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UK higher education (HE) has traditionally been constructed as an emotion free zone, reflecting the dominance of Cartesian dualism with its rational/emotional, mind/body, public/private, male/female split. Universities, constructed as the prime seekers of truth and the objective purveyors of pure knowledge, epitomised the rational, and valorised, side of this dichotomy.
There has always, of course, been far more to universities than this narrow construction conveys. However, the dramatic increase in participation in HE in the last decades of the twentieth century probably provided the most sustained challenge to this view. In particular, the incursion of women and the assumed/feared invasion of ‘the masses’, served to illustrate the extent to which universities had long been the preserve of white, middle class men, and hence to provide a rather different construction of these institutions as highly gendered, classed and racialised.
At the same time, powerful discourses of progress (articulated in terms of social justice, democratisation, fairness and so on) both inform and justify government policy, whilst oppositional discourses of regress also emerge (massification as pollution and ‘dumbing down’). Neo-liberal imperatives to re-make the educated/educable subject are evident in the latest personal skills and employability agendas of HE, and imperatives to offer enhanced student support are articulated in response to deficit constructions of the ‘new’ HE students. Such moves are constructed as a dangerous and regressive example of the growing ‘therapy culture’ in universities (Furedi 2003), with a call to retreat from this ‘unhealthy cultural preoccupation with fragility and low self-esteem’ to recognise that ‘truth is a disinterested pursuit’ (Ecclestone and Hayes 2007).
Yet theories of the significance of the emotions in education are gaining prominence, e.g. in relation to debates about ‘emotional intelligence’, and in feminist psycho-social work which highlights the ‘psychic landscape of social class’ (Reay 2005) and which insists on ‘working with emotions’ to understand the construction of the contemporary subject (Walkerdine et al. 2001).
Our concern in this paper is to engage with these debates to further the theorisation of the place of emotion in higher education. In particular, we take on board Carolyn Jackson’s plea for educational researchers ‘to pay more attention to fear’ (Jackson 2007). We draw upon feminist post-structuralist analyses and data from ‘new’ higher education students to examine the significance of the power of emotions and their theoretical-political acknowledgment for the democratisation of higher education.
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