving the neoliberal maze. Moreover, it provides us with
some understanding regarding our ability to develop adequate strategies
of resistance, refusing to abridge our existence into being solely human
capital.

WRITING IN DIALOGUE

Collaborative academic writing is quite a challenge. In the past, the three
of us co-authored articles with colleagues, but they were based on a divi-
sion of responsibilities: Each writer had their own role and segments and
their respective final word. The old unofficial academic guidance was that
co-authoring should be used infrequently, at least in the humanities,
because of the ethos of individualized research capital. It has been less
respected, and is also ranked lower, especially if the author doesn’t appear
first in the list of authors. More recently collaborations across disciplines
(mainly in exact, life and social sciences) have gained increasing favour. Yet
it still reflects academic hierarchy and intellectual ownership as echoed by
the order of authors’ names on each publication (see e.g. Efthyvoulou,
2008; Igou & van Tilburg, 2015). How do we step down from this pyra-
mid into a more equal sphere? How can we write collaboratively, without
a hierarchy or a distinct division of responsibilities?

In our video meetings, we discussed how we would like to work
together. For Susan and Omri, it was their first experience in collaborative
writing using the distinctive methodology of collaborative autoethnogra-
phy. We decided there would be no supreme editing authority, and we
wouldn’t allocate responsibility for various contents. Each of us was to
write a story, send it to the others for reading and editing, and then we
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would assemble the chapters together. Chapters do not “belong” to any-
one, and personal stories would undergo a shared metamorphosis, zap-
ping between personal and political-systemic stories, reflecting coinciding
perspectives and similar experiences.

These decisions were accompanied by uneasiness. Some of us were con-
cerned that basing a book on our personal stories would put us at institu-
tional risk. It seems perilous in the current competitive academic climate
to write a book which emphasizes our difficulties and failures in academia
rather than our accomplishments in coping with the demands of the neo-
liberal system. It could label us as wilful and incompetent, or as indulging
ourselves with complaints while other people dream of acquiring our per-
manent academic positions.

Such disqualifying framing however is in fact an effective type of cen-
sorship which prevents academics from disapproving the current academic
regime (Gill, 2016). It threatened to silence us. Fearing to be criticized for
self-indulgence, we thought to replace our personal stories with interviews
with other academics. It took us some discussions to realize that by trans-
forming the original plan—to tell our own stories—we were in fact silenc-
ing ourselves and re-censoring significant knowledge.

Initially there were four of us. A British researcher was part of our team
at the primary phases of our thinking. After writing the first drafts, she
decided to leave, being concerned that this research and writing project
was outside her usual academic field. In the neoliberal academia you are
expected to be focused and efficient and exploring subjects out of your
academic discipline is often regarded as a distraction. Perhaps it has been
an example of how neoliberal academia forces academics in senior posi-
tions to restrict their interests and their intellectual horizons for the sake
of promotion.

We’d hoped to bring a young German scholar in the postdoctoral phase
on board, but he was engaged in the Sisyphean task of applying for grants
and building a proper CV for a permanent academic position. Being a
historian, he was concerned that a book which lies outside the bounds of
his field of expertise and criticizes current academia might taint him as a
subversive non-compliant, and problematic for the academic system. We
regretted his decision, because the voice of a junior academic who was just
starting his career was important to us. Yet, being aware of the difficulties
of finding a permanent academic post and the necessary adherence to the
rigid “specialization” system, which requires a coherent professional port-
folio of publications, his decision was sensible.
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Fairly protected by our academic privileges—Tamar and Susan are asso-
ciate professors and Omiri is a senior lecturer—we continued with the proj-
ect. Perhaps only in these advantageous positions can critical uncensored
stories and opinions be voiced without damage to careers. Too often it
seems that current academia behaves like commercial companies, disci-
plining and punishing rogue junior workers who criticize and challenge
the rules of the game, regarding them as unwanted rebels. Our permanent
job positions might make us somewhat immune to such reprimands.

Via transatlantic video sessions and lots of discussions and arguments,
we shaped a work process. The first step for each of us was to write a story
based on a personal experience relating to each theme. We exchanged
these stories in a shared folder. We read and commented on the others’
stories, aiming to support and mentor each other in order to develop and
improve our accounts. Here we encountered the first pitfall. We are trained
in diverse genres of academic writing. Crossing the boundaries into per-
sonal narratives, which do not necessarily adhere to citation of sources and
to analytical argument, was not always straightforward. In the first few
rounds, we wrote comments like “No need for this theory here,” “You
need to give more details,” “But how did you feel? Try and describe your
experience more” and “Then what happened? And don’t stop here.” We
had to constantly keep each other from slipping into the academic comfort
zone of the imposing researcher/writer, who exercises superior authority
while imposing unequivocal interpretations. We had to evade the familiar
academic tone, formal, discreet, empirical and distant. Our task was to
write about academia from within the academic setting while using essayist
and literary tools. It meant using the first-person, recording and describ-
ing in detail events, real characters, experiences, weaknesses, dilemmas and
failures.

At the beginning of this road, still somewhat unsure (What would it
ultimately look like? How will our voices merge?), with partial drafts and
quite a few creative barriers, we met in London. It was crucial to meet face
to face, to overcome self-constraints, to put forward ideas for stories and
to think them through together, and to offer each other a supportive
shoulder. It was hard work. We met in London and spent a week together,
working on our chapters and stories. Each morning we met to talk and
write. Gradually we got to know each other. Our discussions prompted
stories; we held writing sessions, sitting side by side in different libraries or
in our hotels, taking coffee breaks to discuss new ideas and different angles
of our subjects. These sessions and our dialogue invaded our stories.



SETTING THE SCENE: RESEARCH AND WRITING... 17

The week went by quickly. Back at our desks in Australia and Israel we
confronted a crucial moment of writing and editing. In our video meet-
ings we wondered how to reflect upon the fact that our stories were writ-
ten in cooperation and collaboration when representing each theme. How
to construct auto/biographies or auto/ethnographies in the dialogue of
academics in neoliberal reality within each chapter and as an overall struc-
ture of the entire book? In collaborative writing, there is no chief writer-
editor who decides what stays in and what is left out, what is the frame
story and what needs to be shortened or tightened.

We grouped together the three stories in each file and continued work-
ing in rounds. Each chapter had a first editor, who arranged the order and
wrote the frame story that reflected our dialogue back in London. Next,
we transferred each chapter to the second editor and then to the third. But
the dilemmas intensified. We wondered whether at this point, when the
chapter was already organized, we could intervene in the personal stories,
ask questions, suggest cuts. To what extent and in what way should we
invade each other’s narratives and/or step aside and let the other take
control over our own story or the dialogue?

Eager to learn from the experience of others, we read accounts of col-
laborative writing endeavours (i.e. Brooks et al., 2020; Charteris et al.,
2016). We discovered that there was no prescription. The writing process
depends on participants’ personalities and aims, and it involves constant
negotiation and consequently each venture is unique. It seems that each
collaborative project entails traversing a terra incognita, where writers
must invent rules, rather than obey dictated ones.

The editing tool that proved to be controversial was Track Changes.
Should we use it, thus leaving the changes we made visible while passing
on our edited version or send a clean copy to the next in line? It was a
crucial question, not just a technical one, because our preferences clearly
illuminated our sensibilities and habits. At times, we have found it hard to
agree about the “best interests of the text,” and who decides what those
are. Susan edited with comments, Omri preferred to send in a clean copy,
Tamar worked with Track Changes. Friction and disagreements ensued,
but also creative solutions and new ways to support one another. Writing
together we learnt required flexibility: In each chapter, we worked differ-
ently. One chapter was reedited in increments, back and forth, without
Track Changes; we each received a clean copy and changed it as we saw fit.
In another chapter we used Track Changes, with each one adding, accept-
ing or rejecting.
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The episodes accumulated, and it was their lack of uniformity or imper-
fection which makes them powerful. Our subjective perspectives dictate
uncertain, hesitant and at times even indecisive writing as well as apparent
information gaps. These qualms and data cracks exist in every research, yet
unlike traditional academic writing, we point them out and don’t obscure
them. They are an integral and organic part of the process.

Thinking and writing differently provided opportunities to experience
the possibilities inherent in the Greek word akadémeia—a grove outside
the city walls. Our book allowed us to cross the academic barriers and stay
for a while in the “wood” surrounding the neoliberal labyrinth. Looking
from there at our professional territory we could see ourselves and the
system that has both fed and oppressed us clearer and more deeply.
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