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Iconic architecture at the University of Leicester: In the background is the Attenborough Tower, designed and constructed by Arup and opened in 1970. Photo: Paul C. Whitehouse









What People Are Saying About


Shaping for Mediocrity


Do you think business schools should be helping to produce a low carbon, high inclusion, high democracy economy? Or should they be sacking academics who work towards these goals in order to produce a business-as-usual b-school that makes big profits? This urgent and beautifully written book shows why universities need to change, and what happens to free speech when higher education becomes a product.


Martin Parker, author of Shut Down the Business School: What’s Wrong with Management Education and Against Management: Organization in the Age of Managerialism


Gibson Burrell, Ronald Hartz, David Harvie, Geoff Lightfoot, Simon Lilley and Friends have provided the academic community with a comprehensive narrative of the most shameless and blatant violation of academic freedom I have ever personally witnessed. The authors were all made redundant as a result of Leicester University’s 2021 “Shaping for Excellence” – the vision of vice chancellor Nishan Canagarajah – which pitted management’s “right” to “disinvest” from an area of research against academics’ freedom to pursue an autonomous program of enquiry.


Critical management studies had been a beacon of success at Leicester and the international reputations of its exponents were beyond question. Canagarajah felt, however, that CMS didn’t attract the right kind of customer, and so its perceived adherents were targeted for redundancy on the flimsiest of assumptions. What placed them at highest risk, though, was a history of union organizing.


The authors expose the moral dissolution of a university’s leadership team in an era of competition, marketisation and managerialism where everything including research must be ‘governed’. In an era where university management seems impervious to accountability, Burrell et al. name names, including who was silent, who lent support and who were “the enforcers”. Their reflexivity and honesty stand in contrast to the deviousness and cynicism of the managers they encountered. Other administrators, they note, carried a weight of shame for the shabby scheme they were obliged to participate in, and resigned.


This is a book that should be read by every academic and trade unionist. What happened at the University of Leicester in 2021 could happen anywhere. Indeed, we see an escalation of “restructurings” which target arts, humanities and social sciences which are traditionally home to the kinds of critiques that irk the managerial cadre. Shaping for Mediocrity is a call to resist, to take back control of the university, and, above all, recognise the power of solidarity against the implacable tyranny of managerialism.


Liz Morrish, co-author of Academic Irregularities: Discourse and Neoliberalism in Higher Education


No area of existence is exempt from exploitation, including the acquisition of knowledge. State authority decides the matter, with particular regard to the needs of Global Capital. Our universities were thrown to the wolves many years ago; now students are being thrown too. There is no “right to education”. An ignorant public is the preferred option. The difficulty with “thinking” is that it leads to asking questions. The authors of this book expose the cynicism, the hypocrisy and the appalling cowardice of the British education authorities.


James Kelman, author most recently of God’s Teeth and Other Phenomena and The State Is the Enemy: Essays on Liberation and Racial Justice


This most welcome book uses an act of intellectual vandalism perpetrated by management at Leicester University as its springboard. This is part of a growing trend in the UK and US, where centres of critical thinking are dismantled as universities resemble corporations, using “market forces” as an alibi, in order to treat staff and support-service workers as disposable entities. The authors analyse this trend superbly while providing an intellectual basis for countering dismal developments such as the one at Leicester.


Kenneth Surin, professor emeritus, Duke University


Next generations will read Shaping for Mediocrity as a “future archive” of what we could have done collectively to save public higher education, and how those who fought the hardest battles were failed not just by the system but by the movement itself. Yet, the book is written with a humour, hope and humility that defy bitterness and defeatism. It documents forensically how small leaks of individual mediocrity sink large vessels built on collective hard work and benevolence. It teaches us important lessons about what can still be done to stop the toxic spread of neo-managerial capitalism in our public universities, before it is too late.


Mariya Ivancheva, author of The Alternative University: Lessons from Bolivarian Venezuela


Shaping for Mediocrity is an exposé of what neoliberal university management does when academic workers passionately promote a rigorous and useful critical education. Without fear or favour, the authors journey through a notorious seven-month battle at one university, which ended in bitter defeat with tragic personal and professional costs. While it is a saddening and emotional read, their experiences are invaluable hard lessons for all education workers engaged in struggles everywhere. I’ve read nothing like this book in five decades. I salute those involved.


Alpesh Maisuria, co-author of Life for the Academic in the Neoliberal University


Anyone who works in a university business school should read this book. No, anyone who works in a university should read this book. Actually, make that anyone who is interested in the abuse of power, rampant neoliberalism and how employees can be treated as mere resources, to be disposed of on baseless, knee-jerk, reactionary managerialist whims. It’s an absolute tour de force, a perfect example of parrhesia in a context where speaking truth to power is becoming more and more risky. I salute my friends and former colleagues for writing it.


Jo Brewis, Professor of People and Organisations, The Open University


While we have a lot of literature on the hypocrisy of the university as a supposed place of critical thinking, we have nothing so forensic and stinging as this real-time account of mass redundancies at one of the leading centres for critical scholarship and teaching in the UK, and perhaps the world. And yet despite the viciousness and brutality of the University of Leicester’s hostility to thinking, this is the story of fierce and creative resistance, common courage and care, and the ultimate victory of collective critique over capitalist perfidy at work in the university. In other words, you are reading the last word on the University of Leicester.


Stefano Harney, co-author of The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning and Black Study
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PREFACE


The past is never dead. It’s not even past.


– William Faulkner, Requiem for a Nun1


Shaping for Mediocrity was written in the aftermath of a seven-month struggle against mass redundancies at the University of Leicester in 2021, a struggle which saw 145 employees targeted and an eventual exodus from the university that likely exceeded 200.2 The book’s authors were all involved in that dispute in the most intimate way – we were amongst those being made redundant, in our case from the university’s School of Business. We have written the book as part of an effort to make sense of the struggle, to understand the reasons why we lost. It was written partly for ourselves – an act of catharsis, a search for closure. It was also written for the wider world, for those who care about universities and perhaps especially those who labour within them, to hopefully offer lessons that might inform them in their own conflicts against the powers that ultimately defeated us. In this sense, our book is not merely about the redundancy struggle, it is a part of redundancy struggles. In this sense too, our book is less about closure, than about seeking to open up, to make possible other outcomes.


This is much more than a story of some university lecturers – business school lecturers at that – being sacked. Our story and our book are about questions that we hope will resonate far more widely. Are university scholars free to write and teach what they think is right? Is it OK for university scholars to be sacked for publishing in the ‘wrong’ journals (journals that have the word ‘critical’ in their title, for instance)? Is it right that universities have been taken over by business people, people who bow to the logic of finance? (How did this happen?) Should employees be able to organise in trade unions and to question those people in charge of their institution?


These questions should matter for everyone. Universities matter. In the UK, around half a million people work in a university – only the school system and the National Health Service are larger employers. In Britain more than one 18-year-old in every three starts a full-time university undergraduate course – at any one time, almost three million people are engaged in the labour of studying. The ideas and knowledges that are produced within universities and that emanate from them shape – though they do not fully determine – society. And as a society facing myriad intersecting crises – of democracy, inequality, xenophobia, global heating, and mass extinction, to name just a few – we need critical thinking more than ever. We need thinking that asks difficult questions, that offers answers that might be uncomfortable (at least to some), thinking that is brave and imaginative. If it is not possible – if it is not permitted – to be critical at university, then the future is dark indeed.


Shaping for Mediocrity has also been written as an act of remembrance. University of Leicester’s bosses have done everything in their power to expunge the 2021 dispute – and their own part in it – from the official records. Even the restructuring programme, Shaping for Excellence, in whose name the wholescale sackings were executed, has been quietly dropped. And so too has our very existence been erased. Between us, the five named authors have 75 years’ experience working at the University of Leicester. Two of the named authors – Gibson Burrell and Simon Lilley – were heads of school for a total period exceeding a decade. Yet we and our contributions no longer appear in the School’s official history.


Just as our redundancy struggle stretches forward in time to encompass the writing and publication of this book, so too does it stretch backward. To situate our 2021 fight against redundancy, we found it necessary to revisit the history of the School of Business and, in turn, to place this history against its wider context of the neoliberal reforms of higher education of the past four decades and the often tense relationship between schools of management, or business, and the university itself. Temporally, then, our account overflows the seven months of the redundancy dispute, January–August 2021, encompassing much of the era of modern higher education. In this overflowing, we explore issues surrounding university governance, professional autonomy, academic freedom, trade unionism, and leadership.


Three intertwined questions permeate Shaping for Mediocrity, though they are not made explicit on every page: who makes the university and how? And, what is the university for? Although we lost our battle – we were made redundant from the University of Leicester – we have continued to think collectively and critically about these questions and possible answers. We hope that this very book is evidence of that. We have not completely given up on the university as an institution, though we are also hedging that bet. We hope that those who believe with us that the university must be a critical institution can make use of our account of the policy of the cancellation of critical thinking at the University of Leicester and its wider implications for our profession.


Who are we and who are our friends?


We first conceived the idea of this book in February 2021, just a few weeks into the redundancy struggle. Both Matteo Mandarini, our editor, and Tariq Goddard, Zer0’s co-founder, were supportive. Our intention was that we write the book contemporaneously with our campaign against the redundancies. We have little idea now what such a book would have looked like. Probably it would have been more of a chronology of those seven months of 2021, also containing numerous documents from that struggle. Perhaps it would have looked more like Warwick University Ltd, the book assembled (in just one week) by staff and students at that institution to document their struggles of the late 1960s.3 In fact, we do have something like that – chronology, documents and other materials – on our website: ulsb16.com.4 But, as it turned out, we had no time to put together a book in 2021: the immediate demands of the campaign were (too) many and always took precedence. What we have produced – with continued support, advice and encouragement from Matteo and Tariq – is the product of 18 months’ reflection on what happened at University of Leicester. It’s the product of far wider reading on and deeper engagement with many of the issues our particular struggle was about and the contested histories of universities. It is probably a more valuable book for this.


We write in the first-person plural because this is our story and we are several. But throughout the book our use of we is fluid. It shifts from the narrow we the authors, or perhaps we who were targeted for redundancy, through the we who were and are workplace organisers and activists, to the we who were and are university staff, whether University of Leicester employees or university employees more generally. This slippage is intentional, though we (the authors) have tried to clarify where the meaning is ambiguous. All transformative political projects must involve the construction and maintenance of a we – an us that is often in antagonism to an explicit or implicit them – and the struggles against mass redundancies at University of Leicester were no exception. We – those of us threatened with redundancy, those of struggling against redundancies – failed to prevent these redundancies because the more expansive we that we sought to construct was insufficiently large and resolute to counter managers’ they. There were also times in the campaign when we activists and organisers misjudged the extent and resolve of this more expansive we, assuming allyship and solidarity that did not, in fact, exist. If the meaning of we is not always clear then, that’s because this lack of clarity reflects political reality.


Three principles inform our perspective. First, Karl Marx’s idea, in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, that we make our own history, but not in circumstances of our own choosing. Second, that universities are sites of conflict, of antagonism, of struggle. Third, that these are class struggles – though these struggles are also intersectional, often taking racialised and gendered forms. There is an us and there is a them.


But the identities of ‘us’ and ‘them’ are not so straightforward. It’s easy, of course, to point to the vice-chancellor and say, “there is the boss”; and to the porter, cleaner, and hourly paid seminar teacher and say, “and there are the workers”. But it quickly becomes more ambiguous. Many university employees have or have had some sort of managerial responsibility, even limited rights to hire and fire: grant holders vis-à-vis research assistants; module leaders vis-à-vis teaching assistants; departmental heads vis-à-vis ‘rank and file’ members, some of whom might be on higher-paying and higher-status contracts. This is certainly the case with us, who have ‘enjoyed’ line-managerial responsibilities of one sort or another in our careers. In some respects, then, we have been ‘them’. Or, at least, we have been partially them. But this characterisation is still too crude.


Every day, in the modern university, individuals make choices, both as individuals and as part of larger collectives. They act either to reproduce and even deepen relations of domination. Or they act to undermine and sabotage these relationships. Most of us, most of the time, act in both ways in the course of a single day. The capital relation is an internal relation, ‘the class struggle… is something that runs through us, individually and collectively. Only if we were fully class-ified could we say without contradiction “we are working class” (but then class struggle would be impossible).’5 In our view, this is a reworking of the claim that class ‘is a historical phenomenon. I do not see class as a “structure”, nor even as “category”, but as something which in fact happens (and can be shown to have happened) in human relationships.’6 We think that class has been ‘happening’ in and to a lot in British universities (hence the many books and articles discussing the ‘proletarianisation’ of academics): this is ‘an active process, which owes as much to agency as to conditioning.’ Another way of saying this is that the university is a site – possibly a frontline – of value struggles. The site of contestation between competing and antagonistic conceptions of the university, of education, of study. This process, these struggles, and the impacts of human agency, are often clarified during periods of open conflict, such as our redundancy struggle in 2021 and earlier struggles at the University of Leicester.


But if ‘us’ and ‘them’ (or ‘we’ and ‘they’) are slippery concepts, we at least know who our friends are. In March 2022 the University of Leicester’s media team announced the institution’s intention to end the use of Non-Disclosure Agreements ‘when dealing with student and staff complaints of sexual misconduct, bullying and other unacceptable behaviour’. The official tweet heralding the announcement included the hashtags #CantBuyMySilence and #BuildTrustNotSilence.7 A worthy commitment. But in 2021, University bosses bought a hell of a lot of silence – as well as destroying a lot of trust. Many staff took voluntary redundancy for fear of being left only with meagre statutory compulsory redundancy pay-outs. Others, disgusted with bosses’ behaviour, negotiated a financial package to leave. Of the 15 employees made compulsorily redundant in August 2021, many accepted financial payments following their dismissal in return for dropping claims for unlawful dismissal via employment tribunal. In all of these cases the individuals concerned were obliged to sign non-disclosure agreements. Such NDAs prohibit them publicly discussing the University of Leicester or the manner of their departure from it. At least seven of our former colleagues in the School of Business signed such agreements – always as a result of economic necessity – and are thus unable talk or write of their experiences. They are our friends.


We also want to thank the many friends and comrades who supported us in our struggle against redundancies – who were part of the struggle against redundancies and for another type of university. The following people, in particular, were there with us in 2021, alongside us and caring for us: Emma Battell Lowman, Armin Beverungen, Peter Bloom, Jo Brewis, Gavin Brown, Steve Brown, Rob Clarke, Cara Dobbing, Helen Eborall, Jo Edge, Marta Gasparin, Dan Hamilton, Emi Mise, Mike Mulheran, Martin Parker, Alex Patel, Martin Quinn, Sarah Seaton, Charlie Smith, and Deborah Toner. Plus our families and some others we cannot name.


We want to extend our thanks to the people who read this manuscript and provided invaluable feedback. They are: Peter Armstrong, Jo Brewis, Peter Fleming, Becca Harrison, Effie Harvie, Mariya Ivancheva, Alpesh Maisuria, Robert Ovetz, Martin Parker, Deborah Toner, and David Watts. Finally, we thank our editor Matteo Mandarini and the ‘behind-the-scenes’ people at Zer0, in particular, Adam Jones and Frank Smecker. Needless to say they share no blame for any of the book’s weaknesses.









INTRODUCTION


Mediocre, adj.: Of middling quality; neither bad nor good, average; (hence contextually) indifferent, of poor quality, second-rate.


– Oxford English Dictionary


In April 2021, the following extraordinary, one-sided exchange took place. It concluded an individual redundancy consultation, part of a business case framed as a plan ‘to disinvest from research and scholarship in critical management studies and political economy’. The main speaker is Gareth Brown, then employed as a lecturer in the University of Leicester School of Business (ULSB) and also – a significant part of our story – a prominent official in our local union branch. The first person he addresses – ‘Alex’, a pseudonym – was a human resource professional at the University of Leicester. Brown then turns to Professor James ‘Jim’ Devlin. At the time, Devlin was dean of ULSB, that is, Brown’s boss. He was architect and executor of the business case, which saw 16 members of ULSB faculty – Gareth Brown, Gibson Burrell, Joseph Choonara, Sam Dallyn, Valérie Fournier, Fabian Frenzel, Oz Gore, Chris Grocott, Ronald Hartz, David Harvie, George Kokkinidis, Hugo Letiche, Geoff Lightfoot, Simon Lilley, Keir Milburn and Martin Wood – put at risk of redundancy in January 2021. Brown also mentions Gary Dixon, chair of the University of Leicester Council, the university’s supreme governing body.


Alex, you are a highly competent, decent human being, you don’t have to have this on your conscience, and you are very, very aware of what is going on here. I would implore you to use the whistle-blower policy, to join UCU [the University and College Union], and we will do absolutely everything within our power to defend and support you against anything bad that might happen as a result of that.


Jim…


Yes.


There are countless backdoors, loopholes, various other means by which you can fly under the radar, get rid of the people you want to get rid of without detection. Frankly it is beyond insulting that we have been presented with this utter shambles of a business case, had to watch you going through these ridiculous contortions, week after week, obfuscations, lies, contradictions: utterly absurd. You will be hammered on academic freedom when this goes [to] court. You will be hammered on the issue of job similarity. You will be hammered on the failure to provide crucial information when asked. Your use of ‘primarily’ is likely to be something that is talked about for years in legal circles and in the HRM [Human Resource Management] literature. And you will be hammered on the issue of union victimisation. For the eleven of us in scope [for redundancy] there are at least two separate law cases, legal cases. For most of us there are three. That’s likely to be over a million pounds in terms of payout, between the eleven of us. Your reputation at this point is unsalvageable. And if you think for one second that when this all goes further south you are not going to be thrown to the wolves in order to save those on larger salaries, then that is hopelessly naïve. However, you can still act in such a way to ensure that vulnerable deans in the future can’t be exploited in the same way that you have, by giving us the list of names that was given to you by Gary Dixon on November 12 [2020], or on one of three other possible dates during the end of last year. You may have been discreet about it, but Gary Dixon is alleged not to have been discreet about it. We will have that list at some point. It’s better if it comes from you.


I have no knowledge and never have seen any such list.


Thank you. I call this meeting to a close.


Two of these sixteen individuals targeted for redundancy in January 2021 accepted so-called voluntary redundancy payouts. Four were removed from the pool of those targeted, though two of them subsequently resigned anyway. One accepted a transfer to a role he considered inferior. The remaining nine – Brown, Burrell, Dallyn, Fournier, Hartz, Harvie, Kokkinidis, Lightfoot and Lilley were eventually dismissed – ‘by reason of redundancy’ – in August 2021.1 The total exodus from that School, as a result of the plan Devlin executed, numbers at least forty – and is still rising.


The redundancies in the business school were part of wider restructuring across the University of Leicester, which its bosses called Shaping for Excellence. In total 145 colleagues were targeted, across five academic departments – English; Informatics; Mathematics & Actuarial Science; Neuroscience, Psychology & Behaviour; and Business – and three professional services units – Education Services; Library User Services (frontline library staff); and Estates & Digital Services. By the end of year, at least 200 people had exited the university, a result of dismissal, ‘voluntary’ redundancy or resignation. Gareth Brown’s remarks in his redundancy consultation touch on many of the issues that we explore in this book – the attack on academic freedom, the targeting of trade unionists, managerial prerogative and its limits.


Brown’s monologue, above, was prescient. The situation did indeed go ‘further south’. Two weeks after this consultation, the University and College Union applied a global academic boycott to the University of Leicester, a rare and serious sanction, which was not lifted until the end of 2021. As we write these words two years later, the University’s reputation remains in ruins, possibly having passed a tipping point. We have seen no evidence that our former bosses have a strategy for reversing this reputational disaster.


After a year of doing the bidding of ‘those on larger salaries’, as well as that of Gary Dixon, chair of the University Council (its supreme governing body), it appears that Devlin was indeed ‘thrown to the wolves’. Just three weeks after the effective dismissal of those he had made redundant, his immediate superior, Professor Henrietta O’Connor, pro-vice-chancellor and head of the College of Social Sciences, Arts and Humanities, announced that Devlin too would be leaving the University of Leicester. His tenure at the institution lasted only two years. The notice that he was leaving failed even to gloss over the manner of his departure by saying that he had resigned. His replacement as dean was Professor Dan Ladley. Ladley had been Devlin’s deputy throughout the redundancy process and indeed its co-executor. At the time of writing, he remains in post, as do O’Connor, now deputy vice-chancellor, and the University’s president and vice-chancellor, Professor Nishan Canagarajah. The then-deputy vice-chancellor, Professor Edmund Burke, who was also a major cast member, especially in our chapter on academic freedom, has been rewarded for his part. He is now the vice-chancellor of Bangor University. (The elevations of Ladley, O’Connor and Burke are symptomatic of wider structural issues within the sector: senior managers perceived by ordinary staff to have failed are frequently promoted. Of course, there is more on this later in the book.)


It is this set of academics and a few other senior university managers that form the group of actors upon our stage. There are many other dramatis personae in our tale of a university aspiring to – or shaping for – mediocrity, but in our account we only name those further up the hierarchy. Younger, more junior members of staff make fewer appearances in our account, not because they are irrelevant to the unfolding of events – far from it – but because we wish to protect them as best we can. Thus, the individual whom Gareth Brown first addresses is pseudonymous. ‘Alex’ was a human resource professional at the University of Leicester. They are indeed a decent human being and they exited the University of Leicester a few months after this exchange, without, as far as we know, any other job to go to.


On mediocrity


The title of our book is Shaping for Mediocrity. ‘Shaping’ obviously echoes the name of the university leadership’s ‘Shaping for Excellence’ programme. The word ‘mediocrity’ we use with intention. We’re not simply being rude about university senior managers; it’s a way of understanding their behaviour. Why should any university’s leaders seek to be ‘of middling quality’ or ‘ordinary’? Why would they aspire to be average? In the years before ‘Shaping for Excellence’, Leicester had been a city on the up and far from average. In 2016, its football team won the English premiership, and King Richard III’s body was discovered and reinterred in the city’s cathedral. Both drew international attention. But the university’s leaders have not capitalised on the achievements of its archaeologists, historians, and scholars of English who collaborated in the discovery of Richard III’s remains. In fact, its specialists of Medieval English were amongst those made redundant in 2021, whilst historians, classicists and archaeologists who remain employed there report feeling increasingly beleaguered.


The University of Leicester has never been recognised as one of Britain’s ‘best’ universities. Established in 1921 as a ‘living memorial’ to those who had lost their lives in the Great War, the university’s motto is Ut Vitam Habeant [‘that they might have life’]. It is obviously not one of the ‘ancient’ institutions (Oxford, Cambridge, St. Andrews, Glasgow, Aberdeen, Edinburgh). Nor is it a member of the self-selected Russell Group of twenty-four ‘leading’ UK universities.


But it was a good university. Its scholars provided a decent higher education to its students; they conducted decent research. Many still do, of course. The university could even boast of scholarship of world-class brilliance: Alec Jeffreys, for instance, who, with co-workers, developed techniques for genetic fingerprinting and DNA profiling; sociologists Norbert Elias and Anthony Giddens; The Sir Norman Chester Centre for Football Research; the space research which still thrives; the Stanley Burton Centre for Holocaust and Genocide Studies, which is also ongoing; finally, dare we say it, for Critical Management Studies Leicester was internationally renowned. The University of Leicester was respected. It was distinctive – that is, not average, not ordinary, not mediocre. It accommodated scholars and allowed them to carry out teaching and research to the best of their ability. Why the turn to mediocrity?


Within the field of strategic ‘management’ there is a concept known as mimetic isomorphism. Applying this concept to higher education, many institutions, ‘faced with an increasingly complex, competitive and uncertain operating environment, have mainly resorted to the isomorphic strategy of mimicking fellow universities which are perceived to have the highest degree of legitimacy among peer institutions. As a result, conformity among universities and their organisational structures has intensified’.2


But mimicry is unlikely to lead to any new forms of excellence nor the maintenance of existing ones. It’s a strategy of hiding amongst the ‘normal’, of setting ‘the sector norm’ as a target – an explicit aspiration of several University of Leicester leaders in recent years. It’s ‘run of the mill’. Essentially, mimetic isomorphism is a ‘middling’ strategy. Mediocrity as strategy is a result of a lack of confidence, a failure to dare to be different, and a failure of leadership. This strategy, that university officers at Leicester have pursued from 2014 onwards, is captured perfectly in Thomas Docherty’s witty aphorism about ‘the exceptional and the ordinary’ in university leadership: ‘“Thinking outside the box” is precisely what everyone inside the box does; and, indeed, it is precisely now the qualification for getting into the box in the first place’.3


Mimetic isomorphism is the institutionalised belief that other, ‘better’ institutions must know what they are doing and should thus be quietly shadowed. The Russell Group plays an exaggerated role in this process and the sector more broadly. Its revolving chair often appears in TV studios purporting to represent the ‘system’ and its interests as a whole. Subtly and not so subtly the Russell Group imposes uniformity of strategy.4 It helps to create an institutionalised fear that the consequences of standing out in almost any way are dangerous to longevity and survival. And despite their best efforts, the quest to join the Russell Group engaged upon by Leicester’s current and previous two vice-chancellors tells us not only something about the Russell Group’s allure, but also about why an aspirant vice-chancellor would engage in mimetic isomorphism for fear of standing out.


What forces do a vice-chancellor and their senior management team have to bend to? It is true that vice-chancellors face the trials and tribulations of turbulent environments and turbulent chairs of university councils. It is also true that they have agency: a damn sight more agency than their staff, for sure. Should we regard and present these ‘senior’ characters as malign or disturbed or weak, as careerist, or as mere personifications of forces and logics outside of their control, as unable to act against the machine as their less well-remunerated staff? This, in turn, raises a further question: who or what is ‘the machine’? There is evidence that, at the University of Leicester, senior staff regarded campus trade unions as a block to their freedom of action. As we shall reveal, the senior management team certainly saw Leicester UCU and UCU nationally – of which we were all more-or-less active members – as an especially difficult trade union.


What of our ‘evidence’, which we use to bring our story to life? We have at our disposal a huge database of recorded material, transcripts, emails, documents, ‘clarifications’, and other texts. It would not make an interesting narrative for you, dear reader, to present all of this material. But the exchange with which we opened this book—in which Gareth Brown addresses first ‘Alex’, the HR professional, and then ULSB’s then-dean James Devlin—gives a flavour of one type of interaction. There were several other types, which we will discuss as our account unfolds. Individuals like Alex will appear in our tale in the role of ‘extras’. They may speak a line or two, appear in more than one scene, but for our purposes their role is not a central one. That Alex walks across our stage so briefly, uttering no words of their own, might be seen as insulting to a professional colleague. This is not our intention. Any narrative drive places some actors centre-stage, whilst others remain on the periphery, in the wings.


This leads us to our treatment of other dramatis personae who, in the hierarchy of the institution, are neither above nor below us – our peers. We were sorely disappointed by many of our professorial colleagues and their silence in the face of our redundancy. Some of these individuals had made careers from espousing critical orientations to their subject matter, from speaking critically of the politics of institutions and from their involvement in progressive struggles. Nearly all were union members. Their lack of public engagement; their failure to speak to more ‘junior’ colleagues in open ways about the necessity of resisting; their failure to open up spaces in which such discussions might be had; their failure to even support us privately – all this shocked us. We name very few of these characters who were once our colleagues, who are also extras in our story. A few we refer to by their office alone. Many we will not mention at all. At the same time, many erstwhile colleagues, many of them relatively junior – both academics and professional service staff among them – were outspoken in their support for us. Their solidarity made a difference and we thank them for it. Since most are still employed by the University of Leicester we feel it better not to name them. But they know who they are, and so do we.


The dramatis personae will also include, as extras, a number of university administrators who have no formal academic role. These individuals’ particular roles were various, but they can be best described as enforcers. In redundancy consultations they attempted to police our behaviour, keeping things ‘professional’. In the electronic realm, they monitored social-media activity as we sought to garner support for our struggle, reporting their observations back to their superiors. These individuals played a not insignificant part in the redundancies and a few were subsequently rewarded by the university’s vice-chancellor. We will tell more about this later – the more senior of these individuals we will mention by name as well as role.


About our book


There is a large and still-growing genre of critical writing about universities. The tenor of many of these books and articles is one of loss and decline, succinctly captured in titles such as The Decline of Donnish Dominion, The Fall of the Faculty, The University in Ruins or, more recently, Dark Academia: How Universities Die, and The Hopeless University. It is somehow convenient to dismiss such attempts as pure nostalgia and, in consequence, demean the critical analysis and reflection about the current state of universities that they contain. Moreover, as one observer puts it: ‘when it comes to nostalgia in higher education, outsiders are often more guilty of sentimentalism than those on campus’.5


Our narrative is different for a number of reasons. We tell the story of a single institution during a period of intense struggle – a narrative of ‘us’ and ‘them’ set in a provincial university – but it is set against the backdrop of wider university politics across the sector in the first decades of the twenty-first century. What happened at University of Leicester in 2021 was particularly egregious. But it was also fully within the realms of the ‘acceptable’ – when all was said and done, it was accepted – of the ‘normal’ even. As we’ve already remarked, Leicester’s vice-chancellor, Nishan Canagarajah, rewarded many of those individuals who executed our redundancies (with the notable exception of James Devlin, of course). The governing body of Bangor University saw fit to appoint Canagarajah’s deputy Edmund Burke to their top job. Gary Dixon, the chair of Leicester’s governing body, is simultaneously a director of the University Superannuation Scheme (USS) pension fund, another key player on the stage of UK higher education. In other words, these individual managers and their practices are fully integrated into the broader system of British university governance. Aspects of what we narrate – authoritarianism, curtailment of academic freedom, subordination of the university towards business logics, financialisation, the assault on trade unions – have taken place at many other higher education institutions. What happened at University of Leicester in 2021 could have happened – could happen – at almost any university.


Our story, which we also situate within a longer period of neoliberal reforms, and an even longer period of capitalist and patriarchal university governance, thus reveals much about the wider picture. We had better than front-row seats to the spectacle of the shaping of mediocrity: we were in the ring. Two of us were principal officers and negotiators of the University of Leicester branch of UCU. (We believe, in fact, that this is the principal reason for our targeting.) As such, we attended multiple meetings with key members of the university’s executive board and knew more of the way in which redundancies were prosecuted across the university than all but a small handful of managers. Our number includes several early members of what was first the University of Leicester Management Centre and later the School of Management, who long pre-date the redundancies and the arrival of Dixon, Canagarajah and Burke. This early history is important too – for its own sake and for what it tells us about criticality in British universities, but also for the way in which it established the conditions that led to 2021’s attack on critical thinking, academic freedom and trade union organisation. In short, ours is a story which invites us, and you, to think about the wider context in which universities are created, and recreated, and for whom.


We begin our story (Chapter 1) by explaining how our union branch came to be described as ‘the most intimidating and disruptive in the country’, before recounting the seven months of intense struggle which ended with our dismissals (Chapter 2). We conclude the first half of the book by examining the broader turn to authoritarian leadership within universities (Chapter 3). In the book’s second half we situate our struggle in its historical context. In Chapter 4 we explain how, in the context of Thatcherism and the ‘massification’ of the business school such bodies came, perhaps paradoxically, to afford considerable space for critical thinking. Many of the higher education reforms of the past four decades have proved to be key elements of the ‘great moving right show’.6 They revolve around university governance and have enabled the increasing financialisation of universities: we shine a light on these trends in Chapter 5. The declared reason for our redundancy – a plan that involved ‘disinvest[ing] from research and scholarship in Critical Management Studies and political economy’ – looked very much like an attack on academic freedom. We explore this contested issue in Chapter 6, concluding that, both in law and in practice, it is actually subordinate to the freedom to manage of university bosses.


In our concluding chapter (Chapter 7), we pose some vital questions: could the university be ours – and what would that mean? And, in a crisis-ridden world, what is the future of critical thinking in universities?
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