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The hollowed-out university? A critical analysis of changing institutional
and academic norms in UK higher education

Alan Cribb* and Sharon Gewirtz
Centre for Public Policy Research, King’s College London, London, UK

This article argues that UK universities are at risk from a process of ‘hollowing
out’ — that is, of becoming institutions with no distinctive social role and no
ethical raison d’etre — and that this is a process which undermines the possibilities
for meaningful institutional and academic identities. It begins with a condensed,
and necessarily partial, review of recent UK higher education policy trends to
indicate the historical context and direction of change and to highlight the
growing separation of management and academic agendas and the linked rise in
gloss and spin compared to academic substance. In the remainder of this article
we focus on the normative dimension of these changes and unpack their
implications for the nature of the university and of academic work. In so doing,
we illustrate the breadth and depth of the threat posed by ‘hollowed-out’
universities, indicate alternative, more positive currents and call for a
‘re-valuation’ of the UK university.

Keywords: higher education; academic identities; academic work; marketisation;
commodification; values and ethics

Introduction

This article is an attempt to dig beneath the story of recent trends in UK higher
education (HE) in the hope of offering a relatively simple — and in some ways
deliberately simplistic — account of the changing character of the UK university. We
will portray this changing character as a process of ‘hollowing out’, illustrate and
explain what this means and discuss why it matters.
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technology research and development (STRD) model and especially its incorpora-
tion into the humanities and social sciences as one expression of the increasingly
utilitarian conception of the function of universities advanced by successive
governments. The STRD logic was (and continues to be) reflected, for example, in



has now become a thorough-going orientation towards corporate identity and
institutional reputation. Universities are keenly aware of the need to compete in the



a particular university ideal or vision, provides a helpful starting point for thinking
about the normative shifts represented by the more recent UK changes we have
reviewed here.
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picture of dissonant academic identities, we cannot understand the choices,
motivations and habitual forms of framing that inform the work of academics on
a day-to-day basis without acknowledging the success of these relay mechanisms and
of impression management discourses.

The extent to which academic self-identity and self-definition have become
colonised by institutional performance ideologies is arguably one sign of the loss of
exceptionalism in the sector, with academic identities and careers seemingly
becoming isomorphic with the identities and careers of those in any sector producing
any kind of output. Seen from a Marxist perspective, in short, academic staff and
academic work have been commodified. Indeed many of the transformations
summarised here could be understood as a product of hypercapitalism (Graham,
2005), in which all transactions outside the family have become effectively market
transactions with exchange value squeezing out use value, and in which what might
once have been thought of as mere surface ‘brands’ effectively become the product or
the ‘good’ itself — whether we are talking about institutions, individual academics or
individual pieces of work — with no significant ontology beneath or beyond the
brand. Analogous criticisms of the contemporary university as part of the ‘triumph
of spectacle’ have been made by Chris Hedges (2009), who draws parallels between
the contributions of universities to US public and cultural life and those of
pornography and professional wrestling; that is, he treats them as ultimately
superficial and meretricious and questions the possibility of such universities playing
a seriously critical or subversive role in a society where what matters most, and what
they are themselves fully implicated in, is the generation of successful illusions.

These linked processes of commodification and ‘image-trading’, which underpin
the hollowing out of the university, help to make sense of the policy trends
summarised above, and in particular the seeming replacement of university politics
by university spin. Before concluding, however, we do think it is important to
acknowledge some of the risks of what we labelled in the introduction a ‘deliberately
simplistic’ account. We will separate out four strands of concern which might all
appear under the umbrella of ‘golden-ageism’. First, embedded in the brief history
we have offered are some developments which would generally be regarded as very
positive, most notably much greater numbers and a more diverse range of people
gaining access to a university education. Second, this broadly welcome ‘massifica-
tion’ of the university necessarily carries with it limits as to the character and nature
of university life. As Tight has argued:

The golden age experienced by authors such as Annan (1990, 1999) and Halsey (1995)
was open only to a small elite (to which, in once sense, it still is). It could not be
experienced by a larger group of people, whether as students or academics: the resources
were simply not available, and, even if they had been, the experience would not have
been the same ... So, those of us...who, in our later experience of academe, caught the
echoes of something that sounded better and wished that we could have experienced it,
are deluding ourselves. The golden age was not meant for the likes of us: it could not
have occurred with us present. So, in that sense, for us, it really is a myth. (Tight, 2010,
p. 113)

Third, it has been argued that such narratives of loss are mythological in more
fundamental senses, either because they are in part not true, or because they are
better understood less as attempts to make valid empirical claims about history and
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these critical and sceptical voices, if only on the precautionary principle, because all
of the other scandals referred to here have started with some examples of bad
practice being labelled as exceptional, but, as they have progressed, the broader
conditions that have helped produce these practices have been gradually revealed as
the full extent of corruption has emerged.

Fortunately, there are alternative and much more positive currents in play in
university life. And, as we have stressed, the notion of the university as completely
hollowed out and ethically empty, or the linked notion of large-scale research
universities as purely positivist, instrumental and technocratic machines, obviously
depends upon a reductionist and totalising narrative. For a start, there are clearly
many elements of both liberal arts and counter-cultural elements alive and kicking in
UK HE and there are other powerful imaginative resources available from the
history of the polytechnics and the more comprehensive and inclusive vision of HE
that they aspired to. The fact that these potential moral resources are diverse,
overlapping and to some extent competing should certainly not be seen as a problem.
If anything, this kind of ethical plurality and contestation should be definitive of an
academic institution. The worries being rehearsed here are that some of these voices
risk being drowned out by the sheer volume of instrumentalist and market-oriented
voices and, more importantly still, that the university’s self-consciousness about its
identity as an essentially ethico-political and civically engaged institution is being
lost.

To counteract this threat, we would suggest that two things are needed. First, we


http://www.magna-charta.org

amelioration of inequalities, the support of public debate and the promotion of the
well-being of future generations. It then goes on to take issue with the market-based
vision embedded in current policy and to set out propositions for more defensible
organisational principles. Of course, these are only examples, and we are very
conscious of the fact that many others are committed to the ‘re-valuation’ of HE and
that they will have their own accounts of both ideals and organisational practices
designed to protect and renew the university in response to the threat of hollowness.

There is of course, the problem of how far the kinds of academic virtues and
political engagement that Nixon and others advocate are possible in contemporary
UK universities — or, in other words, of whether these things can really still count,
and be recognised, as virtues in the hollowed-out university. Arguably, two kinds of
politics thrived in the years leading up to the period we have focused on here — the
often Marxist inspired counter-cultural forms of direct action and a more liberal
politics which embraced pluralism, accepted conflicts of interest and sought to
resolve them through democratic debate in public arenas and within universities
through collegial forms of organisation. The rise of managerialism and market-
isation, and the concomitant displacement of collegiality, is, therefore, about much
more than different forms of governance. It is about whether the culture of scholarly
disagreement, and political disagreement more broadly, can thrive outside of the
classroom in the university sector or whether the demands of public relations and
image disallow conflict and dissent or even actively neutralise it via processes of
incorporation. There are certainly indications from our reading of the Times Higher
over the 1979-2010 period that the latter might be the case. For example, activities
that would at one stage have comprised struggles over the politics of equal access and
identity appear to have increasingly been tamed and incorporated into the dominant
corporate ethos, as reflected, for instance, in the Times Higher’s ‘Widening
Participation Initiative of the Year’ award. It is essential to be sensitive to the losses,
and not just the apparent gains, reflected in these forms of incorporation.

The rise of gloss and spin thus constitutes a more fundamental assault on the
character of the university than the superficial associations of these terms might
suggest. It is important not to be glib about the possibility of shifting the centre of
gravity of universities, and of reasserting academic substance over surface, in a
hypercapitalist environment. Nonetheless, we believe that it is essential to recognise,
help foster and fully utilise the remaining spaces within universities for promoting
and realising (sometimes competing) academic values and purposes, including the
commitment to de-commodified knowledge, counter-cultural critique and civic
engagement. Individual academics cannot disentangle themselves from the broader
institutional milieu in which they work, but they can and, we suggest, should struggle
to do so.

Notes

1. The Times Higher is a weekly publication, initially part of the Times Newspaper Group,
which has been reporting on UK HE news since 1971. Originally called the Times Higher
Education Supplement, it was renamed Times Higher Education in 2008.

2. For the full account of methodology and trends see Gewirtz and Cribb (2013).
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