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Introduction

Different epistemological stances constitute different pictures of the world. This is a mundane truism, but also a useful starting point for my attempt to construct one particular picture of academic practice in higher education. My picture of higher education explores instances from interviews with academics, to suggest a way of seeing what we might think of as an unconscious or an ‘other side’ of higher education institutions.  This unconscious, I am suggesting, is constitutive of both intellectual authority and policy driven institutional values. The approach I am taking suggests that it may be productive to interpret these aspects of higher education practice as social fantasies that act both as a point of identification and as a limit to contemporary academic subjectivities.  My methodology for the development of this argument, including both the construction of the interviews and the analysis of the project data, is situated within a particular epistemological framework that already repositions the concepts of affect, agency, and privilege that are the focus of this book. This framework is broadly informed by Lacanian psychoanalytic theory, although I would argue that it is impossible and inconsistent to try to maintain a purist Lacanian position in the process of constructing and interpreting either research or psychoanalytic data. Lacan’s theory both directs the interpretive gaze and, at the same time, warns against the imposition of prior theoretical commitments onto the repositioned signifiers that constitute the object of an analysis. 
I want to begin by setting out some contrasting conceptualizations of affect within psychoanalytic theory, and the methodological implications of these different approaches. This will form the basis for an initial exploration of how we might understand affect, privilege and agency from a Lacanian perspective. The following section will build on this to set out recent conceptualizations of fantasy by Lacanian social theorists (Zizek, 1989; Glynos, 2008; Hook, 2012), as an initial framework for my analysis of unconscious social fantasies within higher education, and for the development of my argument about the psychical processes through which academic subjectivities are constituted in identification with these fantasies. 
It is worth pointing out that the analysis constructed here is both an obedient reiteration of a Lacanian framework and methodologically innovative in relation to educational and social research. Glynos (2008) has argued persuasively that the fantasmatic aspect of discourse, and the powerful grip this has on the articulation of (im)possible subjectivities, has not been sufficiently taken into account within critical social research (p. 276). He distinguishes between research which addresses the normative content of a discourse, and research which addresses the subject’s fantasmatic relation to those discursive norms. While normative approaches already occupy a recognized, legitimized position within the methodological landscape, approaches that engage more directly with the fantasmatic logics that underpin discursive practices are yet to be fully developed. The exploratory investigation of both the social fantasy and of psychical relations to the fantasy that is developed in this chapter is intended to offer some suggestions for a methodology for exploring fantasmatic relations within empirical social research. 

Affect, privilege and agency within psychoanalytic theory
In psychoanalysis, the elusive affective object is desire. The aim is to help the subject of analysis to articulate desire: an instinct or psychical force the representation of which has been repressed in order to conform to the conventions or regulations of the social world.  One of the most fundamental obviousnesses articulated for us by Freud is a set of distinctions between the ‘affect’ associated with the subject’s repressed desire, the symbolic (bodily, linguistic or visual) representation of ‘affect’, and the ideational content to which a specific experience of ‘affect’ becomes attached (see Freud, 1958).  Since desire itself cannot be named, the affect associated with desire can only be expressed once it has been disguised through a process of symbolic association: the shame, envy, or lust associated with the prohibited object of desire is directed towards an alternative object, through unconscious mechanisms of condensation and displacement. So, for example, my bodily sensation of shame in relation to sending an ill advised e-mail is intensified because another, unspeakable, shame is also expressed through symbolic association with this experience; perhaps a word or an image in the e-mail was able to condense/disguise meanings associated with my desire, allowing the displacement of this more intense affect onto a new ideational content. What this implies is that when asked about my shame, I am likely to account for it by talking about the e-mail, rather than coming to recognise my more shameful desire. Or, alternatively, an experience associated with a prohibited desire might elicit indifference, rather than intensification of affect. I might claim, for example, to be unaffected by a slight that in some way resembles another slight that I cannot acknowledge without evoking the painful affect associated with a more unspeakable desire. Desire, then, is a form of affect that cannot be directly named or acknowledged, but can be redirected or expressed by means of symbolic association to other representations, and thus comes to be attached to apparently unrelated experiences or ideas. 
So, the psychoanalyst is presented with a complex task: to support the subject in articulating a desire that cannot be named, and that can only be traced in the intensification or suppression of affect in the subject’s account of their experience. How might the analyst begin to approach this task? How will they help them to observe the intensifications and suppressions of affect that are the symptoms of desire? These articulations of affect are unintentional, unconsciously constructed to disguise something the subject cannot acknowledge, so their interpretation requires a particular sensitivity to clues that might emerge within the clinical relation. The methodology of the analyst will depend, to a large extent, on their conceptualisation of affect, understood either as directly accessible knowledge, or as an experience that is always already mediated by language. 
Psychoanalytic approaches associated with the work of Melanie Klein suggest that within the carefully constructed intimacy of the clinical relationship, it is possible for the analyst to interpret their own affective responses as indicative of the unconscious affect of the patient. The attentive analyst will be able to pick up on the excess of affect communicated unconsciously in interaction with the patient. Racker, for example, suggests: ‘If the analyst is well identified with the patient, then the thoughts and feelings which emerge in him [sic] will be, precisely, those which did not emerge in the patient’ (1982, p. 17). This claim to experience an affect on behalf of another subject might appear quite extreme. However, it is perhaps more persuasive if we take into account the context of the psychoanalytic training, which develops the analyst’s expertise in distinguishing their own feelings from those evoked in them by their patients. In addition, in making this kind of interpretation, the analyst would be expected to exercise caution, to explore the meaning of their affective response in relation to other clinical material, which will provide further clues about the way the patient intensifies or suppresses affective responses in significant experiences and relationships. Patterns in these responses will help the analyst to decide if their own affective response might signal something about the unconscious affect of the patient. Nevertheless, there is a sense in which affect is here understood as a knowable bodily experience, accessible to the expert interpretation of the analyst, who is thus in a privileged position, with authority to make claims about the patient’s desire. From this perspective, agency might be understood as available to those who can disentangle desire from its web of unconscious disguise, in order to act and interpret from a position of knowing and controlling their own affective responses. 
Lacanian approaches, in contrast, foreground the gap between energetic affective force and language. Desire is produced in this gap: it is the leftover between the unsymbolisable energies of the Real and the demands that can be named within language. This leftover affect, desire, seeks but can never find articulation within language.  From this perspective, we cannot know either our own affective experience or that of an other, since our attempts to represent or name this experience are always limited by language. Even our conscious experiences of affect can be understood as discursively regulated signifiers, constituted in relation to the social and cultural context: partial representations of the extra-discursive force of desire. The affective responses of the analyst, then, cannot be distinguished as ‘belonging’ to one or other subject in the clinical relation, but should be understood as constituted in the multitude of symbolic or discursive relations that constitute both the context of the interaction and the subjectivity of the participants. If the analyst feels angry or sad, for example, this should not be understood as an essentialised emotion experienced within the setting, but rather as an articulation of a displacement of affect from elsewhere in the discursive terrain: something within the clinical relation has enabled the articulation of an affect associated with desire that could not be expressed elsewhere. This perspective thus foregrounds the dangers of claims to authoritative knowledge, focusing instead on the discursive construction of the interpreting subject (Frosh and Baraitser, 2008; Nobus, 2012; Lapping, 2013). 
The methodological implication here is that any interpretation must be understood as partial and incomplete, a misrecognition, dangerously inextricable from the complex network of signifying chains and symbolic relations that constitute the interaction between analyst and subject. The objective of analytic work is not to interpret conscious affective responses, but rather to develop awareness of the symbolic associations that, from a Lacanian perspective, constitute the unconscious. Agency, here, is shifted from an intentional, conscious human subject to language – it is the unconscious symbolic relations between signifiers, or, put another way, the signifier’s ability to contain multiple symbolic relations, that controls meaning and action. Agency is thus no longer understood as an attribute of an individualized human subject: we might talk perhaps about the agency of the signifier, or of discourse, rather than of the analyst, researcher or participant. Or, alternatively, agency might be understood in terms of the radical indeterminacy of the subject, which appears at the moment of production of desire. Affect appears in several forms, but the desire that is the focus of analytic work is constituted in the gap between the impossible excesses of the Real and the social constraints of articulated discourse. The subject, as an incomplete and radically undecidable entity, also appears in this space for the remnant leftover between language and the Real (see e.g. Dolar, 1993; Davis, 1994). Within this framework, privilege is not an attribute or position of an individual, but rather the position of the signifier or of the fantasy: discursive elements or structures that act as key points of subjective identification, and are thus imbued with the power to organize social relations. 
The logic of fantasy: compensatory enjoyment and the prohibition of desire

Within a Lacanian framework, fantasy is precisely that which allows us to engage with everyday ‘reality’, and, crucially, it allows us to carry out this engagement without confronting the undifferentiated or unsymbolisable Real of our own desire. This represents a shift in understanding of the function of fantasy. Rather than, as traditionally understood, something that blocks recognition of the ‘true’ or ‘real’ state of things, the fantasy constructs our perception of ‘reality’ in such a way that an unbearable or traumatic kernel of our being is kept out of sight. The fantasy thus permits engagement in day to day social life, but it represses a-social, transgressive elements of subjectivity. From a Lacanian perspective, it is the articulation of these repressed elements of subjectivity that constitutes ‘truth’; politically, it is through this articulation that we might shift rigid discursive formations that sustain the inequities of existing social hierarchies. The articulation of ‘new’, previously repressed, signifiers, can never fully articulate desire, but it can disrupt or reform the fantasies through which social engagement takes place.
Zizek (1989) provides an illuminating illustration of the Lacanian inversion of the concept of fantasy. He cites Lacan’s interpretation of the dream of the bereaved father, sleeping in the room next to where his child had been laid out, surrounded by candles, one of which falls, starting a fire. The father dreamed that his child was standing next to him, whispering reproachfully ‘Father, don’t you see I’m burning?’ A traditional understanding of fantasy as standing in the way of an encounter with ‘reality’ might lead to an interpretation of the dream as allowing the father to prolong his sleep, protecting him from the reality he must confront on waking. The Lacanian inversion suggests the opposite: that the reality from which the father needs to be protected is to be found within the dream. Zizek explains: ‘the reality of the child’s reproach to his father […] implying the father’s fundamental guilt – is more terrifying than so-called external reality itself, and that is why he awakens: to escape the Real of his desire’ (p. 45). The fantasy, which we might characterize as one of being a good father, able to care for his child, is not to be found in the dream, but is that which sustains the father through his wakefulness. 

It is worth foregrounding three additional elements to this logic of fantasy as that which protects us from the unbearable Real of desire. Firstly, the fantasy involves ‘an idealized scenario promising an imaginary fullness’ (Glynos, 2008, p. 283). However, this same idealized scenario constitutes an obstacle that stands in the way of the realization of desire. The requirement to live up to the (impossible) ideal of the good father, and the horror that the failure to embody this unrealistic ideal implies, act as a prohibition on the subject’s desire. This desire is an unnamable transgression: we can only speculate about the mundane earthly pleasures associated with the guilt the father, once named as a parent, has to continually keep at bay. Finally, while it is impossible to name desire as such, we can, perhaps, more easily point towards enjoyment, the satisfaction, the kick of pleasurable affect gained by the subject through identification with the social prohibition on desire (see Fink, 1997, p. 226). It is this enjoyment that sustains the logic of fantasy.

It is possible to discern this same logic of fantasy at work in the social relations that sustain social and political practices. In their account of the shift of UK politics into a New Right ideology that disrupted the welfare state consensus, replacing it with the values of the market, Glynos and Howarth (2007) identify the way repudiated desire reemerges, in another form, in the representation of the other. They describe the workings of fantasy in representations that questioned the economic benefits of a university education. In comparison to ‘hard working, self made ‘men’’, they suggest, ‘lecturers and students are often portrayed as ‘privileged’, ‘lazy’, ‘inefficient’, ‘sexually corrupting’, ‘morally deviant’ and so forth’ (p. 174). The fantasy required to sustain the New Right ideology is that the market functions autonomously, that it can exclude values traditionally embodied by public sector: the care inherent to the health service, for example, or the intellectual values inherent to education. In order to maintain this fantasy, representatives of those sectors must be associated with all that is abhorrent, unproductive and corrupt. However, the allocation of these attributes, at the same time, separates the New Right subject from their own, transgressive, perhaps sensitive, caring or intellectual desire. The enjoyment that is forfeited in this move is repaid in the construction of a subjectivity that conforms to the energy and values of the market: the pleasures of identification compensate for the repression of prohibited desire. 

In a similar way, Derek Hook (2012) describes how the fantasy of racial difference that sustains colonial structural relations at the same time acts as a prohibition on the white colonial subject’s desire. He makes the familiar point that: ‘physicality and sexuality that the white colonial cannot permit himself to possess, he projects onto the screen of the colonial other’ (p. 214). The Lacanian slant is that the fantasy of colonial rationality and righteous authority requires a repudiation of specific articulations of bodily desire. Hook details the complex tensions between the sense that the other has robbed me of pleasures that are rightfully mine, and the yet more traumatic possibility that ‘this surplus enjoyment was never ours … that we were never in possession of what we claim the other has pilfered’ (215). The key point is that the fantasy of difference between the white and the non white subject both prohibits any articulation of desire that might suggest sameness, and offers a compensatory enjoyment in the reassertion of racial difference.  
This, then, is the logic of fantasy. It suggests that all social engagement is structured by a fantasy that permits the articulation of a legible subjectivity, one that supports existing social structures, while holding at bay the unbearable, illegible Real of our desire. Privilege, within this framework, relates first to the signifying structure, the fantasy invested with the power to order social relations, and only secondarily to the way that the fantasy supports the fragile discursive and material investments of individualized human subjects. The affective force of desire is articulated for each subject in the construction of a relation to the privileged fantasies that organize their particular social contexts. 
The point is not to escape fantasy – an impossibility, from a Lacanian perspective, since fantasy is a necessary mediation, helping us to manage the overwhelming experience of affect or non identity that threatens our day to day passage through the world. The point is to understand the interplay of contrasting fantasies and also the mechanisms by which individual subjectivities are constituted in psychical relation to these fantasies. This kind of understanding might reveal possibilities to shift the privileged fantasmatic structures that block new articulations of desire. Within psychoanalysis, this occurs when the subject is able to speak about aspects of their lives that were previously unspeakable; in social research, we might hope to explore how similar mechanisms might shift the fantasies that hold in place institutional or social structures.
In my analysis of instances of data emerging in my recent interview with academics I attempt to trace both the structure of privileged fantasies within higher education institutions, and also, very speculatively, to suggest some aspects of the mechanisms by which participants in the project construct relations to these fantasies that help them to redirect the affect associated with repressed signifiers of desire. Identifications/relations to the social fantasy have a dual purpose: they produce, for the subject, a legible, socially recognizable identity and they permit a re-articulation of repressed desire. This unconscious movement of desire via symbolic relations between elements of discourse, the very undecidability of the subject, replaces more humanistic notions of ‘agency’. My analysis thus attempts to shift the focus of our understanding of higher education from individualized agents to unconscious relations to institutional and social fantasies of knowledge and accountability.
The project 

The aim of the study was to enhance understandings of unconscious relations within institutionalized disciplinary practices. In order to do this, the methodology drew explicitly on psychoanalytic approaches. Participants in the project – 8 academics in the humanities and social sciences
 – were interviewed eight times each. For the first five interviews participants were asked to select a text that in some way represented their field of research, and this text acted as the initial prompt for the interview. The interviews began with participants reflecting on their choice of text, their experience of reading/writing the text, and their thoughts and feelings about it. My interventions within the interviews were intended to elicit additional meanings or associations. I also shared initial ‘interpretations’ with participants during the interviews. These interventions were intended to draw participants’ attention to ways in which they might be idealizing, denigrating, objectifying or identifying with aspects of their practice, and to provide opportunities for them to elaborate, correct or refine these interpretations. In practice, in the early stages of the project it didn’t feel as if there was as much time as I had hoped to discuss and refine interpretations within the interviews, so I introduced an additional stage to the study. After the fifth interview, I wrote a detailed (10-12000 word) case study of the first five interviews. After checking that they would be happy to read a written analysis of their words, I sent the case study to the participant, and in interview six, we discussed their responses to my interpretations. The focus/prompt for the final two interviews (7 and 8) was left open. In several instances we agreed that I would send the participant a chapter I had written that included case studies of other participants. A part of the following meeting was then spent discussing responses to these case studies.

In the following sections I first set out the social fantasies that appear to structure the field of contemporary higher education, and then present some instances of data in more detail, to explore the psychical mechanisms through which participants maintained identifications with these fantasies. 
Privileged fantasies in academic practice 
There are (at least) two privileged fantasies that structure the practice of research active academics in contemporary higher education institutions. The fantasy of authoritative knowledge replaces complex, difficult, messy and insecure methodological thinking with established methodologies or canonical figures that erase the doubt and insecurity inherent to intellectual work. My interpretation of this fantasy is based on interview data produced in the course of the project. The second is a fantasy of efficiency, productivity and effectiveness in educational practice, features of which have been traced within the critical educational research literature. This fantasy, described by Clarke (2011) as ‘the projection of a machine-like feedback loop between testing, performance data, and educational improvement’ (p. 185), underpins processes of accountability intended to remove uncertainties from complex political, institutional and interpersonal processes. These privileged social fantasies act as different kinds of points of identification dependent, in part, on the institutional position of the subject. 
My analysis of participants’ accounts of their research suggests that, despite the fact that they would, of course, retract or deny such a simplistic and unrealistic conception of research, academic subjectivities are constructed in identification with a fantasy of authoritative knowledge. Participants frequently referred to recognized methodologies, texts or authors within their disciplines in ways that set these up as guarantors for authoritative knowledge. These identifications with signifiers of legitimacy often took the form of disavowal, where failure or lack in a named authority was simultaneously acknowledged and covered over, or retracted (Lapping, 2011). Participants also denigrated other disciplinary fields and methodologies as ‘unethical’, ‘simplistic’, ‘angry’, ‘unabashed’, ‘not recognizing complexity’ or ‘not as radical as think they are’: prohibited aspects of academic practice that also emerged in various ways as objects of shame, denial, or, occasionally, envy, within participants’ own practice. These are the aspects of methodological practice that are suppressed in rationalized published accounts or public presentations of academic research. The key point is that the fantasy of authoritative knowledge both prohibits articulation of the excess of affect or desire inherent to intellectual work, and offers a compensatory enjoyment in the performance of a legitimised disciplinary identity that the fantasy appears to guarantee. 

In contrast, the compensatory enjoyment offered via identification with the fantasy of accountability is potentially slippery and contradictory in relation to the position of a research oriented academic. Too close an identification with processes of accountability entails a turning away from traditional academic values, but a failure to identify brings significant risks as key signifiers of the fantasy are threaded from policy into the fabric of institutional practice. This constellation of signifiers – ‘impact’, ‘productivity’, the ‘RAE’ (Research Assessment Exercise), ‘workload management’, ‘funding’ and ‘the market’ – foregrounds particular kinds of activity as being of value, and constitutes other activities as invisible or ‘stagnant’
. It constructs an image of an unproductive, work-shy academic, unable to adapt to the realities of the market, as the repudiated other of the fantasy of accountability. There were occasional, rare, instances in the interviews where participants, particularly those in managerial positions, referred to colleagues in these kinds of terms. More often, though, while aware and critical of the array of accountability mechanisms regulating their practice, their accounts illustrated ways in which they adapted to conform to these requirements: to publish, to get research grants, to take on more students, or to justify their field of research in economic terms. The fantasy of accountability interpellates policy makers and senior managers more directly than research oriented academics. However, its privileged position in the regulation of higher education means that traces of the fantasy infiltrate far more widely. 
In the final sections of this chapter I want to use selected instances from my interview data to explore some of the unconscious mechanisms by which participants’ subjectivities were constituted in relation to each of these privileged fantasies of academic practice. 

Disavowal as a mode of identification with the fantasy of authoritative knowledge
As I have suggested, it was possible to traces elements of the structure of disavowal in participants’ relation to the fantasy of authoritative knowledge. Freud developed the concept of disavowal as a way of understanding fetishism. He suggested that the fetish object is constructed in response to the boy child’s horror at his mother’s lack of a penis:
What has happened, then, is this: the boy has refused to acknowledge the fact that he has perceived that women have no penis. No, this cannot be true, because if women have been castrated, then his own penis is in danger… (1927, p. 91)

Disavowal is characterized by a simultaneous recognition and denial of the possibility of castration, evoked by the mother’s non penis. The child cannot consistently deny what he has seen, Freud says ‘the perception remains and a very energetic action has been undertaken to maintain the denial’. This ‘energetic action’ also produces a substitute for the penis, the fetish object, that ‘inherits all the interest previously devoted to its predecessor’(ibid, p. 91-2).  
Lacan’s reconceptualisation of the notion of disavowal abstracts the concept from the perception of the absence of the penis in women. Evans suggests ‘whereas Freud relates disavowal to the perception of the absence of the penis in women, Lacan relates it to the realization of the absence of the Phallus in the Other’ (1996, p. 44). This ‘realization of the absence of the Phallus in the Other’ is equivalent to the realization of the inadequacy of language, or the impossibility of desire. Evans, again, explains this relation between disavowal and lack:

The traumatic perception is, in Lacan’s account, the realization that the cause of desire is always a lack. It is this realization that disavowal concerns; disavowal is the failure to accept that lack causes desire, the belief that desire is caused by a presence (e.g. the fetish). 

(ibid, p. 44) 

Disavowal, from this perspective, relates to the difficulty in accepting lack as a cause of desire. It evokes the desire for complete fulfillment and the refusal to accept weakness in an object of desire. In relation to the fantasy of authoritative knowledge, then, an act of disavowal might involve a refusal to accept the flaws inherent in methodological or textual signifiers of ‘truth’, the impossibility of attaining secure knowledge (Lapping, 2011, p. 113). The fetish object is a text or teacher invested with the ability to offer a solution to unfathomable methodological dilemmas. 
The following example illustrates this process of disavowal of lack within academic practice, and also, I think, the ‘energetic action’ required to maintain the false perception of authority in a signifier of knowledge.
In my interviews with G, one of my participants, it was possible to interpret a tendency to disavow the fallibility of knowledge in several ways. This disavowal was frequently articulated as a rejection of other methodological approaches. G was critical, for example, of work that privileges theory over intellectual curiosity and also of work that privileges the particular over the general. This kind of critique of failings in other methodologies implicitly suggests the possibility of a methodology that is not lacking. It was also possible to trace elements of disavowal in G’s tendency to hedge or partially retract normative claims about what constitutes an ‘interesting topic’ (Int. 4), about methodological ethics (Int. 4), or about the need ‘to be able to think about the implications of what we’re writing about beyond the locality’ (Int. 2). G often followed up these claims with a reflexive qualification, noting in various ways that ‘what you’re getting is just my own way of looking at the world’ (Int. 1). This impulse to reiterate or apologize for the partiality of any one perspective might be read as a persistent attachment to the idea of an infallible, all encompassing authority. These speculative interpretations of traces of disavowal can be supported by a more explicit instance of this psychical mechanism within G’s account. 
In my first interview with G there was an exemplary instance of the seeing and not seeing that characterizes disavowal. G had selected a text written by his ex-supervisor, and described the significance and influence the piece had had in relation to research in their field (00:09)
. G noted that the piece had opened the way for new methodological approaches, and suggested that ‘some people have moved in that direction’ although ‘I don’t think that that is actually what he prescribed’ (04:45). This constitutes his supervisor’s work as a key intervention in the development of research in their field. However, a little later on G corrected this image, saying: 

I probably overstated that people, you know, that people misread Peter
, in the way that people misread Marx or Lenin, and drew the wrong conclusion, but rather, you know, people were reading some of the same sources in Linguistics or in Anthropology and drawing their own conclusions.  The influence of Foucault was very important there, someone who has not been particularly influential, has not been influential at all, not on Peter, or particularly on me, but I'd say the Foucauldians, those who went off in that direction, so, that's not really attributable to a mis-reading of Peter and more to a reading of Foucault. (09:10)

It is interesting that in the first account Foucault and other relevant sources disappear, constituting G’s supervisor as the only authority (the Freudian parallel being that he is disavowing the fact his mother doesn’t possess the phallus: constructing his supervisor as fully able to satisfy his desire for knowledge, and to do this he has to make Foucault disappear). In the second account the wider intellectual context reemerges. 

I asked G about his feelings about the more Foucaultian researchers, who ‘misread’ (or perhaps did not read) his supervisor’s work. His response constructs a different form of disavowal, recognizing the significance of their work, but describing them as ‘theoretical absolutists’ and constituting them as lacking, in comparison to a broader conception of the discipline as inclusive of a variety of modes of work and ‘intellectual curiosity’:


CL: What’s your feeling about that kind of group of academics?


G: Oh, they should lose their jobs and be sent to the salt mines, obviously. My feeling about them is that they privilege theory over historical curiosity in an unhelpful way […] it seems to me they do prescribe, have prescribed, sorts of research that ought to be done, and, at the very least, have privileged certain sorts of research over others.  And whereas I – to offer an example – I think that a lot of interesting work has been done on […] sort of the social construction of reality […] and the implications for class relations, gender relations, and all the rest of it.  That's fine, but there's a different sort of work which can be done, which is using the same data or numerical data.  And even though those figures are not any sort of simple reflection of reality, they are a construction, at the same time, there are other sorts of question which I might ask […] Which it strikes me are useful curious sorts of questions, which are essentially sort of positivist questions.  And those sorts of questions, it seems to me, have been disallowed by theoretical absolutists. 

(Int. 1, 11:33)

Listening back to the recording there is an interesting contrast between the first sentence, articulated instantly and quietly, and the louder, clearer, more careful and reflective delivery in the rest of the intervention. In the first sentence G’s obliteration of the Foucaultians reemerges, but this jokey response is covered over or rationalized in the more considered account in which he both acknowledges the productivity of this approach, but  also suggest a problematic effect they have had on the field more broadly. Just as he initially denied the existence of Foucault, he now seems to deny that denial, constituting himself as a methodological pluralist by repositioning his critique of the Foucaultians: it’s not that their approach is not productive, it’s only problematic in that it tends to exclude other approaches. This slightly convoluted avowal of methodological pluralism seems to cover over painful gaps and insecurities that inhere within the field, the jostling for position of different kinds of questions and methodologies, and the genuine existential questions these can raise in relation to an individual subject’s status and legitimacy. 
What, then, is the function of the fantasy of authoritative knowledge? It offers a seductive promise of security, a lure of certainty in a practice that constantly confronts us with our own vulnerability. At a more personal level, though, it also offers a symbolic mechanism for the articulation of desire. While it is impossible to name the specificity of G’s repressed desire, it is possible to construct a speculative symbolic relation between his account of his supervisor’s work and certain reiterated themes that emerged in the interviews. At several points, and in various contexts, G referred to a sense of not being taken into account, of wanting to be seen, or of making an effort to be recognized by the mainstream. His initial depiction of his supervisor’s text, it can be argued, offers a symbolic association that enables the articulation of this desire: it is a story in which his supervisors work is taken into consideration, as a significant influence in the development of the field. G’s privileged relation to his supervisor constructs an identification with the fantasy of authoritative knowledge that both offers relief from the painful uncertainties of research, but also, perhaps, allows the articulation of the affect associated with some more specific, more unfathomable desire. 
Academics’ relations to the social fantasy of accountability: ‘I know but nevertheless...’
Another way to think about the social fantasy, one that seems to fit very well with academics’ relation to mechanisms of accountability, is through the formulation ‘I know, but nevertheless…’ This is not totally dissimilar to the structure of simultaneous perception and denial of perception that characterizes disavowal. Zizek describes the social fantasy through the distinction between knowing and doing, reiterating that the illusion or fantasy is not a characteristic of knowledge about the world, but of social reality itself:
What they do not know is that their social reality itself, their activity, is guided by an illusion, by a fetishistic inversion. What they overlook what they misrecognise, is not the reality, but the illusion that is structuring their reality, their real social activity. They know very well how things really are, but still they are doing it as if they did not know […] The fundamental level of ideology […] is not of an illusion masking the real state of things but that of an (unconscious) fantasy structuring our social reality itself. (1989, p. 32-3)

This formulation offers a way to describe the relations of academics to the fantasy of accountability. None of the participants in my study misrecognises the fallacies of the discourse of accountability: its inconsistencies and incoherencies, its incapacity to observe practice without transforming it, to transform it in the ways it claims to value, or to count what it thinks it is counting. What they sometimes, perhaps, fail to fully recognize, is the extent to which their subjectivities are already embedded within a social reality that is structured by this fantasy. Or, alternatively, they know, and they do it nevertheless – as there is no other way to engage in the social reality of contemporary academic practice. However, the Lacanian framework suggests that despite this necessity, we should still explore other questions about the subjects’ engagement with fantsmatically structured reality: What enjoyment do they derive from this identification with the fantasy of accountability? And in what ways does this identification support both the affective articulation and the symbolic disguise of desire?
I am going to explore two contrasting articulations of relations to the fantasy of accountability, and then to speculate on whether these responses in some ways constitute symbolic repetitions of other elements within the participants’ accounts. 
Participants F and D both worked in Literary Studies departments within institutions that had been severely affected by the first major rounds of cuts in higher education funding, though F, as head of department, had been more directly involved in implementation of these changes. F and D had relatively similar methodological approaches in their research and both also at points in their interviews described their research as a solitary activity, a kind of solipsistic retreat from the regulative demands of the political/gendered/institutional contexts in which they worked. This understanding of research as a solitary, sequestered pleasure can be read as a form of resistance to regulatory forces; but it can also be interpreted as something quite distinct, depoliticized or disengaged from the requirement to perform recognizable gendered or institutional identities. The signfiers of ‘retreat’ (F, Int. 1), ‘joy’ (F, Int. 1), ‘sustenance’ (F, Int. 4), ‘nourishment’ (F, Int. 4), or identifications with a childhood ‘curled up with a book’ (D, Int. 8), ‘nicely insulated’ (D, Int. 8), had differing relations to politics in the discourse of each participant. For F, there was a sense of a break between her research practice, a place of retreat and safety, and the harsh world of classed, gendered and institutional politics. For D, in contrast, there were clear signifying links between the notion of enclosure or retreat and the feminist political agenda of her research. In a similar way, while each articulated a critical stance in relation to current higher education policy and processes of accountability, their accounts of these differed significantly in the extent to which they were able to maintain a link with their own conception of their research, and of academic practice more generally. 
F made an implicit reference to processes of accountability early in her first interview: referring to work that she had never published she said, ‘I wouldn’t regret it at all, if it wasn’t for institutional pressures’ (Int. 1, 11:02); and similar and more explicit references emerged throughout the interviews. My fourth interview with F took place during a period when all of her time was taken up with her managerial role as head of department, implementing cuts to staffing in the context of wider changes across the HE sector that threatened the core principles of access and equity that were the basis of her commitment to her role. She described how for the first time in her memory she hadn’t been reading constantly, and how she hadn’t made any progress in the project she had talked about in our previous meeting, opposing the pleasures she could usually rely on in her research to the pain of her current position. 
One feature of this opposition within F’s discourse seemed to relate to the possibility of recognizing an inherent value to literary studies. There was a slight sense of hopelessness when F tried to describe the social or political consequences of literary research. She tried to acknowledge the significance of this work – ‘The work that’s done in the humanities, I think, does have social consequences’ (Int. 1), ‘If politics is about being able to think of things other than they are now, then it’s, I think, really close to literary cultural reading, isn’t it?’ (Int. 6) – but when she attempted to elaborate this she fell into a discourse of productivity and impact.  She described, for example, a student she had taught who had gone on to make feminist documentaries, saying ‘in the tiniest way that’s back to me, and those who taught me, and those who I’ve read’. Although she recognized that the form of her justification could be interpreted as a response to the current assault on the humanities in HE policy – she explained: ‘It’s about making it solid: without really precise examples you can find yourself losing confidence’ – it felt as if this wasn’t simply a rhetorical stance, but the way she now justified the teaching of literary studies to herself. She reflected on this, recognizing the way her account fell within the discourse of accountability: 

I suppose it’s not an accident that I was thinking of it in terms of impact, is it?  That we’re now so much having to justify what we do, in other ways, in ways that were never part of what we thought about what we did. (Int. 6, 33:54)
I was interested in this explicit instance of ‘I know, but nevertheless…’, articulated in the interview setting, where she might perhaps have felt able to maintain a more critical stance. When I asked about this again, she pointed to the existential necessity of this positioning:

… the incredibly complicated fact that I have to buy into it in order to continue to do it, that if I don’t buy into impact and positioning and all of those things, then there will be no more money, and therefore no space for research. (Int. 6, 39:01)  

There is recognition here, not only of the illusory nature of the fantasy of accountability, but of the way the fantasy structures social reality itself. 
D, in contrast, scarcely referred at all to these kinds of institutional practices in her initial interviews. It was only in the final interview, where we’d specifically agreed to talk about the institutional aspects of her work, that she talked about the REF, the cuts, and the challenge of justifying research and teaching in the humanities in the current policy context. In relation to the REF, she acknowledged the need to give some account of public spending, but took issue with the specific accounting mechanisms, saying: ‘none of it is a particularly accurate or sensitive instrument for finding out what we do’ (Int. 8, 28:00). She also talked about a specific implementation of cuts within her faculty, which she described as ‘traumatic’ and ‘not at all thought through’, and the difficulty of sometimes having to defend the ‘indefensible’ actions of her institution. However, this situation had been partially resolved, and she was able to distance herself from it, attributing the decision to senior managers she had never met, but also recognizing the difficulty of their position ‘managing academics, some of whom are not particularly easy to manage’ (Int. 8, 22:37). D also talked about the way she had become more conscious of the need to justify literary and cultural research. In contrast to F, instead of constructing an external justification in terms of concrete economic output, she explained:

I’m fairly comfortable in myself that there is a point to all this. People do culture, people do representations… It seems to be absolutely inseparable from being human. Therefore it seems a pretty interesting thing to study how cultural representations work. […] I don’t feel particularly traumatized by this question, I’m just aware it’s out there (Int. 8, 09:35)
For D, the discourse of accountability doesn’t seem to constitute a blockage between her institutional and disciplinary identities. She seems able to constitute a subject position in identification with elements of the fantasy (the need to account for public spending, the process of thinking through a system for doing this, etc) while not cutting this off from her subjectivity as a cultural researcher. For F, there seems to be a blockage between these two aspects of her subjectivity, researcher and accountable academic, which appear, at least provisionally, to be separate and opposed to each other. 
At this point, it may be useful to consider, again, the function of the fantasy. The fantasy of accountability provides a mechanism for avoiding the ambiguity and uncertainty associated with the provision of, in this instance, higher education. More specifically, it organizes the practice of higher education in a way that allows policy makers and managers to appear in control of the complex and unpredictable processes related to research and teaching. For those positioned within these institutions, though, there is a secondary function or side effect, as F notes, which is to provide the ontological security of a legitimised subject position. One function of the fantasy is to constitute an illusion of control; a side effect of the fantasy is a limit set on legible institutional subjectivities. The fantasy thus performs a different, more direct function for policy makers and managers than for other academic researchers and teachers
. 
The fantasy, of course, also has a function in relation to desire. The Lacanian framework directs our attention towards ways in which academics’ identifications with particular aspects or elements of the fantasy might also permit the articulation of the excess of affect associated with repressed desire. In the case of D, it might perhaps be possible, speculatively, to construct a chain of symbolic associations from instances in her interviews – where she articulated a sense of not wanting to waste people’s time, of not being worth listening to, that her emotional responses wouldn’t be of interest to others, that she should present properly thought through ideas and should to listen carefully to criticism – to her identifications with the fantasy of accountability, where she notes how some academics are difficult to manage and minimizes her own affective responses (in, for example, her ambiguous claim that ‘I don’t feel particularly traumatized…’). In relation to F, we might wonder about her accounts of engagements in disciplines beyond her own, her simultaneous fascination, envy and denigration of these other fields, and her direct association from this to an explanatory statement that ‘I hate ignorance’ (Int. 8). Is there perhaps some way that her identifications with the fantasy of accountability might have a symbolic association to her engagement with other disciplines, and her hatred of ignorance? These are purely speculative, radically and necessarily incomplete constructions of the kinds of chains of association that might possibly help us to understand the movement of affect and the blockage of desire in relation to the social fantasy. 
Conclusion: tracing the redirection of affect through privileged fantasies
Although materialized in very different ways, from a psychical perspective the fantasies of accountability and of authoritative knowledge perform similar, if not identical functions. They block the production of new signifiers of desire, constituting instead a rigid demand
 that is both stultifying and, in a strictly limited sense, life affirming. More specifically, in relation to the development of methodology, research and teaching in higher education, the fantasies restrict practice and construct a limit to possible subjectivities, offering a retreat from the excess of affect associated with both methodological and institutional uncertainty and difference, and acting as guarantor or marker of a legitimized or livable identity. My analysis of the specific psychical relations to fantasy within the discursive landscape of higher education begins to suggest how contrasting fantasies might intersect in the performance of their function for subjectivities in distinct institutional positions. 
What is hopefully suggested through this analysis is the way that ‘privilege’ is associated with the discursive positioning of the fantasy; while individualized subjects – policy makers, managers and academic researchers – construct fragile identifications with these fantasies through reiterated psychical mechanisms that at the same time channel or re-articulate the excessive and undecidable affective force of desire. The subject, or ‘agency’, if you will, is located in the overflowing plenitude of symbolic relations between discursive elements, that always and necessarily fail to fully ‘represent’ the Real of this desire. This approach allows us to understand the policy and institutions of higher education as fantasmatic structures, simultaneously rigid and extremely vulnerable, functioning to support a day to day practice that avoids engagement with the unapproachable ambiguities and uncertainties of the Real. 
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� Participants were all academics working in social science or humanities departments in UK universities.


� I’ve taken this term from a similar analysis of contemporary pedagogies of play in early years’ settings, which construct a distinction between ‘productive’ or ‘good quality’ play and play that has become ‘stagnant’. (Rogers and Lapping, 2012, p. 253)


� Where possible I have included time references to allow the reader to see/question an aspect of the relation between quoted extracts of the interviews. 


� Anonymised


� There is a parallel here with Lyth’s analysis of institutional social defenses against anxiety. She suggests that the institutional system of defenses that defend against anxieties associated with the primary objective of the organization ‘itself arouses a good deal of secondary anxiety, as well as failing to alleviate primary anxiety’ (1988, p. 65). Where higher education policy makers and managers are identified with the ‘primary objective’ of maintaining public institutions, and the anxieties this produces; a by product of the fantasy that enables them to carry out their work is the production of anxiety for other staff who now need to conform to the discursive practices associated with that fantasy. 


� For a fuller account of the distinction between demand and desire in Lacanian theory see Fink, 1997, p. 26
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