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What people are saying about


Capitalism on Campus


Making unique links between higher education and commercial sex, this book pushes the boundaries of both economic thinking and the politicisation of our universities. A much needed critique of what has become of our universities, which lays bare the bleak scenario for students. Engaging commentary is backed up by detailed reflections on the empirical knowledge we have on student sex work. This is essential reading for those concerned with economics, politics and student life as we enter new territory in both education and the sex industry.


Professor Teela Sanders, University of Leicester


Robert’s text provides an accessible expose of the impact that market relations have upon British Universities and their students and makes a significant contribution to the body of work concerned with students’ involvement in the commercial sex industry. Highly recommended.
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Writing is about keeping a record and producing a kind of register of life


Les Back


There is hope outside this manifestation of the world that we know


Franz Kafka








Preface


In the opening scenes of Mike Nichols’ acclaimed film The Graduate, a young Dustin Hoffman in the eponymous title role utters the immortal line, “I’m worried about my future.” Several decades on, the graduates and would-be graduates of the world have been given no grounds for allaying their anxieties as they step uneasily into the future. The structures, forms and functions of higher education since Benjamin Braddock left his college books behind, to be bedazzled and confused by the sexual initiation proffered by Ann Bancroft’s Mrs Robinson, have changed beyond recognition, as has the relationship between higher education and the sexual adventures and misadventures of students.


Differences between the US and the UK systems have narrowed in recent years. Mass participation was a feature of US higher education long before this became the favoured option in the UK, with private enterprise the foundation on which it was built. In the US, 63 per cent of higher education institutions are in the private sector;1 not so the UK, where until the latter days of the twentieth century a system of free, fully-funded public higher education, replete with grants for students, functioned well for those who successfully negotiated the rituals of A-levels to enter the hallowed halls of academia. One of the aims of this book is to explore the nature of the transformed higher education landscape – where universities have disappeared and reappeared as de facto corporations. Another is to examine how this transformation is not only linked to the seemingly unrelated world of sex work but how the two industries pursue common aims through common means. In both, financial “success” is to be garnered by the manufacture and production of simulated pleasurable experiences. Both students and institutions now sell their wares on the open market and position themselves as commodities for sale. That is, operating from the same premise, both sell “pleasurable”, “fake” experiences – one sexual and relational, the other educational. That sexual satisfaction and student satisfaction have become market bedfellows should come as no surprise when one considers how students’ presence in the world of sex work is driven by the same forces which have led to the privatisation and corporatisation of higher education. The same forces (austerity, financial fragility, commoditisation, the consumptive culture) and ergo the same or similar effects (maximisation of income, the body of knowledge and the body of pleasure as merchandise) have been brought about through similar means (marketing, emotional labour and the sale of “satisfaction”). This entangled, though taboo, relationship between higher education and the sex industry mediated through the financial colonisation of subjectivity means that it is pertinent to speak of the sexual economy of higher education.2 After spending a good deal of the past 20 years undertaking research into students’ mental health and their participation in sex work, all within the new financialised world of higher education, the pages which follow are a concerted attempt to address the nature of the relationship and of the taboo surrounding it. It is a document for our times even as the hours and minutes devour our collective memories and the present disappears quicker than ever.


This imbroglio of higher education and the sex industry can further be linked to the psychologisation of everyday life. This prime role for psychology in the exploitation of our individual and collective moods and wants was the subject of an earlier book (Roberts, 2015). There I sketched out the principal areas in which this forced marriage of convenience between the behavioural sciences and high finance has been enacted, alongside a potted history of scientific psychology’s dash for cash. But the full story of this is far from told and if we wish to truly appreciate how the fabric of our private lives is now the principal means for fuelling the capitalist juggernaut, an examination of the calamitous state of tertiary education in corners of the Western world (notably the UK and the US) is necessary. It provides a fitting illustration of how large sections of the economy are currently predicated on exploiting and extracting wealth from the population in exchange for corporate construed happiness – the “inner light of universal benevolence” as Huxley (1994, p.70) envisioned it in Brave New World. Emotional labour, the manipulation of moods and desires is now central to the global economy. It has gone well beyond the “meat market” which Laurie Penny (2011) deftly examined.


Beyond documenting and analysing higher education’s journey into market hands and the sexual sell-off of students, which is co-dependent on it, this book raises critical questions about the relationships past, present and future between education, learning, intellectual freedom and the cultivation of resistance to capitalism. The post-war fairy tale of education as a path to liberation is over. This does not mean that its emancipatory potential has been exhausted, transported to some pedagogical twilight zone, but with capitalism surviving in what some mainstream economists see as its final phase, it is imperative that we reimagine it and prepare for a life beyond it.3 Teaching and research have always played a role in reproducing, in each generation, the core tenets of capitalist realism but that is by no means the whole story. At their best both create alternative and unforeseen visions of how the world is and can be. This power has been the main reason why business and government have sought to tame it and turn science and art into the distorted alienated practices for which they are too often mistaken.


Education has always had an ambiguous relationship with liberation movements, described by Back (2016, p.81) as providing “the tools of freedom and opportunity … organised in ways that make them also sources of ‘indignity’“. So, education is simultaneously desired and decried – deemed a necessary rite of passage to a better and more informed life but also perceived as a luxury for the privileged, as something distrusted and at odds with everyday working-class life. Witness, for example, the disparaging language of “ivory towers”, of the term “academic” used to mean being of no practical importance and “nerd” as a term of abuse. One can trace this tension to the Cartesian split between intellectual and physical labour embodied in the division between the owners of capital and the power of the human labourers on which it is dependent. The bodies of students, employed for the sale of sexual services with the money accrued used to pay for their education, are a contemporary expression of the same problem. The body sacrificed to feed the life of the mind. It is time that this fractured relationship between the physical and mental sides of life was ended but in the ongoing war with capital, that victory is not yet in sight. The present book is a dispatch from the front lines of one of the ongoing battles – one that is drawing in increasing numbers of people, their families and friends. I hope readers find it enlightening and useful.
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The upside-down world rewards in reverse: it scorns honesty, punishes work, prizes lack of scruples, and feeds cannibalism


Eduardo Galeano (1998, p.5)








Chapter One



The Death of the University




The idea of the University as a place of civic education and critical enquiry has been put to a premature death by a raft of neo-capitalist political rationalities that promote inter alia divisive competition, false economies and philistine instrumentality


Bailey, 2015


Money can’t buy a thought, or a connection between ideas or things


Back, 2016, p.23





In the magic realist world woven by Gabriel Garcia Marquez, we learn that the convergence of many chance events makes absurdity possible. This is also true in the real world, though absurdity there can also have ostensibly rational origins. The process of reducing the function of UK institutions of higher learning into one geared to the exchange of commodities, a specialist branch in the art of possessing things, can arguably be traced to the late 1970s (Furedi, 2011). This was the time when Margaret Thatcher and her entourage began setting about the British economy with the sledgehammer principles espoused by the Chicago School of economists – first piloted in Chile, in brutal fashion, via the CIA-sponsored removal of the democratically elected government of Salvador Allende. The imposition of market reforms recognised as quintessentially neo-liberal arrived shortly afterwards and disaster capitalism was born (Klein, 2007). In the higher education sector, Thatcher’s aim was to introduce an explicit market-oriented discipline into the workings of universities and the people within them. With the lady from Grantham having forsworn the existence of society – in her view “only individual men and women and families” existed – the abstract was sacrificed for the concrete and the hapless student was now “expected to serve as the personification of market pressures” (Furedi, 2011, p.3). Thus was the student as consumer born and a raft of measures designed ultimately to ease money from students’ (and their parents’) pockets, trailed in its wake. Table 1 below shows a timeline of the key political changes in the funding of UK higher education.


Table 1. Political Changes in UK Higher Education Funding4


1981 Full tuition fees introduced for foreign students.


1989 Student grants are frozen, with yearly reductions of 10%. Student loans introduced.


1996 Dearing Report Commissioned.


1997 Dearing Report recommends students pay 25% of tuition.


1998 Introduction of £1,000 tuition fees. Mandatory student grants are abolished and replaced by means-tested student loans. Described by Liberal Democrat leader Charles Kennedy as “one of the most pernicious political acts that has taken place”.


2001 Labour re-elected with manifesto pledge to not introduce top-up fees.


2003 Fees are raised to a maximum of £3,000. Iain Duncan Smith pledges abolition of tuition fees under the Conservatives and calls them “a tax on learning”.


2005 Almost all fees set at £3,000 per annum.


2008 National Union of Students drops its opposition to tuition fees.


2009 Fees increase to £3,290 per annum. Student loans are frozen.


2010 Browne Review recommends abolition of direct funding for arts, humanities and social sciences and reduction for other subjects. Abolition of tuition fees cap.


2011 Fees increase to £3,375.


2012 Fees increase to maximum of £9,000 per annum plus £5,500 maintenance loan.


Residents of Wales and Scotland entitled to free tuition within their own countries.


2015 Removal of maintenance grants for poorest students.


2017 Universities permitted to raise fees to £9,250 per annum contingent on “high teaching quality”.


Final confirmation of the triumphant incursion of market values into the UK higher education wonderland arrived just before the millennium in the form of the Dearing Report (National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education, 1997). This set out the UK government’s “vision of a learning society”, one which envisaged students making “a greater investment in their own futures”. Investment, of course, can take many forms – and as the language of the market grows more pervasive – a “deeply shared and transcendent faith”, according to Seabrook (1990, p.11), “capital investment” has come to denote a world beyond the purely financial, embracing social, biological, cultural and human resources. The phrase “human resources” carries multiple meanings – from the human “capital” available to an organisation to the individual capabilities possessed by an individual. Normally these two different connotations would point to quite different interests. Sadly, in the environment in which academic staff and students now find themselves captive, the two have merged into one with the result that both academics and students see the need to sell themselves to those who wave the magic money wand. Their respective positions in the hierarchy of power mean that the choices available to them for doing this are not the same. The game, however, is that we are all for sale – perhaps a closing down sale for higher education as it once was or was ever thought to be. The underlying logic of the UK reforms is to replace government block grants to universities and instead loan the money to students as an investment in their own “human capital”. In this warped view education is construed as conferring no benefit beyond the individual person who has paid for it. The self-evident absurdity of this proposition should be obvious to anybody who has ever consulted a doctor, nurse, dentist or lawyer to name but a few of the professions which depend on university training.


Changes in the political funding of higher education have been accompanied by the introduction of a raft of “disciplinary” marketing instruments beginning with the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) in 1986, followed by the Teaching Quality Assessment (TQA) in 1992, and the National Student Survey (NSS) in 2005. By the time the latter had entered the fray the conversion of universities from seats of learning into profit-making enterprises was complete. The RAE mutated into the Research Excellence Framework (REF) in 2014 while the TQA was exhumed and recast as the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) in 2017, reframing university education as something akin to an Olympic sport in which successful institutions could be “awarded” Gold, Silver or Bronze ratings.


The above changes have facilitated the corrosive branding of British universities – witness endless, witless mission statements, websites overrun with “badges, stickers and logos” (Scott, 2017) and endless verbiage couched in a higher education version of Newspeak, promising to “enhance” the “student experience” to undreamt of heights. Like Orwell’s original in 1984, the present educational dialect functions to suppress independent thought and, as in Aldous Huxley’s dystopian novel, places the pleasure principle at the apex of human achievement. I will return to this issue in subsequent chapters, specifically to draw parallels with that which students who work in the sex and adult entertainment industries are endeavouring to produce in their clients. The community bound together by the new higher education language game is an administrative cohort –”bureaucratic Rottweilers now snapping at all our heels” (Evans, 2004, p.3) able to see nothing beyond the power of money; an elite conforming to Kafka’s portrayal as being “fleetingly glimpsed”, “unassailable” and seemingly “governed by mysterious laws”.5 As surely as the language game binds management, accountants and advertisers together, however, it alienates and perplexes academic staff.


One of the many absurd aspects of the commodification of student life, though a recurrent and predictable feature of the impact of capitalism on all human affairs, is how activities and processes are turned into things. Verbs usually better suited for talking about these come to be replaced by nouns, a reflection of the tendency for capitalist social relations to objectify and reify all forms of human encounter, an issue which the psychoanalyst Erich Fromm (1976) critiqued many years ago. The emphasis on “experience” as a product to be bought and consumed, for example, is found in the packaging of adventure holidays and activities in the sport and leisure industry. It is the final frontier of capitalist excess and a sign that the barrier to the internal conscious world of the human “consumer” has finally been penetrated by the dollar.


So it is with the NSS that a student’s experience of a whole range of issues connected with higher education will ultimately be reduced to a single score on an ordinal five-point scale: the different subjects they study; the various staff who deliver lectures to them, or mark their work, and who interact with them with varying degrees of efficiency and regularity; the nature of their relationships with these different staff; the efficiency of administrative support; the availability and standard of technological resources; library facilities; availability of up to date and historical literature whether books or journals; the nature of relationships with other students; the availability of leisure facilities, clubs and societies, how their life in general is going and so on. Furthermore, this score is somehow supposed to equate to the quality, depth and breadth of education one is receiving. The reality is that it functions as the universities’ weapon of choice in the search for market share (Lenton, 2015). That such a score is divorced from any assessment of what input a student is making into their own learning or the wider economic, social and familial context in which they live only compounds the absurdity.


The NSS process can be likened to judging the outcome of a physical fitness programme on a group of people while ignoring the question of whether anybody ever shows up at the gym. Reading for a degree has given way to “getting” one – an entity that one buys which is delivered after a wait of 3 years. Brown (2006) argues, as have many critics, that NSS scores lack legitimacy, that they mistake access to information with its quality and carry the presumption that students are not just making meaningful judgements about the educational process they are engaged in but that all the significant effects of their university education can be assimilated and appraised before their degree course has even finished. Were it remotely possible to validly condense all the aspects of higher education life into a single score of satisfaction, this score would tell us nothing of any significance. It should not be necessary, but unfortunately, with universities having reached escape velocity from reality, it is necessary to say it: how satisfied one feels with whatever has transpired in almost 3 years of study, cannot and should not be taken as some proxy for intellectual rigour, critical thinking, educational worth, the effort the student has devoted to their study, how well they were taught – nor the relevance and applicability of what has been learnt to life. As if to confirm this, the pursuit of satisfaction ratings has resulted in many institutions investing heavily in landscaped campuses, sports and social facilities, marketing and public relations staff (McGettigan, 2013; Cocozza, 2017) – a case of never mind the quality, pay for the myth. With this the betrayal of the idea of the university is complete.


The TEF excepted, all the above measures have been directed towards ranking university departments and academic staff on a crude unidimensional scale – an “absurd and obscene system” in the opinion of sociologist Les Back (2016, p.63). Central to the audit of research and the hypothetical measure of its quality has been the process of assigning “impact factors” to journals, a dubious practice described as “psychometric nonsense” by Hartley (2012, pp.330-331) and “deeply flawed” by Schekman (2013).6 Hartley considered the process intrinsic to the “McDonaldization” of higher education while Schekman, a Nobel prize winner, went further and suggested the pursuit of impact factors has “become an end…. as damaging to science as the bonus culture is to banking”. When assigning impact factors, an oddity seldom remarked upon is that greater weight is granted to publications specific to the North American continent. This arises because of the greater size of the North American market. One consequence of this – certainly in the social sciences and humanities – is that pragmatic considerations dictate that scholars are under pressure to express their views in ways consonant with the tastes of journal editors there. As with the NSS, the obvious conclusion (one to have escaped the attention of successive governments and those members of the academic fraternity who’ve sold their soul to corporate governance and agreed to participate as judges in this process) is that as instruments purporting to measure “quality” they all lack the one quintessential property which all metrics are supposed to possess – which is demonstrable validity. In one of the few robust analyses of NSS scores Lenton (2015) concluded from the results that the scores should not be used as a method of ranking not least because the students’ satisfaction scores appear to be in large part markers of their “readiness and confidence to face the labour market” (pp.126–127).


A curious side note in the history of these metrics concerns the notorious publisher and former owner of The Daily Mirror newspaper, Robert Maxwell. Maxwell was a key player in the global expansion of academic publishing, turning it into “a spectacular money-making machine that bankrolled his rise in British society” (Buranyi, 2017). He managed this through his ownership of Pergamon Press prior to its later acquisition by Elsevier, currently the largest scientific publisher in the world. Maxwell’s unique contribution was to recognise the enormous potential for profit in academia, driving up prices and convincing scientists that a given field required a new journal to showcase their work. With the number of journals proliferating, Maxwell’s next trick was to insist on grand titles for them – “The international journal of …” was a favourite prefix. This public relations trick helped to cement the idea of a publishing hierarchy – so that whereas at one time all journals were held to be essentially equal, after Maxwell’s intervention it was a case that some were “more equal than others”. The notion of an “international” standard of research became a badge of honour and in due course was incorporated into the metric used in the first RAE. What this meant in practice, however, was far from clear, nobody being quite sure what counted as “international excellence” or what was understood by quality of research (see Alldred and Miller, 2007 for a summary of the confusion). By 2008 the phrase “international excellence”, in common with most advertising slogans, had lost some of its earlier vitality and found itself relegated to a lower place in the hierarchy of esteem – to be supplanted by a new gold standard of “world leading”, this being no better defined than the benchmark it replaced. One can only suppose that in years to come the descriptions will, like the Starship Enterprise, head out into the galaxy to set a new benchmark of cosmic excellence and take the insatiable hunger for profit to where no one has gone before.7


Understandably, researchers have felt compelled, for the sake of their careers, to conform to the “market discipline” which these metrics impose. This has had a far-reaching influence on the nature of academic discourse itself. The University and College Union (UCU), which represents academic staff throughout the UK, considers this to have had:




a disastrous impact on the UK higher education system leading to the closure of departments with strong research profiles and healthy student recruitment. It has been responsible for job losses, discriminatory practices, widespread demoralisation of staff, the narrowing of research opportunities through the over-concentration of funding and the undermining of the relationship between teaching and research. (UCU, 2008)





Under this system, viable research is that which attracts the attentions of academic entrepreneurs and corporate sponsors. As Naomi Klein (2010) noted in No Logo, resistance to this market dominance of the campus has been minimal. In my own discipline of psychology “brain research, forensic psychology and behaviour genetics” are pre-selected for favourable ratings while investigations in the social arena are out of favour. Thus, the “psychology of political protest” and research directed towards the misbehaviour of political elites would be scored badly.


The changes in the UK environment are echoed in other parts of Europe. Faced with a restructuring of global capital markets and the birth of neo-liberalism in the late 1970s, many European governments decided that the university is obliged to become a partner in the wholesale transformation of capital markets. The ostensible aims were to increase the proportion of graduates in the population so that a more skilled literate workforce would be on hand to meet the challenges flowing from the changing (global and technological) nature of economic production. This, so the argument went, would serve to enhance national and international competitiveness. This philosophy is enshrined in the Lisbon declaration of the European University Association (2007). While this document calls for greater autonomy and diversity on the part of universities, it has if anything produced the exact opposite – having become a key driver of the restructuring of university life throughout the European continent towards a business-friendly bureaucratic agenda.


The document explicitly called for a bigger role for private finance, one that went hand in hand with a greater input from employers into the strategic aims of universities. These were accompanied by exhortations to promote “mission statements”, “enterprise” and “knowledge exchange” paving the way for a radical transformation in the view of education. The once prevailing view that study and learning was of intrinsic value has been replaced by one in which its value is instrumentalised and costed. Within this framework the corporate mission reconfigures the role of students. In this pedagogical prison, thinking, learning, creating and performing serve only to produce graduate jobs or corporate profit. “Student outcomes” is the new mantra, both within and outside the university. Thinking for oneself and understanding the nature of the society we live in are reduced to externalities in this model. In the classrooms and lecture theatres, precise “learning outcomes” must be specified in advance and listed in the curricula like items on a fast-food menu, to be later spat out undigested at exam times and then forgotten. No unexpected surprises are permitted. The micromanagement and surveillance of teaching and learning does not stop there. After graduation, monitoring systems continue to track employment rates – information to be assimilated and incorporated into next year’s brochure.
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