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ARTICLE

Challenges to Public Universities: Digitalisation,
Commodification and Precarity
John Holmwood a and Chaime Marcuello Servós b

aSchool of Sociology and Social Policy, University of Nottingham, Nottingham, UK; bDepartment of Psychology
and Sociology, University of Zaragoza, Zaragoza, Spain

ABSTRACT
Universities remain the most important organisations involved in develop-
ing knowledge and providing means of social mobility. However, they are
facing challenges from new providers facilitated by new technologies. Here,
we propose an analysis of three challenges to established understandings
of higher education: Digitalisation, Commodification and Precarity. Each of
themproceeds through claims to disrupt established hierarchies, represent-
ing the existing university system as a form of cartel that embodies the
interests of knowledge ‘producers’ against those of ‘consumers’ of knowl-
edge, or the wider publics that fund it. In this way, a particular idea of the
university as a ‘bundle of functions’ is challenged, with those functions
disaggregated and addressed separately as problems for technical solution.
What is at stake, we shall suggest, is both social and epistemological. Social
in the sense that the university is re-directed from serving the public good
(including conceptions of economic benefit) to serving the market, includ-
ing that of student investors in their human capital; epistemological in the
sense that the conditions of knowledge production are dramatically
transformed.

KEYWORDS
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Introduction

In this paper, we focus on public universities, that is, universities where substantial financial
support is provided by governments. In many countries, the idea of public universities has been
central to the development of democratic political systems that overcome status exclusions – for
example, associated with class, gender and race and ethnicity – notwithstanding the new idea that
they are now represented as involving a cartel (Holmwood 2017). In effect, what we outline is an
ideal type (in Max Weber’s sense) of a successor form of neo-liberal university to that of the public
university, together with its sociological conditions of existence. Many other jurisdictions have
adopted some of the elements of the ideal type, but its closest approximation is found in England
where it is a project in development.1 The paper is divided into three main sections and some final
remarks. In the first main section, we will set out the idea of public higher education and its
sociological conditions. We will then describe recent changes deriving from new digital technol-
ogies that allow the reshaping of the ‘delivery’ of higher education and the entry of low-cost for-
profit providers. We will also show how a politically hegemonic discourse of audit facilitates
a conception of global competition that is socially problematic when it is made to serve the
commodification of teaching and research. We will consider the consequences of commodification
in a new precarity for cohorts of early career academics before outlining possible scenarios of
future development.
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The Rise of Public Higher Education

It is a truth of the classics of political theory that ‘scientia potentia est’, that knowledge is power.
Many writers, from Hobbes and Bacon through to Foucault, have recognized this relationship. Most
powerful people – most famously, Humpty Dumpty – also know that words and knowledge are
frequently more crucial than tangible power itself. Indeed, for centuries access to knowledge was in
a few hands, before coming to be organised through universities at the service of political or
clerical elites. In this role, universities have had a monopoly, one which is now coming to an end.

For some time, sociologists and economists have argued that, in post-industrial societies, the
role of knowledge has become more pervasive and, in some ways, more important than capital and
land. For example, Drucker’s (1993) description of post-capitalist society emphasized the primacy of
knowledge and anticipated many of the circumstances that are becoming increasingly familiar to
us. Drucker’s reference to ‘post-capitalism’ is significant. For most sociologists writing before
Drucker’s encapsulation, the ‘knowledge society’ was understood to transcend the limits of
capitalist economy (see Brick 2006 for a wider discussion). Indeed, this was part of the reason
why sociologists spoke of ‘modern society’ in which a capitalist economy was embedded, rather
than of ‘capitalist society’, a terminology favoured by their Marxist colleagues expressing the
opposite relation of capitalist economy determining the wider social formation.

In this context, the leading North American sociologist of the time, Talcott Parsons (1971),
argued that the ‘economic revolution’ associated with the rise of market capitalism had been
joined by a ‘democratic revolution’ extending and deepening the ‘citizenship complex’ of modern
societies with its values of achievement and egalitarianism. According to Parsons, the expanded
citizenship complex had necessary consequences for the organisational forms of modern society,
including their employment structures. On the one hand, although higher education does not
become universal – in contrast to primary and secondary education which becomes compulsory for
all – economic growth is understood to be inclusive. This was argued to be evident in a narrowing
of inequalities and the ‘adaptive upgrading’ of all jobs. In this way, the public interest served by the
expansion of higher education could be seen to be inclusive even of those who did not go to
college. Parsons’s argument here was shared with other sociologists and economists such as Kerr
(2001) and Kuznets (1953). Indeed, the latter outlined a ‘curve’ which he believed to be intrinsic to
mature capitalism linking reduced income inequality and economic growth.

The increasing importance of knowledge and its incorporation into organisations also changed their
structures of authority and command. Indeed, Parsons explicitly used the university to illustrate the
process. He argued that the university was ‘associational’ (i.e. ‘collegial’) in form and he used this
characterisation as part of his account of wider developments. In other words, if the modern university
had become more like a corporation, this is also because, at the same time, the corporation had
become more like a university. In part, Parsons attributed this to the rise of the large corporation and
the separation of ownership from the functions of management. This latter development assigned
managers a ‘political’ role in the corporation, reconciling different claims upon it. In this way, because
management was a distinct role within the corporation it was able to take on the status of a ‘profession’
similar to other professions.

The development and transformation of the professions was, for Parsons, one of the key
features of associative membership in the modern societal community. Professions enjoy
a monopoly of practice in the light of claims for special expertise requiring considerable trust on
the part of clients who are not able to judge services provided in terms of a principle of caveat
emptor that might operate in other contractual relations. However, according to Parsons, profes-
sional associations serve to regulate the relations between practitioners and clients, and do so both
by certifying knowledge and by codes of practice that establish a ‘professional ethics’. The point is
not that the professional person is less driven by self-interested motivations, but that these are
constrained by new social structures towards a reconciliation of private and public interest in terms
of self-conscious duties and responsibilities.
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The university is responsible for what Parsons calls the ‘cognitive complex’ within society which
also has normative significance for modern societies. While the professions are the ‘outward’ face
of the knowledge society and its demand for specialized expertise, the university is increasingly the
guarantor of the knowledge base of that expertise and its development through research.
Professional associations continue to regulate practice, but, increasingly, the knowledge they
certify is credentialized through universities and their professional schools (including business
schools). At the same time, for Parsons, this meant that the ‘profession of higher education, and
of scholarly research, has also been acquiring greater relative importance’ (1971, 26), along with the
notable fact that the educational revolution has begun to ‘transform the whole structure of
modern society. Above all, it reduces the relative importance of the two major ideological
concerns, the market and bureaucratic organization. The emerging emphasis is on associational
organization, especially its collegial form’ (1971, 98). In other words, if the university is becoming
like a modern business corporation in terms of its scale of operation, the business corporation is
also becoming more like a university.

The development of the professions follows the track of the university itself. With the develop-
ment of the ‘citizenship complex’, as the professions are democratized so, too, is the university. The
‘autonomy’ of the university – deriving from the requirements of knowledge production itself –
then, takes on a new meaning within the citizenship complex. Its knowledge is a service to
a societal community in which: ‘[t]he principle of equality has broken through to a new level of
pervasiveness and generality. A societal community as basically composed of equals seems to be
the “end of the line” in the long process of undermining the legitimacy of [. . .] older, more
particularistic ascriptive bases of membership’ (Parsons 1971, 119).

From Audit to Marketisation

In the European context, where the public university has become most firmly institutionalised, it is
also understood from the perspective of its contribution to democracy. Of course, not all uni-
versities and not all university functions are covered by this description. As Clark Kerr first observed
(2001), universities have multiple functions. However, our purpose is to identify how its functions in
relation to the citizenship complex have had a powerful role in the organization of the relation
among other functions, but that this role is increasingly attenuated.

Clark Kerr was also the first to suggest that the development of the modern university contained
some inherent problems. In the first place, as its organisational form became more complex, so
different interests emerged around its different functions. These interests were abstractly resolved
in Parsons’s theoretical expression of the modern university as a ‘bundle’ of functions, but, in the
real world, their multiplicity seemed to undermine the idea of the university as a community of
complementary interests. Instead, Kerr spoke of a ‘multi-versity’ made up of different and compet-
ing interest groups – researchers over teachers, administration over faculty, for example (on the
latter, see Ginsberg 2011).

Most importantly, the high degree of public funding of both teaching and research brought
universities under increasing political scrutiny, with calls for transparency and the development of
governance devices to ensure value for public money. Many of these devices were associated with
‘proxies’ for market measures of efficiency described within the ‘new public management’ (Barzelay
2000; Dunleavy and Hood 1993; Lane 2000) or ‘the politics of audit’ (Power 1999; Strathern 2000).
Paradoxically, given the focus of Parsons’s account of the corporation developing a collegial form,
these developments reflected a wider return within corporate governance to shareholder value
and short-term profitability as a measure of corporate success (Bartzell 1989). At the same time, the
trend of reducing inequalities described by Kuznets has reversed, as Piketty (2014) has shown.

Collegial organisation had perhaps gone furthest in universities and this explains the relatively
late application of ‘market disciplines’ there, and, in consequence, the relative lack of attention to
the phenomenon within the academy. In the UK, for example, the first indication was the Jarrett
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Report (1985), which proposed hierarchical management structures and the creation of devolved
cost-centres with budgetary responsibility. This was followed by the development of research
evaluation processes to distribute research funding and teaching evaluation processes to monitor
teaching effectiveness. The first Research Assessment Exercise took place in 1986, with successive
iterations extending and ‘perfecting’ the mechanisms. The first Teaching Quality Assessment of
teaching took place in 1992 and has now been replaced by a Teaching Excellence Framework to
mirror the current Research Excellence Framework. Similar devices have been introduced into the
university systems of other European countries, as well as in Anglophone countries like Australia
and New Zealand. Significantly, they are largely absent from the USA, where public universities are
funded at state level rather than by the federal government. However, there is a greater expansion
of for-profit education in the latter (see Cottom 2017; Newfield 2016).

Paradoxically, although these developments involved a decline in the autonomy of higher
education – an autonomy that Parsons had defended on the basis of its contribution to democratic
values – they were defended by a different sort of democratic argument. Namely, the right of
taxpayers to have public spending justified as effective. Initially, it appeared as if what was
happening was that of a new administrative bureaucracy laid over existing collegial arrangements.
However, just as in the corporate world more generally, gradually, the structure of universities was
transformed more radically.

In particular, the developments struck at the central feature of the modern university, that of the
complementarity of research and teaching functions, encompassing heterogeneous systems of
time distribution and institutional recognition, including salaries. In addition, the professionaliza-
tion of the academic role in the context of the changing meaning of professions encompassed
a plural vision of what might otherwise be seen as two extremes of a spectrum between, on one
side, that of ‘professors’ – as an intellectual and social elite – and, on the other, that of ‘employed
workers’ – as a workforce and skilled labour. The latter has come to be the orientation of university
managers, with the external system of performance assessment converted into an internal system
of performance management.

Market proxies are not the same as markets and, to some degree, operate in the absence of the
latter. However, they indicate an ideological preference for regulation by markets rather than
professional self-regulation. The paradox is that markets also operate by self-regulation, albeit
one operating through self-interest rather than ethics. The fragility of the former system was
evident in the financial crisis of 2008 which led to the costly bail-out of banks and pressure on
public finances which had already been constrained by tax cuts for the wealthy under neo-liberal
orientation to supply-side economics.

Paradoxically, this was the context that gave rise to a more dramatic shift away from public
higher education in the UK (more properly, England, since, as we have observed, education is
a matter of the devolved jurisdictions of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland). This was the
decision, following the Browne Review (2010), to withdraw all direct public funding of under-
graduate degrees in the arts, humanities and social sciences and replace it with student fees
supported by loans (‘top up’ direct funding above the student fee threshold remained for STEM
subjects). At the same, time ‘caps’ on recruitment were removed allowing universities to compete
with each other and to expand student numbers.2

Public-funding was shifted to underwriting a system of student loans with the idea that the
students as ‘bearers of loans’ would be competed for by universities in pursuit of revenue. It was
proposed that students should orient to their choice of courses as ‘consumers’ oriented towards
investment in their human capital and its future returns within the labour market. Indeed, the
reforms introduced after 2010 were the first interventions in higher education in which no
reference at all was made to its value as a public good. In this context, the outcomes of audits
shifted from being a means of providing a transparent accounting of public funding to being
a means of providing students with ‘key knowledge sets’ to make consumer choices. At the same
time, access to students equipped with the loans to pay fees would be granted to for-profit
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providers of higher education. Indeed, the White Paper (Department for Business Innovation and
Skills 2016) that provided the legislation to allow the use of university title referred to setting up
a ‘level playing field’, notwithstanding that for-profit providers would have no research or higher
degree functions and could compete with lower costs that this specialisation made possible,
putting pressure on other universities to more sharply differentiate teaching from research,
including within academic contracts, and to allow a research component only in so far as it was
fully-funded outside student fee income. ‘Value for money’ for students, for example, is defined to
exclude cross-subsidies of research from teaching revenue, at the same time as the research
component of the curriculum is defined as something that should not be included as part of the
cost of a degree.

At more or less the same time, the UK government also decided that the research orientation of
universities should be more market-oriented and more directed toward shortening the time from
idea to application. This orientation is generically referred to as the ‘impact agenda’. The Research
Excellence Framework was modified to include an evaluation of the impact of research in terms of
its take-up by users, while funding applications to Research Councils had to show their ‘pathways
to impact’.3 The emphasis was on the commercialisation of research, although other users such as
government, local authorities and NGOs also qualified. The point is that a specific user beneficiary
had to be identified and it was insufficient to argue that research might fulfil a general public good
such as facilitating democratic debate. There should be no public funding without a private
beneficiary, but unlike degree programmes, that beneficiary should not pay. The shift from collegial
management in the corporation is associated with an emphasis on shareholder value and a decline
in research and development budgets (Jones 2013). Now, under the aegis of the same neo-liberal
understanding, universities are to be leveraged to provide a more direct transmission from research
to the market.

Digitalisation and Commodification

The move from audit to marketisation in England, then, is near complete. Of course, that does
not mean that other jurisdictions that have adopted audit in the name of transparency will take
the further step toward full marketisation. However, it is clear that there is mission creep in that
direction. Certainly, there is wider interest across Europe in the impact agenda as
a consequence of governments seeking to meet other economic objectives at the same time
as meeting obligations to fund university research. Equally, the way in which the shift in
England from the direct funding of student places to the funding of students through loans
takes the cost off the immediate balance sheet of government spending makes it potentially
attractive to other governments after the financial crisis of 2008 and its continued consequence
of fiscal austerity.

In the English case, it is also clear that these developments are also facilitated by digitalisation
which has occurred alongside audit. Indeed, digitalisation makes possible more effective audit,
since academic publications are increasingly online and available for evaluating in terms of down-
load and citation metrics. At the same time, teaching is also made available online through ‘lecture
capture’ which can measure how students are consuming ‘products’ and the nature of their
attention both to lectures and online texts. In both contexts the ‘self-direction’ associated with
professional autonomy is shifted to an external (and inescapable) form of technological control.

Although in aggregate terms audit is a proxy for the market, the increased marketisation of
higher education is not likely to decrease reliance on audit measures. This is precisely because they
have become effective tools of managerial control and the elimination of collegial forms of
governance. Indeed, given that universities are increasingly placed in a competitive environment,
audit has shifted from being a government-produced device to provide transparency to
a managerial device to ensure corporate goals in a competitive higher education market. The
most dramatic – and perhaps least commented upon – development in audit has been precisely
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this shift. For example, most UK universities operate local ‘shadow’ exercises to mirror the ‘national’
exercises. Whereas the latter take place every 5–7 years, with most institutions in the past
conducting a shadow exercise in the year before, now institutions are conducting continuous
readiness exercises including the use of metrics (including alt-metrics and the H-index: see Burrows
2012 on this) to calibrate local judgements. Moreover, where the national exercises anonymise
their outcomes, local shadow exercises are not anonymous and are associated with performance
management of individuals. This includes changing their contracts – for example, from research
and teaching to teaching only.

In fact, the impact of the digitalisation of audit goes further. It facilitates the separation of
teaching and research functions and the independent management of each with far-reaching
consequences, as we shall show, when we address the issue of increasing precarity. As we have
already indicated, marketisation includes the opening-up of the sector to for-profit providers.
Notwithstanding the representation of public universities as forming a cartel, for-profit providers
include some of the largest transnational corporations – for example, Pearson, Apollo Group and
Kaplan. Pearson, for example, is larger than English universities put together. For the most part, the
rise of for-profit higher education has occurred outside Europe and the US, but their entry has been
an explicit aim of recent changes to higher education in England, following developments in the
US. where they represented 12% of post-secondary students by 2010, and globally, for example, in
India, Malaysia and South Korea where they represent close to 70% of post-secondary provision
(see Kinser et al. 2010).

The difference between traditional universities and for-profit providers is clear. The former are
engaged in research as well as teaching and, indeed, through their research, provide much of the
material that makes up the curriculum, including in the various for-profit providers. This also
explains the emphasis on Open Access for publications in the UK where it is argued that it will
help access to research for medium and small enterprises and, therefore, reinforce the impact
agenda (Finch Report 2012). However, it also makes the same material available at no cost for for-
profit providers of higher education who can use it in their curriculum without investment in library
facilities, thereby reducing their costs of entry and enabling them to compete with traditional
universities by utilising the research resources they generate.

In fact, the implications of digitalisation for the internal organisation of universities are more
extensive. One of the established tropes of new technologies is how they disrupt existing business
models. Within the literature of management studies, there are multiple examples of industrial
‘behemoths’ that regarded their market position as secure and failed to adapt to the changing
technological environment – for example, IBM missed the development of personal computers,
while Kodak failed to respond to the emergence of digital photography. Lanier (2013) and Adner
(2013) have warned of traditional universities facing a similar fate. Yet, as we have suggested
above, the disruption is by ‘behemoths’ which have no responsibility for the reproduction of the
research environment on which they are parasitic at the same time as they threaten to under-
mine it.

Much of the debate on new technology in higher education has revolved around the phenom-
enon of Massive Open Online Courses (or MOOCs) and how these might displace standard
university degrees. If these appear less threatening than when they first hit the headlines, it is
because of the problem of monetising their free content. Few of those signing up to a course
continue to the end and the possibility of monetising them depends upon a saleable credential for
completing the course. In a way, however, MOOCs represent a form of smoke that has prevented
us from recognising a more tangible threat posed by online content.

Most for-profit providers utilise online materials, which they combine with face to face support
at local centres. It is the combination of the two that represents the saleable commodity. As in the
case of open access publishing, this depends upon available content which can be provided at
scale. An example will illustrate the real problem facing traditional universities and their modes of
traditional autonomy.
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Let us take the example of an undergraduate degree in sociology available at all universities
within a public system of higher education, by, say, 65 different universities. Each department of
sociology currently develops its own curriculum taught by staff on research and teaching contracts,
though there may be some teaching adjuncts to help deliver large classes. The degree is typically
provided at each institution via lectures and seminars. Now imagine one large transnational for-
profit provider. It has resources to develop a sociology curriculum centrally – these resources
include the overall curriculum itself, as well as integrated online packages of material. These
packages may include filmed lecture material and documentary elements, invited specialist or
academic ‘celebrity’ segments, as well as links to online reading. At the same time, tutorial support
is provided at centres conveniently located close to student audiences. These can mirror the
provision at each individual traditional university, as well as being able to go to smaller centres
that are not usually able to support a full university.

Now imagine, the supposedly tech-savvy introduction of new technology at the traditional
university. The Pro-Vice Chancellor for the ‘Student Experience’ has already promoted the devel-
opment of an on-line platform for all teaching material, including the submission and marking of
all assessments, and has arranged for the installation of lecture capture in all classrooms to record
lectures. It has also been made a requirement that all academic staff should participate in this
‘exciting development for staff and students’. In principle, there now need be no real difference
between the traditional university and the for-profit provider from the point of view of the student
experience – each delivers teaching online with face-to-face tutorial support. However, the large
for-profit provider can take advantage of scale to ensure high quality in the online material that is
provided. For example, there is one introductory online course on the ‘classics of sociology’ to be
provided centrally for support in multiple distributed centres, in contrast to multiple online courses
on the same topics provided at each traditional university, but, in principle delivered in the same
way. As Bowen (2012) has argued, the primary benefits of new technology are provided outside the
classroom with the latter reserved for face-to-face interaction.

What should be evident is that this is a much more dangerous form of development from the
point of view of the traditional university than is MOOCs. It does have a viable business model and
one where it is cheaper to deliver courses that are likely to be at least equal to, and, possibly even
better than, those at most traditional universities. Moreover, from the perspective of the individual
student needing to find paid employment in order to support his or her studies, the only time-
tabling constraint is that of the face to face support, which is a smaller proportion of course
delivery than in a traditional degree. Indeed, the pressure of timetabling is one of the reasons why
traditional universities have also moved in this direction, but, in doing so they have moved onto
the terrain of for-profit providers. Moreover, they are now at a disadvantage. Not only are their
faculty more expensive – not least because they combine research and teaching in their contracts –
they are also employed in more expensive proportions of senior to early career academics. The
highly centralised for-profit provider, for example, needs a smaller proportion of experienced
curriculum specialists and has a higher proportion of cheaper tutorial staff. In a fee-based system,
it is in a position to compete on costs while providing returns to shareholders and venture capital
investors.

When Talcott Parsons discussed the multiple functions of the research university, he believed it
to be in a hierarchical relation with other degree providers, such as community colleges. While for-
profits have entered at the level of the equivalent of community colleges, that previous hierarchical
order is precisely what they disrupt, especially in an integrated higher education system like that of
England and many other European countries. Of course, the for-profit provider does not disrupt the
research position of traditional universities, except indirectly by disrupting the teaching-research
nexus. However, the impact agenda of funding agencies pushes research in the direction of
commercially useful knowledge and the general preference for the market also sustains the
commitment to support for-profit higher education.
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Parsons famously referred to the multiple functions of universities as a ‘bundle’ (Parsons and
Platt 1973). What is happening with the development of new technologies is what Sir Michael
Barber calls the ‘unbundling’ of the university (see Barber, Donnelly, and Rizvi 2013). Sir Michael
was a member of the Browne Review of 2010 and higher education adviser at Pearson before
becoming head of the new English Office for Students. He presents an ‘avalanche’ that is sweeping
through higher education, but it derives not from the intrinsic qualities of new technology, but
from the entry of for-profit providers and their use of new technologies to monetise the commons
and, at the same time, put its reproduction under threat (Holmwood 2013).

Precarity

It is a paradoxical situation. Academics have appeared to occupy a stable position during and after
the financial crisis. The salaries and remuneration of scholars are heterogeneous across European
countries and sometimes inside them, making comparisons difficult, but they have remained
consistently over the median of each country (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice 2017) (ILO
2016). It is clear that, ‘a university degree does not necessarily guarantee a highly paid job’ (ILO
2016, 43), but to be a permanent member of academic staff allows a good salary and social status.
Indeed, that was part of their characterisation as ‘elitist experts’ during the debate over Brexit.

Recent reports like that of European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, (2017, 73) affirm that, ‘remu-
neration is one of the key aspects of working conditions’ of successful universities. Yet competition
from for-profit providers and revenue maximisation at traditional universities must put that
remuneration at risk. According to the Eurydice Report (2017, 63):

young academics must face periods of contractual uncertainty, whereas seniority generally brings an oppor-
tunity for permanent employment. Evidence also suggests that there is a strong relationship between
contractual stability, part-time/fulltime employment and the stage of academic career. More precisely, inde-
finite (or permanent) contracts prevail for full-time and senior positions, whereas fixed-term contracts are often
linked to part-time assignments and junior positions. In this context, the transition from fixed-term employ-
ment to a full-time permanent position can be seen as a milestone in an academic career. (European
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice 2017, 10).

The report also suggests that, ‘contractual stability is largely determined by the career stage, with
junior academics commonly facing more precarious employment conditions compared to their
senior counterparts’ (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice 2017, 10).

However, this seems to miss the logic of competitive pressures. The euphemism in the UK is that of
providing students with value for money. Under this principle, universities increasingly rely on out-
sourcing, especially of services catering and security services, but also of IT and some office services. In
this context, it is significant that universities can brand themselves as paying a ‘living wage’, while its
contractors pay the minimum wage since a range of those who work on campus are no longer formally
employed by their university.4 Indeed, this development is also associated with the use of zero-hour
contracts.

This, too, misses the impact of ‘unbundling’. UK universities, for example, have taken ‘outsourcing’
into academic jobs through a collectively-owned agency, ‘Unitemps’, providing temporary teaching
and research staff, among other positions. Significantly, it is an organisation that does not recognise
trade unions. Of course, if precarity was a moment of career transition, theremight be substance to the
complacency of the report. However, the logic of unbundling is the reorganisation of academic jobs,
the separation of teaching from research, and the driving down of teaching costs in the face of
competition. This means that the university has potentially become a microcosm of developments in
the wider system of employment, not a system of adaptive upgrading but its reverse, active degrading.

The situation is similar to Guy Standing’s (2016, §5–7) description of the precaritat. He writes, ‘[a]t
the top are a plutocracy and an elite, earning rentier incomes and wielding enormous political power’
(2016, §5–7). Here we might identify, returns to ‘research stars’ – the senior professoriate – as well as
senior managers, with their rentier incomes disguised as ‘performance-related’ pay. Standing goes on:
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[w]ay below them, in income terms, is a salariat, a shrinking group with employment security and an extensive
array of non-wage enterprise benefits such as pensions, paid holidays and medical leave. (2016, §5–7)

These are academics on permanent contracts, operating within union-negotiated employment bands.
Whereas, for Standing the old ‘industrial norm’ was stable full-time labour, with entitlements tied to
performance of labour, this is ‘[s]hrinking everywhere [. . .] Below it in income terms, the precariat is
growing. It is not an under-class; global capitalism wants a workforce with its core characteristics’
(Standing 2016, §5–7). The neo-liberal university is a precise fit to this form of global capitalism.

We could create a comparison of these classes of employee, as we show in the following figure:

Junior categories in academic staff have the circumstances of precariat.

It can be defined in three dimensions. First, it has distinctive relations of production. [. . .] second dimension is
distinctive relations of distribution, its structure of social income. [. . .]The third dimension is having distinctive
relations to the state. The precariat is the first class in history to be losing acquired rights – cultural, civil, social,
economic and political (Standing 2016, §5–14).

In that sense, there is a direct relation to the dismantling of the citizenship complex which was
integral to the growth of the public university.

We can see two types employment conditions – indefinite positions and fixed-term – being closely
connected with career stage. There is no precarity in the upper class of academic staff. Professors or
senior researchers have a privileged position in the public university system around all European
countries with a status similar to that of higher-level civil servants. It is academics in lower positions
who are subjected to forms of monitoring that their senior colleagues have largely escaped but help to
reproduce for those who come after. In this way, two inter-linked forms of stratification are repro-
duced. The first within the university reproduces the position of an established elite with character-
istics skewed in the expected ways by age gender, race and ethnicity. At the same time, a stratification
emerges among universities with favourable working conditions concentrated at elite institutions that
are already dominated by individuals from socially restricted backgounds. The promise of public
universities to open up social reproduction and to democratise the conditions of knowledge produc-
tion are put into reverse by marketisation, at the same time as the neutrality of the market is declared.

Conclusion

Each year different bodies provide rankings purporting to represent the best world HEIs. However,
improving institutions and their particular practices is not the target, but rather facilitating
competition among individual universities. In fact, one of the few studies – by St. Aubyn et al.
(2009) – that did compare national higher education systems showed that public higher education
outperformed private systems in research, teaching and value for money, with social democratic

Figure 1. HEI precariat pyramid.
Adapted from Standing (2016).
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systems (in which the UK at that point was included) performing best of all. Yet recent public policy
has emphasised privatisation, marketisation and competition.

The European Higher Education Area was conceived as a way of aligning qualifications, reinfor-
cing quality assurance and improving bureaucracies, but it seems now to be more important to
make more flexible the system, disinvesting and increasing the commodification of higher educa-
tion. Market and utilitarian targets are taking precedence over civic and democratic requirements.
Consequently, future scenarios of HEIs in Europe will be oriented to get the best positions in
rankings, as though this were the way of getting better Universities. The ideology of the market has
triumphed over the evidence of its deleterious consequences.

The consequences are severe. The issue is not simply that universities and their academic staff are
increasingly constrained, both by markets and by their managerial agents, it is also that the conditions
of the reproduction of knowledge are transformed. The promise of public universities to open up social
reproduction and to democratise the conditions of knowledge production are put into reverse by
marketisation, at the same time as the neutrality of the market is declared. The same neutrality is also
attributed to audit measures securing efficiency in the production and distribution of knowledge. The
university is no longer alignedwith democracy as one of themajor institutions of the public sphere, but
a knowledge corporation operating in a market, competing for students and producing knowledge
products for discrete users. If (democratic) publics are increasingly replaced by aggregated decision-
making throughmarket choices, is there any surprise that a vacuum should arise within public life to be
filled by authoritarian populism? It was a diagnosis of the pathology of economic liberalism first set out
by Durkheim and we now live that pathology applied to higher education itself.

Notes

1. We refer to England because, after the creation of devolved assemblies in 2000, higher education became
a devolved matter. However, there is no separate assembly for England whose legislation is passed by the all-
UK Parliament. The recent changes to higher education have implications for Scotland and Wales, but are, in
their main aspects, specific to England.

2. Student places were previously assigned to each university when directly funded and a university could not
exceed its allotted number of funded places except by incurring a penalty.

3. On the commodification of research, see (Berman 2012; Radder 2010); on the UK Impact agenda see
Holmwood (2011).

4. The distinction between the minimum wage, as legislated by the UK government, and the ‘living wage’ as
determined by a realistic estimate of the living costs of workers and their families is an object of campaigns at
universities under the aegis of the Living Wage Foundation. See: https://www.livingwage.org.uk/what-real-
living-wage.
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