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The split between mind and body so pervades our conception of what it means to be human that often we do not even think of it as a socially constructed opposition. Yet, as Peters has revealed, the ‘mind/body separation’ is ‘the most culturally deeply embedded dualism with which educational theory and practice must come to terms’; ‘it nests within a family of related dualisms and remains one of the most trenchant and resistant problems of education in postmodernity’ (Peters, 2002: 404).

Drawing on cultural theory, cybercultural theory and interviews with students, this paper will examine the implications of the mind-body split for networked learners. It draws its title from the famous assertion of the roboticist Hans Moravec who, in proposing the possibility of downloading an entire human consciousness into an artificial base, claimed that his ‘essence’ as a human being lay in ‘the pattern and the process going on in my head and body, not the machinery supporting that process. If the process is preserved, I am preserved. The rest is mere jelly.’ [original italics] (Moravec, 1988: 117).

Such a position may appear extreme, yet much discourse around distance learning and the use of learning technology in higher education carries its echo. That we even conceive of the distant learner as being a possibility is revealing of our dependence on a vision of education in which, as long as the mind of the learner is engaged, the locus of his or her body is of relatively little account. If we see distance learning as the logical extension of the mind-body split in education, we can glimpse something similar in much e-learning discourse, with its vision of the mind of the learner liberated from the material constraints of time and space to achieve connection with other minds in the digital expanses of the cyberspace classroom.

In recent years, however, there has been a significant turn away from dualism toward a recognition of the importance of embodiment, in philosophy, social and cultural theory, as well as in theories of education. In the broadest terms, such approaches seek to re-think the relation of mind to body in two ways. First, they attempt to reunite body and mind, and to draw attention to the body as a thinking entity. Second, and particularly relevant to the investigation of e-learning, they consider the ways in which our sense of our own embodiment is altered through our engagement with information technology.

This presentation will begin with a very brief summary of the mind-body split as it emerges in classical and Enlightenment philosophy, moving on to indicate how this dualism is carried through to contemporary accounts both of the subject in cyberspace and of the distant learner. I will then give an overview first of some of the moves in cultural and educational theory which attempt to disrupt the oppositional hierarchy between mind and body, and second of theoretical approaches which explore ways in which our sense of our embodiment is shifted and re-articulated through our immersion in digital environments.

The second half of the paper will relate this theoretical background to my research into how networked learners speak about their bodies. I will show how, when students talk about their experience of being online, they often do so in a way which does not draw a clear distinction between their learning bodies and their learning minds. Two intertwined perspectives emerge from these discussions which map clearly onto the two strands of theory outlined above – while many students feel the strain of the apparent elision of the body involved in the use of learning technologies, many also enjoy the way in which their sense of their own embodiment is altered when they work in online classrooms.

In concluding, I will outline some of the challenges and opportunities learners and teachers face in ‘putting the flesh back into the picture’ (Hayles, 1999: 5).
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