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Abstract 
Movement scholars have generally overlooked the study of mobilizations within institutions. 

Even less known are the effects that mobilizations within institutions provoke. By combining field 

theory and social movement approach, my thesis aims to shed light on the variety of institutional 

impacts that the recent global wave of student mobilizations has produced within some Italian and 

English universities. More notably, I have looked at the way and to what extent student mobilizations 

have brought about changes in the university life in terms of student services and facilities, courses 

and curricula reorganization, and governance structure. To explore it, I have singled out three English 

(University of Birmingham, Sussex University, and University College of London) and three Italian 

universities (University of Turin, Sapienza of Rome, and Federico II of Naples), which have witnessed 

high levels of student mobilization over the past years (2008/2013). Have these mobilizations 

produced an impact within the university field?  

My argument is that the institutional context of universities does matter in explaining the 

variety and diversity of impacts that such mobilizations have brought about. The type and composition 

of governance affect both the strategies and tactics of the challengers (students), and the responses 

of the challenged (university leaders). Where universities are still run and governed by academics 

(Italy), students deploy a larger amount (and variety) of actions, and, thus, have a greater capacity of 

influence. Professors are more interested in restoring the conditions ensuring a good environment for 

teaching and research than challenging student protesters on their terrain. Academics are more eager 

to negotiate and compromise. By contrast, where universities are governed by academic managers 

(England), students have less tactics and strategies at their disposal and, thus, a minor capacity of 

influence. Managers are much more concerned than academics in neutralizing potential challengers 

and threats that damage the reputation and functioning of their universities.  
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Chapter 1. The Universities and their Struggles: The Contentious Politics of Higher Education  

 

1.1 What is at stake in the present investigation 

 

Since the second half of the 1960s the university students of many countries around the world 

have started to mobilize to demand a more democratic and accessible higher education. Through such 

mobilizations, students aimed at overturning the hierarchical power of academic oligarchies in order 

to construct an alternative university based on values of equality, solidarity, social justice and radical 

democracy (Lynd 1965, Cockburn and Blackburn 1969, Breines 1989; Epstein 1991). Even though their 

struggles have not always been successful, one cannot deny that students have brought about cultural 

and political changes in many arenas of society (Lichterman 1996, Polletta 2002). Student mobilizations 

have contributed to social transformation within capitalist societies.  

Some researchers have, in fact, regarded the university conflicts leading to mass education and diffuse 

intellectuality as one of the determinants of the crisis and subsequent transformation of the Fordist 

mode of production (Vercellone 2007, Roggero 2011). Other studies have instead focused their 

attention on the cultural dimension of student protests: they have seen these events as a cause and, 

at the same time, as a result of transformations occurring in social norms, symbolic meanings and the 

collective imaginaries of democratic society (Melucci 1989). Overall, student struggles have produced 

several intended and unintended outcomes into both public/political spheres and cultural/personal 

ones1.  

After decades of political passivity, we have recently witnessed the reemergence of massive student 

protests opposing the process of privatization of higher education, demanding equal conditions to 

access and a return to a free and public system. Since 2008, these protests have taken place in about 

fifty countries across the five continents, ranging from South Korea and India in Asia, Chile and Mexico 

in South America, Canada and US in North America, to South Africa and Nigeria in Africa, and Italy, UK, 

and Germany in Europe (just to list the most significant ones). Most of these mobilizations have 

centered on the growing costs of post-secondary education for students and their families, related to 

the general neoliberal trend fostering the privatization of higher education financing, namely the shift 

                                                           
1 The unintended effects of movements refer to the movement’s consequences that are not among their 

declared goals. It is not rarely the case that the major effects of social movements have little or nothing to do 
with their stated goals: see Giugni (2004) and Bosi and Uba (2009) for a literature review on movement 
outcomes. 
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from a state financing system to a system centered on the individual student responsibility (Sukarieh 

and Tannock 2015). More broadly, this trend has been identified with the process of marketization of 

higher education (McGettigan 2013). Such a marketization has been characterized by one or more of 

the following measures: 1) introduction of a greater competition into the provision of student 

education; 2) supplementation of the public sources of funding of universities with private sources, 

especially tuition fees, and 3) concession of greater institutional autonomy from government steering 

(see Klemencic 2014: 397-399).  

Facing this process of marketization, students have started to mobilize in order to fight back its 

implementation. More especially, the main political demands carried out by these mobilizations were 

the opposition to the introduction (or increase) of student fees and the return to free education in a 

publicly funded system. Also in light of these demands, several authors and observers (Caffentzis 2010, 

Graeber 2013, Sukarieh and Tannock 2015) have regarded the recent student protests as relatively 

conservative. According to Sukarieh and Tannock (2015: 126),  

most of the protesters’ demands have not been about radically transforming the substance of 
current post-secondary education systems, but focused instead either on preserving and 
defending current systems from proposed future restructuring and/or rolling conditions in these 
systems back to an earlier period of welfare state post-secondary education that saw its heyday 
during the 1950s and 1960s.  

“In the protest claims, the importance of post-secondary educational access has been framed in terms 

of the opportunities that further and higher education can open up for individual social and economic 

mobility.” However—this is the central thesis of these authors—in doing so, the students have not 

managed to address the underlying contradiction of their socio-economic and institutional condition. 

Their demands for universal access to post-secondary education in the pursuit of social and economic 

mobility cannot provide social and economic mobility for everyone in a deeply unequal capitalist 

society and economy (Graeber 2013). In other words, these protesters have not challenged the 

dominant neoliberal vision of higher education as a private good for social mobility, but only the 

structural obstacles they have perceived to be threatening their ability to realize this vision for 

themselves (Sukarieh and Tannock 2015). In this respect, according to these authors, while the student 

mobilizations of the 1960s were revolutionary in aiming at transforming the socio-economic conditions 

of the then capitalist society, the student mobilizations of today are conservative as the only goal they 

exhibit is to reform the system of higher education to make it more accessible to all without 

questioning the inequality of contemporary capitalist society.  

It is not in the purpose of this investigation to reflect upon the general political significance of the 

recent wave of student protests. Yet, before specifying the focus of my analysis, some remarks on the 

way in which I see and situate this wave of protests in terms of ideological orientation and socio-

structural conditions are needed to provide a broader political-historical perspective. Although I also 
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think that these mobilizations are qualitatively different from those of 1960s, I am not persuaded by 

the thesis that their main difference is of a solely ideological nature to do with the more politically 

moderate (“conservative”) spirit underlying the current movements (Caffentzis 2010, Graeber 2013, 

Sukarieh and Tannock 2015). This observation does not appear analytically grounded and, therefore, 

runs the risk of being politically simplistic. In order to avoid drawing such a conclusion, one needs to 

better understand and explore the political, cultural, and socio-economic elements at the basis of this 

difference.  

To begin with, one of the main political-cultural elements marking out the specificity of current student 

mobilizations (and of all the other current mobilizations) is the absence of Marxism in the analysis and 

in the normative orientation of the movement participants (Barker et al. 2013). Since the advent of 

modern capitalism and of the related industrial revolution, Marxism has been identified with 

and considered as the main revolutionary theory and practice of (anti-capitalistic) social 

change (Cini 2015a). Today, Marxist ideology no longer constitutes the political-cultural 

underpinning from which the current movements and activists draw their analyses to put forward their 

alternative conception of society. However, the fact the Marxism does not play a central role does not 

mean that the current movement’s ideologies are not radical or transformative or, even worse, less 

revolutionary than the movement ideologies of the 1960s. Other equally radical and transformative 

ideologies represent in fact the political and cultural toolkit of today’s mobilizations, such as the ideas 

of autonomism (Fominaya 2007), radical politics (Cini 2012), horizontalism and direct democracy 

(Fominaya and Cox 2013), commons and the common (Hardt and Negri 2009, Fattori 2012). If this is 

the case, then why have some scholars and observers been unable to see and identify these ideologies 

in their analysis of the current mobilizations? I can briefly introduce some hypothetical remarks. Here 

I will focus on an epistemological bias, which affects such analyses and interpretations.  

This bias refers to the fact that none of the aforementioned scholars has carried out an investigation 

of the recent student mobilizations by adopting a social movement perspective. The adoption of this 

perspective would help to understand and explain the complexity of mobilization processes and 

identify the various and distinct elements of such processes. Social movement scholars (della Porta 

and Diani 2006) distinguish, indeed, distinct “layers” or “circles” of people composing social 

movements and their dynamics of mobilization. In other words, there are several and distinct figures 

within a dynamic of mobilization: leaders, activists, participants, sympathizers, bystanders (and even 

opponents) (Snow et al. 2004). These figures manifest their own view of mobilization, of movement 

goals, and of the society in which the mobilization occurs, as well as of the motivation for political 

engagement. Analytically, one could also conceive social movements as consisting of several circles or 

layers, ranging from the more external and larger (sympathizers) to the more internal and smaller 

(leaders). Distinct circles and layers have different views and understandings of the mobilization and 
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of society, even though the inner circles encompass also the views and understandings of the outer 

circles. In this sense, movement leaders and activists may share and adopt the views conveyed by 

movement participants and sympathizers (the opposite is less likely). 

However, devoting more time and resources to movement activities (from the organization of protest 

events, to the writing of ideological documents, and the elaboration of movement ideas and 

worldviews), leaders and activists tend to be typically more radical than participants and sympathizers 

(della Porta and Diani 2006). This “division of labor,” connected to the process of diversification and 

radicalization of ideas and views, takes place in any mobilization, in the movements of today as well as 

in those of the 1970s and 1960s. Generally, social movement scholars identify movement ideologies 

and ideas with those associated with leaders and activists. Accordingly, when one studies movement 

ideologies and ideas, one should mainly focus the analysis on movement activists and leaders, and on 

their ideological production conveyed in movement writings. 

The complexity of these movement dynamics is precisely what the aforementioned scholars have 

failed to grasp in their analyses. In depicting the ideologies and ideas of the current student 

mobilizations, they have in fact focused their attention on the movement participants and, more 

broadly, on the mobilized segments of the student body. In short, highlighting the demands of the 

larger sector of the student movement rather than those of the activists, these scholars have inverted 

the analysis of movement ideologies carried out by social movement research. In my view, this 

inversion has led them to think and claim that the recent student mobilizations have been politically 

moderate and relatively “conservative:” movement participants and sympathizers express, indeed, 

less radical demands and ideas than movement leaders and activists. It becomes evident that if one 

claims that the ideas and demands of the recent student mobilizations are those expressed by their 

participants and sympathizers rather than leaders and activists, then the political assessment that one 

manifests on such mobilizations is that they are relatively moderate or, even, conservative. 

Nevertheless, the source remains this inversion between activists and participants, not the absence of 

radical ideologies within the movement. 

Referring to the ideologies of the recent student mobilizations, Caffentzis (2010), for instance, was also 

aware that these mobilizations had two different ideologies, namely, two different layers of people 

(“souls”) expressing different demands and worldviews. As reported by Sukarieh and Tannock (2015: 

130), 

the global student movement has 2 souls, one that demands free university education, reviving 
the dream of publicly financed mass scholarity, ostensibly proposing to return it to the model of 
the Keynesian era, and another that is in revolt against the university itself, calling for a mass exit 
from it or aiming to transform the campus into a base for alternative knowledge production that 
is accessible to those outside its wall. 

The distinction that Caffentzis makes between these “two souls” of the student movement resembles 

very much the distinction that social movement scholars make between movement activists and 
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participants. Yet, Caffentzis does not grasp the fact that these souls are not alternative, but are only 

different layers or circles of the same movement. As shown by social movement research, movement 

leaders and activists constitute the inner circle (or internal layer) of movements, while participants 

(and sympathizers) the outer circle. The former also share and adopt the demands and worldviews of 

the latter. This has been also the case of the recent student mobilizations, where if the students as a 

whole have aimed at returning to a system of free education and to a fully publicly funded university, 

the student groups and activists have also put forward alternative and radical conceptions of higher 

education. In the views of these activists, the return to a publicly funded system of higher education 

was only a necessary (but not sufficient) condition on which to build a different and alternative 

university (concerning the cases of the English and Italian students, see chapters 6 and 7).2 

Although helping clarify why assessing the recent student mobilizations as conservative is too 

simplistic, the elements I have just introduced are not enough to definitively reject this thesis. There 

are in fact also socio-economic factors that make this assessment oversimplified and the comparison 

with the student mobilizations of the 1960s impossible. In other words, one needs also to specify the 

socio-economic conditions in which the different student mobilizations have arisen and spread in order 

to better assess their general political significance. I see two socio-economic elements that make the 

student mobilizations of the 1960s and those of the 2000s very different and, therefore, their analytical 

comparison highly problematic. First, while the recent student mobilizations have emerged in a period 

of economic crisis, the mobilizations of the 1960s were the result of a cycle of economic growth. Social 

movement research considers the economic cycle (crisis vs. growth) as a crucial element to explain the 

formation process and characteristics of social movements (Cini 2015b). More notably, some scholars 

(Kerbo 1982, della Porta 2015) distinguish between “movements of crisis” and “movements of 

affluence.” While the former are less ambitious and more limited in terms of political goals to pursue, 

the latter are generally more politically far-reaching and ambitious. Protests in times of economic crisis 

embrace less utopian ideologies, as they emerge as responses to some threat (e.g. the loss of jobs, 

cuts to the welfare system, and so on), objectively putting the protesters in less conducive conditions 

to demanding a significant radical change. By contrast, protests in times of economic growth are 

generally more massive and utopian, as they are prompted by the opening of some opportunity (e.g. 

                                                           
2 Connected to the epistemological bias, one can also identify a methodological bias to which the 

aforementioned scholars have tended by reflecting on the political significance of the recent wave of student 
protests. The main sources of information that they have used to assess the student ideologies and ideas are, 
in fact, some secondary sources on these mobilizations and the news of (mainstream) media. If these sources 
provide a good informational background of the recent mobilizations, they do not suffice to carry out an in-
depth analysis of the ideologies and ideas that such mobilizations have put forward. In order to do so, other 
methods such as the analysis of the movement documents (primary sources) and in-depth interviews with 
student leaders and activists seem more appropriate. Only these methods can indeed offer a more precise 
picture of the movement ideologies, factions, organizations and so on. 
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the general rise of salaries, the expansion of public spending, and so on), which provides protesters 

with some room for action and the objective possibility to demand radical change (Kerbo 1982). 

Second, one should look at and situate these two waves of student protests in light of the macro-

structural transformations, modifying capitalism over the last four decades. In short, the shift in the 

general forms of capitalism is a crucial factor of differentiation characterizing the various protest waves 

(della Porta 2015). More notably, the passage from Fordism to neoliberalism has in fact produced 

significant changes also in the contents and ways of mobilizing. While the student struggles of the 

1960s were part of the expansive movement in support of social protection within the Fordist-

Keynesian economy, the recent mobilizations have primarily fought against the counter-movement for 

the commodification of public goods (such as healthcare, higher education), which is part of the 

broader political trend associated with the neoliberal economy (Cini 2015b). More specifically, the 

swing of the “societal pendulum” between movements and counter-movements, elaborated by Karl 

Polanyi (1957), helps to account for the cyclical shift between phases of social protection and market 

liberalization, characterizing the various forms of capitalism and the direction and content of the social 

struggles, which take place in such forms. The student struggles of the 1960s were associated with the 

then dominant trend (“societal movement”) supporting the rise and development of strong welfare 

states, meaning, more rights and social protection. In line with such a trend, one could interpret these 

struggles as socially progressive and proactive. Although exhibiting revolutionary and transformative 

aims, they were in fact integrated with and shared the Keynesian assumptions underlying Fordism.  

By contrast, the recent student struggles have emerged in opposition to the dominant political trend 

associated with neoliberal capitalism, that is, the promotion and implementation of neoliberal policies 

also in the field of higher education. As these struggles have attempted to resist such a trend, they can 

be interpreted as socially reactive and conservative. In other words, the student struggles of the 2000s 

have aimed at contrasting the dominant movement for the commodification and privatization of public 

goods, services, and sectors and, at the same time, claiming for a new “commonification” (Fattori 

2012), namely, the return to their public conception, ownership, and use (Cini and Drapalova 2014). 

Unlike the student struggles of the 1960s, these struggles have therefore shared neither explicitly nor 

implicitly the underlying assumptions of neoliberal capitalism. All in all, and in light of these two socio-

economic factors (Kerbo 1982 and Polanyi 1957), it seems impossible to me to provide a comparative 

political assessment of the protest waves of the 1960s and 2000s, without taking seriously in 

consideration how and to what extent the context in which such waves have risen has profoundly and 

irreversibly changed.  

Having clarified these points and, to a certain extent, precisely for being aware of them, in this work, I 

chose to take on a particular side of the broader and somehow ill-defined issue of student 

mobilizations and their impact on society. Instead of looking at their impact on the political and state 
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institutions, I am here interested in enquiring into a more specific and delimited type of movement 

outcome, the one affecting the university setting as organizational space. If this subject of study has a 

relatively wide research tradition in the US (for the most recent works, see Arthur 2011, Meyerson and 

Tompkins 2007, Rojas 2007 and 2006, Boxer 1998 and 1982), one cannot say the same in Continental 

Europe.  

Unlike the American case, studies on university movements in European countries have indeed mainly 

looked at how and to what extent these movements have affected changes in the political system as 

a whole (Mancini 1969, Statera 1975, Ortoleva 1988, Lumley 1990, Tarrow 1998) or, to a lesser extent, 

the formation and the success of other movements (Cockburn and Blackburn 1969, Agosti, Passerini, 

Tranfaglia 1991, Meyer and Whittier 1994). Although a more comprehensive approach is correct and 

justified given the historically high level of politicization of European student protests, its abuse has 

paradoxically narrowed down the research scope on this topic. This is, indeed, one the main reasons 

why the effects that student protests have produced on the higher education system have been 

overlooked. Not many advances have been generated in this research field over the recent years 

(Caruso et al. 2010, Maida 2011, Roggero 2011). No study has been carried out on the impact of 

student activism on universities as “individual enterprise” (Clark 1983): how and to what extent does 

student activism shape the structure and affect the internal life of contemporary universities? In 

broader terms, this is the overarching question that this research sets out to respond to. 

Yet, this is not the whole picture. There is, indeed, another theoretical and empirical void that I aim to 

fill through the present work. A further contribution that I intend to provide here refers to the 

overcoming of a narrow perspective on what I define as the “universe” of university mobilizations and 

of their impact. If one assumes that the university as "individual enterprise" is the main battlefield, 

then one cannot ignore and, therefore, rule out the presence of other actors, inhabiting that space, as 

further sources of influence, resistance and change. Besides the outcomes of student activism, the 

present investigation takes also into account the role, weight, and influential capacity of all the other 

actors populating the university locum: researchers and teaching assistants, junior and senior 

professors, university managers and rectors. Only by adopting such a broader perspective is it possible 

to fully assess the impact of struggles and mobilizations involving the "university field" in a given time. 

Bearing this in mind, in the present work I study the impact that some recent mobilizations have had 

on the universities of their respective countries, meaning Italy and England, in their both national and 

local campaigns against the process of university privatization, which occurred between 2008 and 

2013. Yet, as mentioned above, the research scope of my work is not focused only on the outcomes of 

the Italian and English student movements. Dealing with their struggles means, indeed, to include and 

assess, in my research design, also the role and the impact of all the other university actors, affected 
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by and, in turn, capable of affecting these processes of mobilization. In other words, I conceive the 

university space, emerging and coming out of these struggles, as a social “field” or “arena” (Bourdieu 

1984 and 1988; Fligstein and McAdam 2012, Jasper 2015) or “field of struggles” (Crossley 2002 and 

2003) in which several and distinct actors compete, negotiate, and confront, pursuing their own 

interests and striving to prevail over each other in order to dominate the university field as whole.  

More generally, through this work, I intend to face three distinct challenges of theoretical, 

comparative/empirical, and political character and contribute, thus, to enlarging and deepening the 

knowledge on the matter of university struggles and their outcomes in contemporary societies. The 

first, and more theoretical, challenge revolves precisely around the possibility to build an analytical 

framework effectively explaining and assessing the struggles and their impact on the university field: 

how and to what extent is it possible to build a common framework of analysis? The comparative and 

more empirical challenge concerns the feasibility of applying such a framework to university fields 

embedded in distinct and different higher education systems, such as the Italian and the English ones: 

is this framework generalizable across different cultural and institutional contexts? Finally, the political 

challenge is about the capacity to effectively translate the theoretical and empirical findings deriving 

from my research into practice: can we produce knowledge on movements that will be politically 

fruitful for the movements themselves to avoid the conclusion that “academics tend to ask why social 

movements exist, whereas activists want to know how to win” (Wall 1999: 8). The political ambition 

of this work is precisely that of overcoming this too sharp distinction between "theory and praxis" by 

accumulating and producing knowledge on the university struggles and their outcomes for the success 

of the university movement itself. 

 

1.2 Why social movement studies should talk to organizational theory and vice versa 

 

The theoretical challenge that I am confronted with is, thus, to build an analytical framework 

capable of conceptually situating movements, alongside their strategies, repertoires of action, and 

outcomes, into the organizational setting of university institutions. To put it simply, the first task that 

I am faced with is to look at those strands of sociology that could be useful in the construction of this 

framework. The theoretical and empirical subfields of sociology to which I am referring here are social 

movement studies (SMS) and organizational theory (OT). Taking into account and building on some 

key works of both fields, it seems to me the essential step to be made in order to tackle my first 

challenge. Put bluntly, in my work I aim to retake and renew the tradition of empirical and theoretical 
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exchange between the two literatures, considered as distinct but somehow complementary fields in 

much research of the 1970s and 1980s. 

In line with what Sarah Soule has recently stressed (2013), both OT theorists and SMS scholars have 

often recognized the complementary nature of their respective fields, and as a result, many of the 

central questions in each field have been enriched via cross-pollination between these two distinct 

areas. Some of these successful theoretical and empirical crossovers, fruitful for both sides, deserve to 

be recalled here. Some of the most important questions posed, for example, by resource mobilization 

scholars have drawn on imagery from scholars of organizations (e.g. McCarthy and Zaldo 1977). More 

recently, other social movement scholars have drawn on neo-institutional theories to explain core 

questions related to organizational forms and fields as well as the diffusion of social movements 

(Staggenborg 1986, Meyer and Whittier 1994, McAdam 1995, Whittier 2004). On the other side, OT 

students have drawn on social movement theory to describe how politics and movements affect basic 

organizational processes (Soule 1997, Scott et al. 2000). More recently, organizational theorists 

interested in the effects of social movements on firms and industries have drawn on the body of 

research on social movement outcomes, noting that some of the same factors which explain the 

consequences of movements on states also help to understand the impact of movements on firms, 

corporations, and industries (King 2008, Walker et al. 2008, King and Pearce 2010). More generally, 

the nexus of organizations and social movement theories has been a rich area of inquiry, and each of 

these two fields has learned a great deal from the other (Soule 2013). 

Yet, recognizing this historically productive and mutual relation of exchange between these two 

strands of sociology is a necessary but still not sufficient step for the construction of a common 

framework of analysis. All the studies mentioned above are either attempts to apply categories and 

tools of social movement theories to organizational studies or—the other way around—concepts 

belonging to these studies applied to social movement research. What all these studies have not 

managed to carry out is precisely the production of an innovative and unique field of studies, which 

fully departs from both research traditions in terms of conceptual tools and empirical findings. In a 

nutshell, there have been no theoretically and empirically significant attempts to combine these fields 

of study to build a common analytical framework. 

In the same vein, McAdam and Scott (2005) argue that SMS students and OS theorists have tended 

since the beginning to go their own ways, both interested in emphasizing the theoretical and empirical 

differences of the two fields more than their similarities thus preventing the possibility to create a 

common and shared understanding of social phenomena. As McAdam and Scott have well summarized 

(2005: 12): “OS has concentrated on stability, SM on change; OS on existing forms, SM on emerging 

forms; OS on prescribed politics, SM on contentious politics, OS on sector-specific, SM on society-wide 
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systems. Finally, OS has been more hospitable to employing field-level approaches while SM has 

favored movement-centric models aimed at affecting national policies.” Social movement studies have 

rarely focused their attention on the movement-like phenomena occurring within non-state 

institutions such as corporations, schools, and universities (Van Dyke et al. 2004). On the other hand, 

organizational analysts have concentrated their energies in studying established organizational forms 

that operate in specialized sectors or arenas, such as education or the automobile industry. 

It is precisely to overcome this conceptual and empirical separation that McAdam and Scott (2005) 

have provided the first attempt to build a common framework of analysis embodying key features of 

the two research traditions. The main difference between their approach and the past attempts of 

cross-pollinations falls precisely into this ambitious project of scientific innovation. Rather than 

employing some concepts and analytical tools of social movements into organizational theory and vice 

versa, McAdam and Scott point at innovating their conceptual toolkit by building a new framework of 

analysis capable of investigating many aspects of contemporary societies. According to these scholars, 

if a productive melding of both traditions seems today possible, it is also due to the effects of the 

current processes of capitalist globalization that have contributed to blurring the distinction between 

“movement-like phenomena” and more formalized organizations and institutions. As Davis and Zald 

have clearly confirmed (2005), the processes of economic globalization, changing forms of production, 

the spread of information and communication technologies, and shift of power from states to 

corporations have generated pressures for convergence in the processes of movements and 

organizations. 

Insofar as the era of state-centric perspectives goes to end, new types of research, both in social 

movement studies and organizational theories, seem to proliferate. On the one hand, SMS scholars 

have started to shift their attention from states to corporations, multinational agencies, and 

institutions of civil society, regarded as the objects of contention of a new movement activism (Arthur 

2011). On the other hand and in a specular manner, OT scholars have started to pay greater attention 

to movement activism itself, which has more and more often begun to target informal organizations, 

corporations, and markets. These studies have, this suggests, a revised perspective on non-state 

institutions such as business companies, universities and markets as fields of political conflict (King and 

Pearce, 2010).  

What, then, needs to be done from a theoretical point of view to face these new empirical challenges? 

The only possible way to answer this question is to make the relations between social movement 

studies and organizational theory more systematic. In line with what was suggested by McAdam and 

Scott (2005), the effort on which one should focus is to produce a common framework of analysis, 

combining in an innovative manner social movement theory and organizational studies. This is 
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precisely the theoretical and empirical enterprise on which Fligstein and McAdam (2012), learning 

from the lesson of McAdam and Scott (2005), have recently embarked. In their view, the only possible 

way to encompass social movements and organizations in a systematic way is to adopt a "field-level 

perspective." This means building a common framework of analysis of social movements and 

organizations means to take on a field theory approach. This is, thus, the approach I need to employ 

in order to investigate the impact of social activism on a non-state institution such as the university. 

 

1.3 The emergence of field theory in sociological studies 

 

Field theory is, therefore, that strand of sociological literature to which I have to look in order 

to build my analytical framework to incorporate and assess the aspects of the social phenomena I am 

aiming to investigate, which exist at the intersection of organizational theory and social movement 

studies. This might already be a first and broad definition of the field theory literature to which I will 

be referring in my work: field theory as the set of theoretical and empirical studies produced by a 

successful hybridization of social movement studies and organizational theory. While the concept of 

field has had a relatively long tradition in organization studies (DiMaggio and Powell 1983), social 

movement scholars have only recently begun to think about fields as sites of continuous struggles over 

meaning, identities, and positions (Crossley 2003). Yet, even though the interest of social movement 

scholars on the concept of field has emerged relatively recently, this has not prevented the 

proliferation of a by now high volume of works linking social movements to institutions and 

organizations (for an exhaustive review of this emerging literature, see Fligstein and McAdam 2012: 3-

8). 

More specifically, social movement scholars have been often interested in exploring how perceived 

“threats and opportunities” catalyze the mobilization capacity of new actors who aim to destabilize 

established institutions and, to a broader sense, more informal fields of society (Tarrow 2011). For 

their part, organization theorists have been concerned with explaining the emergence and spread of 

formal organizations, the role of the environment, and the presence of key actors (Scott 2001). More 

generally and as a common trait of investigation, both disciplines have paid a great attention to the 

emergence, stabilization/institutionalization, and transformation of socially constructed arenas in 

which embedded actors compete for material and status rewards (Fligstein and McAdam 2012): this is 

precisely the conceptual and analytical terrain on which a common field-oriented approach can be 

built.  
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Where, then, does field theory come from? What does it mean for sociological studies? And, above all, 

which lesson can I derive from it for my study? First of all, one must distinguish three different types 

of field in social sciences:3 the social-psychological theory associated most notably with Lewin, the field 

theory of stratification or domination associated most notably with Bourdieu, and the field theory of 

inter-organization relations associated most notably with DiMaggio and Powell (Martin 2003). 

Whereas the social-psychological theory focused on the individual and intra-individual level of analysis 

is not relevant for my investigation, a greater attention must be paid to the theory of fields of organized 

striving (Bourdieu) and that of institutional fields (DiMaggio and Powell), on which I have heavily drawn 

to build my own field approach.  

As for the theory of domination, the field is conceived “an ensemble of relationships between actors 

antagonistically oriented to the same prizes of values” (Turner 1974: 135). In essence, Bourdieu 

conceives fields as sites of struggle between distinct agents whose power relations are determined by 

the volume and compositions of different resources at their disposal. A field “contains people who 

dominate and people who are dominated. Constant, permanent relationships of inequality operate 

inside this space, which at the same time becomes a space in which various actors struggle for the 

transformation or preservation of the field. All the individuals in this universe bring to the competition 

all the (relative) power at their disposal. It is this power that defines their position in the field and, as 

a result, their strategies” (Bourdieu 1998b: 40-41). As Bourdieu, interviewed by Warrant, more clearly 

defines field here (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 97): 

as a network, or a configuration, of objective relations between positions. These positions are 
objectively defined by their present and potential situation (situs) in the structure of the 
distribution of species of power (capital) whose possession commands access to the specific profits 
that are at stake in the field. 

The position in the field is, thus, determined by the volume and composition of this power, that 

Bourdieu features and distinguishes in terms of distinct “forms of capital” (2006) individually possessed 

by each agent. More specifically, individuals dispose of four diverse kinds of capital: economic, social, 

cultural and symbolic. By distinguishing four different forms of capital, Bourdieu points at explicitly 

distancing himself from all the more economistic perspectives on capital. In his view, capital does not 

only imply the economic relationships of domination and exploitation, but also other key resources of 

society that are able to determine the social position of individuals. In this sense, capital(s) can be 

better understood as the energy, comprising economic, social, cultural, and symbolic resources, that 

                                                           
3 Field theory stems from the physical sciences, taking the basic form of the fluid mechanics developed in the 
18th century: the best model of intellectually rigorous field theory was known as electromagnetism. Yet, for 
the purpose of my research I will only refer to the meanings of field developed within sociological theory. 
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drives both the individual practices and development of fields through time.4 Each agent takes part 

and acts in a specific field by employing his volume and composition of capital(s), filtered by a matrix 

of personal dispositions that structure and organize his own perceptions and practices into the field 

itself. Bourdieu calls this matrix habitus (Bourdieu 1984: 166): 

The habitus is necessity internalized and converted into a disposition that generates meaningful 
practices and meaning-giving perceptions; it is a general, transportable disposition which carries 
out a systematic, universal application—beyond the limits of what has been directly learnt—of the 
necessity inherent in the learning conditions. 

The habitus is here understood as a sort of unconscious generative principle, personally pertaining to 

each individual through which all his perceptions are produced and all his practices are carried out.  

The concepts of habitus, capital, and field are the essential toolkit of Bourdieu’s theory of practice. In 

his view, the practices of each individual are, indeed, forged by the active interplay of his habitus and 

his forms of capital, but necessarily influenced by the particular field in which such practices are carried 

out. As Grenfell (2008: 50) has put it, “one’s practice results from relations between one’s dispositions 

(habitus) and one’s position in a field (capital), within the current state of play of that social arena 

(field).” The interlocking nature of the Bourdieusian three main “thinking tools” can be better 

visualized by the following equation: “[(habitus) (capital)] + field = practice” (Bourdieu 1984). To sum 

up, the Bourdieusian theory of field is a theory of interests and power relations between actors with 

different amounts of resources investigated at the individual (or micro) level of analysis. 

By contrast, organizational theorists interpret and adopt the notion of field by transcending the 

individual level of analysis. For them, fields are identified with organizations and institutions, which 

convey their own cognitive structures, norms, and institutional behavior. Unlike Bourdieu, for whom 

attention towards organizations and institutions is minimal, the focus of all these studies is about the 

organizational dynamics of social institutions. Whereas Bourdieu is mainly interested in explaining the 

individual dynamics of production and reproduction of social fields, scholars such as DiMaggio and 

Powell focus their attention on the life and patterns of evolution of organizations, by trying to explain 

in their analysis “why organizations look so much alike.”  

In the effort to provide such an explanation, DiMaggio and Powell in The Iron Cage Revisited (1983), 

elaborate the notion of “organizational field.” They define organizational fields as “those organizations 

that, in the aggregate, constitute a recognized area of institutional life: key suppliers, resource and 

                                                           
4 The four forms of capital can also be considered as the principles of social division within society itself: they 
inform the logics of action and structures of the various and different fields composing contemporary society 
(e.g.: the economic field is the field where the economic capital is the dominant principle). In addition, there 
exist fields that are informed and structured by different configurations of the four forms of capital (e.g. 
university field, state, and so on). 
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product consumers, regulatory agencies, and other organizations that produce similar services or 

products” (152). Unlike Bourdieu, DiMaggio and Powell argue that fields develop when there is “an 

increase in extent of interaction among organizations in the field; the emergence of sharply defined 

inter-organizational structures of domination and patterns of coalition; an increase in the information 

load with which organizations in a field must contend; and the development of mutual awareness 

among participants in a set of organizations that they are involved in a common enterprise” (Martin 

2003: 27). To sum up, the organization theories emphasize the meso-level of analysis, by conceiving 

fields as more or less formalized organizational arenas, characterized by specific norms, cognitive 

structures, and social praxis which inform and organize the behavior of their internal actors. 

Drawing on some aspects of the aforementioned perspectives, I can now formulate the key features 

of my own theory of field. To start with, I share with the theory of domination and the institutional 

approach of field three conceptual and analytical features. First, I see the field as an analytical area in 

which particular actors and institutions are located. Secondly, this field is organized around social 

forces structuring and structured by power relations. Finally, the dynamic, which derives from these 

field relations, is potentially antagonistic: the domain where these forces are positioned is a field of 

contestation, a battlefield. 

The first feature I share both with the Bourdieusian and institutional theories of field refers to a 

methodological aspect. Although social reality can be interpreted through a potentially infinite number 

of dimensions of analysis, a useful field theory must specify only a small number of conceptual 

dimensions to have utility. This means that my approach reduces the field of reality under investigation 

to a specific set of analytical categories and regularities. Secondly, the fact that I see the field as an 

instrument of analytical simplification does not mean that it does not empirically exist. Fields are social 

domains where distinct forces organize themselves around principles of verticality and horizontality, 

that is, hierarchy and cooperation: fields are sites of power contemporarily invested by dynamics of 

coalition building and domination. Finally and as immediate corollary of the second characteristic, 

fields are domains of “self-organized contestation” (Martin 2003), where the conflicts over the same 

norms of field reproduction represent their constant dynamics of operation, and also their most radical 

source of change.  

To sum up, my theory of field is an analytical tool to investigate social domains in which distinct actors 

or coalitions of actors cooperate and confront each other to advance their own interests, norms, and 

understandings of the field itself. 
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1.4 What university struggles are 

 

 Thanks to the conceptual and analytical coordinates derived from my selective review of 

movement studies and organizational theories, it is now possible to start approaching the field of my 

study by introducing the first key feature of my research object, namely the notion of "university 

struggles." What do I mean by university struggles and what position do they have in my research 

design? Neither in social movement literature nor in organizational theory, a concept alike has been 

produced and adopted. This conceptual silence was, perhaps, due to the fact that if rarely movement 

scholars had systematically investigated the life and dynamics of institutions and organizations, 

organization theorists had even more rarely studied “movement-like phenomena” occurring in formal 

organizations and institutions. The notion of university struggle can, thus, represent the first 

conceptual effort to merge both literatures in order to build a framework at the height of the 

theoretical and empirical challenges of my research. Put simply, the concept of university struggle 

constitutes the first feature of the field theory on contemporary universities I aim to build. 

The first thing to do is to clarify what university struggles are not. University struggles are not only 

identifiable and identified with “social movement-like” phenomena: whilst movements are not only 

mobilizations, mobilizations are not only movements. Taking on a field oriented approach implies 

precisely to broaden the social universe and the analytical “items” under investigation. Following the 

methodological advice elaborated by Fligstein and McAdam in their Theory of Fields (2012), the first 

advantage of assuming a field theory perspective is precisely to dismiss a mere narrowly movement-

centred research design: movements are indeed only one, although important, part of the picture. This 

shift entails two relevant implications for my research object: one ontological, the other 

epistemological.  

The ontological implication is to take into account all the potential actors, institutions, norms, and 

resources that supposedly invest the action field of interest. In empirical terms and applied to the case 

of university, it means to investigate all the “inhabitants,” the norms, and institutions composing—at 

a given time and space—the actual universe of the university field. This universe is not established a-

priori by the researcher before starting his investigation, but it is rather the result of his empirical study 

of the field. The actors, the norms, the interests, and institutions, making up the essential parts of the 

university field are, thus, identified by the researcher through his empirical hypotheses and questions. 

The epistemological implication concerns more closely the approach of investigation. Once established 

the universe and the items to be explored, one must enquire into their systematic relationships, 

potential mechanisms, actions and reactions characterizing and taking place within this universe. To 

put it simply, a field approach applied to universities is more interested in investigating all the 
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processes investing such a universe rather than providing a static and partial picture of it: a more 

dynamic and holistic research design is, thus, to be preferred to a static and narrowly focused one. 

What are, then, the implications that I can derive from these reflections for the concept of university 

struggles? I need to build a concept of university struggles that goes beyond the partial and static 

comprehensions stemming from certain theories of social movement. As shown above, struggles 

affecting a specific field of action can be understood through a broader interpretative lens. This lens 

can be offered by the framework of “contentious politics,” a relatively recent perspective aimed at 

broadening the understanding of social movement-like phenomena, formulated by three leading 

scholars of social movement studies, namely McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly (2001). Their theoretical 

challenge to the classical social movement agenda can be summarized by four research objectives that 

they aim to pursue that are the following: dynamic mechanisms, end of movement centrism, the 

emphasis on processes, and politics of contention.  

The adoption of dynamic mechanisms into research means to clearly move away from static and 

narrow oriented research designs to introduce more dynamic and interactive analyses of reality, where 

all the actors involved in a process and their mutual relations are investigated. The end of movement 

centred designs means to transcend the single-actor perspective historically embodied in the classic 

social movement research. Going beyond a movement centred approach implies, thus, to look at all 

the forms of action and politics that operate and involve the institutions, challenged, and challengers 

of the field in question. The emphasis on processes rather than on episodes of mobilization indicates 

the shift of perspective in terms of temporality investigated: mobilizations are not understood as 

temporally and spatially limited episodes of contention, but are treated as on-going processes 

temporally undefined and involving a broader group of actors than those who started the original 

process. Finally, McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly prefer referring to the broader concept of politics of 

contention rather than movement politics when investigating their research object. Contentious 

politics encompasses both the politics of social movements and that of their opponents: they call 

“transgressive contention” the former, and “contained contention” the latter. 

More generally and to sum up, the research endeavour of McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly is that of 

substituting dynamic and interactive explanations of contention for static, single-actor models that 

have hitherto prevailed over much the field of social movement studies. In this regard, they aim to 

examine the interplay among mobilizations, actors and trajectories rather than treating them as 

independent phenomena. Finally, and most importantly, they strive to “dissolve these conventional 

distinctions in favour of seeing them as different abstractions from the same continuous stream of 

social interactions” (McAdam and al. 2001: 71).  
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In the light of these further theoretical and empirical reflections, I can now introduce my own notion 

of university struggles: action field and contentious politics are the key concepts on which I ground my 

understanding of these struggles. In fact, I see university struggles as forms of resistance, action and 

contention addressing the “university field,”5 where this “game of contention” is played out through 

specific rules, in which agents put forward their interests and aim at pursuing some material or 

symbolic goals at stake, involving those actors and institutions potentially affected by the effects of 

the action at play. As a result, these struggles do not necessarily assume a movement form and are not 

exclusively carried out by movement actors and challengers.  

Although often the initiators of these struggles are those actors with scant institutional resources and 

few political channels of influence, their struggles cannot be understood without a broader 

investigation of the processes, and of the array of actors and institutions involved. University struggles 

are, therefore, those actions carried out in the university field by some of its “weakest” members, but 

involving the reaction of authorities and most powerful actors, aimed at achieving some relevant 

material or symbolic objectives at stake in such a situation. 

 

1.5 Reviewing the concept of social movement impact 

 

 How to understand and assess the impact of university struggles? Once I have reviewed the 

literatures on social movements, organizational studies and field theories in the effort to ground 

theoretically my analytical framework, I have to introduce the last tool of my analysis, namely, the 

concept of impact. As for several other aspects of my framework, a specific and focused literature 

dealing with this concept does not exist in social sciences. There are studies on public policies which 

explore the outcomes of their implementation; there are studies in organization sociology which 

investigate organizational change and its determinants; finally, there are studies in social movement 

literature that take into account the various range of outcomes caused by movement mobilizations. 

Although each of these sociological strands is tremendously relevant for my investigation, the main 

literature on which I have drawn most to define the impact of university struggle is social movement 

studies. The social movement literature on this matter incorporates, indeed, the best tool-kit capable 

of grasping and explaining the effects of contentious politics, the outcomes of processes of 

mobilizations involving challengers and established actors, and, more generally, the impacts on action 

fields invested by external and internal crises. 

                                                           
5 In the next chapter I will provide my own definition of university field. To understand what university 
struggles are, the theoretical material already presented in this chapter seems to suffice.  



 

 
 

18 

Studying the impact of mobilizations entails handling the most difficult matter investigated in the 

literature on social movements: the matter of movement outcomes. The types of problems that the 

literature has dealt with are both conceptual and methodological. These are widely regarded as the 

main kinds of difficulties that researchers must tackle in such a research field: the transformation of 

movement goals, durability of outcomes, interrelated effects, unintended and perverse outcomes, as 

well as causal attribution (Giugni et al. 1998, Giugni et al. 1999, Amenta and Young 1999, Giugni 2004, 

Kolb 2007, Bosi and Uba 2009). How can one define a movement’s impact? How can it be 

operationalized and measured? How can one be sure that the relevant change that is being attributed 

to a protest movement would not have occurred without the movement?  

The outcomes of social movements are notoriously hard to define (Earl 2000). Even within the 

relatively more settled area of political outcomes, it is difficult to share a common definition of 

movement effects and, consequently, to create a shared typology.6 Scholars have, indeed, identified a 

very delicate issue related to the conceptualization of movement outcomes: the definition of 

movement success. Should one speak of movement outcomes only when movements achieve their 

stated goals? Can one speak of movement outcomes only for successful movements? In some of the 

most recent works, scholars have, indeed, dismissed this very narrow perspective (Giugni et al. 1999, 

della Porta and Diani 2006, Giugni 2004, Kolb 2007). Looking exclusively at the movement goals is very 

limiting, as this focus overestimates the intention of movement participants to bring about specific 

changes. It is, in fact, plausible that some changes caused by movements are unintended and not 

related to their goals. Furthermore, such unintentional outcomes may be positive as well as negative 

for a given movement (Giugni et al. 1999).  

Moreover, taking into account only the (alleged) movement’s success leads to two further problems 

related to the concept of movements. First, one takes for granted that movements are homogeneous 

entities. Thus, success or failure tends to be attributed to an entire movement. Movements are 

complex sets of groups, organizations, and actions that may have different goals. Hence, a given 

change is not necessarily perceived as a success by all sectors of a movement. Second, the focus on 

success raises the problem of subjectivity: success is often not assessed in a single manner by everyone. 

On the contrary, movement participants and external observers may have different perceptions of the 

success of a given action (Giugni 2004). For all these reasons, most scholars have suggested replacing 

                                                           
6For the purpose of my research, I am only interested in reviewing the literature on the political outcomes of 
social movements. To have a more in-depth and updated glance to the general literature on movement 
outcomes, I strongly recommend the reading of Giugni et al. (2013); for a specific view on cultural outcomes, I 
recommend to look at Earl (2004). 
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the terms “success” and “failure” with more neutral terms such as “outcomes,” “consequences,” and 

“impacts.” This is what I will also do in the present work by adopting the concept of impact. 

However, even when scholars manage to arrive at a shared definition of movement outcomes, the 

problems for those who intend to empirically investigate such outcomes are not finished. If one is 

interested in studying not only the immediate consequences of movements, but their outcomes in a 

causal sense (Jenkins and Form 2005), the main methodological challenge that the researcher is forced 

to face is precisely the problem of causation: how can one be sure that the observed outcome is the 

result of movement mobilization? Are there any other factors, not related to the movement, that are 

causes of such an outcome? And again, how can the causation be tested over time? Movement 

scholars have singled out several ways to deal with this problem (Earl 2000, Giugni 2004).  

First, one should aim to gather data not only about a given movement and its alleged outcomes but 

also about the actions of other actors. In doing so, one manages to control for the role of other actors 

and, hence, make a better assessment of the movement’s influence on the observed change. A second 

strategy consists of also taking into account contextual variables, such as some aspects related to 

political opportunities, institutional structures, and so on. A complementary strategy is to set up a 

comparative research design by comparing either similar movements in different contexts or different 

movements in similar contexts (Kolb 2007). Finally, it is better to adopt a perspective that focuses on 

the processes by which outcomes are produced. By analyzing the link between a given movement and 

some of its alleged outcomes in a dynamic manner—meaning, for instance, by taking into account the 

interactions between competing and conflicting actors over time—one has a greater chance of better 

identifying the mechanisms through which movements bring about change (Giugni et al. 1999). 

In my study, I will pay attention to all these conceptual and methodological considerations for the 

definition and the operationalization of the impact of university struggles. However, before 

introducing the theoretical model on which I ground my empirical investigation, a short overview of 

the literature on the political outcomes of movements is needed. The stream of social movement 

literature dealing with political outcomes can be considered as a sort of proxy for the impact of 

university struggles. As for many other concepts treated above, a specific strand exploring the effects 

of movements within organizations and institutions different from the State does not exist in social 

movement literature yet (Walker et al. 2008). The ambition of my work is also to make some 

theoretical and empirical advancement in this direction. 

The existing literature can be ordered according to the kind of consequence addressed. In this regard, 

scholars distinguish three different types of movement outcomes according to the arena in which 

movements produce changes. Movements can, in fact, produce political, biographical and cultural 
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outcomes (Giugni 2008). Political outcomes are those effects of movement activities that alter in some 

way the movements’ political environment; biographical consequences are, instead, effects on the life 

course of individuals who have participated in movement activities; finally, cultural outcomes can be 

seen as the impact that social movements may have in altering their broader cultural environment 

(Giugni et al. 2013). Additionally, two further distinctions, crossing the three aforementioned 

categories, are those between internal/external and intended/unintended types of outcomes.7 Since 

the impact of mobilizations on the university field can be considered as belonging to the political and 

external types of outcome, in my review I will focus mainly on this specific subset of outcomes. 

Among the first scholars studying such outcomes, one cannot but mention Schumaker (1975) and 

Gamson ([1975] 1990). Schumaker suggested distinguishing five types of outcomes based on the 

notion of policy responsiveness. By employing this typology, one can account for the multi-dimensional 

nature of political change. According to Schumaker, one may classify movement outcomes by assessing 

the responsiveness of the political system to its challengers in terms of "access," "agenda," "political," 

"output," and "impact." Access refers to the changed political procedures that open a channel of 

participation for the movements as legitimate actors. Agenda examines how the movements manage 

to increase the salience of their issues. Policy refers to legislation that is adopted as a result of 

mobilization. Output assesses the impact of movements in the phase of policy implementation. Finally, 

structural impact takes into account the outcomes of movements in the transformations of institutions 

and regimes themselves. For his part, Gamson ([1975] 1990) has built an outcome typology based on 

two distinct categories of success, "acceptance" and "new advantages." On the one hand, a movement 

may get a certain degree of acceptance in the political system, when the movement organizations are 

officially recognized by the political authorities (acceptance). On the other hand, a movement may 

obtain some kind of substantive benefits, when authorities produce some public policies that are 

aimed at satisfying its demands (new advantages). 

Yet, whatever side of these typologies one chooses, the main problem concerning both of them 

remained their emphasis on the idea of movement success. In the effort to go beyond that, some 

authors have more recently developed alternative and more comprehensive typologies, taking into 

                                                           
7 An alternative division is the one proposed by Cress and Snow (2000) in The Outcomes of Homeless 
Mobilization. The Influence of Organization, Disruption, Political Mediation, and Framing. They identify two 
categories of movement outcomes: direct and indirect. Whereas direct outcomes are typically articulated as 
movement goals and are a reflection of a movement’s primary ideological rationale, indirect outcomes are 
thought to reflect movement influence but are less likely to be ideologically based or articulated as proximate 
objectives. Even though movements do produce both direct and indirect outcomes, the distinction between 
internal and external impacts seems to be more comprehensive and, thus, convincing. On the one hand, Cress 
and Snow do not take into consideration the outcomes that movements produce on themselves, on the other 
hand, they do not distinguish among the diverse types of external impacts. For this reason, I maintain the 
distinction between internal and external impacts.  
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account also unintended outcomes (Kitschelt 1986, Kriesi et al. 1995, Amenta and Young 1999, Giugni 

2004, Kolb 2007). Kitschelt (1986), for instance, introduced an index based on three types of impact: 

procedural, substantive, and structural. Whereas the first two categories correspond to Gamson‘s 

classification (acceptance and new advantages, respectively), the third category adds the structural 

dimension of change: movements can indeed cause “a transformation of the political opportunity 

structures themselves” (Kitschelt 1986: 67). In turn, Kriesi et al. (1995) refined this typology by 

introducing a further distinction within the category of substantive impacts: substantive impacts can 

be reactive or proactive. One can observe reactive impacts when movements “are able to exert a veto 

against a policy or against a decision taken by political authorities.” Proactive impacts are achieved 

when movements “obtain substantive concessions by political authorities” (Kriesi et al. 1995: 210).  

Although having widened and improved Gamson’s classification, both Kitschelt (1986) and Kriesi et al. 

(1995) have not succeeded in fully overcoming his emphasis on the relation between movement 

outcomes and movement goals. None of them have, in fact, introduced a classification highlighting the 

existence of movement outcomes not related to their stated goals and to the movement organizations. 

This is precisely the main criticism that Amenta and Young (1999) raise vis-à-vis these typologies by 

introducing the collective benefits perspective. They argue that it is conceptually and analytically 

erroneous to look at movement success by focusing only on the stated goals of movement 

organizations. In their view, most of the changes caused by movements are goods (both material and 

symbolic) from which those who are not movement members cannot be excluded. This proposition 

may be particularly true when one aims to assess the impact of movements within institutions and 

organizations. Within an organization, the activism of some members always directly affects the life 

and conduct of the non-active members. More careful attention to the unintended consequences of 

mobilizations within institutions turns out, thus, to be needed. In this respect, the recommendations 

stemming from Amenta and Young need to be taken seriously into account, when assessing the effects 

of mobilizations within relatively closed and formalized institutional settings such as the universities. 

Speaking of movement success in terms of “acceptance” and “new advantages,” in fact, does not seem 

to make sense, in relation to these mobilizations. Taking for instance the case of student mobilizations. 

First, they are rarely made up of formal organizations with a clear and sharp division between the 

leadership, membership, and their constituencies (Saunders and Andretta 2009): it is hard to observe 

how and to what extent these actors are meant to be coopted or not. Second, these movements hardly 

maintain the same goals during a cycle of protest. Rather, they tend to shift their claims over the course 

of a mobilization (Caruso et al. 2010): as a result, it is even harder to assess to what extent their goals 

have been achieved or not. All these features make it impossible to assess the impact of student 

mobilizations in light of the categories of success formulated by Gamson. The same holds for all the 
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other kinds of mobilizations occurring within the university. The main conceptual implication of this 

observation for my analysis regards the adoption of the term “impact” rather than that of “movement 

success.” Mobilizations within universities have an impact regardless of their stated goals and of their 

members and constituencies. This is the way in which I seriously take on the main conceptual 

recommendation from the public good perspective by Amenta and Young (1999). 

That said, I do not dismiss the idea of assessing the movement success. In this respect, I agree with 

Kolb (2007) on the fact that the main problem in observing and explaining movement success is due 

to a widespread misunderstanding of its conceptual nature. The concept of movement success (or 

failure) is relational, it cannot be grasped without an assessment of the action of other actors and/or 

opponents. Given this nature of the concept, a more appropriate way to empirically evaluate the 

success of a movement is not to look at its stated goals, but to compare its outcomes with those of the 

same movement in other countries (Kolb 2007, Bosi et al. 2015). In this way, one can analytically 

observe and assess which movement has had a more significant impact. This is precisely the rationale 

of my comparison between Italy and England. I compare the impact of mobilizations that have 

occurred recently in some Italian and English universities in order to assess their capacity to be 

successful (or not).  

 

1.6 Investigating the university struggles: deploying existing tools for a new research 

field 

 

 Through this chapter, I have tried to delimit the conceptual traits of the object of my research, 

which I will be investigating in the present work: the impact of mobilizations within universities. To do 

so, I have indicated the need for a new subfield of study within which I can address and respond to my 

research questions. To be precise, I cannot claim to have renovated or created new theoretical and 

empirical material from scratch. Rather, I have drawn from and employed some recent works of the 

existing literature in the fields of social movement studies, organizational theory, and sociology of 

fields in order to set my own research field within which, in the next two chapters, I aim to build the 

theoretical framework of the present work. 

In this respect, I try here to systematize the aspects of the different strands of sociology that I have 

dealt with in this chapter. The first theoretical effort has gone in the direction of highlighting and, even, 

encouraging a conceptually productive encounter between social movement studies and 

organizational theory. My research subject can be considered at the intersection of these two strands 

of studies: movement research and organization theory. If over the last few years several studies have 
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begun to investigate social phenomena in a “trans-disciplinary” manner in terms of concepts and tools 

of analysis adopted, it has been also due to the ever more blurred characteristics of contemporary 

societies: more and more phenomena can be contemporarily read through hitherto different 

epistemological perspectives. In line with this new trend of investigation, the object of my research I 

deal with falls precisely at the point of intersection of the aforementioned disciplines. 

On the one hand, movement scholars have broadened their perspectives on social movements 

previously treated as isolated, static, and single phenomena, instead encompassing peculiar analytical 

properties by introducing concepts and tools of analysis more dynamic and aimed at exploring the 

broader action field looking at the organizations and at processes of mobilization occurring within 

them. Social movement theorists have, thus, begun to understand the importance of considering 

movements that target organizations (Katzenstein 1998, Binder 2002). On the other hand, organization 

scholars have undertaken a sort of opposite path by starting to include in their research analytical tools 

and concepts explicitly deriving from social movement tradition. Rao and Sivakumar’s study on the 

emergence of investor relations departments in large corporation (1999), Rao’s broader study of 

movements targeting markets (2009) go precisely in this new direction.  

In conclusion, the terrain of the intersection between social movement studies and organizational 

theory represents the main research field within which I aim to develop my analytical framework. In 

this respect, I single out the “field theory” approach as the proper epistemological perspective through 

which to face this theoretical and empirical challenge. The versions of field theory to which I am 

referring in my work can, indeed, be read as an effort to cross and merge into a common analytical 

perspective some strands of social movement and organization studies. This is precisely the effort to 

which I will be committed in the next chapter, where I build the "field theory framework" which 

investigates the impact of recent mobilizations within some universities in England and Italy. 
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Chapter 2. Constructing the University Field 
 

2.1 Approaching my field theory 

 

 In this chapter, I delineate the contours and stress the main characteristics of my analytical 

framework through which I explain and assess the impact of mobilizations on the Italian and English 

universities in recent years. The central focus of this framework is the concept of field, whose main 

conceptual and analytical features are illustrated in the next sections. What does a university field look 

like? Before answering this question, I will better formulate the traits of my field theory and highlight 

the key differences of my approach with respect to the other theories of field that have been 

developed over the last few decades. 

The theories to which I am referring here are principally the Bourdieusian understanding of academic 

fields (1988) and the general theory of fields by Fligstein and McAdam (2012). Unlike Bourdieu, I do 

not conceive the field as a domain of objective individual positions, but rather of collective action and 

subjective collective relations. Bourdieu sees fields as domains based on interests and power relations 

objectively determined by the volume and composition of capital(s) detained by individuals. While I 

retain the centrality of interests and power relations as key factors in the dynamics of field relations, I 

do not share the attention that Bourdieu pays to the micro-perspective of action. Bourdieu seems, in 

fact, mainly interested in explaining the behavior of individual actors within fields. He offers few 

accounts of how collective actors operate and interact. He thus tends to overlook the collective 

dynamics of fields: how people cooperate and conflict, how groups get things done, and what kinds of 

interactions go on between those groups. 

More in line with the perspectives of organizational theory, I claim that the distinguishing characteristic 

of a field is precisely the emphasis on collective action and organization: fields are about the problem 

of analyzing “mesolevel social orders” (Fligstein and McAdam 2012), not micro (nor macro ones). A 

field is, therefore, the terrain of action concerning (more or less) organized groups, collective norms 

and interests, and institutions. The main implication of this epistemological foundation has to do with 

the concepts of power and power relations. Although the concepts of structural power and the 

resources of actors play an important role in my analysis, I emphasize more the perceptions of power 

distribution and shift felt by the actors to explain the dynamics of power relations in the field. As 

Avdagic et al. (2011: 53) have recently put it, “perceptions of relative power are assumed to play a 

more important role in determining actors’ strategies” than their objective positions within the field. 

In the same vein, Pimentel Botas and Huisman (2012: 373) argue that: 
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One important aspect of power relations is the perception of power by the individual over whom 
power is being exercised. This subjective assessment and judgment of the individual’s reality and 

situation will be the basis of his/her plan of action to comply or resist power. 

To the extent that actors’ strategies and actions are more influenced by their perceptions of shifts in 

power relations rather than determined by their static objective positions, a more dynamic and 

interactive picture of power and actors involved in the field is provided. 

Unlike Fligstein and McAdam (2012), I consider conflicts over the material and symbolic interests of 

the actors at play as pivotal in explaining the dynamics of action and contention occurring in the field. 

In A Theory of Fields (2012), Fligstein and McAdam formulate a general theory of fields by introducing 

two key ontological features that are embedded in all human societies: “social skills” and the 

“existential function of the social.” By social skills, they mean “the ability [of actors] to empathetically 

understand situations and what others need and want and to figure out how to use this information 

to get what you want” (Fligstein and McAdam 2012: 178). In their field analysis, they view cooperation 

as the fundamental characteristic of the field logic of action (and even of field production and 

reproduction). For them, collective action, depending principally on cooperation, relies on “actors 

being able to convince others that their view of the problems of the field and the identity they provide 

for others in solving those problems work for everyone” (ibidem: 25).  

By stressing the dynamics of cooperation and coordination among actors, however, Fligstein and 

McAdam neglect the dimensions of conflict and power relations that occur among actors and that are 

at the basis of many of their interactions. The antagonism stemming from the different position (and 

view) that each actor holds in the power structure of the field is simply denied. Yet, in doing so, Fligstein 

and McAdam seem to miss completely a significant facet of social reality: conflict and contentious 

politics. In my field approach, besides cooperation, antagonism plays an important role: conflict (and 

contentious politics) is, in fact, one of the main logics of action and interaction between actors having 

different positions in terms of power and resources. What is more, dynamics of conflict and 

competition can even involve actors having a similar field position but disagreeing on the worldviews 

and action strategies to adopt. 8 

The main corollary of Fligstein and McAdam’s silence on conflict and antagonist relations is, moreover, 

their emphasis on what they call “the existential function of the social.” By this they mean the idea, 

informing their sociological understanding of reality, that “the essence of human sociability is 

                                                           
8 However, I do not deny the importance of social skills and capacity of cooperation as key features belonging 
to actors and their ways of interacting in the field. I do think that the ability to cooperate between actors and, 
consequently, to build broader coalitions is key for movements and mobilized actors within institutions seeking 
for a successful impact. I will show how the capacity to use social skills to build political coalitions of broader 
interests and actors has been an important move for the university movements to win something within the 
governing bodies of academic institutions of Italy and England in my theoretical model and empirical analysis. 
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collaborative meaning making” (Fligstein and McAdam 2012: 49). In Fligstein and McAdam’s view, the 

existential needs for meaning and membership that all the people have are the basis of their effort to 

obtain and sustain collective action and even, more explicitly, to create the social world itself. To put 

it simply, people engage in collective action (and social life) to make sense of their lives: collective 

actions and fields are, thus, simply a human necessity of “existential refuge.”  

Yet, in doing so, Fligstein and McAdam overlook the material dimension of social life. The 

establishment of collective life and the need for social cooperation among individuals and groups are 

determined by the objective need for their material survival. As Hegel (2008 [1807]) and Marx (1976 

[1858]) understood, individuals need to cooperate with each other to fulfill their vital functions. They 

depend on each other to survive. In this sense, individuals cannot but be “social.” The “existential 

function of the social” derives, thus, more from a material need for survival than a cultural need for 

“meaning making.” 

There is, moreover, a second reason why the need for social cooperation is not determined by the 

“free will” of individuals to make sense of their otherwise lonely lives. People do not choose the social 

position in which they are located at their birth. Their initial position strongly affects their life 

trajectory. It is, in the first place, the position in which individuals find themselves that shapes and 

limits the range of their action strategies and life choices. Only in a second moment and secondarily, 

can the need for a “collaborative meaning making” of their own existence play some role. In 

universities, for instance, professors, managers, and students rarely forward the same objectives and 

have similar interests: they, indeed, possess different amounts of resources (both symbolic and 

material), diverse habitus, distinct strategies of action, and diverse goals.  

 

2.2 What a field looks like: its main features 

 

In the remainder of the chapter, I introduce the analytical framework by which to assess and 

explain which kind of impact the mobilizations occurred recently in Italy and England have had within 

some universities. First, I introduce the key features of the field and their properties; secondly, I will 

apply this framework to the contemporary university context; third, I will offer a more processual and 

interactive view of my framework by merging it with the “dynamics of contention” perspective 

(McAdam et al. 2001); and finally, I will explain why the comparison between Italian and English 

universities is the best way to put my framework to work.  

To start with, I define here the key features characterizing the field in a static and descriptive way. 

These features are the following: 
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1. Action Field 

2. Dominant and Dominated Actors 

3. Governance Unit 

4. Field Environment 

5. Field Crisis 

6. Settlement 

1) Action Field. This is the main feature characterizing my field theory, as it encompasses all the other 

features composing the field. In analytic terms, the action field is, thus, the playground in which 

dominant and dominated actors confront each other, on which the governance unit exerts its power, 

on which other fields can exert their influence, and finally on which processes of transformation and 

new settlement take place. Put briefly, the action field is the terrain within which the “power-game” 

of any institution is played out. Unlike Fligstein and McAdam (2012), I do not see it as an arena 

dominated only by strategic action. Actors who play the game are not only moved by rational and 

strategic calculus (although bounded), but also by their cultural dispositions, such as their habitus and 

doxa.9 In this respect, my understanding of actors’ practices is closer to Bourdieu than Fligstein and 

McAdam. This is why I do not call the domain where the action is carried out “strategic action field,” 

but only action field. 

Three are the key characteristics defining any action field: subjective belonging, lack of fixed 

boundaries, and the presence of a specific action logic. Subjective belonging means that to take part 

in the action field an active participation by the actors is needed; or, at least, it is necessary that the 

actions of other actors affect the actions of one actor, stimulating her reaction. As for the case of 

university, an example can be provided by student mobilizations: while only a part of students takes 

part in protests, the rest is inactive. To the extent that the latter students do not take part in the 

mobilization, they cannot be considered part of the contentious university field. The main implication 

of this is the second characteristic defining an action field: its lack of “fixed boundaries” (Clark 1983). 

The boundaries of the action field are not fixed but shift depending on the definition of the situation 

and the issues at stake. The boundaries of fields are not geographically determined but are culturally, 

politically, and socially established (Beckert 2010). In other words, fields are constructed on a 

situational basis, depending on the actors, norms, and institutions involved. As with the subjective 

belonging, this does not mean that a field does not empirically exist. To be part of a field, one must 

                                                           
9 So far, I had never spoken of the notion of doxa. Besides habitus, it is an important feature of Bourdieusian 
field theory. I will return to this concept later on, when I will introduce a more dynamic picture of my 
theoretical design.  
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embody some objective properties (e.g. the status of a student in a university field). Yet, they are not 

sufficient to define actors’ involvement in a field “situation.” 

The last and most important feature of the action field is the presence of a specific action logic. All 

institutions are organized around logics underpinning their material and symbolic reproduction, and 

influencing the understanding, the behavior, the strategies, and the dynamics of interaction of all the 

actors involved. Put bluntly, specific action logics determine the content and meaning of any kind of 

institution (Thornton and Ocasio 2008). For this reason, some scholars have defined this combined set 

of material practices and normative/cognitive understandings characterizing the action field as 

“institutional logic” (Scott 2001 and 2014, Thornton and Ocasio 1999 and 2008). In Thornton and 

Ocasio’s words (1999: 804): institutional logics are “the socially constructed, historical patterns of 

material practices, assumptions, values, beliefs, and rules by which individuals produce and reproduce 

their material subsistence, organize time and space, and provide meaning to their social reality.” In 

light of this interpretation, one can regard the institutional logic as the quintessential feature of all the 

institutions, at the basis of their material production and reproduction as well as of their sense-making 

function. 

However, this is not the whole story. Friedland and Alford (1991) contend that all institutions are 

constantly crossed by competing and/or conflicting institutional logics (among which there is always a 

dominant one) at the disposal of individuals and organizations as basis for their action. In this respect, 

the internal life of institutions is much more conflictual and open to change than what one has been 

always led to believe. Individuals (and collective actors) constantly manipulate or reinterpret 

institutional symbols and practices. Under some conditions, they are artful in the mobilization of 

different institutional logics to serve their purposes. Individuals, groups and organizations struggle, 

thus, in order to change social relations both within and between institutions. “Through the actions of 

individuals and organizations, the institutional structures of society are not simply reproduced, but 

transformed” (Friedland and Alford 1991: 255).  

What is more, the adoption of this approach based on the plurality of “institutional logics” allows for 

the solution of the so-called “paradox of embedded agency” in which neo-institutional theory has 

found itself paralyzed (Powell and DiMaggio 1991). Neo-institutionalist scholars have never solved the 

problem to understand how and to what extent actors embedded in specific institutions can also be 

the main vectors of internal institutional change. “How can actors change institutions if their actions, 

intentions, and rationality are all conditioned by the very institution they wish to change?” (Seo and 

Creed 2002: 223). The “institutional logics” perspective (Thornton and Ocasio 2008) or, with a more 

critical tone, the “dialectical view” of institutional change (Benson 1977) permit precisely to solve this 

paradox, explaining institutional and organizational change as triggered by “embedded actors.” This 
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can happen to the extent that specific actors, normally peripheral or powerless, are able to forward 

and impose their own institutional logic, establishing a more favorable balance of power relations, 

interests and ideas for them. 

As a result, institutions and organizations must be seen as sites constantly open to plural behaviors, 

norms and visions. There always exists a pluralism of institutional logics that, through the mobilization 

of their carriers, bring about institutional change (for a discussion on how such a transformation can 

happen, see Streeck and Thelen [2005] and Mahoney and Thelen [2010]). Given the open-ended 

nature of the concept of institutional logic, I also adopt in the text the term “field logic,” as it alludes 

to a broader arena at play, where a plurality of competing, and even conflicting, logics are forecasted. 

The field logic consists always of four elements: interest, power, norms, and interpretive frames. 

Interest. Each field calls forth and gives life to a specific configuration of interests (Bourdieu and 

Wacquant 1992). There is no action that does not entail the pursuit of an interest, or, to say the same, 

a goal. Put succinctly, interests, both material and symbolic, are those aspects inherent in all social 

relations and spheres, motivating people to act. An actor’s interest is always associated with and given 

by the comprehension that she gives of herself, that is, her identity (Pizzorno 1981), and of the context 

in which such an identity is performed (Scott 2014). Recent studies have also shown that identities are 

socially forged through a relational formation process (Castell 1997); they are always established in a 

mutual interplay between different actors, which, for some scholars, is mostly cooperative (Habermas 

1981), while, for others (Laclau and Mouffe 1985, Mouffe 2005), mostly antagonistic. Whatever the 

meaning of this interplay, what holds is that the “construction of identity always takes place in a 

context marked by power relationships” (Henkel 2009: 80). This is even truer when this interplay is 

performed within organizations. 

The latter, in fact, significantly contributes to the identity definition of members. As Glynn has recently 

put it (2008), organizational setting shapes the process of “identity formation by supplying a set of 

possible legitimate identity elements with which to construct, give meaning to, and legitimize firm 

identities and symbolization” (Glynn 2008: 414). Even more interestingly, Glynn continues by arguing 

that identities, forged in and by the organizational environment in which they are performed, “function 

as a kind of institutional logic that governs organizational behavior and choice” (Ibid.: 425). In other 

words, organizations shape (“constraint” and “enable”) the identities of their members, who, in turn, 

actively select those aspects of their identities that can more consistently form the core of their 

interests. In this sense, the relationship between organizations and their members is not linear, 

unilateral, or deterministic (Lawrence et al. 2009). Rather, organizations influence the process of 
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identity formation of their members, to the extent that the latter actively contribute to define the 

identity (that is, the institutional logic) of their organizations (Thornton and Ocasio 2008).10  

This active and relational process of identity formation is even truer, when the actors involved are 

groups and collectives. These actors develop collective identities, which may selectively emphasize 

certain aspects of self-interest as well as certain rules and normative purposes from among those that 

generally apply to individuals or organizations of their type (Scharpf 1997). As Pizzorno (1993) finely 

reminds us, the interest of a collective actor is always to be attributed to and is derived from some 

“subject of action,” whose identity is never given a-priori but only through its actual “movement.” This 

means that the identity of a group can never be simply identified with the mere sum of the individual 

identities of the people forming the group, but it is always something else, exceeding and transforming 

the individual identities of the group members into something different. In this sense, for Pizzorno 

(1993: 13), the process of formation of a collective identity can be understood as an “operation 

through which a personal identity transforms itself, the values on which such a person used to ground 

her action become others, the normative criteria through which one person used to assess what is 

good or not to do significantly shift.”11 As a result, the interest of a group cannot be identified (and 

simplified) with the individual interests of the people forming the group. In other words, the collective 

interest to which individuals joining a group adhere transcends the sum of their personal interests as 

                                                           
10 Building on Bourdieu’s work, some scholars, who investigate the field of higher education and its current 
worldwide transformations, have recently developed the concept of “institutional habitus,” which sounds very 
similar to the more well known concept of organizational identity (Reay 2004, Reay et al. 2009a, Reay et al. 
2009b, Marginson et al. 2010). Similarly to the concept of institutional identity, the notion of institutional 
habitus grasps the mutual relation of influence between an organization and its members. More notably, Reay 
et al. (2009a) see this habitus as a “institutional effect,” caused by the belonging to an organization, which 
affects the behaviour of all its members by acting “as an intervening variable, providing a semi-autonomous 
means" by which the socio-economic background of these members is filtered and transformed into a specific 
organizational identity. In short, the institutional habitus can be understood as “the impact of a cultural group 
or social class on an individual’s behaviour as it is mediated through an organisation” (Reay et al. 2009a: 3). 
However, not all the members of an organization develop the same “institutional habitus.” Looking at the 
student identity formation in different types of HEIs in England, Reay et al. (2009b) observe that class 
background plays a big role in the formation process of the student “learner identities.” They show that the 
students with a middle-class background develop a distinct behaviour in the universities in which they study (a 
specific institutional habitus in the authors’ terminology), if compared to the one performed by the students 
coming from the working-class. Put another way, the socio-economic background of the individuals (their 
individual habitus) shapes and models the institutional habitus of these individuals, when the latter performs 
the role of the student in a university context. As with the concept of organizational identity, this is not the 
whole story. Also the institutional context influences and forges the identities of individuals experiencing such 
context. The different types of HEIs play a big role in the formation process of the student identity by shaping 
the norms of behaviour, the goals, and the interests of their students. A main finding of these investigations 
(Reay et al. 2009a, 2009b) is that the students with a working-class background who attend more vocational-
oriented universities (post-1992) tend to generally maintain their class identity during their student experience. 
By contrast, the students with a working-class background who attend elite universities tend more often to 
develop a student-oriented and academic identity, which transforms their previous social identity. In other 
words, the institutional effect of these latter universities (the institutional habitus) seems to be more influential 
as a factor of the transformation of their members’ identities.  
11 This citation of Pizzorno was originally in Italian. I have deliberately translated it into English. 
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individuals, and becomes the direct expression of this group as a whole. The main implication for my 

study is that the interests (and goals), conveyed in the mobilizations of students, researchers, or 

temporary academic staff within the Italian and English universities, are the expression of the identity 

of these groups as a whole. Put simply, their goals represent the interests of their collective identities 

“in mobilization.” 

Power. Organizations and fields are “political sites” in which social power is reproduced and 

challenged. The field shapes the type, the amount, and the distribution of power wielded by the actors 

acting on it. Sociology and political economy distinguish between two types of power, according to the 

source of creation: there exists a subjective and an objective form of power in society. “Subjective 

power” stems from the specific characteristics of agents, whereas “objective power” derives from their 

structural position within society.12 Translated into the terminology of my approach, this means that 

the power of an actor cannot be only given by its numerical size, organizational strength and so on 

(subjective power), but also by its position in the process of field production and reproduction 

(objective power).  

However, not even the objective power of an actor is a fixed essence, but it is a relational feature 

characterizing all the social fields, produced and reproduced by the interaction of actors. The field, 

which is an intrinsically political space, is established and organized by power relations. It is always 

structured by a constituting relationship between those who rule and make profit (dominant actors) 

and those who are ruled and exploited (dominated actors). Using Marxist terminology, one can say 

that the dominant actors appropriate the labor power of the dominated actors. Peculiar to any field 

situation is, thus, a relationship of domination/subordination between actors that shapes the dynamics 

of their interaction and the nature of the field itself (Mezzadra 2014). Yet, to the extent that field power 

is grounded on and is established by this relational dynamics, the same structures that reproduce such 

a power provide resources for a possible resistance of the dominated actors (Hardt and Negri 2009, 

Goodwin and Jasper 2012, Morril and Chiarello 2013). “This dialect of power and resistance occurs in 

                                                           
12 Although movement scholars and political economists adopt a different language and provide different 
definitions, both scholars grasp this twofold meaning of the concept of power. Political economists have, for 
instance, distinguished between instrumental and structural power (Culpepper 2011), associational and 
structural power (Silver 2003). By contrast, movement scholars have generally distinguished between 
movement and structural power (Stanley 2013). However, in dealing with this concept, movement scholars 
have principally focused their attention on the “subjective” dimension of power. When speaking of power, 
these scholars have mainly identified (or reduced to) this concept with some subjective characteristics of 
movements. Was it the numerical size (De Nardo 1985), its organizational strength (McCarthy and Zald 1977), 
or even its disruptive capacity (Piven and Cloward 1977). In my analysis of the university actors, I point to 
maintain and investigate both sides of power. To be precise, the distinction between subjective and objective 
power is more an analytical distinction than a real one. They represent the two facets of the same coin. More 
especially, within institutions or fields, the qualities of actors are shaped by their structural position 
(institutional context, position, and role), which in turn is influenced by their subjective resources.  
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organizations of all types and is constrained and facilitated by broader institutional arrangements and 

movements” (Morril and Chiarello 2013: 789). 

Norms. Institutions are maintained and reproduced through a set of material and symbolic practices, 

informing the nature and orientation of the institutional rule system and of the organizational life. 

These practices are “normative” in the sense that they are “infused with values” (Selznich 1957). All 

institutional(ized) norms are embedded into a specific pattern of values and beliefs, providing the 

institution with the substratum of legitimate normative behaviors, scripts, tactics, and strategies, with 

which certain roles are associated and on which the actors fulfilling these roles ground their ordinarily 

institutional conduct. This means that institutional actors know and internalize the proper behavior in 

each institutional situation in which they are involved, and that they are also somehow persuaded to 

share the normative terrain underpinning such behaviors. If, in times of stability, institutions are seen 

as domains of routinized action based upon highly formalized rituals and upon the logic of 

appropriateness (Di Maggio and Powell 1991), in times of crisis the normative substratum 

underpinning the institutional setting can be more easily unmasked and unveiled. This process of 

unfolding is often triggered by marginalized and/or peripheral actors who seize the momentum of such 

a critical situation to modify enduring power relations and advance their own values, norms, and 

interests.  

In this sense, my interpretation of norms and institutions is more in line with the comprehension of 

“old institutionalist” scholars, such as Selznick (1957) and Stinchcombe (1968 and 1997), who 

emphasize a normative more than a cognitive approach to action, commitment more than routine, 

and interests and power relations more than the logic of rule following (for the differences between 

and old and new institutionalism, see Di Maggio and Powell 1991: 13). According to Perrow (1985), the 

main pitfall of new institutionalist theories is to have completely ignored power relations and have 

gone “overboard” with their emphasis on myths and symbols. In the same vein, Di Maggio (1988: 3) 

depicts and criticizes new institutionalist research as being “frequently laden with ‘metaphysical 

pathos’—specifically, a rhetorical defocalization of interest and agency.”  

Exploring the aspects of interests, agency, and power relations underpinning social institutions is 

precisely the main concern of the “old institutionalist school.” Stinchcombe (1968: 107), for instance, 

sees institutions as “a structure in which powerful people are committed to some value or interest.” 

To this regard, institutionalized norms are to be understood as practices imbued with values and 

beliefs rather than mere cognitive scripts as portrayed in the more recent “new institutionalist” 

literature. As a result, institutional survival is mainly a matter of maintaining values and beliefs. 

Institutional norms are, thus, seen as those material and symbolic practices that all institutions 
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produce in order to better ensure and enforce their survival.13 In other words, institutions or the 

process of institutionalization, create specific values (Selznick 1957). “In institutionalization, the 

organization itself, or more properly its goals and its rules and conventions about how its work is to be 

done, become infused with value” (Bidwell 2006: 38). For Selznick (1957), the process of 

“institutionalization creates values through which people become committed to the institutional forms 

in which they participate” (Bidwell 2006: 46). 

However, the norms, which serve the institutional maintenance, are not only identified with the 

formally ritualized practices, but also with the more informal practices, consolidating the unbalance of 

power relations between actors and basis of their dynamics of interaction. Informal norms accompany 

and support the enforcement of the most formalized rituals and rules of the institution. Formal and 

informal norms are often interwoven, the former shape the latter and vice versa.14 More specifically, 

informal norms are fundamental in helping actors to become socialized into the life of the institution 

and its action field. One can better understand the meaning of this type of norm by adopting in an 

innovative fashion Bourdieu’s concept of “habitus” (Bourdieu 1984, Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). 

For Bourdieu (1984: 166), the habitus constitutes a “necessity internalized and converted into a 

disposition that generates meaningful practices and meaning-giving perceptions.” More specifically, 

the habitus is both “a structuring structure, which organizes practices and the perception of practices” 

and “a structured structure: the principle of division into logical classes which organizes the perception 

of the social world is itself the product of internalization of the division into social classes.” The notion 

of “institutional habitus” with its flexible and dynamic meaning as recently conceived by some 

Anglophone Bourdieusian scholars can be very helpful in the effort of innovation of Bourdieu’s concept 

(Reay 2004, Reay et al. 2009a, Reay et al. 2009b, Marginson et al. 2010). Translating the concept of 

habitus in these authors’ terminology, one could regard the different informal norms that distinct 

actors of the field carry out as the “meaningful practices and meaning-giving perceptions,” stemming 

from their “institutional habitus.” In other words, informal norms can be considered as one of the 

                                                           
13 According to Stinchcombe (1997), institutional authorities demand more conformity with institutional values 
the more important the decision is. As he explicitly put it (Stinchcombe 1997: 10): “When the value system 
informing an institution ranks something as of high priority, it is more likely that the keepers of the institution 
will formalize conformity with the institution in a ritual designed to monitor, enforce, and enact the value of 
that something. […] The higher the priority, the higher the formality and the ritual. The more ritualized a thing 
is in an institution, the less it is merely a ritual, because the more substantively important it is.” 
14 An instance of the mutual influence between formal and informal norms is illustrated in the empirical part of 
this work. The radical practices and norms characterizing the repertoire of action of the Italian and English 
student activists provide a good example of how and to what extent a modification in the students’ tactics of 
action affects the institutionalized rules of the university and vice versa. 
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manifestations of the “institutional habitus” that each actor acquires when entering the institutional 

field, which derives from her position and role in it.15 

Interpretive frames. Any action field encompasses an overarching interpretive frame that actors bring 

to make sense of what others within the action field do or are perceived to do, and of what institutions 

and norms are perceived to serve (Fligstein and McAdam 2012). Put bluntly, interpretative frames are 

the driving ideas informing the actors’ views of the field. In periods of field stability, they are normally 

associated with the interpretative frames of the dominant actors (status quo). As Beckert suggests 

(2010: 610), “cognitive frames provide the mental organization of the social environment and thereby 

contribute to the order of fields.” However, other and not mainstream cognitive frames are present 

even in periods of high stability, produced and maintained in enclaves of resistance (Mansbridge 1983) 

and/or subaltern counter-publics (Fraser 1992) inhabiting the field (such as, for the university field, 

student collectives and unions, radical organizations, and so on). It is precisely in periods of field crisis 

that such frames become visible and manifest to a broader public.16  

2) Dominant and Dominated Actors. One of the main characteristics of the field is to be a “battlefield,” 

a field of ongoing contention. Fields are characterized by the presence of different actors and/or 

coalitions of actors who are defined according to the position and volume (and composition) of 

resources found in the field. There are those who are located in the higher field positions and possess 

a large amount of the various “forms of capital” (Bourdieu 2006) characterizing the field, and there are 

                                                           
15 A further conceptual clarification of the notion of institutional habitus is here needed. As already mentioned 
in footnote no 10 of the present chapter (pp. 31-32), the institutional habitus of individuals, experiencing the 
organizational life of an institution such as the university (as well as other types of institution), is open to the 
influence of environmental factors and varies also according to the internal organizational structure of the 
institution itself. As shown, for instance, by Reay et al. (2009a) in their study on the institutional habitus of 
English students, the institutional habitus of the latter varies both according to their socio-economic 
background (environmental factors) and to the type of HEIs in which they are students (internal organizational 
structure). More specifically, while students with a working-class background are more often resistant to 
internalizing the university norms of behaviour than the students with a middle-class back grounds, elite 
universities shape and transform the initial individual habitus of their students more often and radically than 
the vocational universities (post-1992). In other words, one cannot claim the existence of a unique student 
habitus for all the students of the English field of higher education. Their student habitus varies according to 
their socio-economic background and to their institutional affiliation. 
16 Very often sociology and political economy adopt distinct words to describe similar (but not overlapping) 
phenomena. It is also the case of the concepts of cognitive frames (sociology) and ideas (political economy), 
which describe how actors understand and perceive social reality. While the concept of frame is more related 
to the subjective understanding that actors give of a specific phenomenon (Snow 2004), ideas are more 
“objective” forces driving actors’ behaviours and shaping the cultural context of institutional settings (Hall 
1997). Bearing this difference in mind, in the analysis of a field the distinction between these two concepts 
tend to blur. Actors frame the field in which they partake by referring to specific sets of ideas that drive their 
understanding, behaviour, and interest upon the field itself. For instance, academic managers in the English 
universities assume a neoliberal ideology of university that drives their behaviours and make sense of any 
single aspect of their institutional life. By contrast, student protesters draw on common-good oriented 
ideologies of university to frame their position in the field, their actions and interests, and even the purpose of 
their mobilization.  
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also those who detain a little volume of resources and are located in the lower part of the ladder of 

field positions: I call the former “dominant actors” and the latter “dominated actors” (and also 

“dominant” and “dominated”). The best way to seek for whom are the dominant and dominated actors 

of a field is to assess each actor on the basis of the specific logic dominating the field (“field logic”). 

Those who are best associated with the peculiar field logic—that is, bringing forward the main interest, 

exerting power, properly attuned to the norms, and producing the interpretive frames—are regarded 

as the dominant actors, while those who are associated less are the dominated. 

Dominant actors are those who wield disproportionate influence within the field and whose interests 

and views tend to be heavily reflected in the field organization. Therefore, the function and structure 

of the field are generally adapted to their interests. Additionally, the norms of the field tend to favor 

them, shared meanings tend to legitimate and support their privileged position. By contrast, 

dominated actors ordinarily wield little influence over the field activities. While they recognize the 

structure, organization and the dominant logic of the field, these actors can also articulate and produce 

alternative visions of the field and of their positions in it. However, this does not imply that dominated 

actors are normally in open and active insubordination towards the dominant actors. On the contrary, 

most of the time, dominated actors are expected to conform to the prevailing order, awaiting new 

opportunities to challenge the structure and logic of the field (Fligstein and McAdam 2012).  

3) Governance Unit. This third characteristic—governance unit—defines the main unit responsible for 

the management, control and reproduction of the field. While the concept of governance refers to the 

“system of rules and also the way in which the system works” (Mayntz 2004), the concept of unit refers 

to the physically formal and informal sites within which this system is produced and exercised. More 

notably, the notion of governance “is identified with the structure of relations holding up the 

organizational coherence, and therefore authorizes policies, programming, decisions and also 

furnishes controls over their correctness, coherence, and sustainability” (Moscati 2012: 602). As a 

consequence, when speaking of governance, one always refers to and contemporaneously 

incorporates the three power functions of “management, administration, and institutional leadership” 

(ibid).  

However, in the analysis of the governance of the Italian and English universities, I will be focusing my 

attention mainly on the third function (institutional leadership), less on the first function 

(management), and I will be devoting no attention on the second function (administration). While by 

institutional leadership I mean the political function to decide upon and establish the institutional goals 

of an organization, by management I mean the operational function of pursuing these goals by 

attributing responsibility and resources as well as monitoring their efficiency and efficacy. Put briefly, 
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if leadership has to do with political skills, goals, and strategies, management with operational skills 

and means. 17  

In this sense, the governance unit constitutes the institutional and material entity, which shapes the 

life of the field by organizing its internal division, overseeing its dynamics of action and interaction, 

defending the field from internal and external threats, and finally governing its “proper” reproduction. 

In short, the unit of governance is the unit that concentrates the power of field production and 

reproduction. In this respect, my understanding of governance unit is close to the definition of 

“internal governance unit (IGU)” formulated by Fligstein and McAdam in A Theory of Fields (2012: 77): 

“By Internal governance units we mean organizations or associations within the field whose sole job it 

is to ensure the routine stability and order of the strategic action field.” These units are generally there 

not to serve as neutral arbiters of conflict between dominant and dominated actors but to reinforce 

the dominant perspective and guard the interests of the most powerful actors.  

In other words, governance units can be expected to serve as defenders of the status quo and are 

normally conservative forces during periods of conflict within the action field. More specifically, like 

Fligstein and McAdam, I single out three specific functions associated with the concept of governance 

unit: govern, legitimation, and external representation. A) Govern. Echoing the Marxian view of the 

state as the “committee for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie” (Marx 1973 

[1848]), the main function of the governance unit is to oversee the smooth functioning of the field by 

freeing dominant actors from the kind of overall field management that they are necessarily forced to 

exercise during periods of crisis and emergence. In short, the governance unit wields power on the 

                                                           
17 It is worth here mentioning how and to what extent the functions of management and institutional 
leadership are today becoming more and more overlapped within the governance of universities due to the 
widespread implementation of New Public Management reforms also in this public sector across many 
European countries (see on this, Amaral et al. 2012). This process of convergence of these two hitherto distinct 
categories of power in the exercise of university governance has been recently recognized and investigated by 
several sociologists of higher education (Alfred 2008, Apkarian et al. 2014, Moscati 2012, Pimentel Botas and 
Huisman 2012). Moscati (2012), for instance, notes how the role of university middle managers, such as that of 
deans and heads of departments, requires today both academic leadership and managerial skills. As Moscati 
puts it (2012: 607): “middle managers have to face the contradictory pressures coming from a growing 
relevance of the universities’ policy which are competing for resources and striving to achieve positive 
evaluation in the assessment exercises and from the traditional mixture of academic activities. Operationally, 
they have to vertically transfer the top leaders’ policy to the academics as well as to mediate between the 
strategies of faculties and departments which strive to maintain their autonomy with the general institution 
plan.” More generally, Pimentel Botas and Huisman (2012: 383) assert that in today’s universities “it is difficult 
to separate the roles of the boards and managers because they are interlinked and interdependent.” According 
to Alfred (2008: 86) this depends also on the fact that “the distinction between strategic and operational is 
often murky, and the two decision realms bleed into one another. When this happens, senior administrators 
narrow their focus in decision-making to operations at the expense of strategy.” As shown in the empirical 
analysis of my work, the blurring of the distinction between institutional leadership and managerial roles is 
very pronounced in the governance of contemporary English universities, where executive boards, mixing up 
managerial and leadership roles and figures, have been legally established to run these universities (see Amaral 
et al. 2012).   
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behalf of dominant actors. B) Legitimation. These units serve also to legitimate and “naturalize” the 

logic and rules of the field by maintaining and promoting its dominant “cultural production”: 

governance units contribute to preserving and disseminating the proper social norms and dominant 

cognitive framings of the field. C) External representation. Finally, their last function is to connect the 

field with significant external actors and fields. Among the external activities that they can carry out, 

governance units are in the position to call on other actors for help when a crisis begins to develop 

within the field.  

4) Field Environment. Fields cannot be detached from the broader social environment in which they 

are located. Even though they can express a high degree of autonomy with respect to the other fields 

of society, fields will never operate within a social void. The main conceptual pitfall of field approaches 

has been precisely due to the silence on the external relations of the field. Most of their attention was, 

indeed, focused on the internal workings of the field: very little on how and to what extent fields are 

connected with each other (Marens 2009). The main negative implication here was to neglect or not 

to understand some dynamics and phenomena occurring in the field under investigation. By contrast, 

conceiving the field as embedded in complex webs of other fields can be seen as attempt to go in the 

opposite direction and, thus, fill this theoretical and empirical gap. 

Field theory literature has come out with different typologies of the field environment by 

distinguishing between what could be considered part of the field and what not. Usually, the main 

distinction is assessed by the degree of proximity of the field to the State (Bourdieu 1998b): some fields 

are considered to be more independent, others less. Though it is important to maintain this distinction 

between State and non-State proximity, it is also necessary to add more precise distinctions to provide 

a better picture of what a field environment looks like. In this regard, Fligstein and McAdam (2012) still 

offer the best conceptualization. They distinguish three potential field relations: x) distant vs. 

proximate, y) dependent vs. interdependent, and z) state vs. non-state fields. While proximate fields 

are those fields which have permanent ties and whose actions routinely affect the field of interest, 

distant fields are those lacking such ties and with no capacity to influence the field in question. 

Dependent fields are those fields that are heavily subject to the influence of other fields in terms of 

power, interest, and resources, whereas interdependent fields are when linked fields exercise equal 

influence over each other. Finally, state fields are those fields that are part of the internal structure 

and organization of the State, while non-state fields are those that are not. 

5) Field Crisis. Fields are fluid and dynamic entities in permanent change. In this respect, I cannot be 

more divergent from the understandings of institutional theorists who see organizations and 

institutions as mainly stable and fixed entities. In their view, actors uncritically internalize the norms 

and framings of the field, by literally conforming to its logic. What these theorists fail to incorporate in 
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their analysis is a theory of agency, power, and conflict. More specifically, they do not exhibit an 

understanding of how fields emerge or evolve. In brief, institutional theorists lack a theory of change. 

On the other hand, Bourdieu elaborates a perspective on change that is too sharp and, for this reason, 

exhibits some elements of inconsistency with the broader theory of the field. For him, fields are either 

in a stable and normal situation of social routine or in an overtly “critical moment” (Bourdieu 1988), 

namely when there is a mismatch “between the subjective objective structures” of the field. In 

Bourdieu’s view, the element of constant and piecemeal transformation occurring in the field is 

completely missing. What both institutional theorists and Bourdieu miss is the dimension of conflict 

and contentious dynamics which occurs also in the moments of normal life of fields. Using the parlance 

of social movements, one might say that these theories of field fail to understand the presence of 

“movement politics” in the ordinary life of fields. My understanding of field change is precisely an 

attempt to fill this theoretical gap by challenging the aforementioned assumptions. 

Even the normal life of fields is dominated by contention and critical moments. The fact that these 

moments do not always emerge or come to the surface does not mean that are not there, but only 

that they have not reached a certain peak and/or threshold of contention. If crises are an amplification 

of undercurrents of protest and critique that are a more or less permanent feature of most fields, then 

it means that activism is not limited to periods of crisis (Crossley 2003). This is precisely the approach 

on field change underpinning my theoretical framework of fields. To put it simply, crises are crucial 

moments of change, but do not open the full range of possibilities to bring about field transformation. 

Bearing this in mind, I can now introduce my interpretation of field crisis. In its most radical meaning, 

field crisis is the end and/or ultimate suspension of the ordinary life of fields: what it is in crisis is the 

function of reproduction (governance unit) and/or the dominant field logic. However, crises can be 

barely disruptive by affecting marginal or no crucial parts of the field. In this case, one cannot speak of 

structural changes and transformation, but only of minor and gradual ones. 

In my theory, crises can be caused by two types of threats: external and internal ones. Whereas I single 

out only one category of internal threat (mobilization),18 there are, at least, three distinct kinds of 

external crisis: invasion by outsiders, intervention from other fields, and macro-events. In this 

paragraph, I will devote more space and time to these last three, as I dedicate to the internal threat of 

crisis the remainder of the chapter. Partly following Fligstein and McAdam’s conceptualization (2012: 

99), by invasion of outsiders I mean the more or less permanent entry into the field of “groups that 

                                                           
18 I do not want here to deny the presence (and existence) of other types of internal threat apart from the one 
coming from the mobilization of dominated actors. Other types of internal threat, which are not identifiable 
with those actors, do exist. Yet, in the present work I am not attempting to formulate a systematic theory of 
institutional change, but only to assess the impact of mobilizations within the university. This is why, here and 
in the following chapters, my attention is only focused on the mobilization-like type of threat for the field. 
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have previously not been active players in the field.” In comparison to the other two types of external 

threats, the characteristic of this threat is that it does not represent, at least immediately, a radical 

and disruptive challenge for the dominant governance unit and field logic: this invasion can be gradual 

and piecemeal (e.g., the entry of new firms in established markets, the process of managerialization 

of universities, and so forth).  

The second external threat—intervention from other fields—can constitute a more radical and 

disruptive challenge for the field and its actors. Besides the “magnitude” of such an intervention, much 

depends also on the degree of dependence that the field under attack has towards the other field. The 

more a field is dependent on another one (in terms of resources, power, and interests), the greater 

the effects of the latter on the former (e.g. the relations State-universities in contemporary France). 

Finally, but no less importantly, the last type of external threat is the one provoked by macro-events. 

In this case, it is precisely the magnitude of the event that makes the difference: the greater the 

strength of the event, the greater the impact on the field. One can think of the impact on various social 

fields of wars, economic crises and so on. To conclude, the last category of threat is the internal threat 

due to a process of mobilization. When dominated actors manage to collect and organize their own 

resources (the strength of numbers), produce some innovative tactics (militancy), making alliance with 

other actors, they can challenge the authority of dominant actors and of their power structures. 

However, I will speak more broadly about these processes in one of the next sections of the chapter.  

6) Settlement. The outcome of a radical change that puts into crisis a field is the emergence of a new 

settlement, a new institutional configuration of power, interest, norms, and frames. Through either 

sustained oppositional mobilization or the reassertion of the status quo by the dominant actors, “the 

field begins to gravitate toward a new—or refurbished—institutional settlement regarding field rules 

and cultural norms” (Fligstein and McAdam 2012: 22). In other words, the formation of a new 

settlement can be identified with what political economists define as a new “process of 

institutionalization.” As Avdagic et al. (2011: 62) well put it here:  

Institutionalization can be defined as a process and as the outcome of a process whereby social 
activities become regularized and routinized as stable reference points around which actors build 
legitimate and sanctionable expectations. 

In other words, one can say that a field is no longer in crisis when a generalized sense of order and 

certainty returns and “there is once again consensus about the relative positions of incumbents and 

challengers” (McAdam and Scott 2005: 18-19). As with the field crisis, the magnitude and scope of the 

new settlement depends on the magnitude and scope of the forces and actors triggering the 

transformation. In addition, the more the transformations have affected the core parts of the field, the 

more radically innovative and different the reestablished settlement after the crisis. More explicitly, 
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one can speak of the rise of a new field settlement, when there has been a structural transformation 

of the field, which has directly affected the field logic and its governance unit (and, as a result, has also 

produced a change in the constellation of dominant actors). Minor changes do not bring about the 

formation of a new settlement, but only the transformation of more or less large parts of the extant 

field.  

 

2.3 Field in translation: delineating the university field  

 

In this section, I aim to apply the theoretical framework I have built in the previous section to 

the context of contemporary universities. Here I am especially interested in showing what a university 

field looks like and depicting its most important features. I will proceed in a mirror image of the 

previous section. For each analytical feature of the field, I present its corresponding feature of the 

university field: field action, dominant and dominated actors, governance unit, field crisis, and 

settlement. Before introducing them, I have to answer the following question: what (and where) is a 

university field? The university field is placed at the meso-level order of the higher education sector. 

In terms of institutional architecture, it corresponds to the third (and medium) level in the Clark’s 

typology of university authority. In his comparative study on the variety of university systems (1983), 

Clark elaborates a ladder of university authority based on the internal organization of each system. He 

singles out six levels of authority (from the bottom to the top): 1) department (US/UK) or chair-institute 

(Europe); 2) school/college/faculty (US/UK) faculty (Europe); 3) university or college; 4) multi-campus 

academic administration; 5) ministry of education; 6) government. By university field I refer here to 

the phenomena occurring within the third level of Clark’s ladder, namely the universities and colleges.  

The action field of universities. Put simply, the university action field is the playing arena wherein the 

university struggles are situated and take place. As mentioned above, the university action field is the 

analytical and empirical terrain where the university actors play the game, on which the university 

governance unit exerts its power, on which the State and other fields, such as the economic system, 

intervene, and, finally, on which processes of change and resistance take place. The aspect of 

subjective belonging implies that such an action field exists to the extent that it is activated by its actors 

and their dynamics of interaction. It is potentially and objectively there, but it is only when the game 

is played out that the action field is made visible (and can be investigated). Bearing in mind the Clark’s 

typology of university power, one can say that the borders of this arena are not fixed and established 

a-priori, but are determined by the issues, actors, and dynamics of interaction that arise: the students 

campaigns against the privatization of universities as well as the mobilizations of the cleaners and 

precarious staff for a fair pay are both part of and activate the university field. 
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Finally and most importantly, the university action field exhibits a peculiar field logic, characterized by 

its own interests, power, norms, and interpretive frames. The interests of the various university actors 

are defined by their own institutional identities in their dynamic interplay between themselves and 

the same institution in which they are actively performed. This means that, on the one hand, the 

identities of students, professors, researchers and so on, are defined on the basis of institutionally 

established roles, but, on the other, the ongoing enactment of these roles and their interaction 

contribute to create and recreate the institutional setting, the norms, and the interests on which this 

interplay of identities is performed. The unfolding of these dynamics of interaction are even more 

evident when the university identities at play are those forged by the mobilization of collective groups.  

In this latter case, the identities and, therefore, the interests are explicitly and actively defined in their 

process of mobilization, in their interplay with opposing groups and/or actors in the context of their 

interaction. For instance, the interest of the English students in mobilization against the process of 

privatization of universities is to kick managers out of the governing bodies; the interest of managers 

is to reject this attempt and bring forward the process of managerialization even further (see chapters 

7 and 9). Like any other field, the university action field is characterized by relations of power: some 

actors exert power over other actors. In Anglo-American university systems, the dominant actors of 

the field are the academic managers, while in the continental Europe professors and senior academic 

staff are still in a more powerful position. The composition of dominant actors is one of the key factors 

affecting the dynamics of interaction and the impact of challenging actions on the university action 

field. 

The university norms are the set of formalized and informal practices and rules on which the actors 

involved in the institutional field ground their behavior and build their understanding of it. These 

norms convey the substratum of values and beliefs forging and affecting the actors’ practices, tactics 

and strategies of action at a historically given time. In times of field stability, university norms are 

routinized, all actors know well the “proper” behavior to adopt in any specific circumstance and, thus, 

expect that the other actors act in the same “proper” manner. Student behavior in classrooms during 

examinations is well “scripted,” as well as the behavior of professors. Research assistants and junior 

academic staff are aware of being at the bottom of the academic hierarchical ladder and, thus, to be 

forced to comply all the more tiring and less remunerative tasks.  

As mentioned in the previous more theoretical section, a significant role able to explain these 

routinized dynamics of interaction is played by the habitus. Unlike Bourdieu (1988), I do not see here 

the habitus as an individual property personally attached to each individual occupying the field. The 

habitus is here rather associated with the notion of professional or organizational culture (Clark 1983). 

Each category of actors has its own habitus, namely its own unconscious and “naturalized” 
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understanding of the field, of the norms and interpretive frames to adopt: professors have, thus, their 

own understanding of what a university and their role should be in it; as it is for the administrative 

personnel, the top managers, the logistic workers and the students.19  

Besides the habitus, another important Bourdieu’s concept that plays a big role in university 

interactions is that of doxa. As Bourdieu reminds us (2000: 16), doxa is “a set of fundamental beliefs 

which does not even need to be asserted in the form of an explicit, self-conscious dogma.” It refers to 

the apparently natural beliefs and opinions that are in fact intimately linked to the dominant logic of 

the field in question. In the historical phase in which the baronial power was unchallenged in Italy 

(Palermo 2011), the university governance, based upon the principle of collegiality, was the expression 

of the interests of the class of tenured professors (Neave 2009). In this sense, university norms are 

always associated with and forged by the interest of the dominant actors at a given historical phase. 

Yet, in times of field instability behaviors and tactics of action, which were taken for granted, are drawn 

into question and unconventional and innovative tactics can emerge. For instance, the radical practices 

carried out by the recent Italian and English student movements have questioned normal(ized) student 

behavior and contributed to modifying the dominant institutional norms of contemporary universities. 

More broadly, university norms change as shifts in power relations, public policies, and in the 

constellation of interests occur, and, in turn, this shift also contributes to bringing about change in 

these constellations of power, policies, and interest. 

Over the course of the last three decades, macro-policy changes have contributed to modifying the 

substratum of values and beliefs underpinning the practices and rules of the university field and its 

actors. More especially, the advent and implementation of neoliberal policies also in this sector have 

heavily affected both the governance structure, and the principles governing the core academic 

activities of teaching and research. More efficiency-oriented practices and rules have been enforced 

and institutionalized in order to foster a new system of values, based on the idea of “students as clients, 

performance measurements, pay for results, goals based performance, efficiency, and productivity,” 

and to gradually replace the old academic values of autonomy, freedom of research and 

cooperation/cooptation (Bernasconi 2006: 198). Novel actors and institutions have taken center stage 

and a new rewards and punishments system based upon performance assessment, such as those 

enacted by the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) in England and the Agenzia Nazionale di 

                                                           
19 Not representing a professional body, one cannot argue that students have a professional or organizational 
habitus. Referring to the students, I speak, thus, of a different type of habitus that they exhibit: political 
activism. Building on Crossley (2003), I distinguish between moderate and radical activist habitus: some student 
activists and collectives are more inclined to carry out more radical actions, others less. In other words, the 
repertoire of action is not only the result of a conscious strategic choice of groups and organizations, but it is 
also inherited from their cultural habits. Later on in the text, I show how this affects the student action 
strategies.  
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Valutazione del Sistema Universitario e della Ricerca (ANVUR) in Italy, have developed. As result of 

these changes, the values of meritocracy, of individual competition and selection, and of excellence 

have by now emerged as the key normative guidelines for all the institutional actors in the vast majority 

of the European university systems (Neive 2009).20 

Finally, the university action field is dominated by a prevalent interpretive frame. It provides the 

“proper lenses” through which to interpret the field and the actors’ roles within it. Cognitive frames 

depicting the role of higher education in contemporary society as efficient and market-oriented have 

today replaced the old self-comprehension of the university as a free and autonomous space devoted 

to the production and transmission of knowledge for itself. However, like the other three components 

of the field logic, the interpretive frames are the object of contention between dominant and 

dominated actors. In times of field crisis, opposing and alternative views can be made more visible and 

widespread to challenge the dominant views of the university. This was the case of the recent student 

mobilizations in Italy and England opposing the marketization of the university system and, at the same 

time, fostering the idea of higher education as a common good to be freely provided for all.  

The dominant and dominated actors of universities. The actions and the interactions among actors 

inhabiting the university field are, in the first place, conditioned by their distinct structural and 

institutional positions (Bourdieu 1988, Scharpf 1997), expressing a specific volume and composition of 

resources, distinct interests, norms, and cognitive frames. Put simply, these positions determine the 

power relations of the field: a professor wields more power than a student, an academic senator more 

than a student representative, a manager more than a cleaner, a senior professor more than a research 

assistant, and so on. The gap in terms of structural positions is also the source for the perception of 

different power relations between the actors of the field. 

Higher education systems and, more specifically universities, can be distinguished on the basis of the 

type of groups or coalitions of groups forming the dominant actors. Anglo-American universities 

(although there are significant distinctions between the American and the English systems and within 

them) are today mainly led by what Joe Berry (2005) has called the “managerial class.” In English 

universities, for instance, the executive leaders, groups, and key members of governing bodies consist 

of professional academic managers, senior professors, and even laymen (with no academic 

background). These executive groups (more or less formalized in the university statutes and charters) 

govern the universities of which they are in charged by managing the public and private funding, by 

hiring and firing personnel, by launching new programs and shutting down the old and unproductive 

                                                           
20 I deal in more detail with these “normative” transformations with respect to the Italian and English fields of 
higher education, when illustrating the impact of the higher education reforms on the two fields from a 
historical perspective in Chapter 4 and 5.  
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ones (Apkarian et al. 2014). In short, this executive and top managerial group holds the formal and 

substantial power of the university. In the terminology of my analytic framework, they constitute the 

dominant actors of the university field. 

By contrast, in several continental European systems, the formal and substantial power of universities 

is still in the hands of the “academic estate” (Neave 2009). Professors represent the most numerous 

and significant component of the university decisional bodies, namely the academic senate and the 

board of administrators. Even though the internal organization of university power has recently 

undergone changes in the direction of power centralization in the hands of monocratic figures, i.e. the 

rectors, the latter are more or less explicitly the direct expression of the interests of the senior 

academics. In many of these systems (e.g. France, Germany, Spain, and Italy), professors still maintain 

power over the development of the university body and academic careers, the management of State 

funding, and other minor financial activities. In the terminology of my analytic framework, they 

constitute the dominant actors of the university field. 

More notably, and with a specific reference to the English and Italian cases of higher education, one 

can distinguish three kinds of historical, political, and institutional reasons explaining the 

diversification of actors of the university governance. These have to do with the timing and pace of 

neoliberal and NPM reforms of higher education (political reason); the employment relations and the 

status of academic staff (historical-institutional reason), and the system of attribution of university 

power (political-institutional reason). To start with, the implementation of neoliberal and NPM reforms 

of higher education was carried out much earlier, more rapidly, and more seriously in the English 

context than in the Italian one. The overall goal was twofold: both to insert higher education 

institutions in the dynamics of market and to import NPM principles, namely business practices, 

techniques and values, in the university management (Amaral et al. 2012). 

In the UK, by the early 1980s, the amount of public funding for higher education was purposely and 

significantly reduced by the then Conservative government. Independent agencies (HEFCE) were then 

created in 1988, whose purpose was to allocate public funding on the basis of research performance 

and productivity criteria, as measured by the Research Assessment Exercise (established in 1986), and 

of criteria of efficient and successful management of the institutional resources. In the meantime 

(1985), a report on the status of university governance (the “Jarratt Report”) had put heavily into 

question the power of academic staff in the university management. The declared aim of this Report 

was to strengthen the institutional leadership of vice-chancellors, conceived as efficient and 

accountable leaders equipped with managerial skills and competences (Bargh et al. 2000). All these 

measures (and others of similar kind) brought about significant changes in the direction of a university 

field based, externally, on the rise of a quality assurance industry and assessment culture and, 
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internally, on a reorganization of power, which moved away from the academic senate to the boards 

and vice-chancellors (executive group).  

By contrast, in Italy the implementation of similar reforms was carried out nearly fifteen years later at 

a slower pace and with more ambiguous results (Reale and Potì 2009). If the first budgetary cuts were 

carried out in the early 1990s, and complemented by the adoption of a lump sum allocation for a small 

proportion of university funding, the legislative measures providing for institutional autonomy and 

competition among universities were enforced only several years later with an ambivalent and unclear 

political strategy (Moscati 2012: “mosaic strategy”). To a certain extent, the principle of autonomy was 

concretely interpreted as a further increase of the power of professors and of their disciplines rather 

than in the original meaning of increasing the institutional autonomy and identity of individual 

universities (Regini 2011).  

In essence, the principle of autonomy was not used to establish entrepreneurial university governance, 

but rather was largely funneled back into institutions of academic self-rule, thus reinforcing the 

Humboldtian logic of internal university governance. In other words, “powerful academics exploited 

the new rules to reinforce their dominance in the governance system” (Dobbins and Knill 2014: 108). 

Additionally, the first serious attempt of reform governance centralization in the hands of the top 

university managers (i.e. rectors) at the expense of the collegial power of academic senate only dated 

back to 2010 (Regini 2014). By and large, the faster and more coherent implementation of this set of 

reforms in the English case, if compared with the Italian one, accelerated the process of creation of a 

“neoliberalized environment,”21 in which universities were forced to compete for all the kinds of 

resources and for which the emergence of a professional cadre of managers turned out to be needed.22  

A second, and more historical-institutional, reason at the basis of this diversification of the governance 

actors has to do with the employment relation of the academic staff, with their status and, more 

generally, with the state-university relations. Broadly speaking, one can distinguish between two 

systems of employment relations for academic staff, depending on the type of employers buying the 

labor of academic staff. There exist systems in which the employer is the State, and systems in which 

the employer is the individual university in which the academics are employed. Where the employer 

is the State as in Italy, academics have the legal status of “civil servant” and are public officials. Their 

employment is a service relationship with the state, not a contractual one with a corporate employer, 

                                                           
21 As defined by a senior manager the University of Birmingham in the interview I carried out with him 
(15/07/2015).  
22 The part on the political reason constituting one of the factors and explaining the difference in terms of 
university governance between the Italian and the English HE systems that I presented here is only a short 
summary of a broader historical review of the processes of higher education reforms concerning these systems 
which are broadly treated in chapters four (Italy) and five (England). 
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and it is regulated by public law. As civil servants, all their recruitment, working, managing, and salary 

conditions are law-enforced contracts (Farnham 2009). In this system, senior academics enjoy a 

tenure-track position and are, thus, irremovable. 

By contrast, where the employer is the university as in the English case, academics have the legal status 

of public employees. Their jobs are regulated by contracts of employment under private law. English 

universities, for instance, “have full, legal independence and employ their own staff and pay them on 

terms created by themselves.” (Shattock 2009: 65). In other words, it is the responsibility of the 

university at the local level to determine the pay levels and conditions of staff employment.23 As a 

result, academic managers, who are the actors in charge of this employment task at the university 

level, play de facto the role of (private) employers. 

More specifically, they have a substantial steering power and define university development 

strategies. Additionally, these managers decide upon matters of academic substance and content, for 

whose purpose they also plan academic profiles and study content (Dobbins and Knill 2014). Central 

for them, “and to their purposes of seeking economic efficiency, institutional effectiveness and student 

satisfaction, is the need for improved staff and organizational performance.” Academics “are expected 

to be used both productively and efficiently; this in turn raises collective organizational performance” 

(Farnham 2009: 208). In this respect, a further step in the direction of greater institutional efficiency 

and productivity was to remove academic tenure from the system of higher education in 1987. Unlike 

Italian academics, English professors are, thus, removable.  

Finally, and last kind of political-institutional reason at the basis of this governance differentiation has 

to do with the system of attribution of the university power. I am referring here to the system of 

attribution of the role of university leaders (i.e., rectors, vice-chancellors, vice-principals, and 

presidents). One can distinguish between cases in which such an attribution is based upon a system of 

election, and cases in which it is based upon a system of appointment. While in the former case, the 

university leaders are generally elected by the academic staff as a whole, which also represents the 

leader’s main constituency, in the latter case, their appointment is normally decided by a small 

committee of managers and senior academics, whose main objective is to check and assess the 

leadership and managerial skills of the candidates, called to be successful and efficient institutional 

                                                           
23 However, this is within a national legal framework. In England, salary structures are, in fact, controlled by 
national salary negotiations conducted between the universities acting corporately and the academic and other 
staff trade unions. It is worth noticing here a feature characterizing the State-university relation in England, 
which makes a big difference with the Italian case. English universities are historically and institutionally 
independent bodies, which are neither structurally part of the government nor regarded as part of the public 
sector. Their autonomy is individually guaranteed by the award of a charter and statutes by the Privy Council. 
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chiefs (Moscati 2012). As one can easily grasp, the type of attribution shapes the logic of behavior, the 

objectives, and even the norms and values associated with the university leadership.  

In the case of election, leaders are normally academics from the same university, where they are 

treated as “primi inter pares.” In this sense, their logic of behavior is “political,” in that their main 

objective is to represent and mediate among the interests of the academic community from which 

they are elected. This is still the case of the Italian rectors, who are university leaders explicitly 

accountable to the academic constituency of which they also emanate. Generally, having fulfilled their 

mandate, they return to the previous academic position. By contrast, in the case of appointment, 

leaders are called to strategically manage various kinds of resources (i.e., human, financial, 

institutional) of the university of which they are responsible. In this sense, their logic of behavior is 

“managerial,” in that their main objective is to successfully run the university of which they are in 

charge in an effective way. This represents the case of the English vice-chancellors and vice-principals, 

who are selected for their managerial and leadership skills, on the basis of evaluation of their CVs and 

through interviews. Although in the vast majority of cases these leaders have an academic background 

(Bargh et al. 2000), they have quitted this previous profession in order to undertake the profession of 

academic managers in a permanent way. 

On the basis of these differences, it is possible to build a typology of dominant actors holding the 

leadership of contemporary university systems. The literature dealing with the matter of university 

governance has recently distinguished between higher education systems in which the leadership is 

predominantly academic and systems in which it is managerial. The former are defined as “academic 

self-government,” whereas the latter “managerial self-government” (Schimank 2005). In systems of 

academic self-governance, the role of academics in their professional status is still crucial. They are key 

in the informal and institutional mechanisms of academic production and reproduction. Senior 

academics perform leadership positions, sit on governing bodies, and decide upon the formal and 

substantial criteria for the selection, promotion and recruitment of academic staff. In systems of 

managerial self-governance, the executive role of the university is in the hands of a professionalized 

managerial group. Here, the function of leadership is central in the designation and implementation 

of the university goals, regulation, and policies (Shattock 2009).  

Likewise, I also distinguish in my analysis between university fields in which the role of senior 

academics is still crucial in the university management and those in which this role is performed by a 

professional cadre of academic managers. Italian universities are an instance of the first type, where 

English universities are an example of the second. I call “academics” the dominant actors in the 

governance of the Italian university field, while I call “academic managers” those of the English one 

(see Tab. 2.1).  
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Tab. 2.1. Types of university leadership 

Type of Leadership Dominant Actors Examples 

Academic Self-
Government 

 

Academics 
 

Italy, France, Spain 

Managerial Self-
Government 

 

Academic managers 
 

UK, US, Australia 

 

By and large, the logic of action of the university dominant actors (along with their interests, norms, 

and cognitive frames) is deeply embedded in national and institutional contexts (Klemencic 2014). In 

other words, the national political and cultural context in which the field of higher education is placed 

has a determining influence on the behavior of the university management. Although a common trend 

of convergence towards a neoliberal model of higher education can be noticed across the world, the 

national differences in the specific policy measures that individual governments choose remain 

pronounced. The presence of specific values concerning the role of state in funding of higher 

education, the pace of implementation of neoliberal policies, the degree of institutional autonomy 

conferred to individual universities, the employment relations of their staff all play a decisive role in 

the way a specific political-institutional context shapes the norms of behavior of the university actors. 

Some specific political-institutional contexts and university actors seem more attuned to implement 

the neoliberal conception and practice of higher education than others do. As shown in this section, 

this seems to be the case of the English political-institutional context if compared to the Italian one. In 

short, English university managers appear to be much more inclined to follow and implement the 

neoliberal ideology and norms of higher education than the Italian university managers.  

I will not address in this section the power and capacity of influence of dominated actors. I prefer here 

to focus on the power and composition of dominant actors. Both because the university field is 

fundamentally shaped by their presence much more than that of dominated actors, and because I 

speak more broadly of the dominated actors later on in the text, when introducing my dynamic model 

of “university impact,” that is the “power in movement” of dominated actors. This is why I preferred 

to stress here only the profile of the dominant actors. 

The governance unit of universities. The shift from government to governance occurred in the 

structure and organization of political power at any level of society (from local to transnational 

authorities passing by the State) over the last three decades (Mayntz 2004), has ultimately established 

the end of any structural and formal conception (and reality) of authority. Speaking of the function of 

governing today means to stress the substantial and processual dimension of power more than the 

formal and structural one. This transformation in the conception and practice of authority is, thus, well 

stressed by the passage from the notion of government to that of governance (Rosenau 1995). These 
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relevant transformations in the mechanism and working of State power have been even more 

accentuated in the organization and distribution of university authority. In parallel to the changes 

occurred in the architecture of political power, over the last three decades one has, in fact, witnessed 

the occurrence of similar phenomena within the university systems: that is, the shift from more formal 

and bureaucratic dynamics of power to more informal and substantial ones (Clark 1998, Paradeise et 

al. 2009, Regini 2011).  

As it is more correct today to speak of political governance rather than State government, likewise it 

is more correct to refer to university governance more than government of universities. This has a 

significant implication for what I have called “governance unit” of the field. Speaking of governance 

unit of the university field means, therefore, to grasp a more informal, substantial, and even 

“processual” structure and organization of power. I have already noted above how and to what extent 

the formation and professionalization of a specific kind of “managerial class” in the position of 

authority of many universities has modified the composition of dominant actors and the nature of the 

substantial power needed to govern these universities. Here, I introduce a second dimension of power 

which, combined with the above one, can provide an effective picture of the types or models of 

governance that are today associated with the university field.  

In terms of internal organization and distribution of authority, the universities of all over the world 

have exhibited a huge differentiation over the course of recent history. Some universities have, in fact, 

identified in collegial organs, such as the academic senate and board of trustees, their key decisional 

bodies; some others have, instead, emphasized monocratic figures such as the rector, vice-chancellor, 

and president. Additionally and besides this formalized distribution of internal authority, a more 

informal and substantial distribution has dominated and still dominates universities: the distinction 

between chair based systems and collegial/departmental ones. Chair systems are those systems where 

individual professors exercise full power over the academic processes and, thus, in these contexts the 

personal rule is dominant. Central to their strength is the election of a head from within a body of 

peers—“appointment” from below instead of appointment from above by a superior official or chief. 

The result of this election by peers is the generation of an amateur administration, whose effect is the 

blurring of the distinction between “administration” and “faculty.” The dean is a temporary chief 

representing the group, aware that his or her elevation is in their hands (e.g. France, and Italy before 

the reforms of the 1990s). 

By contrast, collegial systems are based on a more horizontal distribution of power at the lowest level 

of organization. More than single professors, the basic units of power are represented by the 

departments. “Collegial authority is the governance side of what academics mean when they speak of 

the academic community. Collegial rule is the professors’ strongly preferred way to run a department 
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as a whole” (Clark 1983: 113). In Great Britain, for instance, collective control has always been strong, 

largely because of the way in which the college substructure of Oxford and Cambridge modeled 

collegiality and because of the combining of departments and chairs in the other universities. Today, 

after the Bologna process and many other reforms that have affected the European and Anglo-

American university systems, many of these features have been transformed and/or have been 

changing.  

Yet, and also on the basis of these features, it is possible to delineate a second distinction 

characterizing the governance of the university field that can be added to the one above. I am referring 

here to the distinction pertaining to the organization of authority within universities. Depending on 

the internal distribution of power, I distinguish between monocentric and polycentric types of 

authority. The characteristic trait of the monocentric distribution is that the power of universities is 

concentrated in the hands of a monocratic figure or organ, such as the rector, boards, and/or those of 

only one university group, such as the senior professors, the managers, the bureaucrats. On the 

contrary, in polycentric university fields, the power is shared among distinct university groups (tenured 

professors, managers, bureaucrats, and so on) and/or resides in distinct organs and decisional bodies 

of the university (academic senate and board of administrators, board of trustees and academic 

council). I define as diffuse the distribution of power in polycentric university fields, while as 

concentrated the distribution of power in those monocentric (see Tab. 2.2).  

Tab. 2.2. Distribution of University Power 

Distribution of Power Characteristics Examples 

Polycentric Diffuse  (Italy pre2010; England) 

Monocentric Concentrated (Italy post2010; US) 

 

Combining this distinction with the one on the type of dominant actors (see Tab. 1), it is possible to 

formulate a more complete typology of governance units characterizing the contemporary university 

fields (see Tab. 3). I distinguish between senatorial, academic leadership, dual/shared governance and 

corporate/managerial.   

Senatorial. The senatorial governance unit is characterized by the presence of a powerful academic 

staff, whose senior component normally holds the key decisional positions of the university field. The 

power is shared on equal terms within this group through collegial organs, such as the academic senate 

and academic council, or in the balanced relation between the senatorial body and the board of 

administrators. In this governance unit, the power of monocratic authorities, such as the Italian 

rectors, the English vice-chancellors and/or principals, is weak. These figures are generally buffering-
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organs, (expressing and) responsible for the institutional mediation of the main dominant interests, 

namely the interest of the class of professors as a whole and their scientific-disciplinary groups. The 

power is widespread across the disciplinary groups and their senior holders. As a result, the substantial 

leadership of the university is collegial; the monocratic authorities do not hold significant decisional 

power. An example of this type of governance can be considered Spain and, more generally, the 

majority of the continental university systems before the NPM reforms (Italy pre 2010 reforms). 

Tab. 2.3. Types of university governance units 

                                                                                                Type of Leadership 

 

 

 

Distribution of Power  

 Academic Self-

Government 

Managerial Self-

Government 

Polycentric senatorial  

(Italy pre2010, Spain) 

dual/shared governance 

(England, Australia) 

Monocentric academic leadership  

(Italy post2010; France) 

corporate/managerial 

(US) 

 

Academic leadership. The main difference between this type of university governance and the previous 

one is given by the shift in the internal distribution of power. If in the senatorial type the power is 

equally distributed among the professors and groups of professors representing the disciplines, in this 

governance structure there is a process of centralization towards the monocratic figures of rectors, 

presidents, and vice chancellors. Additionally, one can also observe a parallel process of empowerment 

of more managerial organs such as the board of administrators at the expense of the “democratic-

corporatist” body by definition (Capano 2008), namely, the academic senate. In this governance unit, 

university monocratic figures have substantial decisional power over the key matters of field 

reproduction such as the financial budget, strategic planning, recruitment policy and so on. An example 

of this new type of governance can be represented by the Italian system as a result of the last round 

of reforms on the matter of university governance (the Gelmini Law of 2010), empowering the role of 

the rectors and the boards of administrators at the expense of the academic senate. 

Dual/shared governance. Unlike the systems of academic self-governance, this and the next type of 

governance unit conceive the role of a professional managerial group as central in the decision making 

structure of the university. In the dual/shared type of governance unit, this group holds the key 
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executive university positions by maintaining primary responsibility for fundraising, budgetary 

allocations, strategic planning, and administrative appointments of the institution of which they are 

appointed as chiefs (Apkarian et al. 2014). The collegial organs, such as the board of trustees and that 

of administrators, as well as the monocratic institutions, such as vice chancellors, principals, provosts 

and so on, are largely composed and held by these managers. Yet, their authority is not totally 

unconstrained. Although not in majority position, the presence of some academic staff in the collegial 

bodies operates as a sort of countervailing force in the face of managerial power. The term dual 

governance stresses, thus, the fact that a sort of “factionalism” or dualism between academic and 

managerial staff is always latent in this university field and prone to explode occasionally. In addition, 

although this model is configured to allocate responsibility for overall institutional direction to the 

academic managers, it preserves and assigns some responsibility to the academics for those matters 

closest to their core technical expertise, namely teaching and research. England is a key example of 

this type of governance unit can be today. 

Corporate/managerial. The last model of governance unit represents the radicalized form of the dual 

type. It can be considered the successful outcome of the managerialization process. Here, the 

managers wield full power over the university field, governing its processes of development and 

reproduction. Professors, as well as the normally weak components of university, are the object of the 

managers’ decisions. Some scholars have called this model of governance “managerial control” (Brint 

et al. 2011). In this type, responsibility and power is totally in the hands of academic managers even in 

the matters in which academics had in the past primary responsibility, such as teaching and research. 

Put simply, professional areas of control are here eroded by new forms of direction from the top 

management, whose main governing logic is to efficiently run the institution, conceived as a private 

corporation. Unlike the academic managers in systems of dual governance, the managers of this 

governance unit do not generally have an academic background, but are normally trained in the world 

of private business and/or third sector (Berry 2005). The most significant example of this type of 

governance is the US. 

The field environment of universities. The type of environment in which a university field is located has 

a decisive influence on its norms, the actors, and the institutions, contributing to the same production 

and reproduction of its life. Like many other non-state fields, the relation with the state field is crucial 

here. Historically, the main form of dependence was the one concerning funding. Until few decades 

ago, the vast majority of public universities totally depended on the State funding for their 

maintenance, reproduction, and development. After the neoliberal reforms which since the half of the 

eighties have affected the vast majority of European and Anglo-American systems, most of the 
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universities have begun an irreversible process of autonomization, which have led them to seek for 

private and alternative forms of funding.  

Despite this and in the variety of university systems,24 one can distinguish between two types of 

relationship. Building on the dependent/independent dichotomy introduced earlier, I define as “State-

dependent” those university fields, vast majority of whose financial and economic costs needed for 

their reproduction come from the State, whereas I call “independent” those university fields which can 

exploit  other channels of financing. A further potential distinction upon which I should better reflect 

in the future could be the degree of dependence on the economic actors and, more generally, the 

market. In the light of this process of autonomization, it seems plausible that the relations between 

university and economic fields become more and more relevant.  

The field crisis and settlement of universities. The last two features of my framework, that I have put 

together here, are not treated in this section. Both features, and more especially a subtype of the 

concept of field crisis, the process of mobilization, will be, indeed, more broadly discussed in the next 

sections. 

 

2.4 The university field and its internal crisis: explaining the mobilization process 

 

 The objective of this section is to offer a more dynamic picture of my analytical framework. To 

do so, I need to introduce the central question of my research. The main purpose of the present work 

is to assess the impact that the mobilization carried out by the normally weakest universities actors, 

such as students and junior academics (“dominated actors”), produce on their institutional field. In 

particular, I am interested in explaining and assessing the impact that the recent mobilizations of 

students and researchers, occurring in Italy and England, have had on their universities.  

As mentioned in the previous section, I identify the mobilization process with the main internal threat 

of the field. This threat is generally carried out by the dominated actors. Unable to access the 

institutional channels of influence, lacking the necessary resources and capitals (Bourdieu 2000), these 

actors adopt “innovative actions” (McAdam et al. 2001), using the “power of numbers” (DeNardo 

1985) to put forward their claims and have significant impacts on the field of interest (Cloward and 

Piven 1977). Applied to the university field, mobilization processes are, thus, a set of actions, brought 

forward by actors, such as students, precarious academic staff, service workers, and researchers, 

                                                           
24 Leaving apart here the variety of private universities and, more generally, of non-public university systems 
that are not part of my investigation. 
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aimed at influencing aspects of the university field that normally are not under their control. More 

specifically, a process of mobilization depicts two features of movement politics: the movement 

strategies and its collective power (or mobilization capacity).25  

However, this is not the whole story. The capacity to have an impact cannot only depend on the 

magnitude and disruptiveness of this process, but also on the type of context in which it takes place 

and, above all, on the type of responses from the challenges it receives. In short, I need to complicate 

the picture. Assessing the impact of university mobilizations means, therefore, to look at a broader 

and more dynamic process involving also all the actors and institutions under attack. In concrete terms, 

this implies that in my explanatory model, besides the components of the mobilization process, I also 

have to add some contextual and other (reactive) subjective elements. As for the other reactive 

subjective elements, I chose here to take into account two of them, namely the (potential) allies and 

the type of challenged authorities (dominant actors). Additionally, and related to the type of context 

in which the mobilization takes place, one cannot overlook the type of governance unit associated with 

the action field. In other words, the type of university governance that shapes the field is relevant for 

the mobilization process and its impact. It is, indeed, in the dynamic interplay of dominant and 

dominated, governance structures and mobilization processes that the impacts of university struggles 

are (or are not) made.  

All these elements well explain why only a framework based on the concept of field seems to be the 

most proper tool of analysis. Unlike other frameworks of analysis such as, for instance, the political 

mediation theory (Amenta and Caren 2004) or the organizational mediation model (Arthur 2011), my 

model moves away from the so-called “movement-centeredness” of the vast majority of social 

movement studies, which exhibit a “general neglect of other actors who also shape the broader 

episodes of contention in which movements are typically embedded” (McAdam and Boudet 2012: 2). 

Mostly, such other actors—namely, political elites, state administrators, economic elites—are 

portrayed as structural features and, thus, designed as unable to take an active part in the environment 

in which the movement acts. By contrast, through my field perspective, I provide a more balanced (and 

dynamic) attention to both movement actors and their opponents. As Balsiger reminds us (2014: 4), 

also movement targets must be understood as “active players who, when facing challenges, develop 

various strategies to defend their position and oppose their challengers.” Emphasizing the dynamic 

interplay of movements and their opponents is precisely one of the main analytical goals that an 

approach based on the concept of field allows me to pursue.  

                                                           
25 The “mobilization process” is a sub-set phenomenon of the process of “university struggle” (see Section 1.4). 
Presented like that, a university struggle can be defined as a complex of mobilization processes carried out in a 
specific period of time. 
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In the remainder of the section, I better describe all the features portraying the “dynamic interplay” 

(Scharpf 1997) between the dominated and dominant actors of the university. This interplay is the 

result and depends both on the kind of strategies adopted by the former and on those adopted by the 

latter. In other words, the kind of governance and, more especially, the counter-strategies adopted by 

its actors are absolutely central in explaining the impact of mobilization processes that take place 

within the university field.  

Mobilization Process of the Dominated Actors 

Strategies: 

Lobbying 

Disruption 

Mixed (“in-and-out-the-institutions”) 

Internal Resources:  

Mobilization Capacity: Amount of Protest Mobilization 

University Governance Unit 

Dominant Actors’ Counter-Strategies: 

Academics vs. Academic Managers 

Distribution of Power: 

Polycentric vs. Monocentric 

Mobilization Process of the Dominated Actors 

Strategies 

Actors who normally possess a scant amount of economic and political resources tend to employ 

alternative and less costly resources to achieve their desired goals (Cloward and Piven 1977, Zald, 

Mayer, and McCarthy 1979). This is also the case of students and junior academics. They are generally 

at the margins of academic decision-making. To fill this gap of influence, these actors have often 

adopted unconventional and/or non-institutional forms of action such as university occupations, 

blockades, sit-ins, rallies, demonstrations and so on (Statera 1975). In doing so, they aimed to resist 

and/or favor some university policies. Movement scholars have defined this way of doing politics as 

contentious (McAdam et al. 2001). Just like other movements, student movements are faced with a 

variety of strategic decisions that shape the way they approach their targets.26 Primary among them is 

the consideration of how assertive tactics should be. More specifically, literature on social movements 

                                                           
26 Yet, (even bounded) rational strategies are not sufficient to explain the actors’ practices and the extent of 
their disruptiveness. As mentioned earlier in the text, an important role is also played by what Nick Crossley 
(2003) has called “activist habitus”. The action repertoire of a protest group is, indeed, inherited from the past 
protest experiences of the group itself. This heritage affects and constraints their present action repertoire. I 
will better show how this “activist habitus” works in practice, when introducing my empirical analysis of the 
Italian and the English mobilizations. 
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traditionally distinguish between conventional and unconventional repertories of action (Tarrow 1994, 

Cotta et al. 2001), assertive and non-assertive tactics of contention (Arthur 2011).  

Applied to my research, I distinguish between disruptive and non-disruptive tactics of contention. I call 

disruptive those forms of action aimed at disturbing and/or interrupting the ordinary course of social 

life, such as building occupations, academic blockades, unauthorized demonstrations and urban riots. 

On the other hand, I call non-disruptive those tactics that do not aim to disrupt academic activities but 

only to convey some concern, such as letter-writing campaigns, teach-ins, sit-ins, and rallies. I 

operationalize the extent of disruptiveness as the proportion of disruptive acts carried out on the 

amount of protest activities. The higher the proportion of disruptive events, the higher the extent of 

militancy of a protest campaign.  

When a group is determined to act, mobilization can fluctuate between the adoption of purely 

disruptive means and purely lobbyist means. The employment of certain means can also vary over 

time, as some means can be regarded more appropriate for initial stages and others for later phases 

of mobilization. In fact, most political campaigns start with lobbying (meetings with authorities, 

declarations, petitions) that allow the movement to consolidate a consensus and gain momentum for 

the initiation of a phase of more open confrontation with authorities. Sometimes, in spite of the 

intentions of the core group of activists, campaigns do not reach the level of open confrontation, and 

continue using mostly lobbyist means. Drawing on this distinction, three main strategies are envisaged: 

lobbying, disruptive, and mixed (“in-and-out”) strategies. 

Lobbying 

Mobilizations and protest campaigns are not necessarily or automatically disruptive in their means and 

objectives. The main goal of student activists is not always to withdraw cooperation from the formal 

or informal channels of participation with authorities. Students formally engaged in university politics, 

such as student unionists and representatives, view their role and activities as a daily involvement in 

all the institutional forms of politics characterizing the field of higher education. Drawing on political 

economy literature (Culpepper 2011), I call this understanding and practice of politics “lobbying”. 

Examples of this include promoting and launching media campaigns, organizing public debates with 

different stakeholders, and taking part in meetings with public authorities, representatives and 

officials. 

By definition, lobbyism is an activity limited to communicative actions generally pursued by small 

groups, where rank-and-file students remain as spectators, in passive roles. Students who prefer 

lobbyist practices regard mobilizations and, more generally, mass politics as problematic and even 

damaging for the purposes of students. According to this view, the unpredictable and ever-changing 
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nature of protests would entail more risks than benefits. For those who prefer lobbyist strategies, the 

best way of doing university politics is through small and knowledgeable groups of people and formal 

organizations (such as the official student unions). This is because only small groups of students and 

student organizations can effectively engage with the tasks of lobbying academic institutions and 

authorities. 

Disruption 

The most popular strategy that (and by definition associated with) movements have historically 

adopted to exert leverage on institutions is disruption. The disruptive power of movements lies in the 

threat of halting some processes that their opponents value. More specifically, disruptive power is the 

power activated from below through the withdrawal of contributions to social cooperation by people 

at the lower end of hierarchical social relations (Cloward 2006). That power consists in their ability to 

disrupt a pattern of on going and institutionalized cooperation that depends on their consent. 

Disruption denotes, thus, the leverage that results from the breakdown of institutionally regulated 

cooperation. 

A mobilization is disruptive when most of its actions aim at affecting the life of communities and 

institutions by paralyzing or seriously disturbing their core functions. For instance, students who 

occupy a department by preventing it from performing its daily seminars and classes, or researchers 

who refuse to run assigned courses, are two examples of actions that withdraw cooperation and put 

in crisis the core institutional activities of the university. 

Mixed (“in-and-out-the-institutions”) 

The purpose of those mobilized is to achieve a change in a sensitive area that is subjected to public 

regulations. But as students lack direct access to decision-making, the presence of intervening factors 

is required for mobilizations to have an impact. Social movement literature has shown how the 

presence of political allies in political institutions, in key decision-making bodies, in media, and, even 

more generally, in the public arena is one the main factors determining or, at least, facilitating the 

success of a movement (Kitschelt 1986, Amenta et al. 1992, della Porta and Rucht 1995, Kriesi et al. 

1995, Cress and Snow 2000, Kriesi 2004). Historically, “natural allies” of movements have been left 

parties or unions (Della Porta and Rucht 1995, Kriesi et al. 1995). Likewise, as the protest increases in 

intensity or in its levels of disruptiveness, the existence of elite divisions at the institutional level may 

favour the movement’s success (Kriesi 2004). More generally, protesters may realize that only the 

adoption of disruptive tactics cannot be enough for the pursuit of their goals. When this awareness 

rises, their political strategy can significantly change. Besides disruptive actions, protesters can decide 

to make alliances with institutional insiders or even try to directly access the institutions. I call this dual 
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type of strategy “mixed” or “in-and-out-the institutions,” as protesters consciously decide not to 

choose between one of the two options (in or out), but rather to embrace both options in order to 

better achieve their goals. 

Within non-state institutions, such as firms, NGOs, universities, occasionally protesters and/or 

outsiders make alliances with power insiders or even key members of their decisional bodies. Kelly 

Moore (1999) calls the latter “mediators,” Santoro and McGuire (1997) “institutional activists,” while 

more recently Meyerson and Tompkins (2007) have adopted the notion of “tempered radicals.” 

According to them, disruptive challenges coupled with institutional vulnerability are translated into 

changes when mediators—individuals who are members of a movement and also professional 

members of an institution—initiate changes in actions in organizations within institutions. Such 

mediators are likely to occupy marginal, rather than central, positions with respect to institutional 

membership. Mediators, who occupy this middle ground between institutions and movements, are in 

a good position to translate the claims of protesting groups into changes in practices, norms, and 

members (Moore 1999). In a similar vein, Meyerson and Tompkins (2007: 311) see tempered radicals 

as “insiders and outsiders” the institution, who “identify with and are committed to their 

organizations, and are also committed to a cause, community, or ideology that is fundamentally 

different from, and possibly at odds with, the dominant culture” of their institution. 

In the university context, assistant professors and researchers (Bayer 1972, Statera 1975, Horn 2007) 

or, more recently, teaching and research assistants as well as the unions of academic and non-

academic staff, are usually actors sympathetic with students or with whom the latter can make an 

alliance. Similarly, student organizations often express sympathy in relation to the demands of 

academic and administrative workers. The role of these mediators, institutional activists, and 

tempered radicals is more relevant when students address local authorities and/or when the 

resolution of a conflict depends on the decisions of the president or its direct team. I hypothesize that 

in contexts in which the managers are the dominant actors, alliances between students and academic 

staff are more likely (England). By contrast, in university contexts dominated by tenured and senior 

professors I postulate the presence of various and more horizontal coalitions of the “excluded” (Italy).  

Internal Resources  

Mobilization Capacity  

Lacking strategic resources such as money or political and economic ties with powerful actors, the 

capability of mobilizing the largest number of people in a protest campaign has been ever since 

considered one of the main weapons of movements. Mobilizing a large number of participants is, 

indeed, a sign of the consensus reached by a movement at least in its own constituency: it shows the 
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political strength that DeNardo has defined as “the power of numbers” (DeNardo 1985). If displaying 

movement’s numerical strength is one way through which social movements exercise influence, then 

a movement’s destiny depends to a great extent on the number of its supporters. In other words, “the 

logic of numbers” is one of the most important logics of protest pursued by movements (della Porta, 

Diani 2006). Numerical strength increases a collective action’s disruptive potential by overburdening 

law enforcement’s capacity to suppress the protest.  

Widespread mobilization may also be effective by virtue of the fact that it severely disrupts a 

community’s daily routines (Morris 1993). “Naturally the disruption of daily routines increases with 

numbers, and the regime’s ability to control crowds inevitably suffers as they grow larger. In addition 

to the immediate disruption they cause, demonstrations by their size also give the regime an indication 

of how much support the dissidents enjoy” (DeNardo 1985: 36). Put more briefly, mobilizations are 

processes of political activation of social groups. The definition that Charles Tilly offers in From 

Mobilization to Revolutions (Tilly 1978) goes precisely in this direction. Tilly defines, indeed, 

mobilization as “the process by which a group goes from being a passive collection of individuals to an 

active participant in public life” (Tilly 1978: 69). In other words, Tilly sees the capacity of mobilization 

as the best expression of the collective power of movements. In the same vein, I conceive the 

mobilization capacity of university actors as their capacity to act as a collective group sharing a 

common identity. In a nutshell, their mobilization capacity is the direct result of their collective power. 

In operational terms, I define mobilization capacity as the amount of protest activities carried by the 

movement during a certain span of time. 

University Governance Unit 

Dominant Actors’ Counter-Strategies: 

Academics vs. Academic Managers 

Internal authorities are the type of “enemy” that protesters mobilizing within organizations and 

institutions are forced to face on their way, when pursuing their goals (Walker et al. 2008). As for the 

case of universities, greater attention must be paid to the strategic repertoire that the university 

leadership is free/constrained to deploy, when it is internally challenged. Apart from a seminal article 

published in 1978 (Berger and Zald 1978), the issue of how authorities of non-state institutions respond 

to internal challenges has been overlooked in social research (Davis et al. 2005). To conceptualize the 

strategies that university leaders take on in dealing with internal challengers, the closest bulk of studies 

on which I can draw turns out to be the emerging literature on movements and corporations (King and 

Soule 2007, King 2008, Walker et al. 2008, Soule 2009, King and Pearce 2010, Balsiger 2014).  



 

 
 

61 

These scholars have recently started to explore how and to what extent movements affect 

corporations and vice versa (King 2008, Walker et al. 2008). More notably, some authors have 

elaborated systematic typologies on the counter-strategies of corporations (Soule 2009, Balsiger 

2014). Although there are some differences concerning the kind of authorities I am tackling in my 

study, it is at these typologies that I look in order to build mine. There is, indeed, a certain agreement 

among these scholars (Davis et al. 2005) on the fact that the counter-strategies adopted by non-State 

actors and institutions, such as universities, firms, and religious organizations, are not so dissimilar, 

but are actually grounded on a similar logic of vulnerability. If compared to States, these institutions 

are less open to external influence, but more vulnerable to internal de-legitimation and non-

participation (Walker et al. 2008). These similar dynamics of reaction are observed within both for-

profit organizations, such as firms, and no-profit organizations, such as universities and churches. As a 

result, the counter-strategies of corporations seem to be a relatively good proxy for those of the 

university leadership. 

The best effort of conceptualization and systematization of this typology of counter-strategies is 

included in the recent work by Philip Balsiger (2014) on the “political action repertoires of 

corporations.” Drawing on the above mention literature, Balsiger builds a typology of strategies based 

on six options: avoidance, acquiescence, compromise, sidestepping, confrontation and prevention. 

With some modifications, I regard this typology as the most adequate to assess and explain the 

counterstrategies adopted by the university dominant actors. I will shortly introduce each of these 

strategies. Avoidance is a “form of reaction that is actually a non-reaction, a non-action, but a 

deliberate one: firms simply ignore demands” (Balsiger 2014: 4). In the university context, one can 

interpret it as the full absence of responses by the authorities to the demands and claims of the 

students. Acquiescence implies that “the companies accept activist demands and change their policies 

accordingly” (ibid.). When the students achieve what they demand, the university leadership responds 

precisely in this way. Compromise occurs, instead, when a negotiation takes place, and university 

leaders make some concession to the students.  

Sidestepping is when authorities “use tactics to respond to movement demands that do not address 

the actual demands, but concerns other issues” (ibid.: 5). In universities, such a situation occurs, for 

instance, when rectors or vice-chancellors do not address the student demands, but hijack an overt 

discussion on them by introducing other and minor issues. Confrontation means the willingness to fully 

reject the demands of the challengers. Within universities, there are many authority tactics 

implementing this strategy, ranging from open conflict in official meetings and adversarial media 

campaigns to suspension, going to court, and mobbing. Finally, prevention means that authorities aim 

to prevent movement demands “from coming up and put in place measures to be better prepared 
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when they arrive” (ibid.: 6). In university contexts this occurs when rectors or vice chancellors launch 

programs favoring actors without involving them in the decision-making and implementation 

processes.  

In Tab. 2.4, I graphically present the six counter-strategies, for each of which I have associated a specific 

action tactic, that is, the way in which the university leaders concretely accomplish their strategy: 

ranging from collaboration (acquiescence) to repression (confrontation). Additionally, and unlike 

Balsiger (2014: 3), I have ordered the six strategies by assigning them an ordinal structure based upon 

their degree of openness/acceptance towards internal mobilizations. As one can easily grasp, while 

acquiescence is the most cooperative strategy adopted by the authorities, confrontation is the most 

antagonistic that they can deploy. 

Tab. 2.4. Counter-strategies of the university dominant actors 

Strategic orientations Tactics orientations  

Acquiescence Collaboration 

Compromise Negotiation 

Avoidance Non-reaction 

Prevention Pre-emption and pro-action 

Sidestepping Hijacking and obstruction 

Confrontation Repression 

 

As for the leadership of current English and Italian universities, my expectation is that when running 

into student mobilizations, English academic managers are more prone to use adversarial strategies 

(ranging from confrontation to avoidance) than Italian academics. Their more “managerial” logic of 

action makes the English leaders less inclined to go for negotiation and look for mediation. On the 

contrary, Italian leaders are more used to go for compromise and solve situations of conflict. In this 

sense, they act on a more “political” logic of action.  

Distribution of Power: 

Polycentric vs. Monocentric 
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The second dimension characterizing the governance unit, which turns out to be important in order to 

assess and explain the dominant actors’ responses, is more “structural” and has to do with the internal 

distribution and organization of university power. The concentration or diffusion of this power among 

distinct actors and/or decisional bodies makes a significant difference in terms of institutional 

responses that the dominant actors provide to internal challengers. Akin to the studies exploring the 

political opportunity structure (POS) of state institutions (Tilly 1999, della Porta and Diani 2006, Tarrow 

2011), I share their central hypothesis that the institutional response to mobilizations will be more 

prompt, vigorous and effective where the political power is concentrated and not diffuse. Where the 

power is held by only one actor, elite, and/or organ, the internal establishment does not need to 

negotiate, to come to an agreement and to deliberate with anyone else but itself to come out with a 

response. In this case, the institutional reaction is more likely to be fast, powerful and confrontational 

in the effort to immediately and effectively silence the challengers' demands 

On the contrary, in cases in which the power is institutionally or historically shared, the establishment 

response is deemed to be slower, weaker, and less effective insofar as political negotiations and 

compromises among actors/groups play a relatively significant role in the decision-making. As for the 

types of university governance units (see again Tab. 3 above), I hypothesize that, between the two 

types of academic governance, the “academic leadership” will be more confrontational and effective 

in facing internal challengers than the “senatorial.” Likewise, I hypothesize that, between the two types 

of managerial governance, the “corporate/”managerial” will be more than the “dual/shared 

governance.” 

 

2.5 Impacting the universities: mobilization and field settlement 

 

How to conceptualize the impact of university mobilizations? This last section devoted to the 

application of my analytical framework deals with the issue of (potential) change. Speaking with the 

language of my field theory, I view the various types of impact made by the mobilization process as 

various types of “resettlement” occurring within the university field. I expect that the greater the 

strength of the mobilization (internal threat) and the deeper its attack to the core of the field, namely 

its governance structure, the greater the likelihood of field transformation and the emergence of a 

new institutional setting with a new logic. Speaking of the variety of university impacts in terms of 

strength produced and of target affected means to speak of the variety and extent of transformations 

occurring within the university field. In other words, the concept of university impact can be seen as 

the bridging concept of social movement, field, and organizational theories. The capacity to produce 

an impact within the university can be seen as a more or less successful attempt to modify such 
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institutional field. Building on several studies of social movements, below I introduce the typology of 

impacts triggered and/or generated by mobilizations within the university field. 

As shown in section 1.5, a specific literature dealing with the impacts of mobilizations within 

organizations and non-state institutions does not exist yet. The closest bulk of study that could be seen 

as a good proxy for such a concept is the literature dealing with the political consequences of social 

movements (for an updated review, look at Amenta et al. 2010). By and large, the political impacts of 

social movements are those outcomes that alter in some way their political and institutional 

environment (Giugni 2008, Giugni et al. 2013). While the first seminal studies exploring and classifying 

them (Schumaker 1975) did not distinguish between their various subtypes, and, thus, one could 

observe typologies in which structural, institutional, procedural and substantive outcomes were mixed 

together (Kitschelt 1986), more recent studies (Kolb 2007, Amenta et al. 2010, Bosi et al. 2015) 

succeeded in drawing a clearer distinction between them by subdividing these outcomes into two 

distinct groups: “one related to substantive political change, and another related to change in political 

institutions” (Kolb 2007: 21). In doing so, one may analytically distinguish between those impacts 

affecting policies and their implementation and those associated with structural and institutional 

change. One may call policy outcomes the first group and institutional outcomes the second (Bosi et 

al. 2015).  

The kind of impact that I aim to assess in my investigation is more clearly related to the first than the 

second group. I am, in fact, interested in studying how and when mobilizations taking place in 

universities have an impact within such organizations by affecting their core activities and their 

decision-making process. As I explicitly do not take into account changes occurring at the macro and 

structural level of the polity or political system, the typology of policy outcomes turns out to be more 

appropriate for my analysis than the typology of institutional political outcomes. Among the most 

recent typologies dealing with policy outcomes the most exhaustive seems to be the classification 

elaborated by Kolb in Protest and Opportunities. The Political Outcomes of Social Movements (2007). 

His typology has the merit to tackle and solve all the most problematic aspects associated with the 

concept of movement outcomes (see section 1.5 of the present work for a recall). More notably, Kolb 

succeeds in fixing four aspects that the past theorizations of social movement outcomes have not well 

and effectively treated. 

First, his conceptualization of impact goes beyond the more narrow perspectives only focused on the 

assessment of movement goals (Gamson 1990) to include also the effects that can be provoked on 

larger publics and constituencies. In this sense, Kolb is aware that the adoption of a “public good 

perspective” (Amenta and Young 1999) permits to capture some broader aspects related to a 

movement impact that the Gamsonian perspective is unable to. Secondly and related to this, his 
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typology accounts also for the unintended consequences produced by the actions of movements. 

Thirdly and as a result, this classification is able to catch and assess also the negative effects generated 

by movements. In this way, one can more effectively and broadly assess their success or failure. Finally 

and most importantly, Kolb’s typology allows the researcher to focus the attention also on the 

movement target, as it explicitly takes into account and assesses the capacity of responsiveness of the 

latter. In doing so, Kolb offers a more dynamic, processual, and even interactive picture of how and 

when a movement makes an impact by accounting for aspects that are generally treated separately or 

statically (Amenta et al. 1992). As Bosi et al. (2015: 24-25) remind us, “one should not only look at what 

movements do and how they do it, but also to who the targets of the challengers they pose are, what 

they do, and why” in order to better assess its impact. By and large, this typology turns out to be the 

most appropriate and effective in observing and assessing the impacts of mobilizations within the 

university, if one conceives them as the result of a dynamic interplay between opposing actors as it is 

precisely in my analysis. 

Kolb distinguishes five types of substantive political outcomes that mobilizations may be able to 

produce: 1. Agenda impact, 2. Alternatives impact, 3. Policy impact, 4. Implementation impact, 5. 

Goods impact. “Agenda impact” assesses the influence of social movements on the composition of the 

political agenda. “Alternatives impact” refers to the extent to which movements are able to influence 

the content of policy proposals. “Policy impact” indicates the adoption of legislation or other forms of 

binding political decisions caused by a social movement. While “implementation impact” refers to a 

movement’s influence in accelerating, stopping, or slowing down the implementation of public 

policies. Finally, “goods impact” assesses the degree to which social movements influence the 

provision of collective or public goods.27 With some minor modifications, and translating all the five 

impacts into the university context, I present my own typology of impacts:  

Typology of university impacts 

1. Agenda impact: it refers to the capacity of movements to affect the political and institutional agenda 

of the university leadership and of the governing bodies. Examples: the inclusion of an issue on the 

agenda of official meetings of the governing board caused by a student mobilization; the institutional 

and political attention paid to a movement by rectors/vice-chancellors.  

2. Alternatives impact: it refers to the capacity of movements to affect the content of decisions taken 

by the university leadership and the content of the policy proposals taken by the governing bodies. 

                                                           
27 This paragraph with the definitions of the five kinds of outcome, forming the typology of substantive political 
outcomes, is heavily taken from Kolb (2007: 28).   
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Examples: student proposals taken into consideration by rectors/vice-chancellors; policy amendments 

proposed by students and accepted by the governing boards.  

3. Policy impact: it refers to the capacity of movements to cause the adoption of decisions by the 

university leadership and policies by the governing bodies. Examples: the adoption of measures or 

decisions by rectors/vice-chancellors caused by a student mobilization; the adoption of decisions and 

policies by the governing boards caused by a student mobilization.  

4. Implementation impact: it refers to the capacity of movements to accelerate, stop, or slow down 

the implementation of measures and decisions by the university leadership and the implementation 

of policies by the governing bodies. Examples: when a student mobilization stops or slows down the 

implementation of decisions taken by rectors/vice-chancellors, or decisions and policies adopted by 

governing boards.28  

5. Goods impact: it refers to the capacity of movements to affect, change, and organize university life 

with particular reference to its core institutional activities of teaching and research. Example: the 

institutionalization of curricular and extra-curricular activities organized by students or researchers.  

In line with the contribution made by Kriesi et al. (1995), each of these five types can include both 

reactive and proactive impacts. As one can easily grasp, the more numerous the (positive) impacts of 

movements are, the greater the extent of change of the university field in the direction desired by the 

movements is. That said, it is useful to conclude this section by bearing in mind some 

recommendations that the same Felix Kolb (2007) has provided on how to better understand and 

explain the movement impact on policy processes. First, he reminds us that it “is impossible to capture 

the overall political impact of a social movement—even in relation to a single policy goal” (Kolb 2007: 

27). This means that it is not possible to take into account and investigate all the impacts that, for 

instance, a student mobilization produces in the effort to affect a policy process even at the level of 

individual universities.  

Secondly, Kolb reminds us that “to achieve their ultimate political goals, movements have to overcome 

multiple barriers in the policy making process” (ibid.). The fact that student protesters are able to get 

the attention of their target does not tell us much about their capacity to influence the other stages of 

a policy process. It may be more difficult, in fact, to successfully affect the adoption or implementation 

of specific policies. Thirdly and strictly related to this, Kolb warns us of the fact that “some causal 

mechanisms of political change might be more likely to influence certain parts of the policy making 

                                                           
28 The case of an acceleration in the process of policy implementation is, in principle, included in this impact, 
but it is empirically very difficult to observe in cases of university mobilizations.  
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process” (Ibid.). While in order to get the attention of the university authorities or to stop the 

implementation of a certain academic decision the adoption of disruptive tactics may suffice, this does 

not hold when at stake there are attempts to influence the adoption of policies or the provision of 

certain curricular and extracurricular services. In the latter cases, one can suppose that a combination 

of different strategies or mechanisms of influence are also needed. For instance, the presence of 

institutional allies or sympathetic actors within the governing boards where such decisions are taken 

can be crucial to facilitate the adoption of student demands.  
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Chapter 3. Model and methodology 
 

3.1 Introduction  

 

In this chapter, I present the research design and methodology of the present work. In section 

3.2, I introduce the argument of my analysis alongside the research question and its related 

expectations. In section 3.3, I provide a dynamic and interactive view of my theoretical model of 

explanation. In section 3.4, I show why the comparison between Italian and English universities is an 

appropriate choice in order to assess my model. Finally in section 3.5, I illustrate the methodology and 

the main methods I have adopted to carry out the present investigation. 

 

3.2 Argument and expectations 
 

My study on the recent struggles within Italian and English universities starts from a general 

and underlying assumption: mobilizations within institutions do matter. They always produce a visible, 

as well as invisible, impact that can be seen and assessed by the researcher (Davis et al. 2005). Although 

with different approaches and, sometimes, with even conflicting findings, social movement scholars 

have actually contributed to broadening and confirming the meaning of the aforementioned 

proposition. In essence, for all these kinds of studies, mobilization produces change. However, the 

major matter of disagreement among these scholars concerns the way this change is produced. The 

first and seminal studies of this sort highlighted the presence of specific movement characteristics 

(Bosi et al. [2015] call them “movement-controlled variables”), whose strength was crucial in bringing 

about the desired change. Their disagreement relied precisely upon the kind of characteristics needed 

for the movement to win. Gamson (1990 [1975]), McCarthy and Zald (1977), for instance, regarded the 

movement organizational strength, such as the number of its adherents and organizations, as the main 

factor determining the impact. For them, “the greater the organizational strength of movements, the 

stronger their impact on public policy” (Giugni 2004: 151). In Gamson’s view (1990 [1975]), the key 

organizational characteristic explaining the movement’s success was given by its degree of 

bureaucratization and centralization. For him, the most successful movements were, thus, those highly 

bureaucratized and centralized, as they tended to escape factionalism and, therefore, failure. 

Criticizing Gamson’s argument on the importance of organizational characteristics for the movement’s 

success, Piven and Cloward (1977) argued, on the contrary, that high levels of bureaucratization and 

centralization were precisely the main cause of movement failure. For them, the process of 
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organization-building is, in fact, typically antithetical to the interests of the movement constituency 

and of their rank-and-file members. For a movement to be successful, the main important 

characteristic is its capacity of disruption. In their view, “disruption is the most powerful resource that 

movements have at their disposal to reach their goals” (Giugni et al. 1999: xvii). Disrupting actions 

make the day-to-day reproduction of institutional life where the movement acts impossible and, 

therefore, are meant to bring about change in the movement's desired direction. Yet, as several 

movement scholars have more lately stressed in their studies (Kitschelt 1986, Amenta et al. 1992, 

Tarrow 1998, Cress and Snow 2000), the argument of disruption (as well as the argument of the 

organizational strength) is too simplistic, in that it guiltily does not take into account the contextual 

factors, which are equally responsible for and concur to the movement impact. The presence of elite 

divisions and/or institutional allies, the type of electoral system, the centralization/decentralization of 

political powers, among several other factors, are all kinds of environmental factors that help or inhibit 

the movement change (Kriesi 2004; Bosi et al. [2015] call them “political-institutional context”). Social 

movement literature has defined these contextual political factors as political opportunity structures 

(POSs) and the theoretical models, which account for them in explaining movement impact, as 

“political mediation model” (Giugni 2004). These scholars maintain “the impact of movements is 

mediated strongly by political conditions” (Amenta et el. 1992: 335).  

More notably, for many of them, what makes a movement impact significant is the “institutional 

vulnerability” of the movement targeted institution (Moore 1999). Among several other aspects, this 

vulnerability can embrace and identify with the presence of powerful institutional allies, willing to 

support the change in the direction desired by the movement (Tarrow 1998), the unfolding of a strong 

elite division (Kitschelt 1986), opening a window of opportunity for external challengers, or even the 

formal distribution of political power along the axis decentralization/centralization, which makes the 

institution more or less open to movement demands. More generally, all the “political mediation 

model” theorists share the hypothesis that “the more open the target institution is to change, the 

more effective the mobilization of the movement will be” (King 2008: 396). In this sense, for them, 

“mobilization and collective action are usually insufficient for policy changes” (Amenta et al. 1992: 

312).  

Even though I do share most of the assumptions underlying the political mediation model, I depart 

from it in two specific but significant respects for my research. The first has to do with the kind of 

institution that traditionally is investigated and taken into account by these studies, the second has to 

do with the kind of “causal mechanism” (McAdam et al. 2001) that is generally adopted to explain the 

relation between movements and institutional structures and, more especially, how the former affects 

the latter. As for the first remark, while the political mediation model theorists mainly explore State 
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institutions and their actors, in my research I deal with a subject, the university, that social movement 

literature defines as “non-state institution” (Walker et al. 2008). The type of institution in which the 

mobilization takes place has, in fact, significant implications for the kind of strategies that challengers 

adopt, the type of institutional responses that authorities deploy and, above all, for the logic of their 

interaction. Additionally and as for the second remark, these theorists tend to conceive of the 

environment in which the mobilization takes place as a fixed and relatively static structure (McAdam 

et al. 2001, Jasper 2006, Goodwin and Jasper 2012) rather than as a dynamic and living entity, made 

up of people with their own interests, norms, and strategies. This sort of structuralist understanding 

prevents them from seeing and understanding the very dynamics of interaction at play when two 

distinct groups of actors confront each other, as it is in the case of the dynamic interplay taking place 

between dominant and dominated actors of the university. In the remainder of this section and before 

introducing my research questions and expectations, I tackle more specifically both of these aspects, 

which represent a central part of my argument on the impact of mobilizations within contemporary 

universities.  

To begin with, I study a “non-state institution.” As Walker et al. (2008) suggest, non-state institutions 

show three vulnerabilities when facing internal mobilizations that states do not have. First, non-state 

institutions are less open to influence: this makes them less prone to internal demands for change and, 

thus, when the latter show up, these institutions are less ready to deal with them. Secondly, non-state 

institutions are more vulnerable to internal de-legitimation. Given the fact that working, living, and 

being members of institutions such a firm, university, or a religious association entails a greater 

personal and collective symbolic involvement to feel part of it. These organizations need to rely upon 

a greater legitimacy than States. In other words, some relatively minor changes in the legitimacy of a 

company or university can have severe consequences for that institution. Finally, non-state institutions 

are more vulnerable to non-participation than states. Not taking part in the activities of a school or 

firm has a more disruptive effect than not participating as citizens in the state activities (i.e. voting). 

To summarize, since states have a greater capacity for repression, facilitation and routinization (Davis 

2004), and since they are more open and less vulnerable to delegitimation and nonparticipation, as a 

consequence one expects that events that target non-state institutions “should be significantly more 

radical and disruptive than those that target the state” to be effective (Walker et al 2008: 43-44). This 

is precisely the general expectation underlying my argument on the impact of mobilization processes 

within universities. A mobilization within a university is more likely to produce effects and set in motion 

the reaction of other actors, when it generates disruption (Arthur 2011). The students who occupy a 

department by preventing it from performing its daily seminars and classes, or researchers who refuse 

to run assigned courses are two instances of action that put in crisis the core institutional activities of 
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the university. This kind of action can heavily affect the internal life of such an institution by paralyzing 

several of its activities (Piven 2006). Negatively or positively, the authorities responsible with tackling 

these challenges are forced to offer a response in order to restore and/or modify the conditions of the 

institutional situation that is under contestation. This is already a kind of effect that such a disruption 

produces. 

However, this is not the whole story. In my research, I look at processes and dynamic interactions 

activated by opposing actors rather than simply mechanistic and deterministic relations between 

actors and contextual factors (McAdam et al. 2001). More specifically, I see the impact of the 

mobilization process as the result of the dynamic interplay between challengers and challenged (Jasper 

2006, Piven 2006, Goodwin and Jasper 2012). In other words, the impact of a mobilization depends 

simultaneously both on its strength and orientation, and on the strength and type of the authorities’ 

response. If the strength (i.e. mobilization capacity) and orientation (i.e. strategy) of the challengers 

are not enough to determine the desired impact within the institution in which they act, this is because 

the strength and type of authorities governing the institution are equally important in determining it 

(Piven 2006). Put another way, the impact of a mobilization within a non-state institution can be better 

explained and assessed if seen as the result of an interaction between actors whose strategies and 

conducts are strongly shaped and influenced by the same institution in which such an interaction 

occurs (Davis et al. 2005, Scott 2014).  

With particular reference to my analysis, I explain and assess the impact of mobilizations within 

universities conceived as the outcome of a “strategic interaction” between opposing actors whose 

strategies and modes of interaction are conditioned by the same institutional setting in which such 

actors are placed. A strategic perspective is, in fact, able to give “equal and symmetric weight to 

protestors and to the other players whom they engage, […] by focusing equally on players and the 

arenas in which they interact” (Jasper 2015: 9). Fritz Scharpf (1997) has defined this approach as “actor-

centered institutionalism,” as it refers to a way of investigating which is especially “focused on the 

interactive strategies of purposive actors operating within institutional settings that, at the same time, 

enable and constrain these strategies” (Scharpf 1997: 36). In the same vein, James Jasper has more 

recently spoken of carrying out “a careful examination of players and arenas, accompanied by 

theorizing on the strategic interactions among them” (Jasper 2015: 9). With some minor modifications, 

this is precisely the approach that I take on in order to formulate my research questions and related 

expectations. 

How and when do “processes of mobilization” produce an impact within universities?   
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Expectation 1: a high mobilization is a necessary condition to get the attention of the dominant actors, 

but it does not necessarily lead them to make concessions in the direction desired by the dominated 

actors. 

High numbers of participants involved in a movement or protest campaign are crucial to get the 

attention of the media and of the targeted authorities (DeNardo 1985, della Porta and Diani 2006). A 

high mobilization capacity, conveyed through a massive participation or the organization of numerous 

protest events, is both a sign of the movement’s strength and of the high level of consensus that it 

enjoys among its constituency. Media and political authorities cannot pretend not to see and not to 

take the mobilization into account, but are forced to pay attention to the movement activities and 

demands. This holds even more for non-state organizations and institutions such as the universities, 

where a high participation of some of its members in protest activities cannot pass unnoticed by the 

internal authorities. This proposition is particularly true if, then, one compares the levels of attention 

and political credibility that these authorities pay and concede to small groups of activists (and/or 

lobbyists) with those that they feel forced to offer to massive mobilizations and numerous groups. 

While the former can easily be ignored by the authorities without being the subject of public 

indignation, the latter are more carefully and seriously taken in their consideration for not running the 

risk to lose credibility before the internal (and external) audience. Yet, a high level of mobilization is 

not always sufficient for protesters to pursue and achieve their goals. If high numbers are not 

accompanied by the capacity of the movement to permanently access the university decisional organs 

in order to negotiate, assess, and check the institutional responses and policies that the university 

management is forced to provide, these responses and policies can merely be symbolic or even absent.  

Expectation 2: disruption is an effective strategy to get a reaction from the dominant actors, even 

though such a reaction is not always and necessarily favourable to the dominated actors. 

Even though one can disagree with Cloward and Piven (1977) on considering disruption the most 

powerful resource that movements have at their disposal to reach their goals, one cannot deny the 

fact that when it takes place all the affected activities cannot regularly proceed, but are, at least, 

temporarily interrupted. In a complex but relatively small institution such as the university, this 

interruption of activities is even more effective, since it can easily lead to the full paralysis of its 

organizational life. As a result, a prompt and effective response from the university management is 

very likely to be given. The first and most important task of the management is, in fact, to immediately 

restore the conditions that ensure the orderly daily conduct of the university institutional business. 

More specifically, the kind of response that the university management provides depends on several 

factors, both institutional (type and style of governance) and politically contingent (movement 

strength and credibility). However, the adoption of disruptive tactics may not suffice for movement 
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actors to be successful. It is sometimes the case that the adoption of disruptive actions alienates the 

consensus of potential supporters and allies (Jasper 2006) by provoking a harsh and negative reaction 

from the authorities. Aware of the lack of consensus and/or institutional allies that the movement 

suffers, the university authorities can, in fact, play the part of the “bad cop” in order to neutralize the 

movement demands, without losing credibility or being accused of being undemocratic. 

This is mostly the reason why protesters, who adopt disruptive tactics, sometimes also make an effort 

to look for allies and broaden their constituency, insofar as their goal is mainly “instrumental” and 

“substantive,” namely, aimed at pursuing some concrete gain, and not merely “symbolic” and 

“expressive” (Tarrow 1989, Pizzorno 1993). To this end, one of the main political tasks of protesters is 

to find potential allies, even better if more powerful and with institutional access (Santoro and 

McGuire 1997, Moore 1999, Meyerson and Tompkins 2007), willing to join the mobilization. A 

coalition29 of actors in mobilization, with a larger variety of tactics and strategies at their disposal, can 

avail a larger set of action options to exert institutional influence by changing them in proportion and 

according to the target and goal to achieve. Moreover, insofar as one of these actors has a greater 

institutional access or performs a core institutional activity, such a mobilization is meant to produce a 

larger institutional impact. A coalition, made up of both institutional insiders and outsiders (of the 

governing bodies, for instance), can, indeed, adopt a dual strategy of action, a “mixed” or “in-and-out-

the institutions” strategy, by making pressure on the institutional decision-making process through 

mass mobilizations outdoor and, at the same time, by playing the role and the game of the institutional 

actor indoor. External pressure and internal participation amplify the strength and the influence of 

these actors over the institutional decision-making.  

This joint pressure exerted over the decisional organs and actors seems to be crucial in producing some 

positive impact for the protesters in non-state institutions, such as the universities. Given their specific 

vulnerabilities (Walker et al. 2008) and their relatively high “institutional structuration” and proximity 

(see footnote no. 34, this chapter), the adoption of a mixed strategy seems expected to be very 

effective. If it is true that universities are much more vulnerable to internal de-legitimation and non-

participation than state institutions, then the high institutional structuration of the university field and 

the consequent proximity between the various actors (“insiders” and “outsiders”) may make their 

political alliance relatively successful in bringing about some change. Unlike state institutions, the 

relations between the outsiders and the insiders of the decisional process can be institutionally, 

politically, and personally, very tight and the withdrawal from or betrayal of these relations turns out 

                                                           
29 Here I take on the Scharpf’s definition of coalition as “semi-permanent arrangements among actors pursuing 
separate but, by and large, convergent or compatible purposes and using their separate action resources in 
coordinated strategies” (Scharpf 1997: 54).  
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to be very difficult to undertake. Student representatives, especially those who speak for a student 

group, are rarely allowed to change their mind and, thus, betray their political mandate. If they did so, 

they would be hostage of the political, social, and emotional accusation of their student base with 

which they have a daily relation. These representatives seem enjoy de facto an “imperative mandate” 

within the university governing bodies.30  

This has an important political corollary. University managers fear this kind of representation, as they 

perceive that student representatives with a strong political orientation and a strong tie with the 

student body are the expression of a collective voice that is difficult to neutralize or even to manage. 

These representatives act on the behalf of a collective group, which is poised to politically and 

physically support them in the confrontation with the university management. On the other hand, the 

students, who are out of the institutional organs, are also aware that their collective strength 

(expressed, for instance, through protest activities) will be always transformed and translated into 

institutional power and action from their representatives. The political effectiveness of the mixed 

strategy seems to be even higher in achieving some favorable impact within the governing bodies for 

the protesters, when a political alliance between various dominated actors of the university is made. 

In this situation, the amplifying effect of the “power of the streets,” exerted by the “outsiders” 

combined with the institutional power of the insiders can be politically enormous (see for this, my 

empirical findings on the Italian case in Chapter 8).  

Expectation 3: in universities where the distribution of power is monocentric, the dominant actors are 

more confrontational in tackling the mobilizations of the dominated actors than where it is polycentric.  

A university in which only a center, an actor, or group holds most of the power has the capacity to 

produce a quicker and more powerful response to challengers than a university in which the power is 

shared by distinct organs, actors, or groups, and thereby all the decisions need to be extensively 

negotiated. In other words, the governance unit characterized by a “monocentric” distribution of 

power is expected to facilitate a more effective and prompt response from the university management 

than the unit characterized by a “polycentric” distribution, where one assumes a more dispersive and 

time-consuming interaction among several bodies and actors, seen as more or less formally 

responsible for the university business (Moscati 2012). In line with the political mediation model 

(Amenta et al. 1992), one hypothesizes that in cases where the university power is concentrated the 

reactions of the dominant actors to internal challengers will be more confrontational than in cases 

                                                           
30 As a counterfactual example, think of the loose relations between party activists and party leaders sitting on 
some state political bodies. In such a context, one can expect that the “representatives” are institutionally 
much freer to change their mind and political position.  



 

 
 

76 

where such a power is diffuse (for recalling the types of reaction at the disposal of dominant actors, 

see Tab. 4 in section 2.4).  

While in situations where the power is diffuse, episodes of “elite divisions” (Kitschelt 19866), or even 

the appearance of an institutional ally for the movement (Kriesi 2004) occur more often and as a result 

these factors can contribute to moderating the institutional reaction to the challengers, this does not 

seem the case for situations where the university power is firmly in the hands of an actor, a body, or a 

group. In this latter case, the university management can, in fact, more easily and directly respond to 

the challengers without caring too much of taking into consideration other factors and/or actors. The 

main corollary of this for my research question is that I expect to see a greater impact of mobilizations 

in contexts of governance where the power is diffuse (i.e. “senatorial” in Italy, “pre 1992” universities 

in England) compared to contexts where it is concentrated (i.e. “academic leadership” in Italy and in 

the post 1992 English universities).  

 

3.3 Strategies of interaction at play 

 

As shown in chapter 2 and section 3.1, dominated actors cannot rely only upon their capacities, 

strategies and potential to influence the action field in which they act. This leads me to think that it is 

only by assessing the interaction between dominant and dominated actors that an explanation of the 

impact of mobilization processes within the university becomes possible. In other words, all of the 

aforementioned expectations cannot be properly assessed without better explaining how the 

dynamics of interaction between the actors inhabiting the university field take place. The illustration 

of these dynamics is, therefore, the focus of this section.  

The analysis of dynamics of interaction is what normally an “actor-centred institutionalist” (Scharpf 

1997) perspective aims to do, when investigating the strategic interplay of actors in an action field. As 

Fritz Scharpf puts it, “in this model, actors with their orientations and capabilities, […] and their modes 

of interaction are the key factors of explanation” (Scharpf 1997: 39). In short, what such a perspective 

suggests to do is to look at the logic of interaction at play between actors. In order to do so, one should 

carefully explore the goals and strategies of these actors whose confront, which is defined as “strategic 

interaction” (Jasper 2006), is precisely the subject matter of this perspective. A strategic interaction 

occurs “when each side is trying to figure out how the other will react, what that player is thinking and 

intending. Action becomes interaction when both sides are doing it with mutual awareness” (Jasper 

2006: 6). In real-world interactions, there exist potentially many ways in which such interactions occur. 

Yet, it is the institutional setting in which the interaction materializes, constraining and enabling both 
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actors’ strategies and their interaction (Glynn 2008).31 This implies that each institutional setting 

incorporates its own logic of strategic interaction. In the remainder of the section, my task is, therefore, 

to single out the logic of strategic interaction, which better explains, and is associated with, the 

dynamics of interaction between actors within the institutional field of contemporary universities.  

From an institutionalist point of view, there exist four main logics of strategic interaction: “Assurance,” 

“Battle of the Sexes,” “Prisoner’s Dilemma,” and “Chicken.” Like my real-world case, these four logics 

are set for interactions in which the actors, or coalitions of actors, confronting with each other, are 

two. Let us call them Actor A and Actor B.32 The logics of interaction interplaying between Actor A and 

Actor B are what game theorists generally define as a situation of “mixed-motive games,” that is, 

situations in which “the preferences of players are partly harmonious and partly in conflict” (Scharpf 

1997: 73). Depending on whether the strategy is intended to realize the common interest of Actor A 

and Actor B or to maximize the advantage of Actor A at the expense of Actor B (and vice versa), the 

strategies available to both players are conventionally labelled “cooperate” (C) and “defect” (D). Let 

us have a closer glance at each of the four logics of strategic interaction to understand which of them 

can better associated with the institutional field of contemporary universities. 33  

                                                           
31 That said, the relationships between institutions and actors are not linear, unilateral, and deterministic. 
Institutions shape actors’ strategies, to the extent that the latter influences the institution in which they are 
adopted (Lawrence et al. 2009). Institutional “contexts matter to strategy because strategic choices are made 
with a context already in mind” (Goodwin and Jasper 2012: 27). 
32 As all the theorists applying the framework of strategic interaction to dynamics of interaction involving 
collective actors (Scharpf 1997, Jasper 2006, Fligstein and McAdam 2012, Goodwin and Jasper 2012), I am well 
aware that I can fall into conceptual imprecisions or, even worse, into a methodological naivety, in my effort to 
do the same for explaining the interaction between dominant and dominated actors within universities. 
Collective actors cannot, in fact, be easily reduced to or conceived as unitary actors with their own interests 
and goals, as it is in the case of individuals. I agree as well on the fact that collective actors are never 
completely unified. However, for my case of investigation, it is still possible to produce a kind of “necessary 
fiction” (Jasper 2015: 10) in the understanding of university actors as almost unified. Both the dominant and 
dominated actors of the university fulfil all the five conditions that Jasper (2006) defines as necessary in order 
to make a collective actor “unified” and, therefore, able to play a strategic interactive game. For Jasper (2006: 
185), to be considered as unified, these actors have to share “1) some sense of identity; 2) some control over 
resources; 3) some ability to discourage defections; 4) goals distinct from those of individual members; 5) some 
capacity for internal coordination, control, and communication.” Jasper calls them “compound players.” 
Sharing a similar concern on the problematic understanding of collective actors as unitary, Fritz Scharpf defines 
them as “composite actors,” to the extent that they exhibit “a capacity for intentional action at a level above 
the individuals involved” (Scharpf 1997: 52). Unlike Jasper, Scharpf also provides specific examples of 
“composite actors.” They can be coalition, movement, club, and association. As one can easily grasp, all the 
collective actors’ subject matter of my investigation (i.e. student movement and collectives, organizations of 
researchers and temporary academic staff, rectors, managers, and councils) can be regarded as various kind of 
“composite actors” or “compound players,” when confronting each other in the university field.  
33 The next paragraph of this section on the four main logics of strategic interaction is heavily drawn on Schaprf 
(1997: 72-79). To be precise, literature on strategic interaction generally adds other four types of interaction. 
But they are either unrealistic (i.e. pure coordination and pure conflict) or very rare (i.e. deadlock and Rambo 
Game).  
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In the assurance logic of interaction, the actors have a clear common interest in coordinating on C/C, 

providing both actors with their best possible payoff (4,4). However, there is a certain risk involved. If 

Actor A chooses D instead of C, then the “cooperative” Actor B will end up with the worst possible 

outcome (1,3). This game is, thus, a reminder of the crucial importance of mutual predictability in social 

interactions. If Actor B is unable to trust Actor A’s understanding of the common situation, it is 

reasonable to choose D in order to avoid the worst-case outcome of C/D. Finally, if Actor A acts with 

the same uncertainty, then both actors would end up with D/D, which is their second-worst outcome 

(see Tab. 3.1). By and large, the logic of this game remains mainly cooperative. For both actors, it is 

much more convenient trying to trust each other and go for cooperation.  

Tab. 3.1. The “assurance” logic of strategic interaction  

Assurance  Actor A 

C D 

Actor B C 4,4 1,3 

D 3,1 2,2 

 

In the battle of the sexes logic of interaction, the actors have a common interest in coordinating their 

choices so that one of the welfare-superior outcomes (4,3 or 3,4) is reached, even though Actor B 

would prefer the first option (4,3) while Actor A the second (3,4). When played out as a non-

cooperative game with simultaneous moves and without the possibility of prior communication, there 

is no way in which the players could be certain to reach either of the preferred outcomes. In fact, if 

both should choose to cooperate by opting for the outcome preferred by the other actor, they would 

end up with their worst possible payoffs (1,1) (see Tab. 3.2). Similarly to the “assurance” game, also 

the “battle of the sexes” is essentially cooperative. Both actors share, in fact, a common interest, even 

though they are not always aware. Therefore, conflict arises mainly due to a lack of communication 

between them.  
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Tab. 3.2. The “battle of the sexes” logic of strategic interaction  

Battle of the Sexes Actor A 

C D 

Actor B C 1,1 3,4 

D 4,3 2,2 

 

In the prisoner’s dilemma logic of interaction, for both actors defection is the dominant strategy, 

namely, the strategy, which produces higher payoffs regardless of what the other side does. Yet, when 

they both choose D, both end up with their second-worst outcome (2,2). Nor can either of them 

unilaterally escape from this trap, since the choice of a cooperative strategy would create the risk of 

being exploited by the other side (at C/D or at D/C), resulting in the worst possible outcome for the 

“exploited” and the best outcome for the exploiter (1,4 or 4,1) (see Tab. 3.3). Unlike the previous two 

games, actors playing this game exhibit a structural divergence of interests. For this reason, both actors 

tend more to confront each other than to cooperate. Additionally, the way in which the stakes are 

established in this interaction seems to structurally favour the strategy of defection. In other words, 

the option of giving up with playing is always more convenient, for both actors, than the option of 

staying in the game in the attempt to win its stake. 

Tab. 3.3. The “prisoner’s dilemma” logic of strategic interaction  

Prisoner’s Dilemma Actor A 

C  D 

Actor B C 3,3 1,4 

D 4,1 2,2 

 

In the chicken logic of interaction, agreements on a cooperative solution (C/C) are as plausible and as 

much threatened by unilateral defection as they are in the prisoner’s dilemma. However, joint 

defection (D/D) here does not produce the second-worst but the worst outcome for both actors. This 

has important consequences for the victim of a unilateral defection. In a prisoner’s dilemma situation, 

an actor who retaliates by defecting in turn receives a better outcome than an actor who remains 
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cooperative. In chicken, by contrast, fighting back with this strategy will make things even worse. 

Therefore, chicken is a good model of situations in which rational actors are vulnerable to the pre-

emptive moves of aggressive opponents and in which their threats of subsequent retaliation would 

lack credibility (see Tab. 3.4).  

Tab. 3. 4. The “chicken” logic of strategic interaction  

Chicken34 Actor A 

C D 

Actor B C 3,3 2,4 

D 4,2 1,1 

 

In addition, if chicken is played as a sequential game, the first mover will always win at the expense of 

the other actor. Under these conditions, there is a strong temptation to resort to pre-emptive strikes 

that mere communication cannot eliminate. Yet, since both actors have similar opportunities of 

succeeding through pre-emptive aggression and since mutual aggression will hurt both sides, a 

cooperative solution should be in the common interest of both actors. Similarly to the “dilemma’s 

prisoner,” the “chicken” game can be played in a very confrontational manner, as both actors have 

conflicting interests at play. However, and unlike the “dilemma’s prisoner,” the interest of playing, and 

even loosing, is always greater, for both actors, than the interest of abandoning the game. As a result, 

the option of exit cannot be seriously taken into account. 

Overall, these four logics of strategic interaction presuppose the full equality between Actor A and 

Actor B in terms of power, resources and tactics within the field in which they play the interactive 

game. Yet, real-world interactions are barely based on such an equality. Most often some actors, or a 

coalition of actors, play a dominant role as they possess more power and resources and, for this reason, 

can more easily adopt their most advantageous strategic options. This is precisely the case of the 

strategic interaction played out between dominant and dominated actors within the university field, 

where the former have a “structural advantage” over the latter (see section 2.4). The presence of this 

advantage helps me to simplify the potential set of logics of interaction on which such a field is based.  

                                                           
34 The label “chicken” refers to a game reportedly played by American teenagers in the 1950s. Racing their cars 
toward a head-on collision, he who swerves first is “chicken,” but if neither does, both will clash.  
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In institutional settings based on a significant asymmetry of power, meaning where Actor A is 

structurally more powerful than Actor B, the logics of interaction that are more likely to bring this to a 

situation of cooperation are very improbable. In such situations, there is no common interest or benefit 

to coordinate and, thus, to adopt a cooperative strategy for any of the two actors, since the dominant 

position always allows Actor A to choose its best option and gives to Actor B the full awareness of this 

fact. Thereby, the strategic interactions between dominant and dominated actors within the university 

field bring me to exclude the possibility that their games are based on logics of cooperation, namely, 

the games of “assurance” and “battle of the sexes.” Students and academics, researchers and 

academic managers diverge in terms of structural positions and, therefore, of interests. In this sense, 

confrontation can be a very common mode of interaction between them, especially when disruptive 

activities occur as in the case of student mobilizations. At a first glance, only the games of “prisoner’s 

dilemma” and “chicken” seem, thus, to be realistically played out in this institutional field.  

Yet, I tend to rule out that the logic of interaction at play between university actors is based upon the 

“prisoner’s dilemma” game. The latter is, in fact, more commonly played out in contexts, where the 

exit option (i.e. defect) can be normally adopted, without not so many and big negative implications 

for the actors. In these cases, both actors compete for something at stake, but without exhibiting a 

material or symbolic involvement for the context of interaction (Jasper 2006): the context of a war, for 

instance, is the most exemplificative case of this sort.35 This is not the case of a highly formalized 

institutional setting, such as the university, where positions and roles as well as material and symbolic 

stakes are clearly well defined, so the option of exit cannot be too seriously taken into account by its 

actors. Even though their relationships can be highly confrontational, these actors cannot exempt 

themselves from cooperating to sustain the university life in which they take part (and in which they 

have material and symbolic lives and interests). For this reason, the “chicken” game, assessing 

cooperation as equally important as defection, seems more realistically capable of explaining the 

                                                           
35 One can better understand what I mean if one looks at and assesses these contexts according to their degree 
of institutionalization, formalization, or even “structuration” (Giddens 1984, Sewell 1992, Jasper 2006). The 
more institutionalized and formalized they are, the less feasible the option of exit for the actors playing the 
game is. In this sense, the way in which Jasper (2006, 2015) interprets the concept of arena can be very helpful 
in grasping what a high or low degree of institutionalization implies. Jasper (2015: 14) calls arena, “a bundle of 
rules and resources that allow or encourage certain kinds of interactions to proceed, with something at stake” 
(Jasper 2015: 14). Arenas can, thus, be highly or lowly formalized. When arenas are highly formalized, they are 
called institutions. In this respect, all institutions are arenas, but not all arenas are institutions. In other words, 
institutions are a subset of arenas. The difference between the former and the latter is defined by the presence 
of material, normative, cognitive ties that always link up the members of an institution. Recalling Selznick 
(1957), the process of institutionalization is, in fact, always an “infusion of value in organizations.” Institutions 
are, thus, arenas where their “players” have definite roles and positions and kind of shared normative and 
cognitive understandings (for a better comprehension of the norms and interpretative frames underpinning the 
university field, I recall here sections 2.2 and 2.3). This is why the option of exit results improbable. 
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dynamics of interaction within universities than the logic of “prisoner’s dilemma,” which is problematic 

and, therefore, for this field highly institutionalized, unrealistic. 

 

3.4 The rationale of comparing Italian with English universities 
 

The objective of this section is to show the theoretical relevance and practical feasibility of my 

research design in light of the field theory approach I have formulated in Chapter 2. Broadly speaking, 

through the analysis of the impact of the recent mobilizations within Italian and English universities I 

aim to provide some empirical insights and generate an innovative theory of explanation. Unlike other 

subject matter, universities have not been "under-investigated" or overlooked in social sciences. Over 

the last decades, plenty of studies have been, in fact, produced on this topic in many disciplines and 

research fields, ranging from sociology of education and organization to political economy and public 

policy. What is, then, “new” in my research design? Or, in what does the novelty of my approach 

consist? 

Delimiting my overview to the relatively more recent field of sociological studies, I acknowledge that 

they have produced some significant results in shedding light on some overlooked and ill-studied 

aspects of university systems, but I also notice some relevant conceptual and empirical silences. 

Bourdieu has, for instance, produced an empirically and theoretically significant amount of studies on 

the internal dynamics of production and reproduction of the university system. His broad and in-depth 

investigations on the French university systems of the seventies are masterpieces in the literature of 

sociology of higher education and organization (Bourdieu 1984, 1988, 1998a). He provides a 

comprehensive description, but also a compelling explanation of how the French university system 

actually works. Conflicts, agency, competing interests, and hidden dynamics of reproduction are crucial 

in his exploration. Yet, and paradoxically, the most convincing aspect of his research—a very in-depth 

description of the French system higher education—represents also his greatest limitation. By only 

focusing on one system of higher education, his analysis does not generate a high degree of 

generalization (“external validity”).   

In this respect, Burton Clark fills this gap by providing the first (successful) attempt to conceptualize 

and compare all the variety of university systems. In his seminal and most well known work on this 

topic, The Higher Education System: Academic Organization in Cross-national Perspective (1983), Clark 

analyses the university systems (of the industrialized world), focusing on their similarities and 

differences in order to produce a systematic typology of higher education. His work has given a very 

significant contribution to the study of university systems from a cross-national perspective. Yet, and 
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this represents also his most significant limitation, the very descriptive content of his research has not 

said too much on the dynamics of change and transformation occurring within and across the 

university systems. Put simply, a more explanatory and dynamic view on the processes of evolution of 

the higher education systems was completely missing. 

More recently, some developments have been made. The latest Clark (1998), Enders et al. (2009), 

Paradeise et al. (2009), Shattock (2009), Regini et al. (2011), Curay et al. (2012), Dobbins and Knill 

(2014)—just to list a few authors—have indeed contributed to provide more analytical and dynamic 

explanations of the processes of change in higher education through cross-national, or even global, 

perspectives. More notably, they have produced significant results on how contemporary universities 

and, more generally, higher education systems are shaped by market forces. The market is—in these 

perspectives—a key factor of change not only in influencing the State policies on higher education in 

many counties, but also in shaping structures, institutions, and norms within universities. If these 

findings and hypotheses seem to hold, above all, in a globalized economy system like the one in which 

contemporary universities are located, the major problem of these perspectives is situated in the 

“ladder of abstraction” (Sartori 1970) or, to explain further, in the level of analysis that they adopt. 

Universities change either due to the macro-level of market forces understood as overarching and 

objective sources of change or due to the micro-level of individuals understood as producers and 

consumers. What is completely missing in these designs is, thus, a meso-level approach that, although 

maintaining the relevance of macro and micro explanations, looks at more interactive but also 

“subjective” factors of change and resistance within the university systems themselves. 

I am referring here precisely to the “field” perspective that I have elaborated in the previous chapter. 

My approach looks at meso-level dynamics of transformation involving universities, posing a particular 

attention to the norms, interests, actors, and their interaction. In other words, my field approach 

points at explaining the dynamics of transformation investing contemporary universities by 

considering their internal actors, institutions, and the processes of their interaction as the main vectors 

of change and resistance and, thus, as the most worthy of investigation. In addition, the peculiar 

characteristics of my formulation of field allow me also to overcome the main limitation concerning 

the Bourdieusian approach: his focus on the dynamics of production and reproduction of a very specific 

context of higher education, namely, the French system. In short, through my “field framework,” unlike 

Bourdieu, I can look at and investigate different university contexts. This comparative focus increases, 

in other words, the external validity and, therefore, the theoretical relevance that my research design 

aims to accomplish: the potential to incorporate an array of various university systems in the analysis. 

Why comparing Italian with English universities? Put otherwise, why showing the impact of 

mobilizations within the universities of these two so diverse systems of higher education? Because the 
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best way to assess and explain the impact of a certain kind of mobilization is to make a comparison 

between distinct mobilizations of the same kind in a cross-cases analysis (Kolb 2007).  

This is precisely the rationale of my comparison aiming at investigating the dynamics of mobilizations 

and their impacts in two different kinds of university contexts, namely, Italy and England. More 

specifically, I explore the processes of mobilizations, the reactions of the powerful actors, and their 

“mechanisms of interaction” that in each of these two contexts the recent university struggles of 

students, researchers, and temporary academics have set in motion. My overall expectation is that the 

type of university field, and with particular respect to the type of what I have called “governance unit,” 

makes the difference. More especially, I argue that the style of university governance (i.e. the 

leadership) affects both the process of mobilization and its potential impacts. According to the 

characteristics of the governance that prevails in the field (academic vs. managerial), the mobilization 

process and its impacts are expected to take a specific shape, have a certain magnitude, and produce 

a peculiar impact.  

In order to explore these characteristics, I then chose to take into account two fields of higher 

education in the European context, in which one could observe this institutional variation. Italy belongs 

to the “academic self-government” type of university governance, while England belongs to the 

“managerial self-government” type (Schimank 2005). These two types of university governance 

represent the only types that are present in the European context of higher education. Accordingly, 

adding a third European country to this comparison would not have produced any additional value to 

my research in terms of theoretical contribution or empirical findings. Its addition to my analysis would 

have led to a significant unbalance in my case selection and findings (either “academic” or 

“managerial”). The inclusions of two other countries (one “academic,” the other “managerial”) would 

be unfeasible in terms of time and resources, running the risk of undermining the quality of my analysis 

carried out at the level of individual universities. 

To better investigate the similarities and differences of the processes of mobilization across these two 

systems of higher education, I have, then, decided to only focus my attention on the same kind of 

higher education institution (HEI). I have, thus, selected three English and three Italian “historical 

universities.” Aware that the English system was binary until 1992, meaning, a system embracing both 

traditional universities (“pre 1992” or “old”) and vocational colleges and polytechnics (“post 1992” or 

“new”) (Dobbins and Knill 2014), I chose to only investigate the former and rule out the latter. The 

governance structures of the “new universities” are normally more hierarchical and managerial, 

whereas those of the “old universities” are more collegial and academic-oriented (Bargh et al. 2000). 

In other words, one can assume that the pre 1992 English universities are more similar in terms of 

governance structure to the Italian universities than the post 1992 ones. By comparing the same kind 
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of HEI, I aim to observe and assess the outcome of two processes. First, to observe and assess how and 

to what extent the process of managerialization of the governance has been effectively implemented 

in the English system. If this process is affecting even the less managerial HEIs (“old universities”), then 

this mean that all the English HEIs are clearly undertaking a process of managerialization of their 

governance. Secondly, and assuming that this managerialization is the main institutional difference 

between the Italian and the English universities, I aim to assess and explain how and to what extent 

the impact of mobilizations within universities varies with the variation of their type of leadership.  

Speaking of the terminology of “the comparative method” (della Porta 2008), one might say that this 

comparison approaches, at least at the level of the higher education system (England vs. Italy), the 

logic of a “most-different strategy design” (Przeworski and Teune 1970), aimed at identifying both 

common and divergent mechanisms of interaction among actors, which take place in these two 

different cases (McAdam et al. 2001, della Porta 2008). In concrete terms, this means to explore how 

and to what extent the impact of mobilizations vary within the field of the Italian and English 

universities. Which are the common aspects that can be singled out? But also, and above all, where 

and to what extent do they vary? 

 

3.5 Data and methodology 

 

According to Venesson (2008), case studies should be “autonomous instances of something 

[…] distinct from one another and [that] can be treated as separate units of analysis” (Vennesson 2008: 

237). However, researchers are aware that this is not always possible: case studies are frequently 

intertwined and it is difficult to set precise boundaries between them. In the same vein, Andrew 

Bennett (2004) reminds us that a case is an instance of a class of events of interest to the investigator: 

a “case study is thus the investigation of a well-defined aspect of a historical happening that the 

investigator selects for analysis” (Bennett 2004: 21). In other words, what a researcher should do is 

“account[ing] for both the distinctive and the common dimensions of the cases” (Venesson 2008: 237). 

This is precisely what I aim to do through my analysis by conducting a comparison of multiple cases 

within the same set of phenomena (Snow and Trom 2002). The phenomena to which I am referring 

here is what I have called “university struggles.” 

Put simply, university struggles are a particular subset of phenomena belonging to the broader 

phenomenon of social movements' mobilization. The peculiarity of such a subset is precisely that their 

occurrence does not exceed the spatial-temporal perimeter of what I have defined as “university field.” 

University struggles are, therefore, instances of mobilization, which take place in the university field 
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wherein they have specific interests ("feel for the game") and some objective to pursue. In this sense, 

the researcher cannot define a-priori what and, above all, who are the “empirical” groups 

characterizing this subset of mobilizations: they can be students and research assistants and fellows 

as well as non-academic workers. What is important here to stress is that university struggles represent 

the basic “unit of analysis” of my investigation. 

However, university struggles do not occur, by definition, in a social void. They are, indeed, delimited 

by the environment in which they occur, namely the university. That is why the second factor to take 

into account in the selection of my cases is the university (field) in which such struggles take place. In 

light of the comparison between Italy and England, I singled out six universities, in groups of three for 

each country investigated. The universities are the following: University of Turin, Sapienza (Rome), 

Federico II (Naples) for Italy; University College of London (UCL), University of Sussex (Brighton), 

University of Birmingham. Bearing in mind the above mentioned institutional criterion (same kind of 

HEI) and adding up a more “geopolitical” criterion (universities representing all the areas of the 

national territory), I singled them out on the basis of the characteristics of their student mobilization 

processes that they have in common: high values of mobilization capacity (compared to the other 

universities of the country), representativeness in terms of political orientation of the student groups 

active, and finally a variety of tactics of contention adopted (in terms of level of disruptiveness). In 

other words, I chose universities in which the student movement was very politically active and 

disruptive in terms of protest actions. In this way, I can observe and assess more clearly the counter-

strategies adopted by the university leadership in dealing with these protests and, more broadly, the 

forms and content of the strategic interaction between the actors.  

The methodology I adopt to explain and assess the impact of mobilizations within the university and 

their mechanisms of interaction is “process tracing”. Process tracing is, indeed, that research 

procedure “designed to identify processes linking a set of initial conditions to a particular outcome” 

(Vennesson 2008: 224). In the same vein, but emphasizing a little more its positivist side, George and 

Bennett (2005) define process tracing as “a procedure for identifying steps in a causal process leading 

to the outcome of a given dependent variable of a particular case in a particular historical context” 

(George and Bennett 2005: 176). In their understanding, process tracing means the identification of 

the causal chain(s) that link the independent and dependent variables. Its ultimate goal is to uncover 

the relations between possible causes and observed outcomes. Process tracing is also the 

methodology that I adopt in my analysis of the impact of university mobilizations. More precisely, I 

aim at observing and explaining the mechanisms of interaction linking up the dominant and dominated 

actors of the university, when both deploy their strategies of action in the effort to produce some 
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effect on the other. The specific focus of my attention is, then, on observing and explaining how the 

mobilizations of dominated actors produce an impact within the universities in which they take place. 

The methods through which I conducted my investigation are the following: protest event analysis 

(PEA) (see Appendix A), discourse analysis (DA) (see Appendix B), in-depth interviews (see Appendix C), 

and analysis of documents and secondary sources. The triangulation of these methods, both 

quantitative and qualitative, allowed me to carry out a rich empirical analysis of all the cases of 

university mobilizations under investigation. Let me proceed with the presentation and theoretical 

justification for the adoption of each of these methods. I will start by introducing my usage of in-depth 

interviews. 

What are in-depth interviews? According to Berg and Lune (2012: 106), in-depth “interviews may be 

defined simply as a conversation with a purpose. Specifically, the purpose is to gather information.” 

Social movement studies distinguish three types of in-depth interviews: structured interviews, semi-

structured interview, and unstructured interview (Blee 2013). Researchers must choose and adopt the 

type of in-depth interview according to the purpose and epistemological preferences of their research. 

In “a positivist epistemology, the interview is conceived as a way of gathering information about a 

certain reality. Interviews are thus interpreted as sources of facts, behaviors, attitudes.” By contrast, 

“in an interpretivist approach, the attention is rather on the practices of elaboration of different, 

socially constructed, versions of the world” (della Porta 2014: 250). Normally, structured interviews 

better serve positivist research designs, while unstructured interviews serve interpretive and 

constructivist. If structured interviews are based on pre-determined categories and questions, which 

each respondent is asked to answer, unstructured interviews are open-ended conversations in which 

there is no a predetermined grid of questions to be asked. 

Semi-structured interviews consist, instead, of a grid of questions that the interviewer and respondent 

can modify during their interaction: some questions can be ignored, some others can be added on the 

spot, depending on the actual development of the interview. In this sense, this kind of interview is 

placed precisely in between the kinds of structured and unstructured interviews, as it embraces and 

grasps some positivist and interpretive-constructivist elements. Semi-structured interviews can, 

indeed, be used both as a source of knowledge on real events (positivist approach) and as a way to 

report the subjective perceptions of the actors involved (interpretive-constructivist approach). As a 

result, they can serve positivist and interpretive-constructivist types of research, even though semi-

structured interviews are especially useful in epistemologically intermediate types of research. 

Since my research design belongs to the latter type, I decided to only adopt and conduct semi-

structured interviews. How do social movement scholars use semi-structured interviews? “Semi-
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structured interviews are used to capture the emotional and affective dimensions of movements, 

reveal the nuances of many activists’ perceptions and illuminate how subcultures develop and shape 

movement goals and outcomes” (Blee 2013: 623). Blee and Taylor are more explicit in underscoring 

the fact that “semi-structured interview can also be used as a way of investigating research questions 

or propositions derived from social movement theory” (Blee and Taylor 2002: 93). Generally, social 

movement research focuses on four distinct forms of semi-structured interview. These forms are oral 

histories, life histories, key informants, and focus groups (della Porta 2014). In my research, I only 

carried out key informant interviews. The crucial distinction between this and the other types of 

interview (especially oral and life history) is that “in key informant interviews the interviewee’s 

experiences and motivations are not the unit of analysis; rather the interviewee is being asked to serve 

as an expert to inform the researcher about various aspects of the movement” (Blee and Taylor 2002: 

106).36 

In my analysis on the impact of university mobilizations, I used key informant interviews to gather 

information from all the actors involved or affected by these processes. In interviewing these actors, I 

was interested in getting two kinds of information: the objective impact of their action (positivist 

approach) and their interactive understanding of the action field (interpretive-constructivist 

approach). More notably, I interviewed two distinct categories of actors involved in or affected by 

these processes of mobilization: the movement activists and their sympathizers (including some key 

informers such as unionists and sympathetic professors) and university leaders and governing body 

members.  

In my fieldwork in Italy and England, I interviewed around seventy knowledgeable actors, among them 

student activists, temporary academics, researchers, professors, student unionists, managers, 

members of governing bodies, and university leaders. In interviewing the students, I pointed at 

collecting three kinds of information. First, I was interested in mapping the universities where the 

student protest had been politically strongest (positivist purpose). Secondly, and once in touch with 

the activists of these universities, I asked them which strategies and tactics they adopted in their 

mobilization and confrontation with the academic authorities (interpretive purpose). Thirdly, I asked 

them which impact on the field the implementation of these strategies had actually produced 

(positivist purpose). I addressed similar questions to some Italian researchers and to some members 

                                                           
36 Social movement scholars generally distinguish between two categories of interviewees: informers and 
participants (della Porta 2014). Informers are those “people who are uniquely able to be informative because 
they are expert in an area or were privileged witnesses of an event; and people who, taken together, display 
what happens within a population affected by a situation or event” (Weiss 1994, 17). By contrast, participants 
are those people belonging to the population to be analysed. In my research, I conducted interviews with both 
categories.  
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of the English temporary academic staff working in the six universities under investigation. As a second 

step of my round of interviews, I carried out several interviews with Italian academics and English 

managers, asking them questions on the main policies of the universities of which they were part and 

on the role of other university actors in the role of “policy making” (positivist purpose). Finally, I 

interviewed some leaders (rectors and vice chancellors) of the six universities to collect information 

on their way of running the institution and on their reaction to the student mobilizations of which they 

were the target (positivist and interpretive purposes). 

As for the “documentary evidence,” I have looked at the main documents produced by the student 

organizations (“documentary evidence”) in the period of mobilization. In particular, I have analyzed all 

the official documents presented and discussed during national student meetings and/or produced by 

national student organizations, whose aim was to launch an “other university” or a “self-university 

from below.” I, then, analyzed several official documents produced by the governing bodies of the six 

universities during the period in question. I read many secondary sources concerning the student 

movements of both countries, the history and institutional configuration of the university systems and, 

more generally, the recent laws and reforms of higher education. Concerning the national laws and 

regulations of Italy and England, I have analyzed all the documents listed in Appendix B. I have analyzed 

26 official documents for the Italian case, 9 for the English one. Where available, I have also read and 

analyzed the minutes of the governing bodies’ meetings in the period of student mobilization (UCL for 

the English case, University of Turin for the Italian one). For their analysis, I have attempted to adopt 

a (critical) discourse analysis by developing and using the codebook presented in Appendix B. 

with particular reference to the university governance, and of the official documents approved by the 

decisional bodies of the six universities in the years 2008-2013 in order to understand the rationale of 

the current university reforms and assess the impact of student protests at the institutional level. 

Finally, I adopted and carried out a protest event analysis (PEA) (Tarrow 1989, Kriesi et al. 1995, Rucht 

et al. 1998, Koopmans and Rucht 2002, Hutter 2014) to identify and depict some key characteristics of 

the university mobilizations taking place in Italy and England. Social movement scholars “rely on PEA 

[…] to systematically assess the amount and features of protests across various geographical areas 

(from the local up to the supranational level) and over time (from short periods of time up to several 

decades)” (Hutter 2014: 335). In my research, I was interested in assessing the mobilization capacity 

and tactics of contention (see section 2.4) of the Italian and English students who ran and organized 

two protest campaigns in 2008 and 2010, respectively, to oppose the implementation of two neoliberal 

reforms in higher education. Several sources can be employed for the collection of information on 

protest events (i.e. police reports, newspapers, digital media, movement outlets), even though the 

most commonly employed still remains the newspaper source, as the latter provides researchers with 
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detailed and systematic accounts of the events under investigation (Koopmans and Rucht 2002). This 

comparative advantage in the adoption of newspapers influenced also my choice: I, indeed, used the 

newspaper as the main news source for my analysis.  

However, as all the PEA researchers using newspapers, I was aware of the “selection bias” related to 

this kind of source and, so, I tried to tackle it in a methodologically consistent way. By selection bias, 

these researchers mean “the fact that newspapers selectively report on protest events, and do not 

provide a representative sample of all events taking place” (Hutter 2014: 338). Social movement 

scholars have elaborated two approaches in order to handle this bias: one can choose and use between 

a “representational” approach and a “media theory” one. “The former approach accepts the selectivity 

of its sources but tries to hold it constant. The latter approach is more interested in precisely examining 

sources of media selection bias” (Ibidem: 339). In my research, I adopted a “representational” 

approach, namely, I tried to “systematize” the selection bias (Tarrow 1989) by making it a constant 

element in the coding of all the news articles on the protest events under investigation.  

One of the most common ways to systematize such a bias in a comparative research design is to 

identify and select the newspapers based on some common characteristics. Several studies proved, 

for instance, that liberal and left newspapers are less selective than conservative in reporting on 

protest events (Rucht et al. 1998, Koopmans and Rucht 2002, Hutter 2014). In other words, they report 

more often and more positively on protest events. I found this feature characterizing these 

newspapers very fitting with my aim of collecting and analyzing student protest events in Italy and 

England. Given the traditionally low attention devoted to student protests by mainstream media, the 

choice of newspapers situated on the left side of the political spectrum could facilitate a greater news 

coverage of these events. As a result, in the identification and selection of the newspapers for my 

analysis, I singled out only newspapers with a liberal and relatively leftish political orientation. As for 

Italy, this led me to identify and conduct my PEA on the local editions of three “liberal” newspapers, 

namely, La Stampa, La Repubblica, and il Mattino (for Turin, Rome, and Naples, respectively) in the 

time frame of the student protest campaign (September- December 2008). As for England, this led me 

to conduct my PEA on the national edition of the “liberal” Guardian in the time frame of the student 

protest campaign (between October 2010 - March 2011)37 (for a more precise description of this data 

collection process, I recall again Appendix A). 

                                                           
37 Some clarifications are here needed to justify this asymmetric selection of the newspaper agencies for the 
two national contexts (three newspapers in Italy, only one in England). There are two reasons to justifying this 
choice, one "political," the other "methodological-pragmatic". The political reason is that the English student 
mobilization of 2010 was “London-centric.” The vast majority of the protest events of 2010 took place in 
London. Students from other English cities used to reach London to join the national demonstrations taking 
place in the City (as the “Demolition” demonstration, for instance). The few events organized in the other cities 
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were not highly participated and had only a scant media attention. This peculiarity of the English political 
context seemed to justify the choice of the Guardian, a national newspaper with a liberal political orientation 
and focused on London, as the only reliable media source for my English PEA. By contrast, the student 
mobilization of 2008 in Italy was more fragmented and less Rome-centric. This peculiarity of the Italian political 
context seemed, thus, to justify the selection of three local-based newspapers with liberal orientation as media 
sources for my Italian PEA. Additionally, there is also a second, more pragmatic, reason justifying this choice. If 
in Italy I relied on three mainstream newspapers with a similar political orientation for all my three cities of 
investigation, I was not able to find the corresponding media outlets in England for my three cities under 
investigation. This different configuration of the media context of the two countries definitely convinced me to 
drop the analysis of the protest events in Birmingham and Brighton. Although this difference generated a kind 
of methodological asymmetry in my PEA, the fact that I adopted this method mainly for descriptive and 
exploratory purposes allowed me not to undermine the findings of the main research object of my work: 
namely, the impact of these student mobilizations within six individual universities. 
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Chapter 4. The Italian University Field in the Recent History 
 

4.1 Introduction 

 

In this chapter, I situate the Italian university field into a historical perspective. In section 4.2, 

I offer a historical overview of the Italian university system by introducing the actors, power relations, 

and governance structures characterizing the Italian universities from the second half of the twentieth 

century on. In section 4.3, I illustrate the action field of Italian universities by showing the actors at 

play, their relations, and the new governance structures after the higher education (HE) reforms of the 

1990s. In section 4.4, I present the key features of the most recent round of higher education HE 

reforms to so set the ground for the empirical analysis of the mobilizations and their impacts on the 

University of Turin, Sapienza, and Federico II carried out in chapters 6 and 8.  

 

4.2 Actors, power relations, and governance structures in the recent history of Italian 

universities 

 

In this section, I present the actors, power relations and governance structures characterizing 

the Italian universities during the second half of the twentieth century. To do so, I build on the main 

studies that have tackled the issue of the levels of authority structuring the variety of university 

systems from a comparative perspective. In order to classify the Italian system of higher education, I 

have adopted the typology on the university architecture of power formulated by Burton Clark (1983). 

I have also incorporated several documents and secondary sources specifically dealing with the 

evolution of the Italian higher education on the basis of its reform processes and of the "subjectivities 

produced by such processes" (Mezzadra 2014) in order to historically contextualize today's university 

struggles. In this respect—as Jasper (2012) would suggest—institutional reforms and changes do not 

simply constrain or enable pre-existing projects, but they also entice and create new goals, new 

subjects, new streams of action, new types of knowledge. These were precisely the effects produced 

by the reform processes of higher education implemented in Italy over the last forty years.  

In the remainder of this section, after introducing the type of university model to which the Italian 

higher education system belongs, I give a historical overview of the type of actors (both dominant and 

dominated), along with their interests and strategies, who have faced—from different positions—the 

various attempts of university reforms from the end of 1960s to the early 1990s. The Italian university 

system belongs to what Clark (1983) has called the “continental mode” of authority. In this kind of 
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institutional setting, there are two dominant centres of power, the academic community (or oligarchy) 

and state bureaucrats. The continental model is, thus, characterized by a combination of academic 

corporation and governmental bureaucracy, while the role of the university-institutional level is weak, 

because of the absence of trustees and the substantial role played by academic corporations (Reale 

and Potì 2009). Programme design and organization are largely based on ministerial guidelines, while 

internal personnel affairs and power structures are shaped by “academic guilds” (Clark 1983).  

On the one hand, the professorial (or “baronial”) authority is predominant within the university, as the 

personal power of tenured professors can be enacted without any formal constraints over all the 

university field: baronial authority means that the professor (the master) possesses an extensive and 

direct control over his/her assistants and junior professors (journeymen and apprentices). This internal 

configuration of power features the institutional architecture of the so-called “chair-based system”: a 

system founded on the personal dependence relation of assistants, supervisees, and students on single 

professors, who exert their full (discretionary) power to decide upon the academic life and career path 

of their subordinates. On the other hand, the state bureaucrats of a centralized administrative system 

(as was the Italian one in those years) detain a formal power in the management of public funding for 

state universities, and in the design of course programs and academic curricula by aiming, thus, at 

establishing vertical lines of control over the inner workings of such institutions (only partially 

successfully, see below). The power of the national bureaucracy comes with the absence of any 

authority granted to the university level, and with the weakness of the intermediate levels within the 

universities (Reale and Potì 2009). 

Unlike the Continental one, the American and British systems have at the lowest level of their 

university organization the department, that is a more collegial and horizontal unit where professors 

(assistants and junior professors) come together to decide upon the research lines and teachings of 

their own institution (see Chapter 5). By contrast, the chair-based structure “places one man in full 

charge of both a teaching sector and a research sector, thereby making him a boss and encouraging 

the personalizing of power. Within his teaching and research domains, the professors personally 

selects junior personnel and acts as a sponsor in arranging their future careers as well as in deciding 

their current assignments” (Clark 1976: 9). As such, the personal relation between chair-holders and 

their subordinates resembles the relation of personal servitude between barons and their 

subordinates. This is why tenured professors in chair-based systems are also defined as barons and the 

power stemming from this relation as baronial38.  

                                                           
38 For an in-depth analysis of these relations in the French academic system, see Bourdieu (1988). 
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Tab. 4.1. Levels of university authority (Clark 1983): from the bottom to the top  

1) department (US/UK) or chair-institute (continental model) 

2) school/college/faculty (US/UK) faculty (Europe)  

3) university or college 

4) multi-campus academic administration 

5) ministry of education 

6) government 

 

At the immediately higher levels of university authority, tenured professors are again the dominant 

actors, as they represent the only agents of the decisional bodies of faculties (“faculty councils”) and 

universities (“academic senate”). The colleagues who come together in the faculty councils are all 

chair-holding professors. Here, the only mechanism for coordinating the different interests and views 

is that of “collegial rule.” Decisions taken by the method of collegiality are those wherein no interest 

or view can be damaged or neglected by the decision-making process. Rather, each participant in the 

decisional body has to be taken into account and can, thus, exert his/her veto power whenever he/she 

feels that his/her interest and view are threatened. The collegial rule is a consensual method of 

decision-making, which, to a certain extent, resembles the practice of “deliberative politics” 

(Habermas 1992). Also the mechanism of coordination of the university governing bodies is 

characterized by strong collegiality, in that the election of a head (“the rector”) from within a body of 

peers—i.e., the tenured professors—constitutes the only conceivable selection mechanism. The 

rectors are temporary chiefs representing the heads of faculties and professors, aware that such an 

appointment is at their pleasure. Without any power base beyond the professors, the rectors are only 

amateur administrators, on rotating terms of office and subject to recall. This makes the “continental” 

university a loosely federated, virtually coalitional and minimally hierarchical institution. As Clark tells 

us, “constructed around the autocratic powers of its voting members, the university, like the faculty, 

allows for and even encourages the patronage and favouritism usually found among elected 

governors” (Clark 1976: 13). 

In this model, bureaucratic authority and administrators are present only in the highest levels of the 

university organization (branches of the ministry of higher education), where professors are, however, 
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also in key positions. In this respect, even though state bureaucrats are formally in charge of fulfilling 

a supervisory function in the higher education sector, they have no capacity to exert control over the 

lower levels of the university system. As a result, their supervisory role is substantially ineffective, 

incapable of penetrating the lowest and most powerful levels of the university field, meaning those of 

chairs and faculties. The power of professors is not circumscribed by bureaucratic rules or by collegial 

norms foreclosing their individual discretion. This class is, therefore, the dominant actor of the Italian 

version of the “continental type” of university. 

Over the past four decades Italian universities have epitomized this system of power relations centred 

on the authority of chair-holding professors. Their power has flowed along the powerful lines of 

discipline-based networks, both nationally and locally. What is more, these networks have successfully 

tied up decision-makers with professors within the university system. This straightforward distribution 

of power remained totally unchallenged until the outburst of student protests of the late sixties, which 

had the effect of accelerating important legislative initiatives concerning the organizational dimension 

of the university system in the following years. 

Before the advent of this period of reforms,39 the political centre of the university system was made 

up of committees composed of professors, which formed part of either the Ministry of Public 

Instruction or of the National Research Council. In this regard, the decisional power of professors was 

enormous in all the quintessential aspects devoted to the production and reproduction of the 

university as institution: recruitment and promotion policies, the management of public funding for 

teaching and research, and the organization of curricula and disciplines. As for career promotion, the 

appointment of new chair-holders in the system involved an ad hoc committee of professors working 

at the centre on behalf of the entire system. In all of all these national committees, there were 

appointed members. These members were elected by fellow professors, with the voting population 

usually formed along lines of related disciplines (Clark 1976). As for teaching and curricula, one of these 

committees (“Consiglio Superiore dell’Istruzione”) had important powers of approval and veto over 

any kind of change in the nationalized curriculum. Finally, research funding was allocated by 

committees of professors meeting as segments of the National Research Council.  

Despite their huge amount of resources and discretionary power, professors were not the only actors 

actively populating the Italian university field in the period between the 1960s and the early 2000s. As 

mentioned, students started to play an important role in the “political affairs” of Italian universities 

from the second half of the 1960s on when the global wave of student protest arose. As in many other 

                                                           
39 For an exhaustive overview of the reforms concerning the Italian university system in the years 1965/1977, 
see Clark 1977, Chapter 4, “Reform;” while for an even broader view on the processes of reform of the 
following years, look also at Reale and Potì 2009, Palermo 2011, Dobbins and Knill 2014. 
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parts of the world, Italian students contested the authoritarian and hierarchical way in which 

universities were organized and governed. The figure of the professor and his arbitrary authority 

represented as the quintessential features of the baronial power, were radically challenged in the 

assemblies, sit-ins, and university occupations at which students began to overtly adopt the buzzword 

of “student power:” that is, “the power of students to determine structure and content of their 

education” (Cockburn and Blackburn 1969: 14).  

Many of the efforts to improve university life were, thus, geared towards thorough and radical reforms 

of the way in which universities were governed (Horn 2007). Most notably and despite the variety of 

movement organizations and political orientations, the key demands underpinning the student 

contestation in Italy were three: (i) the struggle against academic authoritarianism and in favour of the 

democratization of the university governance, (ii) the reorganization of curricula towards the needs 

and desires of students, and (iii) the democratization of university access (Ortoleva 1988). These 

claims, questioning the internal distribution of power of Italian universities, were also the result of 

more structural changes affecting the university system itself in those years, such as the increase in 

the number of students able to access the institutions of higher education for the first time. The 

universities, originally conceived as elitist, were unprepared to host such a large increase in the 

population of students. Indeed, this increase in student numbers impacted on the physical 

infrastructure and the provision of teachings and curricula of universities extremely negatively: 

students were, in fact, supposed to attend overcrowded seminars held in small rooms in old-fashioned 

buildings, where a small number of old professors held courses on outdated subjects.40  

With respect to the three claims mentioned above, the impact of student protests was relatively 

significant, at least in the years immediately after the contestation. The then Italian government was 

forced to adopt some legislative measures reflecting specific points of student demands. More 

especially, the Codignola law of 1969 (n. 910, 11 December 1969) incorporated several points that had 

been put forward a few years before by the students with regard to the expansion of university access 

and the reorganization of academic curricula. Regarding the first point, this law liberalized access to all 

the faculties, regardless of the type of diploma achieved. With respect to reorganization of curricula, 

the Codignola law liberalized individual courses of studies, allowing students to freely choose and 

arrange personalized plans of study (Palermo 2011). Compared to the pre-contestation years, the 

universities were, thus, more democratic: every person with a high school diploma could now enter 

                                                           
40 In 1960, for instance, the University of Rome (Sapienza) had 45000 students and the University of Naples 
(Federico II) had 28000. By 1970, the Sapienza had doubled to 90000 students, while the Federico II to more 
than 60000 (Clark 1976). 
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any university and elaborate his/her own study plan regardless of the strict official programs provided 

by the Ministry of Education. 

The student mobilizations of the “long 1968,” affecting the governance and organizational structures 

of Italian universities, were the first instance of what I have defined as “university struggle” (see 

Chapter Two) after the end of the Second World War and the establishment of the Italian democratic 

republic. Masses of students engaged actively in politics to challenge the hierarchical structures of 

academic power and the authoritarian figure of holding-chair professors. They did so by adopting 

tactics of action coming from the labour movement such as occupations, demonstrations, and 

assemblies, applied creatively to the context of universities. The Italian students involved in those 

mobilizations constituted the first dominated actors of the university field who were able to rise up 

and overtly question the authority of the dominant actors of that period, the class of tenured 

professors. For a while, they succeeded in reversing or, at least, counterbalancing the power relations 

constitutive of the then university field. The rise of “student power” in the Italian universities was, 

therefore, strictly related to the capacity of protesters to carry out large mobilizations through acts of 

“contentious politics” (McAdam et al. 2001). In the long run, all these attempts were though doomed 

to fail. The Italian student movement as a whole lacked a structured national organization and a clear 

political strategy corresponding to its “firepower.” 

The Italian universities of the 1970s were not only populated by students and tenured professors. With 

the relentless growth of the student population and, thus, the advent of what it was called “mass 

university” (Trow 1974), other figures began to massively populate such universities and become 

essential to their processes of production and reproduction. One of these emerging figures was that 

of research/teaching assistant (“assistente”). The research assistants were a heterogeneous category 

of actors, including several types of teachers and researchers, personally tied to their own chair-

holding professors with the hope to obtain someday from them a stable university position. Their ill-

defined status along with their unstable work conditions rendered them a sort of “precarious workers” 

(ante litteram) under constant blackmailing from their supervisors and bosses, to whom these workers 

owed their task in the university and, for this reason, were and felt completely subordinated. 

On the other hand, these actors were also those who had closer relations with students, as in many 

faculties the assistants were employed to give seminars and lectures, hold office hours, and even 

prepare examinations, whereas most professors used to show up only the day of the examination to 

superficially evaluate the disciplinary knowledge of their students. These researchers allowed 

themselves to play in two different and distinct fields. On the one hand, they represented themselves 

as oppressed category within the “baronial university” (Palermo 2011); on the other, they were often 

perceived as quasi-members of the baronial corporation, individually prone to academic co-optation 
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and/or regularization. In this latter respect, the first relevant legislative measure in favour of this 

exploited and, at the same time, co-opted category of people was adopted by the Italian government 

in 1966. This measure regularized a large part of this heterogeneous army of assistants, often with a 

certain length of service with special “political merits” and “academic loyalty” by establishing the figure 

of adjunct professor (professore aggregato). 

Most broadly, such law (as several others enacted the following years41) did not intend to undermine 

the hierarchical principles at the basis of university relationships, but was especially aimed at filling the 

structural gap between the lack of teachers and the steady growth of the student population. The main 

result of the incapacity (or unwillingness) by the Italian legislator to deal with and solve the crucial 

issue of the variety of precarious figures working in the Italian universities was the full absence of 

political mobilization and conflict stemming from this group over the course of the last four decades. 

The personal relation tying assistants to their superiors, prevented them from thinking of themselves 

as belonging to a collective group, and therefore, from developing a political identity able to 

collectively tackle all their individual issues and seek for common (political) solutions. 

Whilst, for the first time, the law n. 31/1979 provided for the establishment of the CUN (“Consiglio 

Universitario Superiore”), meaning a national organ of decision and coordination of all the disciplinary 

groups, the Decree of the President of Republic n. 382/1980 brought about key changes in the Italian 

university system in terms of academic recruitment and internal reorganization of power. This decree 

tried to eliminate all the various figures of assistants at the personal service of tenured professors in 

order to “debaronialize” the Italian universities by establishing the role of researcher equipped with 

scientific autonomy and possibility to autonomously apply for research funding (bypassing, thus, the 

mediation of tenured professors).42 Another relevant innovation made by this decree was the 

                                                           
41 It is not in the purpose of this section to offer an exhaustive presentation of all the laws that long all the 
seventies have tackled the issue of the teaching assistants, adjunct professors, and all the several other 
precarious university figures. By only focusing on the key principles of these laws, the aim of this section is to 
shed light on the controversial condition experienced by these actors over the course of their years spent in the 
university, as both exploited and co-opted. For instance, in 1973 a law (n. 176/1973) introduced a variety of 
new precarious figures; formally, they were employed in roles and positions with high degrees of autonomy 
devoted to research and teaching. De facto, they were constantly exposed to the blackmail of their supervisors 
who were those who established the terms of the competition announcement for these roles and the renewal 
of their contracts. More generally, until the enactment of the measure (Decree of the President of the Republic 
n. 382/1980), which established the figure of researcher, no previous law had, indeed, had as objective to 
eradicate the relations of personal subordination between professors and their assistants. This was one of the 
main reason of the incapacity of these assistants to collectively organize themselves and demand better work 
conditions and status. 
42 The permanent staff was now divided into 3 bands, full professors, associate professors and researchers. 
Between full and associate professors there were hierarchical and economic distinctions, but not different 
scientific and educational obligations. By contrast, researchers were supposed to only carry on scientific 
research and supplementary teaching tasks, but excluded, at least at this stage, from the teaching assignments. 
Finally, the Decree introduced and established, for the first time, PhD programmes.  
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establishment of departments, conceived as coordination structures of research activities and 

equipped with financial and administrative autonomy in substitution of the chair-holding institutes. 

Compared to the latter, the internal structure of departments was more democratically organized, to 

the extent that their directors were elected by all of the teaching and research staff belonging to the 

departments. This measure attempted, thus, to limit the power of the barons, built around the 

institutes and dependent mainly on the relation, upstream, with the rector and the other academic 

hierarchies (Palermo 2011). 

To sum up, the years between 1960s and 1980s were significantly turbulent for the internal life of 

Italian universities. Both the student contestation of the “Italian long 1968” and the various attempts 

of reform carried out by several governments eventually succeeded in altering the traditional 

organization of Italian universities founded on the power of tenured professors and their chair-

institutes. Although in the early 1980s the Italian full professors still remained the central dominant 

actor of the system, their symbolic legitimacy and, to a certain extent, even the more material side of 

their power were visibly diminished by the combined effect of the student struggles on the one hand, 

and of the legislative initiatives on the other. Whilst mobilized students contributed to demolish the 

symbolic power of professors by challenging their authoritarian practices, the Italian legislator tried 

(with ambivalent results) to dismantle the material (and more political) power of professors by 

reorganizing the internal distribution of university authority on a more collegial basis and by also 

challenging the key aspect of professorial power, that is their power of selection and recruitment. 

 

4.3 The transformation of the university field after the reforms of the 1990s 

 

Although Italy has adopted some New Public Management (NPM) principles in the public 

administration only in the late 1990s, and with ambivalent results, also due to the unwillingness of 

Italian bureaucracy to modernize its structures (Ongaro 2009), the NPM restructuring of the university 

system, dated back to some years earlier, represented a significant exception. The declared main 

purpose of the reforms was to drastically reduce the rate of dropout and the period spent in the 

university courses by the majority of students (Forest and Altback 2006). The substantial and political 

aim of introducing NPM principles in the Italian higher education was to stimulate the entrance of 

market and entrepreneurial mechanisms at the university level and, at the same time, to enable the 

state to devise, administer and implement standards to reward good practice and punish weak 

performance.  
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The NPM practices intended to restructure the Italian higher education sector in order to make it more 

efficient and effective. With NPM logic came contract management, evaluation and assessment, as 

well as institutional autonomy and accountability. For this to happen, the Italian state initiated a 

process of reforms that in the time frame of ten years changed several aspects of the university system. 

More specifically, three were the key principles of the NPM narrative that the Italian legislator pursued 

through such reforms: autonomy, evaluation/assessment, and financial accountability/responsibility.43 

As Marino Regini (2014) has recently well summarized, the three pillars of the NPM reform of the 

higher educational system are: “x) awarding of institutional autonomy to individual universities; y) 

introduction of competitive mechanisms of funding rewarding or penalizing universities on the basis 

of the results achieved; z) evaluation of the quality of research and teaching of each autonomous 

university” (Regini 2014: 19).  

These principles are conceptually and practically interwoven and are generally adopted and applied 

jointly by the NPM reformers. Yet, for the sake of analytical clarity, a conceptual distinction of each of 

them is needed. When one speaks of (university) autonomy, one refers to the process of 

empowerment (power of decision-making) that the State awards to the universities to manage their 

own affairs (i.e. personnel, funding, organization, and internal governance). Legislation distinguishes 

between two types of autonomy - procedural and substantive. A university system enjoys procedural 

autonomy when its universities detain the power to define the instruments for pursuing their aims and 

programs (such as the number of professors needed, the most efficient organization of curricula and 

courses, the adoption of internal regulation and rules, and so on), but they have no power to determine 

the aims and contents of academic curricula.  

By contrast, a university system can be defined as autonomous in substantial terms when its 

universities wield also the power to determine the content of their activities, i.e. aims, research 

programs, curricula (Reale and Potì 2009). In the enactment of the process of university marketization, 

the principles of evaluation and accountability go generally together and are adopted by the reformer 

in order to fully implement the principle of institutional autonomy for each individual university. More 

specifically, the principle of evaluation refers to the performance assessment that a State and/or 

independent agency carry out to evaluate and classify the core activities of individual universities, that 

                                                           
43 More generally, the changes in the 1990s were mainly driven by efficiency-effectiveness principles and by the 
social demand for a greater accountability of universities. Major trends identified were the following: 
heterogeneity of mission and functions, decentralisation of responsibilities and (sometimes) powers and 
marketing. The State tended to modify its position by assuming a “steering from a distance” perspective, that is 
“setting the legal and financial boundaries and using instruments of quality control” (Enders 2000). 
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is research and teaching. The higher the score in terms of performance assessment of a university, the 

better its position in the ranking of teaching and research evaluation within the university system.  

The process of evaluation/assessment of teaching and research is usually accompanied by the 

implementation of the principle of (financial) accountability/responsibility. The latter principle means 

that individual universities are to be financed proportionally according to their research and teaching 

results. In this sense, higher education systems grounded on the NPM principles aim to make their 

own institutions financially independent and fully accountable by following so the pattern of the 

“entrepreneurial” idea of university (Clark 1998). In this view, each university ideally competes with 

each other in the market of higher education to attract more students, resources, funding, and so on. 

The approval of the Law 168/1989 in the late 1980s, represented the first step for the adoption of the 

NPM principles in the Italian higher education with particular reference to the principle of (procedural) 

autonomy. The Law 168/1989 introduced important structural changes in terms of distribution of 

authority, degrees of autonomy of the institutions, and mechanisms of coordination. The rationale of 

the Law was to move towards the supervisory model of governance, in which the state engages in 

incentive-based steering from a distance. Most especially, the Law 168 initiated the process of 

modernization of the Italian universities in the direction of a greater statutory, financial, and 

organizational autonomy. For this to happen, firstly, Law 168/1989 established the Ministry for the 

Universities and Research (MiUR), as the principal State authority for governing and funding the 

national research system. Secondly, it acknowledged some facets and degrees of autonomy to the 

universities, which had to go with the setting up of an evaluation system by conferring them the power 

to approve their own statutes and regulations in the framework of a greater financial and 

organizational independence.  

To fully complete the process of university autonomy, in 1990 the then Italian government enacted a 

further legislative measure, the Law 341/1990. The Law 341/1990, also known as the “Ruperti Law” 

due to the name of its proponent (the then Minister of Public Education, Antonio Ruperti), settled the 

ground for the implementation of the principle of didactic autonomy and for the reorganisation of 

teaching programmes within the universities. The Ruperti Law had also an important effect on the role 

of the researchers and the reorganization of their teaching loads. By that measure, researchers became 

an integral part of the teaching staff. As a matter of fact, the Ruberti Law abolished the clause excluding 

researchers from teaching responsibility of the official courses and, actually, extended the teaching 

assignments and substitute teachings to all the confirmed researchers (“ricercatori confermati”). As 

long as the assigned official course were allowed to be remunerated, such a course did not have to be 

part of the working load included in the integrative didactic activities, but it had to be part of an 

additional work to those activities. In doing so, in the intention of legislator, researchers would have, 



 

 
 

103 

thus, acquired the same formal rights and institutional tasks of the professors in the teaching field. 

Finally, the Ruperti Law attempted also to contrast and limit the authority of full professors by 

suppressing the ownership of the chair.44 

The second step made by the Italian government for the adoption of NPM measures in higher 

education was the approval of an amendment to the state general financial law of 1993, which stated 

that the Ministry of University would now give annually a lump sum to each university according to 

certain parameters. In other words, with such an amendment the then Italian government aimed at 

the introduction of some form of financial accountability and responsibility for each individual 

university. This measure established the responsibility of universities for the allocation of resources 

given by the State: a change from line-item budgeting to lump-sum budgeting. The universities became 

responsible for decisions over the composition of its teaching personnel: the number of teachers 

needed, qualifications requested, distribution by professional level and recruitment policies.  

The principle of evaluation was introduced shortly after the adoption of the principle of financial 

autonomy, when the Ministry of Education created a new national agency, the “Observatory of the 

Universities” and established the “Units of Internal Evaluation” within each university. Where the 

national agency was responsible for the evaluation of both teaching and research functions at the 

system level, the local organs of evaluation had the aim to provide cost-benefit analysis to assess the 

efficiency and effectiveness of teaching and research expenditure within and for each university. 

Shortly after, the Law 370/1999 transformed the Osservatorio into the National Committee for the 

Evaluation of Universities (CNVSU), a technical organ attached to the MiUR, in charge of the evaluation 

of the higher education system. Additionally, in each university a Nucleo di Valutatione (NUV) was 

established to replace the Units for Internal Evaluation, both for overall performance assessment as 

well as supplying data, information and analysis to the CNVSU. 

Despite the big effort by the legislator to radically modify the old practices and the status quo of Italian 

academia, the reforms of the 1990s did not succeed in producing the expected effects on the Italian 

higher education system. These reforms, though calling into question the authority of the academic 

oligarchy and the governance of HEIs, did not produce substantial structural change. The HE system 

showed a great ability to avoid change and maintain its key features: enduring domination of 

                                                           
44 A greater step in the direction of the “substantial autonomy” was made in 1999 with the approval of the 
legislative decree no. 59 concerning academic curricula and courses. More specifically, the legislative decree no 
59/1999 institutionalized the autonomy for Italian universities regarding all the matters of teaching curricula 
and academic activities. While all the degrees, classes of study programs were determined at the national level 
(a class is the framework for the study programs offered by universities in the same disciplinary field), on the 
basis of this national framework each university could freely decide upon which subjects and curricula to teach 
and organize within a specific class. 
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professorial power in the governing bodies of universities; informal and persisting procedures of 

“collective self-promotion” of the baronial class (Palermo 2011); lack of clear and binding mechanisms 

of self-evaluation and self-assessment of teaching and research.  

More generally, two significant problems for the implementation of the reforms can be detected: a) 

they were introduced to the academic world from the outside—the political milieu; b) although a 

significant number of different and various interests supported them, this milieu did it without a real 

and strong political project. In this respect, in remarking how the Italian governments had put forward 

over the course of the 1990s their strategy to modify the higher education system, Roberto Moscati 

(2001) spoke of the adoption of a sort of “mosaic strategy.” By that Moscati meant the fact that 

implementation of structural higher education reforms was put forward through small and moderate 

policy innovations (Dobbins and Knill 2014). Although all the governments of the 1990s had promoted 

structural changes in the field of higher education grounded on the NPM principles of autonomy, 

evaluation and accountability, these proposals of change were proven to be weak, non-linear, and not 

totally linked to a general framework of modernisation of the higher education sector more in line with 

the northern European countries.  

In this respect, the process of “Europeanization” of higher education underwent an acceleration after 

the so-called Bologna Declaration in 1999. In Bologna, twenty nine Ministers of Public Education, 

mostly coming from European countries but not only,45 gathered to subscribe a common declaration, 

titled “The European Space of Higher Education,” with the aim of creating a common space for higher 

education and research (by 2010). In their view, education and research constituted the pillars on 

which to build the new knowledge society and, thus, allow Europe to assume a pivotal role in the new 

globalized economy. To this end, the Declaration singled out four middle-range objectives:  

Adoption of a system of easily readable and comparable degrees, also through the implementation 
of the Diploma Supplement, in order to promote European citizens employability and the 
international competitiveness of the European higher education system. 

Adoption of a system essentially based on two main cycles, undergraduate and graduate. Access 
to the second cycle shall require successful completion of first cycle studies, lasting a minimum of 
three years. The degree awarded after the first cycle shall also be relevant to the European labour 
market as an appropriate level of qualification. The second cycle should lead to the master and/or 
doctorate degree as in many European countries. 

Establishment of a system of credits - such as in the ECTS system – as a proper means of promoting 
the most widespread student mobility. Credits could also be acquired in non-higher education 

                                                           
45 At the moment, the countries adhering to the Bologna Process are the following: Albany, Andorra, Armenia, 
Austria, Azerbaijan, Belgium, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Vatican City, Croatia, Cyprus, Denmark, Estonia, 
Finland, France, Georgia, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Liechtenstein, Lithuania, Luxembourg, 
Malta, Moldova, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, United Kingdom, Czech Republic, the former Yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia, Slovakia, Romania, Russia, Serbia and Montenegro, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, 
Switzerland, Turkey, Ukraine, Hungary. 
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contexts, including lifelong learning, provided they are recognised by receiving Universities 
concerned. 

Promotion of mobility by overcoming obstacles to the effective exercise of free movement with 
particular attention to: 

• for students, access to study and training opportunities and to related services  

• for teachers, researchers and administrative staff, recognition and valorisation of periods spent 
in a European context researching, teaching and training, without prejudicing their statutory 

rights.46 

Like the implementation of the NPM reforms of the early 1990s, at the beginning of the 2000s Italy 

was one of the first European countries to adopt and fully apply some key points of the "Bologna 

Process" agenda in its higher education system. The Ministerial Decree 509/1999 redesigned and 

reorganized the academic curricula, courses, and seminars on the basis of the ECTS system of credits. 

Following the second objective of the Bologna Declaration, the university curriculum was also divided 

into three cycles: three years of bachelor (“laurea triennale”), two years of master (“laurea 

specialistica” then “laurea magistrale”), and three PhD (“dottorato”). 

The reason of this early adoption of some goals of the Bologna agenda in the Italian legislation is not 

difficult to grasp. Animated by the same purpose of the NPM reforms of the preceding years, the Italian 

government used the rhetoric and the objectives of the Bologna Process to undermine the baronial 

power of the Italian academic oligarchy (Moscati 2006). In this sense, appealing to the then 

uncontested and imperative value of the European integration (“it is Europe which wants this reform 

of higher education”) was an effective way to legitimize these national measures before all the Italian 

academic oligarchy, which given such a level of general consensus was not able to reject or oppose.47  

The various and different actors populating the Italian universities reacted in a very distinct way to the 

implementation of the process of reforms of the 1990s. Some of them overtly opposed the process; 

some others pretended to like it by hoping to have some benefit from its implementation. Only a small 

yet significant part of the academic community fully accepted the ideological principles, the rationale, 

and the goals underlying the reforms. There are, at least, five distinct types of actors whose life, 

                                                           
46 Source: http://www.ehea.info/Uploads/about/BOLOGNA_DECLARATION1.pdf, last access: 15/12/2014.  
47 I will not say more than this on the Bologna Process reforms for two reasons. First, as several scholars have 
recently argued (personal communication with Koen Geven, 2014), the Bologna Process has been used as a 
political justification to introduce all the reforms that various and different European governments wanted to 
adopt in their higher education systems regardless of the objectives of the Bologna Declaration. In this sense, 
the recourse to the Bologna Process has masked the presence of many vested interests and powerful lobbies 
behind the reforms of higher education, which did not have anything to do with the objectives of the Bologna 
Process itself. The second reason why I do not deal much with the Bologna Process reforms has to do with the 
level of analysis of my investigation. Although the study of the European and national level of higher education 
alongside the implementation of reforms are an important part of my work, I am principally interested in 
exploring the “political field” of individual universities, where, besides the influence of the European process, 
other more local and contextual factors must be taken into account. 

http://www.ehea.info/Uploads/about/BOLOGNA_DECLARATION1.pdf
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function, and role in academia was heavily influenced by the various reform processes of those years. 

These actors are the state bureaucrats, tenured professors, university leaders/top-level administrators 

(rectors), junior academic staff (researchers), and students.48 

At the national level, there were two actors that strongly opposed the realization of the project 

concerning the institutional autonomy of the universities: the ministerial bureaucracy and the 

University National Council (CUN) (Moscati 2006). The ministerial bureaucracy feared it could lose its 

power of control over the university system. For this reason and to a certain extent, these bureaucrats 

took action to slow down the implementation process by successfully using their role and the formal 

procedures at their disposal to boycott it. Their interest on the issue was to maintain the system of 

authority as centralized as possible, accompanied by the idea that the realization of the principle of 

institutional autonomy would have negatively fostered a process of competition and differentiation 

between individual universities, leading thus to damage the constitutional principle of equality in 

higher education.  

The other national organ that manifested its opposition to the process of institutional autonomy was 

the University National Council (CUN), which feared it could lose the power to determine the 

acceptability of curricula and, more generally, the authority over the structure and organization of 

academic disciplines and programmes. The main interest of this body was to oppose the principle of 

didactic autonomy and the proliferation of curricula, programmes, and courses established at the level 

of individual universities so to retain the greatest portion of decisional power on such matters. The 

ideational frame supporting this interest was to safeguard the quality and homogeneity of disciplines 

and curricula throughout all the institutions of the Italian higher education sector.   

The actor with the more ambivalent and, to a certain extent, even contradictory position towards the 

reform process was by far the class of tenured professors. Generally, professors from humanities were 

against, while professors from hard and applied sciences were favourable. More specifically, groups of 

professors from the humanities and law developed a somewhat strong opposition toward the 

                                                           
48 A clarification on why I have only listed these actors is here needed. My investigation on the Italian and 
English universities is limited to the academic staff. In my thesis, I chose to focus my attention mainly on the 
mobilization of academic actors simply for an issue of time, resources, and energy. It would have been too 
much to extend my analysis to other types of actors. However, over the time frame I have explored the field of 
Italian and English universities, I must admit that academic actors have not been the only actors under 
mobilization. For a wider and more exhaustive description of the cases, I should have also taken into account 
the non-academic staff such as the porters, cleaners, technicians, and so on, who have equally contributed to 
the production and reproduction of the institutional life of these universities. For this reason, I do not exclude 
that I will take into account these actors in a further and future project on university mobilizations. That said, 
to trace and report  the reactions, to the reform processes of the 1990s, of all the actors I have taken into 
account here, I have used several secondary sources (Moscati 2006, Reale and Potì 2009, Palermo 2011, 
Dobbins and Knill 2014, Regini 2014) and conducted interviews with key academic actors of the three Italian 
universities, meaning some professors, students, researchers. 
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innovations implied by the reform. They had a traditional interpretation of the university’s role in 

society. They viewed university as an institution for the formation of the elite and the role of the 

university professors as dedicated to the accomplishment of this purpose (Moscati 2006). The fact that 

the main objective of the reform process were precisely that of breaking down the academic “ivory 

tower” made them, at least at the beginning, fierce antagonists of the entire process. Their main 

interest was to restore the pre-reform situation within the universities, faculties, and departments 

where, due to the series of reforms on autonomy, evaluation, and accountability, these professors 

were losing political legitimacy, symbolic status, and even slots and influence in the traditional 

governing bodies where they were historically very powerful. The ideal on which professors from 

humanities based their resistance to the reform process was that of bringing back and restoring the 

“Humboldtian” conception of university, that is, the one founded on the ideal of the university as the 

best site for the production of critical knowledge and free and autonomous thinking (Beccaria 2004).   

On the other hand, professors who, due to their disciplinary specialization, used already to work in 

research fields “between academia and society” such as engineering, medicine, physics and more 

generally all the applied sciences, welcomed more warmly the objectives and the implementation of 

these reforms, especially the ones concerning the financial autonomy and accountability. Their main 

interest was, indeed, to open up their field of research to external funding and actors so to increase 

the amount of channels and resources, both financial and organizational, that they would have been 

able to use to enlarge their research programmes, projects, and academic structures. The cognitive 

frame through which they supported this interest was the idea that in the era of knowledge society 

the university should have become an open hub apt to host wider social interests and different publics 

and actors beyond academia. 

Extremely favourable to the reforms implementing the principle of institutional autonomy was the 

national organ of rectors (“rettori”), the “Conferenza dei Rettori delle Università Italiane” (CRUI). This 

body, created in 1963 as private association of rectors to coordinate and represent the activities of the 

Italian universities, was not very central and powerful within the university system until the beginning 

of the higher education reform processes of the early 1990s, when it obtained de facto the institutional 

role of buffering organ between the state and the individual universities. The CRUI, as the 

representative body of the Italian university leadership, had a great interest in promoting the 

institutional autonomy of the universities of which the rectors were the heads, as the realization of 

the university autonomy would have necessarily meant the increase of their institutional power. Their 

ideological commitment fostering this interest was the idea that through the implementation of the 

principle of autonomy and, more generally, of the NMP values, the Italian university system would 
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have finally undertaken a process of modernization needed to compete with other higher education 

systems and universities, especially the Anglo-American ones, in a new phase of globalized economy.  

Going down in the ladder of university authority, an actor that showed a sort of politically passive 

indifference towards the entire reform process was the junior academic staff. The researchers and, 

even more, the group of research and teaching assistants, whose career fully depended on the success 

and power of their academic supervisors, had a pretty opportunistic position toward the realization of 

the principle of institutional autonomy. Fragmented in terms of interests, politically disorganized, and 

imbued with individualistic conceptions of their role in the university institution, the most popular 

strategy among the members of this staff was generally that of personally relying upon their bosses 

and on the capacity of the latter to obtain various benefits from the process of university autonomy. 

As shown in one of the next sections, until very recently, this category of people did not manage to 

express a shared interest and a common view of the university and the various reform processes. 

The university subject who manifested by far the strongest opposition to the reforms was the students, 

and most especially its politically organized vanguard, the student movement. Since the very start of 

the reform process, that is the 1990, students throughout Italy began to mobilize against the Ruperti 

Law by occupying universities, organizing sit-ins and demonstrations, and disrupting the daily activities 

of the academic life. The student movement, known and dubbed by the media with the name 

“panther” (“pantera”)—which resembled the student movements of the 1960s in terms of the amount 

of students mobilized—intended to contest and fully reject the ideological principles underlying the 

reforms. For the students, the implementation of the principles of autonomy, evaluation, and 

accountability would have meant to open the way to the process of marketization and privatization of 

higher education (Palermo 2011). In the political analysis of the movement, the realization of the 

principle of institutional autonomy would have entailed the entry of private actors in the university 

governing bodies and of their capital into the research and teaching programmes so to distort the 

public end of higher education. By contrast, the students regarded the university and higher education 

as a public good, which needed to be defended from the neoliberal process of privatization that in 

those years was not only affecting public education, but the Italian public sector as a whole.  

Despite its high level of disruptiveness and mobilization capacity, the “pantera” movement was finally 

defeated by exhaustion after several months of struggle. Unlike the movement of the 1968, the 

pantera did not manage to block or slow down any of the contested reforms. Besides its organizational 

weakness, a factor that made it impossible for the movement of the 1990s to succeed in pursuing its 

goals was its wider protest target if compared with the movement of 1968. While in 1968 the student 

movement had overtly and primarily challenged (and won) the authority of chair-holder professors 

directly undergoing the student threat in their workplaces (i.e. universities), in 1990 the main political 
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enemy of the movement was represented by the national government, which was less easily 

reachable, and, therefore, damageable by the student protests. Despite its short life and political 

defeat, the student movement represented the most serious political threat for the NPM plan of the 

Italian government. Unlike the other university actors, the students did not have any materialist and 

economic interest at stake in their struggle, but only the authentic belief that the idea of the university 

as common good should have been to be defended and valorised. 

In conclusion, the structural reforms of the 1990s changed the Italian university system in several 

respects. Such reforms modified state-university relations, the relations among individual universities 

and, even, the power relations within the universities themselves. More generally, even though some 

scholars rightly spoke of the adoption of a “mosaic strategy” (Moscati 2001), the policies of all the 

governments of the 1990s finally succeeded in triggering a process of modernization of the traditional 

university structures. The universities, result of the 1990s reform processes, became “political fields” 

wherein, although the class of tenured professors still played a dominant role, the capacity of 

intervention of other actors and subjectivities could no longer be overlooked. Fragmented within its 

ranks on the position to keep on the issue of university autonomy, the class of professors was now 

challenged by several other emerging forces and powers. At national level, for instance, the CRUI, the 

representative body of the university leadership, had been gaining political power and institutional 

recognition at the expense of the CUN, the national organ of professors and of their disciplinary groups.  

Within and among the universities, the principle of institutional competition compelled, moreover, the 

restructuring of their governing bodies in the direction of a greater managerialization process: 

businessmen, top-level administrators and managers were now expected to have a say and provide 

their contribution to promoting the universities in the marketplace of higher education. Finally, such a 

decentralization process of power (from the State to individual universities) paved also the way to the 

emergence of local “political arena,” placed at the level of individual universities, where usually no 

very powerful coalitions of actors such as student organizations and collectives, as well as associations 

of researchers and research assistants could more easily put forward their claims and carry out their 

struggles. In other words, with the general process of institutional autonomy, even individual 

universities become political fields with important stakes to be won, wherein mobilization, 

antagonism, conflict between dominant and dominated actors not only are possible, but represent the 

daily relations characterizing their institutional life. As shown later on in the text, these dynamics of 

conflict and power constitute also the normal institutional life in the cases of the University of Turin, 

Rome (Sapienza), and Naples (Federico II). 
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4.4 Situating the action field of contemporary universities 

 

The plan of HE reforms, carried out in the second half of the 2000s, by the second and third 

Berlusconi governments prefigured and heralded a process of university recentralization, contrasting 

several abuses and the increase of power of which the class of tenured professors had benefited in the 

implementation process of the principle of autonomy. In terms of recruitment, career promotion,49 

and organization of curricula, Italian professors had taken advantage of the new institutional 

conditions of a system capable of “producing autonomy without responsibility,” that is autonomy not 

accompanied by a complementary process of institutional competition and evaluation (Regini 2014: 

25). This situation of “autonomy without responsibility” was particularly problematic after the 

implementation in 1997 of the principle of didactic autonomy. Tenured professors interpreted and 

used this new institutional setting as a way to increase their “academic power” (Bourdieu 1988) by 

fostering a proliferation and multiplication of courses, programs, and curricula created ad hoc to 

expand the number and resources of their own disciplinary groups. 

In the years 2004-2010 all the efforts of the government were, thus, officially addressed to reverse 

these professorial abuses derived from the process of autonomy and, at the same time, to make the 

governance structure of the universities more managerial. With respect to the first objective and in 

the generalized process of cuts to public funding (on this see also Chapter 6), the Law 230/2006 

abolished the position of researchers (“ricercatori”) to foster recruitment restrictions and, thus, limit 

the decisional power of the baronial class. Senior academic staff again exploited this new measure to 

bring forward their own interests and circumvent the new restrictions on researchers by simply 

appointing them as full professors. Subsequent to this baronial strategy, the number of full professors 

increased by 51% since 1998 (CNVSU 2009).  

Another step in the direction of the national recentralization of the system was taken in 2006, when 

the government established the ANVUR (National Agency for the Evaluation of Higher Education and 

Research) replacing both the CNVSU and the CIVR (National Research Evaluation Committee). The 

ANVUR, a de facto section of the MIUR, was aimed to rationalize “the system of quality assessment 

activities of university research institutions and public and private receipt of public funds." The results 

of its assessment activities were expected “to constitute a reference mark for the allocation of state 

                                                           
49 As part of a general thrust to boost university autonomy, new regulations were designed in 1998 to enable 
universities to decide when and hold competitions. University faculties (and not university management) were 
then called on to decide the winner. This reform created new incentives for universities to accommodate more 
of their own aspiring academic staff. The result was a system of concerted collective promotion (Capano 2008), 
resulting in approximately 85% in-house appointments of full professors and 75% associate professors (CNVSU 
2009:257) 
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funding to universities' and research institutes" (Law 240/2010). Thereby the establishment of the 

ANVUR opened up the way both to a process of national (re)centralization of some key functions of 

universities (such as contents and direction of research, management of funding, and so on), and to 

an acceleration of the internal managerialization of the university governance. 

The thrust towards a managerialized type of university governance had always been a goal for all the 

Italian right wing governments. However, not even the establishment of more “managerial” and “firm-

like” governing bodies, such as the board of administrators (“Consiglio di Amministrazione”), within 

the universities, a few years before, had brought about the expected effect, that is the development 

of a managerial governance (“autonomy with responsibility”). By contrast, the managerial imprinting 

of the board of administrators had been easily neutralized by the academic oligarchy, which had 

succeeded in transforming it into a broad, academic-dominated institution with strong faculty 

presence. In a nutshell, senior professors succeeded in making the Consiglio di Amministrazione to be 

just a duplication of the academic senate. Following the model of university governance developed in 

Chapter 2, one can say that the governance units remained strongly “senatorial” in all the Italian 

universities until very recently 

More generally, the internal governance of Italian universities maintained four distinguishable 

characteristics throughout the 2000s, featuring still the presence of a strong academic oligarchy 

(Dobbins and Knill 2014). First, Italian universities experienced a “bloating” of both institutions—the 

academic senate and the board of administrators—to accommodate all actors, more especially all the 

fractions of the departments and disciplinary groups. Second, the incorporation of such a broad 

spectrum of interests and actors led to tedious consensus-finding. This implied the existence of a very 

slow decision making process based on the “corporatist-democratic” (Capano 2008) negotiation 

among all the university disciplinary groups. Third, due to the strong academic presence, both 

governing bodies were staffed with people, who were strongly affected by decision taken, in particular 

those of a distributive nature. Fourth, the academic dominance of the administrative council had the 

effect that there was a lack of staff with budgeting and entrepreneurial skills.  

To contrast these aspects, the plan of HE reform, approved at the end of 2010 (Law 240/2010) after 

three months of mobilizations (later on in the text), represented—in the intention of the then Minister 

of Higher Education, Maria Stella Gelmini—the most important attempt to crack down the power of 

academics and modify the system of internal authority in the direction of a managerial pattern of 

governance, as experienced in the American and English HE institutions. Law 240/2010 established 

several substantial novelties mainly on the matter of the restructuring of governance, but also of 

recruitment. As for the latter aspect, the recruitment procedures for associate and full professors 

(concorsi) were recentralized, resulting in a situation essentially equivalent to the situation before the 
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Berlinguer reforms of the late 1990s. In the plan of the government, the recentralization of the 

recruitment procedures would have limited the process of promotion of local candidates (and, 

therefore, the power of barons), which had been a so widespread phenomenon during the ten years 

of local tenders (“concorsi locali”).  

As for the matter of governance, the reform aimed to change the Italian university governance in three 

directions. It intended to favour a) the centralization of the university leadership, b) the 

managerialization of decisional bodies, and c) the reduction of power of the collegial organs (Regini 

2014). For this to happen, the law elevated the role of the rector to that of university top-manager, by 

setting for him/her a term of 6 years mandate not renewable, and essentially making this organ the 

politically leading figure responsible for the whole university. More importantly, the 240 aimed to 

differentiate the functions of the academic senate and the board of administrators by conferring more 

substantive power to the latter. While the decisional power of the senate was restricted to mere 

academic issues such as the organization of curricula and courses, the board of administrators acquired 

all the decisional powers over the main financial and administrative issues of the university, such as 

the annual (and triennial) budget plans, “organic points” (“punti organico”), staff recruitment. The 

board of administrators, “appointed by the rector”50, which had to include at least three members 

coming from external stakeholders, became the strategic-political body of the university.  

Moreover, to curb the problem of democratic over-representation in all the governing bodies of the 

academic structure, law 240 prescribed the shutting down of the historical locus of baronial power, 

the faculties, replaced by the departments, to which were now awarded a certain financial autonomy 

and also all the teaching activities (beside research activities) before owed to the faculties. Finally but 

not less importantly, the 240 prescribed also to all the universities the rewriting of their statutes with 

the aim to implement from a bottom-up direction the new managerial principles provided for the 

Gelmini reform by the end of 2011. 

In conclusion, using the language of my theoretical framework, these HE reforms (and more especially 

the Gelmini law) of the 2000s, understood as external shocks provoked by the interference of another 

                                                           
50 The issue of election/appointment of the board of administrators has been one of the most unclear and 
problematic points in the interpretation of the 240. According to several scholars and political commentators 
(see for instance Regini 2014), the article of the 240 on that aspect was too generic and ambiguous. As a matter 
of fact, the lack of clarity of (many) key aspects of the law constituted one of the main causes of the struggles 
carried out by dominated vs. dominant actors during the process of revision of the university statutes following 
the enactment of the law in early 2011. More generally—according to Regini (2014: 25-26)—the Gelmini law 
incorporated a contradiction “between a very specific and sophisticated regulation in many respects that could 
have been left to the decisional autonomy of universities and the incapacity to face the crucial nodes of the 
new governance asset: for instance on the system of selection of the rector and on the system of selection of 
the boards of administrators.”  
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field (the State), triggered several processes of field crisis both within the individual universities and in 

the university system as a whole. This was also the case of the three universities in question in the time 

frame 2008/2013, namely the University of Turin, Sapienza, and Federico II, where these reforms 

produced a significant restructuring of the field, the emergence and mobilization of new actors, and 

also the reactive response from the university establishment. I deal with the specific dynamics of these 

processes and their impacts on the three universities under investigation in chapters 6 and 8 of the 

present work. 
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Chapter 5. The English University Field in the Recent History 
 

5.1 Introduction 

 

In this chapter, I situate the English university field in a historical perspective. In section 5.2, I 

offer a historical overview of the English university system by introducing the actors, power relations 

and governance structures that have characterized the English universities from the second half of the 

twentieth century on. In section 5.3, I introduce the building process of the neoliberal model of 

university in the English higher education system, and I illustrate the action field of today’s English 

universities by showing the actors at play, their relations, and the new governance structures after 

these years of neoliberal reforms. In section 5.4, I present the key features of the most recent round 

of HE reforms to so set the ground for the empirical analysis of the mobilizations and their impacts on 

the University College of London, Sussex University, and University of Birmingham carried out in 

chapters 7 and 9. 

5.2 Actors, power relations, and governance structures in the recent history of English 

universities 
 

In this section, I present the actors, power relations, and governance structures characterizing 

English universities during the second half of the twentieth century. To do so, I build on the main 

studies that have tackled the issue of the levels of authority structuring the variety of university 

systems from a comparative perspective. In order to classify the English system of higher education, I 

have adopted the typology on the university architecture of power formulated by Burton Clark (1983). 

I have also incorporated several documents and secondary sources dealing specifically with the 

evolution of English higher education, so as to historically contextualize today's university struggles. In 

the remainder of this section, after having introduced the type of university model to which the English 

higher education system belongs, I give a historical overview of the type of actors (both dominant and 

dominated), along with their interests and strategies, who have faced—from different positions—the 

various attempts of university reforms from the end of 1960s to the early 1990s.  

In Burton Clark’s typology (1983), the English system of higher education is identified with a specific 

model that he calls the “British mode of authority.”51 For Clark, the British model has placed strong 

                                                           
51 While the terms “British” and “Great Britain” refer to England, Wales, and Scotland, in my study I have only 
dealt with English universities. The three countries have, indeed, distinct policies on higher education, so from 
now on when speaking of the English higher education, I will only refer to the universities and the higher 
education system of England. However, Burton Clark (1983) has grouped the university systems of these 
countries into the same type (“the British model”) on the basis of a similar distribution of authority. The other 



 

 
 

116 

authority at the bottom of the system (i.e. departments): unlike the continental mode (based on the 

system of chair-holding institutes), this system emphasizes the collegial over the personal approach. 

That is, unlike the chair-holding institutes on the continent, the university departments in England are 

not run by only one professor, but generally by several professors, working in the same discipline, and 

even some non-professorial staff (such as senior lectors, readers, and so on). The hierarchy of authority 

within such a department is not so rigid, and formal provisions for some democratization of decision-

making are common. Most frequently, these take the form of departmental boards including all the 

staff and sometimes student representatives (Van de Graaff 1976). The departments in England can, 

thus, be said to have been organized in a more democratic way than the Italian institutes. 

The British mode of authority has historically given some strength to the middle levels of coordination 

(see level of authority (3), Fig. 1, Chapter 4), meaning the authority pertaining to the university level. 

At this level, authority is distributed through a “two-tier structure” subdivided into four main organs: 

court, executive council, academic senate and vice-chancellor. The first two, court and council, form 

the top organizational tier, while the senate forms the second tier. The vice-chancellor, as the chief 

academic and administrative officer of the university, stands as the figure linking the two tiers. Court 

and council bear formal responsibility for all institutional affairs. In many charters, the court formally 

retains supreme authority within the university, although its function is still largely ceremonial. Its most 

important potential role is as a link to local informed public opinion. By contrast, the council is more 

important than the court in university governance. Its primary domain of responsibility is that of 

finance, and the planning and maintenance of the physical plant. In addition, it formally confirms staff 

appointments. It does most of its work through committees, which are often formed jointly with 

senate.  

On the second tier of university government there is an academic senate, consisting of the vice-

chancellor and professors in charge of the various subjects, which are largely organized as 

departments. The senate is the only governing organ that deals directly with the faculties and 

departments. It holds virtually complete authority for formulating university-wide academic policy. 

The vice-chancellor is generally denoted by the university charter as the “chief academic and 

administrative officer” (Moodie and Eustace 1974). She is appointed by the council, often on the 

nomination of a council committee including senate members and she must have the support of both 

council and senate. The vice-chancellor derives her influence and authority from a number of sources: 

first, as chairman of senate and usually of its committees, the vice-chancellor serves “very much as 

executive chairman proposing decisions rather than someone to arbitrate between debators” (Moodie 

                                                           
two models of university that Clark has singled out are the “Continental mode” (see Chapter 4) and the 
“American model.” 
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and Eustace 1974: 132-133). As chief administrator, she is at the focal point of communication within 

the university and represents the main link between the senate and council. The latter was the most 

salient aspect of this figure in the period of time between 1945 and 1980. More generally and like the 

rector in Italian universities, the vice-chancellor did not hold any substantial power until the neoliberal 

and managerial reforms of the1980s. 

A distinguishing feature of the organs forming the top organizational tier (i.e. court and council), 

making the British system absolutely different from the Continental one, is the presence, generally the 

majority in the court, of lay members, that is people who do not have any academic background and 

who belong to the world of business, politics, and civil society. These outsiders have been variously 

designated as lay members, trustees of governing bodies. Trusteeship means supervision of an 

enterprise by outsiders who are part time, generally unpaid, and have their primary commitments 

elsewhere (Clark 1983). The outsiders represent a larger interest, that of the general public in a public 

institution or a specific constituency and supporting group in a private institution, or some combination 

of the two. In the university courts, these members generally include local external stakeholders and 

municipal officials, representatives of associations and groups of all kinds, with some representative 

of graduates, staff and students from the university. As for the university councils, lay members are 

still in the majority. However, academics rose on average from roughly 20 % on the councils of several 

universities in the 1960s to 40 % and more granted in the charters of some of the same universities at 

the end of the 1970s.  

Going up to the higher levels of authority ([5] and [6] of the Fig. 1, cap. 4), one must note how 

governmental bureaus traditionally had little power, with national coordination instead chiefly 

provided by a body of academic oligarchs (Clark 1983). Historically and until recently, British 

governments did not have much interest in producing national and common policies on the overall 

system of higher education. Only from 1919, for instance, was a permanent body established, the 

University Grant Committee (UGC), to provide grants and funding to selected universities. At the 

outset, the UGC aimed simply to stimulate the universities to plan their own development more 

comprehensively than they would otherwise have done.52 In the 1950s, the then government 

expanded the UGC’s terms of reference to include assisting in the “preparation and execution of such 

plans for the development of the universities as may from time to time be required in order to ensure 

                                                           
52 The UGC was placed under the Treasury to ensure greater university autonomy than would be likely under an 
administration also responsible for the rest of education (such as the Ministry of Science and Education). 
Transferred from Treasury to the DES in 1964, the UGC served as a buffer between government and 
universities, helping to maintain the latter’s autonomy. It consists of some 20 members, of whom three-
quarters are from universities and the rest from other sectors of education and from industry, in roughly equal 
portions. For this part of the present section, I have heavily drawn on Van de Graaff (1976): 6-8.  
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that they are fully adequate to national needs” (Berdahl 1959: 60). The UGC has remained the only 

central organ of coordination (with limited powers) until the establishment of some other national 

organs in the seventies. This loose structure of authority at the national level constituted another 

peculiarity of the British university system, which was at the time mostly dominated—like the Italian 

system—by circles of academics, even though the presence of laymen and top-level administrators in 

the governing bodies of many universities mitigated this professorial power.  

More generally, the British university system was always characterized by a low degree of national 

integration and a high level of autonomy and differentiation. In 1965, the then government finally 

formalized the creation of a “binary system of higher education,” grounded on two kinds of institution, 

one oriented towards research and teaching (universities), the other to vocational and professional 

training (polytechnics and technical colleges).53 On the one hand, there were the universities, 

belonging to the “autonomous sector” of higher education, due to their legal autonomy granted by 

royal charters (Van de Graaff 1976). On the other, the system also encompassed a large and diverse 

non-university sector (called the “public sector”), for which overall policy was set by the central 

government. Non-university higher education, whose mission was vocational training, consisted of two 

main segments: the polytechnics, which enrolled nearly half of their students for university-level 

degrees, and a larger number of technical and other colleges with varying proportions of students in 

degree-level and other advanced courses.  

The establishment of a binary system of higher education was useful for two reasons, one technical, 

the other political. The technical motive was merely to end the process of promotion from non-

university to university status that many institutions had been completing from the beginning of the 

1960s. Too many institutions were obtaining the status of university, with the danger of inflating such 

institutional status. For instance, Sussex University (chartered in 1961) initiated a series of eight 

entirely new foundations within six years, and between 1964 and 1967 ten technological institutions 

were raised to university status, most of which had been designated as colleges of advanced 

technology (CATS) in 1957.54 The political reason for establishing a binary system was to prevent an 

excess of student enrollments for universities, meaning the formation of “oversized universities" and, 

                                                           
53 It is difficult to define the boundary of non-university higher education, because technical colleges enrol 
greatly varying proportions of students in courses preparing for degrees or for other advanced level diplomas 
and certificates; technical colleges that are considered as part of higher education enrol a substantial 
proportion of students in such advanced courses, qualifying for university. For a further description of the 
sector of non-university higher education, see Van de Graaff (1976): 44-45. 
54 Two universities were formed by the fission of long-standing partnerships (Newcastle left Durham, and 
Dundee split from St. Andrews in Scotland). Thus there were by 1976 forty-two full-fledged universities in Great 
Britain, including the federal University of Wales and eight in Scotland. In the fall of 1973, there were 245,000 
full-time students at these universities. See University Grants Committee, Annual Survey: Academic Year 1973-
74 (London H.M.S.O., 1975).  
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therefore, their institutional paralysis. Unlike the Italian “mono-system,” the presence of different 

types of higher education institutions in which students were allowed to enroll prevented the 

congestion of English universities. It is no coincidence that the majority of the new enrollments 

between the 1960s and 1980s were, indeed, directed towards polytechnics and professional colleges, 

rather than universities. Unlike the Italian system of “mass universities,” the English binary system has, 

thus, favored the relative safeguarding of the original size and nature of traditional universities.  

It is, moreover, precisely the presence of such a binary system which makes the English “university 

field” relatively complex and differentiated in terms of dominant actors and power relations. Unlike 

the Italian university field of the 1960s and 1970s, the power of tenured professors is not totally 

uncontested. They are not the only actors participating in the governing bodies of the universities in 

which, as described above, a number of laymen, trustees, and top-level administrators participate in 

the decisional process from a relatively dominant position (especially in the court and executive 

council). What is more, the presence of these powerful outsiders is even greater and, therefore, 

politically stronger in the decisional bodies of non-university institutions such as polytechnics, 

technical and professional colleges. Here, given also the mission of these institutions (vocational, 

cooperative with the local community and supportive of its economic development), the decisional 

role of trustees and laymen in their management seems to be crucial. There is, therefore, a slightly 

different configuration of power between universities and non-universities according to their 

institutional mission and, consequently, to the role (and number) conferred onto the non-academics. 

In the traditional universities, although such a power is managed more democratically than their Italian 

colleagues, tenured professors are still dominant, whilst in the polytechnics and professional colleges 

the political influence of laymen and trustees is significantly greater. 

Although dominant, tenured professors and laymen are not the only actors to populate the field of 

English universities and actively pursue their interests and ideas. As in the universities of everywhere, 

since the second half of the sixties, English students and non-professorial staff (such as research 

assistants, senior lecturers, readers, and so on) took to the political stage, demanding more rights, 

power, and democracy within the university. The mobilization of non–professorial staff members was 

generally moderate both in their political objectives and their repertoire of actions. The 

democratization of university governance proceeded gradually as non-professorial staff were first 

included on committees and then on the parent organs. At the national level, the Association of 

University Teachers (AUT), whose membership included an increasing number of non-professorial 

staff, exerted the main pressure for such participation. However, reducing hierarchical authority within 

the universities was a complex task, and changes at one level had to be complemented by changes at 

another. The voice of non-professorial staff members at the university and faculty level appeared to 
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be most effective when they also had a say within their departments. As a general rule, the process of 

democratization of English universities was greater where the academic staff as a whole (professorial 

and not) prevailed over the non-academic one in terms of presence in the decisional bodies and key 

roles of the university governance. As Van de Graaff (1976: 32) has suggested, “greater internal 

democratization of academic authority has been common as extension of the shift from lay to 

academic control.” 

Like the non-professorial staff, the students attending the university in those years were quite 

moderate in terms of political demands and strategies. The student movement of the sixties was held 

together by shared ideas and ideals rather than by any formal organizational structures. Hierarchy was 

firmly rejected, and participation by all who wished to express a view was seen as not just desirable 

but as essential. “Communication between activists was achieved through informal networks rather 

than formalized meetings or structures” (Byrne 1997: 32). From its origins then, the English student 

movement was fragmented in terms of organizational structure and lacking a national coordination of 

activists; as a result, it was only able to raise local demands, based mainly on issues related to individual 

colleges and universities. In 1967 and 1968, one third of the demonstrations were concerned with 

student demands to participate in university or college government, and the remainder were divided 

into roughly equal proportions between issues of student discipline, guest speakers and curriculum 

reform (Blackstone and Hadley 1971).55 

Most universities met the student pressure by granting student membership on committees, whether 

these were especially established staff-student bodies or regular committees of the senate or council. 

Such moderate concessions usually satisfied a majority of the students, isolating the radical leaders 

and thus often defusing the agitation. By the beginning of the 1970s, most councils and many senates 

had student members. Non-professorial staff did not provide much support for the students, precisely 

because their own position relative to the professors had substantially improved over time. 

Manifestations of student protest in Britain were, thus, short in duration, limited in scope and size, 

and restrained in action, relating this to the difficulty British protestors had in linking wider political 

problems to the more local questions of university development. It was characteristic of the British 

situation that the possibility of establishing such global-local relationships was limited (Crouch 1972).   

To sum up, between 1960 and 1980, a distinct yet modest rise in the power of non-professorial staff 

and students was achieved at substantial cost to the power of professors. By contrast, as the majority 

group on council, laymen collectively lost some power. However, there was as wide a scope for 

                                                           
55 For a review on the history and literature on the British social movement sector, see Cini L. 2014, with 
particular reference to the section “A brief account on the state of social movements in the UK,” pp. 6-10. 
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influence on the part of individual laymen as ever, for the growing complexity of the non-academic 

side of university affairs inevitably entailed more frequent needs for expert outside advice. For the 

same reasons, the influence of specialized, full-time university administrators grew. These 

administrators also played a more important part in British universities than on the continent, where 

many administrative tasks were carried out by civil servants directly responsible to their governments. 

 

5.3 The building process of the neoliberal university  

 

The United Kingdom was the first European country beginning a radical process of privatization and 

liberalization of the public sector as a whole in the early 1980s. The main reason for this radical policy 

shift was clearly driven by the take-over of political power by the Conservative government led by 

Margaret Thatcher in 1979, who immediately set up and implemented a neoliberal agenda of reforms 

for the UK. In this respect, the higher education reforms of the 1980s did not represent an exception; 

on the contrary, they constituted one of the pillars of Mrs. Thatcher's neoliberal project, aimed at 

promoting the market-oriented American model of higher education into the English system.  

More specifically, two key aspects of the neoliberal agenda on HE can be highlighted in the time frame 

of about fifteen years (1984-1998), pursued and implemented by the Conservative governments (but 

also by the first New Labour government led by Tony Blair) within the English system of higher 

education: the gradual yet steady privatization of the channels of public funding (cuts to public 

spending for HE) and the implementation of NPM principles into the system of university governance 

and the evaluation of teaching and research (managerialization process). In essence, the combination 

of these two aspects acted as the hallmark of the building project of neoliberal university in the English 

higher education. 

As for the dismantling process of public funding, the main aim was to pass from a state-led system 

(UGC) to a regime of funding based on private contributions (business companies and families). In 

1979, Mrs. Thatcher initiated this policy process by introducing sharp reductions into the funding for 

both the so-called public sector of HE (polytechnics and vocational colleges) and the university system. 

In 1981, with government funding still running at about 90% of institutional budgets, an overall cut of 

17% over four years was announced. As a result, the UGC overturned the policy of continuing growth 

and announced severe expenditure reductions in university funding by allocating its reduced 

expenditure differently, on the basis of internal assessments of institutional quality (Shattock 2009). 

This led to some universities receiving cuts of over 30%, thus forcing them to develop commercial 

streams of income. Pressure was brought to bear on universities to increase their income streams from 
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non-core services (such as conferences, extracurricular activities and so on). Entrepreneurial and 

powerful vice chancellors emerged at the local level in some universities (e.g. Salford and Aston) to 

push through this more managerial agenda in the face of staff opposition (Ferlie and Andreani 2009). 

The Conservative governments planned three distinct interventions to privatize the funding system: a) 

a shift from the free system of higher education to a regime based on student fees; b) the passage 

from the system of student grants to a system of student loans; and finally c) an acceleration in the 

process of economic integration with the areas surrounding the universities and an increase in the 

proportion of their revenues of financial contributions from firms. The first attempt to impose fees 

dates back to 1984 under the Thatcher government, when the then Secretary of Education and 

Science, Sir Keith Joseph, announced the scrapping of the universal minimum grant (₤ 203) and the 

settling of means-tested fees at the maximum level of ₤ 520. However, this proposal was never 

approved also as a result of the opposition of the strong student movement, led by the National Unions 

of Students, and backed by the firm Labour Party’s institutional opposition. 

That said, it was precisely a government led by the (New) Labour Party enacting in 1998 a law, which, 

for the first time in the history of British higher education, introduced a system of tuition fees for 

university students by instituting a £ 1000 per year cap. It was with that Act (the “Teaching and Higher 

Education Act” 1998) and in that year that the English higher education system took a decisive turn 

towards a privatized funding system. After this legislative measure and in line with this policy, in 2003 

the Labour Party produced a White Paper, “The Future of Higher Education,” that promoted an 

increase in university fees as one of the key measures to foster a first level system of higher education. 

In 2004, the “Higher Education Act” took forward this proposal and, thus, introduced a system of 

variable (and higher) tuition fees, establishing a £3,290 per year cap (instead of the former £ 1000) 

that universities could now charge students.  

The second channel through which the Conservative governments of the 1980s and early 1990s aimed 

to privatize the funding system was the creation of a regime of student loans. In contrast to the 

unsuccessful implementation of a system of tuition fees, in 1990 the Conservative government, led by 

John Major, succeeded in establishing the first and more marketable system of student loans—much 

more profit-oriented than the grant system—by creating the Student Loans Company (SLC), with the 

aim of providing students with additional help towards living costs in the form of low-interest loans. 

Parallel to and combined with the legislative measures on the increase in tuition fees, the use of loans 

became an increasingly more and more common practice among the student population over the last 

twenty years. For instance, as a result of the Act enacting the tripling of the tuition fees, the following 

year the Student Loans Company SLC provided £2.79 billion in loans to 1,080,000 students.  
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More broadly, the long-term goal of replacing all student grants with student loans, which would be 

paid back to government once graduates’ income level reached a minimum, was to give concrete form 

to the neoliberal conception of higher education: this viewed each individual as responsible for her 

education and, thus, as under an obligation to pay for it personally. On this view, education is a private 

good in which people, rather than the State, are expected to invest money, energy, and time. As John 

Holmwood (2011) has recently argued when referring to the mission of neoliberal university: “what is 

radically different about our times … is that for the first time the university is being addressed as an 

instrument to extend social inequality. The promotion of the market mechanism in higher education 

is set to reproduce and solidify inequalities, rather to dissolve them” (Holmwood 2011: 12-13). Unlike 

the democratic mission of the mass university of some decades ago, the neoliberal university aims at 

reinforcing the structural inequalities of capitalist society. The students of such a university, thus, 

invest their money (or their families) in their education to acquire a competitive advantage in the labor 

market and in broader society as a whole vi-à-vis those who of their age cohort cannot afford to pay 

the cost of neoliberal higher education. 

As for the process of integration with the economic context and the increase in the proportion of the 

income stream stemming from firms and the market, the encouragement of links between science and 

industry to promote a knowledge-based economy and economic growth was one of the main 

objectives pursued not only by the last Conservative governments of the early 1990s, but also by the 

first Blair government in 1997. In this respect, the leader of New Labour regarded the economic 

integration of universities as a key point of his higher education policy. According to this policy line, in 

today’s knowledge society, universities should become “entrepreneurial” (Clark 1998), meaning they 

should incorporate the capacity to turn a business idea into success through the ability to blend 

creativity or innovation with sound management, combined with a readiness to take risks and a taste 

for independence and self-realization (Shattock 2009). For an entrepreneurial change to truly occur 

within the university, all departments and faculties of each university need to become an 

entrepreneurial unit, reaching more strongly the outside with new programs and relationships and 

promoting income streams derived from a fruitful cooperation with the local economic context (Clark 

1998). 

If these three distinct interventions constituted the core part of the privatization process of public 

funding, it is with the second key aspect of the neoliberal agenda—that is, the adoption of NPM 

principles into higher education—that all the governments of the 1980s and 1990s contributed to the 

dismantling of the old idea of the university and decisively paved the way to the managerialization 

process affecting the current English universities. With particular respect to the activities of teaching 
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and research, on the one hand, and to university governance and management, on the other, the 

higher education system has faced several substantial challenges over the last three decades. 

As for teaching and research activities, the late 1980s and early 1990s marked an unprecedented phase 

of change, resulting in a significant divergence of British HE policy from core aspects of the academic 

self-rule model. This ideal was subverted by a new understanding of HE based on human capital and 

economic demands. This NPM reform pathway was also decisively shaped by the government-

commissioned Jarratt Report (1985), which criticized the “large and powerful academic departments, 

who saw their academic disciplines as more important than the long-term well-being of universities” 

(Jarrat Report 1985). The Thatcher government hence aimed to instill greater competitiveness and 

accountability by promoting the idea that universities were enterprises, whose costumers were 

students (Dobbins and Knill 2014). The Jarratt Report represented the first true watershed for the 

implementation of NPM legislative measures in the following years.  

This occurred in 1986 with the institution in the university sector of the Research Assessment Exercise 

(RAE), which for the first time introduced in the English system the key NPM principles of evaluation 

and financial accountability. The RAE was created as a peer-review mechanism employed by the UGC 

to assess institutional research performance and to redistribute recurrent funding for research support 

towards the most research-active university academic departments. This signaled the beginning of a 

drive to concentrate research funding in the most research-intensive universities. Initially introduced 

only for the university sector, this mechanism has now become a fundamental element in the structure 

and management of the English higher educational system as a whole (Shattock 2009). 

The aim of RAE was to allocate resources in a fair but not egalitarian manner and to protect high quality 

research. The establishment of the RAE also officially represented the shift from input-based to output-

based competitive public funding. The system arranged qualifying institutions into hierarchical 

categories based on research performance and dedicated funds selectively to the top-performing 

categories (Dobbins and Knill 2014). This policy was, indeed, supported by powerful elements in the 

government and the elite academic scientific community, which advocated greater research selectivity 

and the removal of funding from less research intensive HEIs.56 For this to happen, each academic 

department of each university was to be explicitly assessed in successive RAE exercise (1986-2008) on 

                                                           
56 Most especially, the RAE is a formalized peer-review process conducted by disciplinary panels in about 70 
units of assessment. Each academic department provides a submission with information on the quantity and 
the quality of research. The department also provides information on numbers of all academic and support 
staff, studentships, research students, and on amounts and sources of external funding. It also submits a 
narrative describing the department structure, the scientific strategy for the future and indicators of research 
achievements. Each member of research active staff nominates four publications and indicators of peer esteem 
(see Ferlie and Andreani 2009). 
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a subject-specific basis. Departments were awarded a sum of research support (Quality Related 

funding, QR) commensurate with its grading. For top-rated departments, QR funding represented a 

major part of their public funding and going down a grade led to major financial problems (Ferlie and 

Andreani 2009).   

The spread of New Public Management into the English higher education was also reinforced by the 

Education Reform Act of 1988, which abolished the University Grants Committee and created funding 

councils. First, a national body named the Universities Funding Council (UFC) was created; then, in 

1992, it was replaced with the Higher Education Funding Council England (HEFCE), providing funding 

to all the HE institutions of England (and not only the universities as had been the case of the UFC).57 

This represented a great rupture with the past. Unlike the previous academic-dominated system, the 

HEFCH transferred the formulation of broader policy goals to the incumbent government. Universities 

were now prompted to devise strategies enabling them to respond positively to these State-defined 

targets (Tapper 2007). This reinforced the trend towards entrepreneurial management at individual 

institutions and instilled greater competitiveness among providers. As large-scale consumers of public 

funding, universities were, indeed, expected to have an effective leadership and a decisive 

management (Dobbins and Knill 2014). Additionally, the new Funding Council was deliberately 

established as “funding” (not “planning”) bodies to emphasize the greater use of market forces to 

determine the future character of higher education (Shattock 2009). 

In order to implement the principle of evaluation also into the teaching field, in 1992 the Further and 

Higher Education Act charged the Funding Councils with the responsibility for assuring the quality of 

teaching in the higher education system. Besides research, also the activity of teaching was now the 

subject of the competitive evaluation of a national agency. This led to the establishment of the Quality 

Assurance Agency (QAA), a national organ under the supervision of the HEFCE, which was planned to 

bring forward a Teaching Quality Assessment (TQA) process, apt to reviewing all higher education 

programs, discipline by discipline. Unlike the RAE, teaching quality scores were not directly related to 

the funding council but were thought as an important piece of information made available to 

prospective students (Ferlie and Andreani 2009). Despite this difference, both the RAE and the QAA 

sought to change core academic working practices in the domains of research and teaching. Overall, 

                                                           
57 The Further and Higher Education Act of 1992 abolished the UFC and established—as part of a general 
decision to devolve governmental responsibilities—separate funding councils for England, Wales, and Scotland, 
with Northern Ireland higher education to be managed by the Northern Ireland Office. In my investigation, I 
only deal with the Higher Education sector of England. From now on even though I use the term "the UK" I only 
refer to "England". This usage is allowed by the current process of political devolution occurring in the UK. 
Indeed, following the devolution of powers to national assemblies in Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland in 
2000, the UK national Parliament has jurisdiction only over education policies in England (there being no 
separate assembly for England independent of the UK parliament, as is the case for the other constituent 
countries in the UK).  
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the reforms of higher education of the 1980s and 1990s brought substantial changes into the English 

higher education, by moving it away from a professional bureau model to NPM style steering. This led 

to a general reduction of the democratic oversight into the academic structure in the name of a greater 

implementation of managerial principles. 

To sum up, the Thatcherite reform wave resulted in the emergence of a three-level hierarchy system. 

As the upper level, the government and Department of Education set the broader parameters and 

overarching goals. How they were attained was at the discretion of the HEFCE, which controlled 

funding flows from the intermediary level. Despite the external steering paradigm, universities were 

fully autonomous within the boundaries and hence responsible for their own internal organization. In 

this sense, the late 1980s and early 1990s were characterized by the State-driven convergence towards 

the market-oriented governance model. The system underwent swift policy change with regard to 

general HE arrangements, financial steering as well as substantive and personal issues, which exposed 

universities to both more state and more market forces (Dobbins and Knill 2014: 119). The move away 

from key components of the academic self-governance model, which had protected academics from 

lay intervention, has been described as the “decline of the donnish dominion” (Halsey 1992) and the 

historical model was to a great extent subverted.  

The last stage in the building process of the “neoliberal university” (McGettigan 2013, Newfield 2008) 

concerns the gradual but constant managerialization of the university governance institutions. The 

unfolding of university managerialization means the increase in number and decisional power of 

managers and top-level administrators in the institutional life of universities at the expense of 

academics. As Ginsberg (2011: 1) has recently put it by describing the current situation of American 

higher education, “today, institutions of higher education are mainly controlled by administrators and 

staffers who make the rules and set more and more of the priorities of academic life.” This implies the 

loss of academic power in areas such as the appointment of senior administrators, the development 

of new programs and curricula, and the definition of budgetary priorities. Under this process, academic 

senates and assemblies become less and less important decision-making bodies. Their input becomes, 

thus, advisory in character, and not binding on the administration. Confined to marginal decisional 

bodies, professors exercise “little more power over administrative tenure than the students, another 

campus group that can occasionally overthrow a college president but almost never governs” 

(Ginsberg 2011: 7). 

How and to what extent has this process of managerialization been introduced into the English higher 

education? As seen above, the implementation of NPM principles caused the “natural” empowerment 

of managers and administrators at the expense of professors since the second half of the 1980s. The 

introduction of evaluation criteria over research and teaching, alongside a greater financial 
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accountability for each single institution, progressively transformed English universities into 

corporation-like institutions, where a greater decisional and managerial role of top-level 

administrators was needed. The introduction of lump-sum state grants and the necessity to procure 

private third-party funding enhanced the governance capacities of university management. HE 

administration was thus regarded as a professional career since the 1980s. Although in various cases 

professional academics did assume leadership roles, senior management tended to consist of career 

managers. The supremacy of the academic body in university governance and management was 

reduced beyond recognition (Dobbins and Knill 2014). 

This process underwent an irreversible acceleration with the Further and Higher Education Act of 1992. 

This Act abolished the binary system of higher education and restored the pre-1965 unitary system, 

where also polytechnics and technical colleges were included as universities. The inclusion of the latter 

group into the post-1992 university system made the HE institutions more differentiated and, at the 

same time, prone to even greater managerialization. If the restoring of the unitary system on the basis 

of NPM principles pushed all the HE institutions to converge towards a managerial pattern of university 

governance, such a new integrated system was still dominated by a great variety of institutional 

governance types (ex-polytechnics vs. old universities). Indeed, such a legislative measure ratified a 

significant institutional difference between the so-called “pre” (universities) and “post” (polytechnics 

and technical colleges) 1992 universities in terms of governance structures and internal democracy.  

The presence of such a difference was the result of the two distinct institutional missions historically 

associated to these two diverse types of enterprise, which thus embodied two distinct governance 

structures. The main mission of polytechnics and technical colleges was to deliver vocational 

knowledge and to pursue an economic integration with the local context. For this reason, these 

institutions, which needed a more managerial decision-making process to function, were generally run 

by a majority of laymen, who did not have so often a solid academic background, but high skills in 

business and economic activities. By contrast, the institutional mission of the ancient universities was 

to produce and transmit knowledge in the traditional forms of the research and teaching (and by doing 

this also to reproduce the dominant social elite). Needless to say, the academics and their governing 

bodies (i.e. the academic senate) were the dominant actors of these institutions. 

This original institutional difference was also reflected into the newly unitary university system post-

1992. In the “new universities” (or “post-1992”) deriving from the ex-polytechnics and technical 

colleges, the structure of governance was dominated by non-academics who generally exhibited a 

rather prominent managerial attitude in leading their institutions. Additionally, these new universities 

have generally only one truly governing body (the council) and a very weak academic senate that is 

predominantly consulted over matters related to the development of teaching and research activities. 
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The governing body has normally very few faculty members: only two or three out of a total of twenty-

six members (Regini 2011). The largest percentage of lay members participating in the council comes 

from private organizations. Finally, the people nominated for the positions of department head must 

be approved by the council, and the nominees are generally tenured full-time people with managerial 

skills. In conclusion, all these structural features characterizing the governance of post-1992 

universities make them very managerial and hierarchical institutions. 

By contrast, and as seen in the preceding section, the predominant model for the pre-1992 universities 

is a governance structure made up of two decisional bodies. On the one hand, there is still the 

executive council, consisting of a majority of external lay members, one of whom chairs it, and which 

is responsible for matters of management and finance of the university. On the other, there is an 

academic senate, which, according to the statutes of most of these universities, is their supreme 

authority, made up of academic members and chaired by the vice chancellor, who is recognized as the 

chief executive of the university. In addition, the department heads are generally nominated by their 

academic colleagues based on their assessment of his/her academic achievements. In these 

universities—and this represents the big difference with the post-1992 institutions—the academic 

senate, whose majority is still academic, holds some substantial power, counterbalancing the 

increased power of the vice-chancellor and the executive council. 

By adopting the framework of the “types of university governance units” which I have built in chapter 

two (see Tab. 2), one can conclude that while the post-1992 universities generally manifest a 

“corporate” type of governance centered upon the dominant power of managers, the pre-1992 

universities exhibit a “dual-shared governance” type, where the increasing power of managers is still 

counterbalanced by the authority of the academic body in several key aspects of institutional university 

life. 

As with the Italian case, the various and different actors populating the English higher education 

institutions reacted in a very distinct way to the building process of the neoliberal university and its 

key aspects implemented by the reforms of the 1980s and 1990s. Tenured professors, managers and 

laymen, junior academic staff, and students have held a different position on this process also 

depending on the institution from which they came. To start with, the class of professors was, and still 

is, the most ambivalent on the neoliberal transformation of the English higher education institutions. 

Fragmented in their interests, according to the discipline and institution of provenience, professors 

have adopted a huge range of positions since the beginning, from the most favorable to the most 

antagonist to the neoliberal process of HE reforms. It is not simple to map out the variety of positions 

held by the various fractions of professors in such a diversified higher educational system such as the 

English one. However, also on the basis of a solid secondary literature on the topic and most especially 



 

 
 

129 

on the basis of my interviews with several significant representatives of this category, it is possible to 

trace a relatively precise picture of these positions.  

One can identify at least four groups of professors expressing distinctively a specific view on the 

neoliberal wave of reforms. Among the most enthusiastic of the entire process, one finds professors 

from hard and applied sciences and generally placed in the ex-polytechnics and technical colleges. 

They especially reckoned the process of marketization of universities as a way to make their 

institutions a sort of private enterprise capable of creating private channels of financing and of 

attracting private funding eventually free from the ever present "equalizing attitude" of the Funding 

Councils and from the other national state-led agencies. Additionally, the abolition of the binary 

system in 1992, restoring the status of university for polytechnics and technical colleges, reestablished 

their prestige and symbolic status to the extent that they were equalized to the old and pre-1992 

universities. The interest of this sub-group of professors was, thus, strongly connected with an 

effective and literal implementation of all the most radical neoliberal reforms concerning the 

privatization of the public funding system. 

A second fraction of professors showing support towards these reforms was that of professors who, 

regardless of their institutional affiliation, held power positions in the governing bodies of their 

institutions, such as vice-chancellors, provosts, principals, directors, deans, and heads of department 

(as well as the members of executive councils). These senior professors generally out of the academic 

and research life of their institutions since long time (when they assumed managerial positions) 

considered all the reforms pushing towards a greater managerialization of the university governance 

as the best way to obtain even more power and authority within their institution at the expense of the 

rest of the academic body. Like the Italian rectors, this subclass of professors had a strong interest in 

fostering all the NPM reforms which in their view would have not only brought to a significant increase 

of their institutional power, but also to a greater competition throughout all the English HE institutions, 

a needed feature in the globalized knowledge based economy of the second half of the 1990s. This 

position was also shared by the Universities UK58, the national body gathering all the Vice-Chancellors 

                                                           
58 Reading about the history and structure of the Universities UK from its web site at the address: 
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/aboutus/OurOrganisation/Pages/Structure.aspx (last access: 31/12/2014). 
“Founded in 1918, Universities UK members are the executive heads (vice-chancellors/principals) of each UK 
institution that has the legal power to award its own first and higher degrees and which, by virtue of Act of 
Parliament, Charter, Statute, or Order of the Privy Council, has the right to claim university status. 
Universities UK currently has 133 members including virtually all the universities in the UK and some colleges of 
higher education. The University of London has 15 members, including its vice-chancellor. In Wales, the vice-
chancellors of the constituent institutions of the University of Wales, and the principals and chief executives of 
the university colleges in Cardiff and Newport are members of Universities UK. 
Universities UK is a company limited by guarantee with charitable status and is financed mainly through 
subscription from its member institutions. 
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and Principals of the Universities of the United Kingdom, which supported since the beginning all the 

HE reforms aimed at fostering the competitiveness and excellence of the British higher education 

system on global scale. 

However, a large part of the English academic body exhibited a strong hostility towards what was 

perceived as “the process of marketization of knowledge,” especially with the establishment of the 

RAE in the second half of the 1980s (Berry 2005, Bailey and Freedman 2011, Holmwood 2011). 

Professors from the humanities, who were also the most affected by the cuts of the HE public spending, 

strongly opposed the idea of knowledge as human capital and the university as private good underlying 

the implementation of the NPM principles of evaluation and financial accountability. In their view, 

moreover, these principles would have created a dynamic of high competition among the academic 

staff bringing to the end of the traditional conception of research and teaching, based on cooperation, 

academic freedom, and critical thinking. With particular reference to the establishment of the RAE, the 

University and College Union (UCU), the British union of the university teachers,59 took officially a stand 

against it by arguing in a relatively recent note (2009) in its web site that: 

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

The UCU regarded the RAE as a new form of power leading to increased division within the academic 

profession, since universities increasingly brought forward some exclusion criteria and identification 

of non-research active staff. Within this system of evaluation, a non-research active professor was thus 

obliged to have a higher teaching load. By contrast, research “stars” enjoyed power in the transfer 

market, existing between universities in the run up to, that the implementation of the RAE exercised, 

while non-performers faced pressure to improve or face exclusion (Henkel 2000). Untouched by the 

                                                           
Today Universities UK remains the essential voice of our universities - supporting their autonomy, celebrating 
their diversity.” 
59 UCU is the largest trade union and professional association for academics, lecturers, trainers, researchers 
and academic-related staff working in further and higher education throughout the UK. It was created in 2006 
from the merging of the Association of University Teachers (AUT) and the NATFHE-The University & College 
Lecturers' Union – which were both laid in the first decade of the twentieth century. Due to the abolition of the 
binary system in 1992, throughout the 1990s and into the new millennium, the two unions increasingly worked 
together closely, and the question of merger was raised more than once; however, attempts to agree a plan for 
this came to nothing. But in 2004 (coincidentally, NATFHE's centenary year), both unions' conferences voted to 
'explore ways of achieving maximum unity between the two unions'. Proposals for a new union which would 
include all AUT and NATFHE members quickly emerged and proposals to ballot members were endorsed at the 
unions' conferences in, respectively, April and May 2005. On 2 December 2005 the results of the ballots were 
announced, with a merger being supported by 79.2% of AUT and 95.7% of NATFHE members who voted. The 
two unions amalgamated on 1 June 2006 to form UCU, with a combined membership of around 120,000. For 
more information about UCU, visit its web site: http://www.ucu.org.uk/1680 (last access: 31/12/2014).  

http://www.ucu.org.uk/1680
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negative consequences of the research evaluation produced by the RAE, “star professors” showed a 

feeling of large indifference vi-à-vis this exercise and, more generally, vi-à-vis the process of 

marketization of knowledge as a whole as implemented by the HE reforms of the 1980s and 1990s.  

On the contrary, the UCU criticized the RAE also for its emphasis on research over teaching, generating 

an institutional bias against a teaching based agenda. Teaching and administrative tasks were then 

loaded onto junior academics whose careers had yet to be established. Finally, the RAE was criticized 

for fossilizing the present pattern of stratification. The top of the hierarchy did not shift substantially 

from one RAE exercise to another and it appeared to be difficult for new players to break through 

(Ferlie and Andreani 2009). The RAE was, thus, considered as a top down policy with high impact on 

the institutional life of the universities and on the academic careers of (especially junior) professors. 

Sharing the same view of the group of senior and “managerial” professors (and officially expressed 

also by the Universities UK) on the process of marketization, the managers with business background 

and, more generally, all the group of laymen participating in the executive councils of the 133 British 

HE institutions were extremely favorable to the neoliberal reforms in the field of higher education. 

They regarded the process of privatization of public funding and the implementation of NPM principles 

into the university management not only as the most effective way to increase their institutional power 

and influence, but also as the best way to make British higher education highly competitive in the 

world, eventually capable of attracting the best students, professors, and resources. Given the majority 

of laymen in the post-1992 universities, this position was (and is) much more represented in this type 

of HE institutions than in the pre-1992 universities, where the classical view of the academics on 

knowledge as a common good is still predominant. 

The last two categories of university actors that have heavily undergone the effects of the 

marketization process of the English higher education over the last three decades are the junior 

academic staff and the students. Junior academics (such as PhDs, research assistants, junior lectures, 

and so on) have fully undergone the process of “precarization” and fractionalization of their work 

conditions introduced by the neoliberal policies of the national governments of the 1980s and 90s and 

enthusiastically implemented by the managers and the academic leadership of the vast majority of the 

English universities. The students, viewed more as consumers rather than users of the higher 

educational services in the political design of the reformers, have paid the increasing costs of their 

education. In the course of only two decades, higher education passed from being freely provided to 

become a service charged £9000 tuition fees cap per year in 2010. 

Despite the fact that these two groups have been by far the most negatively affected by the 

marketization of higher education, their resistance was not so decisive or even politically visible over 
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these years. Although the young scholars cannot but be against the “precarization” of their work 

conditions and the students against the privatization of the higher education cost, there were several 

structural and cultural reasons explaining the big political silence of both categories over the course of 

the last three decades. To start with, the young academic staff have historically been fragmented in 

terms of work conditions and salaries, depending on the university institutions in which it was 

employed. This institutional fragmentation obliged young academics to see their colleagues as 

ferocious competitors rather than potential allies or even political comrades in the race for getting a 

tenure-track position.  

Associated with this the fact that only relatively recently we have assisted to a demographic explosion 

of young precarious staff employed within British universities, it is easy to understand why a clear 

political identity has never been developed amid and from this group of people. Today, given the 

economic crisis and the significant cuts to higher education funding, the institutional life of English 

universities is not even thinkable without the contribution of teaching and research assistants, PhD 

students, junior fellows and so on, who perform in most of the cases the essential teaching and 

research tasks of the universities in which they are employed. To this respect, my expectation is that 

only to the extent that an exploited group becomes essential to the reproduction process of a given 

institution, such a group can potentially (but not necessarily) develop a collective identity and 

mobilizing for better institutional and work conditions.  

The explanation of the low level of politicization of the English students is relatively different, even 

though it has still to do both with cultural and structural factors. British students have never had a long 

history of strong and numerous mobilizations, nor in the glorious sixties of the global student uprisings. 

Besides the institutional fragmentation of the British HE system that impedes the creation of a national 

movement (see Chapter 7), the main reason of the weakness of the British student movement is the 

presence of a nationally powerful but fully apolitical student union, the National Union of Students 

(NUS), constitutionally obliged to avoid tackling political or religious issues and spoiling thus its chances 

of being a hotbed of student activism.   

In addition, there exists also a most compelling structural reason explaining the general inactivity of 

British student unions in taking action against the university authority and, more generally, the 

national government. This reason has to do with the fact that British student unions are paid by the 

university management to provide services that universities want and have also huge numbers of full 

time staff whose job is precisely to prevent any bad feeling with the people who pay them (Brooks et 

al. 2015). Student unions may do some effective campaigning from time to time but this is usually the 

result of good activist fighting against the bureaucracy, the exception rather than the rule. The majority 

of students working in these unions flow with the tide and become functionaries of the useless 
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bureaucratic machine (Furse 2014). As shown in Chapter 7, the student mobilization of 2010 was made 

possible by the creation and activation of alternative channels of politicization, connected with more 

informal and radical networks of student activists and militants. 

In conclusion, the building process of the neoliberal university, starting with the Thatcherite HE policies 

of the 1980s, has rarely met a strong political opposition from the various actors populating the English 

universities. If most probably the most significant and coherent challenge of this process was 

represented by the national union of teachers, its somehow more corporatist attitude prevented its 

demands and orientation from becoming more political and universalized. In this respect, the more 

recent mobilizations of students and young academics can constitute a credible litmus test to 

understand whether the emergence of a political project in opposition to the idea of neoliberal 

university is truly possible in the England of today. 

 

5.4 Situating the action field of contemporary universities 

 

In 2003 the Labour Party produced a White Paper, “The Future of Higher Education,” that 

regarded precisely the increasing of university fees as one of the key measures to promote a first level 

system of higher education. In 2004, the “Higher Education Act” put forward that proposal and thus 

introduced a system of variable (and higher) tuition fees, establishing a £3,290 per year cap (instead 

of the former £1000) that universities can charge to students. Due also to this hike in the tuition fees, 

in the 2005/6 academic year, the Student Loans Company SLC provided £2.79 billion in loans to 

1,080,000 students.  

By all these acts and reforms60 the various governments aimed at progressively rendering the English 

higher education a system more and more based on individual student contributions than on public 

funding and, more generally, financial aids from the state. Put it simply, in the new system the students 

had to be conceived as consumers rather than users. Sir David Eastwood, who was in 2010 the vice-

chancellor of Birmingham University, was very clear in this respect: "In our view the [higher education] 

system should be very much student-led and student-driven. The importance of quality in what a 

university is offering - teaching hours, employability - all of these are clear upfront, so the student can 

make an informed choice."61 It was precisely within a normative framework that on 12 October 2010 

                                                           
60 It is not in the purpose of this section to provide a complete and coherent overview of all the higher 
education reforms that the British governments have enacted over the last ten years. More simply, by this 
section I pointed at illustrating the main passages of reform concerning the English system of higher education 
on which the Bills and the protests of 2010 were based. 
61 The Guardian, 13 October 2010.  
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the Browne Review or Independent Review of “Higher Education Funding and Student Finance” 

published its findings on the status of English universities. The review, whose name derives from his 

chair—Lord Browne of Madingley the former chief executive of BP—recommended wide-ranging 

changes to the system of university funding, among which—two proposals that were by far the most 

contested—the removing of the cap on the level of fees that universities can charge and the cut of 

teaching budget up to £700m with funding concentrated in priority areas such as medicine and 

engineering. In Browne’s view, a better higher education system could be achieved only if universities 

were allowed to charge their students up to the level of tuition fees considered as needed62 

On 14 November the Coalition government introduced legislation to implement the Browne proposals 

with some modifications. First, the government announced the implementation of a plan of cuts in the 

public funding for the humanities departments (80 % of all university teaching revenues), maintaining 

instead the same amount of provision for the so-called priority subjects. Secondly, and most important 

modification provided for by the government’s proposal concerned the increase of tuition fees. Instead 

of removing the cap on the level of fees that universities could charge—as suggested by the Review—

the government’s proposal established a £9000 cap per year on tuition fees.63 Finally, the 

government’s plan envisaged another highly contested proposal: the abolition of the Education 

Maintenance Allowance (EMA). The EMA is a means tested scheme devised to make college education 

more attractive to students from poorer backgrounds: it is a weekly payment of up to £30 for 16- to 

18-year-olds having with a household income of less than £30,810. The vast majority of the students 

who benefit this scheme are those who are in Further Education (FE students).64 The EMA provides 

                                                           
62 More specifically, the Browne Review ‘s recommendations included: 
    Removing the current £3,290 per year cap on the tuition fees that universities can charge to students. There 
would be no cap on the fees that an institution could charge. 
    The government would provide upfront loans to cover tuition fees and living costs of students. Means tested 
grants would be available for students from lower income families. 
    Students would repay the loans after graduation, and only when they are earning more than £21,000. 
Repayments would be made at a rate of 9% on any income above £21,000. Any debt not repaid after 30 years 
would be written off.  
    Part-time students would no longer have to pay upfront tuition fees, and would instead be eligible for loans. 
The review rejected the option of a graduate tax. It estimated that if all new students from 2012 paid 3% 
graduate tax after graduation, the tax would not provide sufficient revenue to fund higher education until 
2041–42. This would weaken the independence of universities, which would become entirely dependent on 
the government for funding. It argued that its own proposals would force universities to improve standards to 
compete for students: their relationship with students would become more important to universities than their 
relationship with government. 
63 In the government’s forecast, the vast majority of the universities would have charged pounds 6,000 a year, 
and up to pounds 9,000 only in what the Government described as "exceptional cases.” But this pretty 
optimistic forecast seems to be contradicted by the vast majority of the vice-chancellors who have declared 
their willingness to increase the tuition fees in their universities up to the £ 9000 cap per year. It is hard, 
indeed, to see £ 9,000 as the exception. There will be a strong financial incentive for universities to charge as 
much as they can after the government outlined plans to cut state funding for higher education. 
64 Almost 647,000 of England's 16- to 18-year-olds received the up to pounds 30 a week allowance, which was 
introduced in 2004 to encourage teenagers from deprived backgrounds to remain in education, especially in 
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students with 10, 20, 30 £ per week for perfect attendance, with the promise of Christmas and Easter 

bonuses of up to £100 if attendance has been above average throughout the term. 

Culminating with the 2010 plan of reform of higher education, all the governments have overtly 

cleared the way for the privatization and marketization of English universities over the last twenty 

years. Due to the neoliberal policies implemented by both Labour and Conservative governments, 

English universities have increasingly taken on the characteristics of private companies, at the expense 

of academic values. This means that institutions, which were mainly ruled on collegial bases with 

academic input and consultation, operate today more like business companies with top-down 

managerial control. As a result, academic say in governance and union consultation have been 

deliberately marginalized. As Luke Martell, a professor and activist of the University College Union 

(UCU) at Sussex University, has recently written in an online article (2013), due to the process of 

privatization that has been investing the English academia over the past two decades, all “what is 

marketable gets priority over what is socially useful. Courses have to make a [economic] surplus.” So 

commercially successful programs expand and socially valuable ones, which are less profitable, are 

meant to shut down. In a nutshell, the last English governments have fundamentally changed the 

purpose of education: not simply orientating it towards the logic of the market, but introducing the 

market directly into the system. 

  

                                                           
what it is called further education. Further education (often abbreviated FE) in the UK is a term used to refer to 
post-compulsory education (in addition to that received at secondary school), that is distinct from the higher 
education offered in universities. FE is usually a means to attain an intermediate or follow up qualification 
necessary to attend university, or begin a specific career path.  
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Chapter 6. The Italian University Field into Crisis. The University Struggles against 

the HE Reforms of 2008 and 2010 

6.1 Introduction 

 

 In this chapter, I will present the struggles carried out by the student movement (called “Onda 

Anomala”) which have taken place in the Italian universities between 2008 and 2010 to protest against 

two national laws (133/2008 and 240/2010) on cuts to higher education and the restructuring of the 

university governance, respectively. The first campaign lasted three months (between October and 

December 2008), the second one two months (between October and December 2010). Neither of the 

two campaigns have managed to successfully oppose the national processes of reform. Despite this, 

they succeeded in making several significant impacts at the level of individual universities. The aim of 

this chapter is not to present the findings on the effects of mobilization in these campaigns, but shed 

light on the processes of mobilization occurred in the three universities that I have selected as case 

studies for my Italian part (University of Turin, Sapienza, and Federico II). For each of the three 

university mobilizations I present the findings on their mobilization capacity, their tactics of contention 

and alternative norms and conceptions of university. I also present the reasons and the characteristics 

of the mobilization process of a second dominated actor of the Italian university field, the researchers, 

who mobilized in 2010 to oppose a national law affecting their category.  

More specifically, in section 6.2 (“Struggles in 2008: the protest student campaign of the Onda”) I 

present the protest timeline of the campaign of 2008 by introducing its main national events. In section 

6.3 (“The mobilization capacity of the Onda”), I deal with the findings pertaining to the mobilization 

capacity of the Onda, whereas in section 6.4 (“The tactics of contention of the Onda) I present the 

results regarding its tactics of contention. In section 6.5 (“The university norms and conceptions in the 

Onda”), I deal with the main political conceptions and norms of the university produced by the 

different groups of the movement within the three universities during the mobilization process. Finally, 

in section 6.6 (“Beyond the student movement: the mobilization of the Italian researchers in 2010”), I 

describe the mobilization process of the Italian researchers in 2010. I conclude the chapter by 

summarizing the main results I have collected and tracing the next steps for my investigation of the 

Italian case. 

 

6.2 Struggles in 2008: the protest student campaign of the Onda 
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Can we consider the Onda Anomala movement as instance of national protest campaign? It is 

not in the remit of this section to respond to this question. However, what one can argue is that the 

various local protests have had a similar path in terms both of peaks and timings of mobilization. In 

this respect, an argument in favor of the hypothesis sustaining the idea of a national campaign can be 

represented by the existence of six national protest events, the largest part of which has occurred in 

Rome between the second half of October and the first half of November. The first national protest 

event is considered being the 17th October, the day in which the three biggest grassroots unions—

Confederazione Cobas, Comitati unitary di base (CUB), and Sindacato dei lavoratori (Sdl)—organize a 

general strike by mobilizing more than 350000 people. On the same day, an unauthorized 

demonstration of 20000 students detaches itself from the official demonstration of the unions and 

goes to block the urban traffic for several hours by ending up in front of the Ministry of Education. The 

second date of national protest is the 30 October, the day in which the CGIL (Confederazione Generale 

Italiana del Lavoro) promotes a general strike of the school to protest against the cuts regarding the 

public school provided for by the law 133. On the same day, thousands of university students take to 

the streets in many Italian cities: Turin, Naples, Palermo, Florence, Catania, Milan, Venice, Padua, and 

so on. The most impressive university protest event is still once in Rome, where an unauthorized 

demonstration of students surrounds for several hours the Ministry of Education. 

The third, fourth and fifth event of national protest are, instead, all held in November. The first of 

which is, perhaps, the first real national event called for and organized exclusively by the university 

student organizations on exclusively university issues. In tens of cities, spontaneous demonstrations, 

generally departed from the occupied faculties and universities, went across the city centres to block 

the urban traffic and, in some cases, to occupy the railway stations. In Naples, 25000 students reach 

Piazza del Plebiscito where doing a public assembly to discuss how to oppose the attack towards the 

public university led by the government and how to re-launch a public system of higher education. In 

Rome, a huge demonstration departed from the Sapienza blocks the urban traffic and reaches Stazione 

Ostense, where in the attempt to occupy the station is charged by the police. In the meantime some 

students unrolled the banner "We will self-reform the university."  

In Turin, a demonstration departed from Palazzo Nuovo, headquarters of the faculty of Humanities of 

the University of Turin, manages to block the city traffic for several hours. The second and third 

national event occurring in November are the general strike of the university promoted by the CGIL 

(14 Nov) and the national assembly of the Onda at the La Sapienza (15-16 Nov), respectively. If the 

participation at the general strike is by far the largest number of university students taking part in a 

protest event in the period of the Onda’s mobilizations (more than 200000 students take to the streets 

in an unauthorized demonstration which blocks the traffic of the city), the weekend of assemblies and 
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workshops at the Sapienza represents the most significant event for the nationalization of the Onda. 

For two days, more than 4000 students representing almost all the Italian universities debate and 

confront each other on how to reform (or—as they claim—to “self-reform from below”) the university 

system. To this end, three workshops (Welfare, Education, and Research) and a general assembly were 

organized. Finally, the last and conclusive event in which university students are nationally mobilized 

is constituted by the general strike promoted by the CGIL for the 12 December. On that day, students 

demonstrations and public rallies were carried out in many Italian cities to protest against the cuts in 

the spending for higher education and in support of a public and more egalitarian university system. 

The first and the sixth national event (17 Oct and 12 Dec, respectively) represent, thus, the temporal 

span of the Onda Anomala movement in its protest campaign during the 2008. It is precisely on this 

period that I have conducted my protest event analysis concerning the mobilization capacity and the 

tactics of contention of the student movements of the Sapienza, University of Turin, and Federico II. 

Before presenting my data on these three cases of mobilizations, an introduction to the aggregate 

results that I have collected is needed. My empirical analysis of the mobilization capacity of the Onda 

essentially confirms the findings of some previous studies concerning both the peak and timing of 

mobilization (Aruzza et al. 2008, Caruso et al. 2010). The protest event analysis, carried out on the 

three local chronicles of La Repubblica (Rome), La Stampa (Turin), and Il Mattino (Naples), tells us that 

the vast majority of protest events have been concentrated in the span of time including the 

abovementioned dates of national protest. In particular, around 70% of protest events are 

concentrated in the period between the 13 October and the 16 November. As one can see in Tab. 6.1, 

in these five weeks of protest there has been the peak of mobilization of 2008. If the third week of 

October (13-19) with about 12% of protest events (including the general strike of the grassroots 

unions) has doubled the protest events of the preceding week, it is in the fourth week of October (20-

26), which has been reached the peak of mobilization of whole protest campaign. 
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Tab. 6.1. Percentage of Protest Events per Week: Aggregate Mobilization 

Week Percentage 

1-7 Sep 0 

8-14 Sep 0 

15-21 Sep 2 

22-28 Sep 1 

29-5 Oct 2 

6-12 Oct 6 

13-19 Oct 12 

20-26 Oct 25 

27-2Nov 19 

3-9Nov 14 

10-16Nov 8 

17-23Nov 2 

24-30Nov 4 

1-7Dec 1 

8-14Dec 4 

15-21Dec 1 

Total 100 

Source: Percentage calculated by the author on the total amount of 190 protest events. Subdivided among La Sapienza 

(85), University of Turin (47), and Federico II (58) 

Around 25 % of protest events have taken place in the week preceding the general strike of the school 

(30 Oct). The fact that in this week saw the peak of mobilization is, moreover, confirmed by the gradual 

decline of protest events in the 3 following weeks. If the week between October and November (27 

Oct-2 Nov) has maintained almost 20% of events, from the first (3-9) to the second week of November 

(10-16) the decrease of protest events has been inexorable: from 14% to 8%. 

In conclusion, I can affirm that my protest event analysis confirms the findings of the qualitative 

analyses (Aruzza et al. 2008, Caruso et al. 2010) and of the self-narrations on the ”power” and timing 

of the Onda provided by some leaders of the movement (Raparelli 2009). In addition, my investigation 

also tells us that the weeks with the highest percentages of protest events have been those in which 

there has been at least one national protest event. In a nutshell, the proliferation of the protest events 

confirms the existence of a sort of national timeline. More specifically, the overlap between the 
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amount of protest events and the national protest events tells us that the mobilization of 2008 has 

been a mostly “national” campaign. 

 

6.3 The mobilization capacity  
 

In this and in the next section, I will look at these three cases by comparing their mobilization 

capacities and tactics of contention. That said, before presenting these findings, I have to briefly 

introduce my three cases. Given the high representativeness of the Roman case, of the latter I will also 

present its protest timeline by providing a short description of the most significant events. In addition, 

for each case, I will compare their values of mobilization with the aggregate values in order to assess 

whether there have been significant differences between the individual cases of protest and the 

“national” level. 

The mobilizations carried out by the students of the Sapienza have been mostly considered as being 

the national ones. This idea is not only due to the fact that most of the national events have taken 

place in Rome, where there are the national political institutions. If this has doubtless been true, the 

idea that the Sapienza has represented the “Capitale della protesta”65 refers to the capacity of its 

students to dictate the timing of the political agenda of the movement as a whole. This impression can 

be verified by looking at the media coverage of the main national media (La repubblica, Corriere della 

sera Tg1, and Tg3). Who have been the main actors of the Sapienza student movement? Which have 

been the timing and the peak of this mobilization? And which ones the most significant protest events? 

The main actors of the Roman student movement have been two networks of university collectives, la 

Rete per l’Autoformazione (present in the faculties of Political Science and Humanities) and Atenei in 

Rivolta (present in the faculties of Physics and Medicine), which have led the protests by dictating 

timings and forms of the Roman mobilization. Both political groups have started to gather in faculty 

assemblies to discuss how to oppose the law 133 since the second half of September.  

However, up to the first week of October the student activism has exclusively regarded these as 

minorities of militants. It is precisely in such a week that an occupation of the Rectorate officially gives 

rise to the beginning of the Roman protest campaign: with that symbolic occupation students ask for 

the suspension of the academic year as protest form to be carried out against the law 133. From that 

day up to the day of the general strike of CGIL (12 December), which can be symbolically considered 

as being the conclusive event of the mobilization of 2008, the Roman chronicle of La repubblica covers 

                                                           
65 This is the headline of the local edition of La repubblica, 17 October 2008.  



 

 
 

142 

more than 80 protest events, in which the students of the Sapienza play an active role. Given the 

analytical purpose of this section, a brief description of the most significant events will be done below. 

More specifically, I have singled out a list of events among faculty occupations, assemblies, and 

demonstrations, which have been relevant in the trajectory of the Roman protest. 

On October 16th, a public assembly of 10000 students in the presence of the new rector demand the 

suspension of the academic year. After the negative response of the rector, the assembly transforms 

into an unauthorized demonstration which blocks urban traffic and occupies the Termini Station. On 

October 17th, the day of the general strike organized by the grassroots unions, 10000 students detach 

themselves from the official demonstration to reach the Ministry of Education. On October 21st, 4 

faculties of the La Sapienza (Chemistry, Physics, Political Sciences, and Humanities) are occupied with 

the aim to block all the teaching activities as a protest form against the 133 law. On October 22nd, a 

general assembly is held in front of the faculty of Humanities in order to respond to the speech of Silvio 

Berlusconi who had declared that he would have sent the police to evict the occupied faculties in all 

the universities of Italy. During that assembly students state that they are not afraid ("Io non ho paura") 

and officially launch the name of their own movement of protest: "Onda Anomala."66 The day after, a 

demonstration of 10000 students departs from La Sapienza, goes across the city, and reaches Palazzo 

Madama to surround the Senate during the general discussion of the law 133. On October 24th, a 

demonstration with more than 3000 students, departed from La Sapienza, bursts into the Festival of 

the Cinema in order to sensitize the public opinion on the financially critical situation of public higher 

education and to claim the right to free culture for all. This is the week in which the mobilization of the 

university students of La Sapienza reaches its peak: almost one third of protest events of the Roman 

mobilization (27 events) is, indeed, carried out between 20th and the 26th of October. 

In the week of the general school strike, the students of Sapienza are involved in another significant 

event, which reaches the national audience: the clashes with the neofascist students in Piazza Navona. 

That day, an unauthorized demonstration departs from La Sapienza to reach the Senate, where it is 

underway the discussion on the decreto Gelmini, yet once arrived at Piazza Navona, the student group 

of "Blocco Studentesco" provokes and attacks the demonstration. The neofascist students are repelled 

                                                           
66 According to many observers, this is the day in which the Italian university students who protest in many 
Italian universities realize that they belong to the same movement sharing a common collective identity. The 
day before, in a press conference in Palazzo Grazioli, Silvio Berlusconi had, indeed, declared that he would have 
evicted all the occupied faculties over the national territory. On October 23rd, the spread in several universities 
of Italy a common slogan (“Io non ho paura”) seems to nationally unify the protest. In the same days, the 
students of Uniriot launch through their website (ww.w.uniriot.com) a general referendum on how to call all 
these university protests. After a week of consultations, the name “Onda Anomala” is the one which reaches 
the highest degree of consensus. On October 23rd, the assembly held at the Sapienza publicly launches that 
name. 
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and, with them, also all the political positions of those who in the Onda declare the total apolitical 

character of the movement. Besides the general strike of school on 30th October and the general strike 

of university on 14th November, it is with the national appointments on the 7th and 15th/16th November 

that the Onda of the Sapienza affirms its strategic centrality for the Italian movement. On 7th 

November, a huge demonstration, departed from La Sapienza, goes across the city and blocks the 

traffic to reach the Stazione Ostense, where in an attempt to occupy the station is attacked by the 

police. In the meantime, some students unroll the banner "we will self-reform the university." This 

event symbolically gives rise to the proactive and constituent phase of the Onda: from now the Onda 

is no longer perceived as a reactive movement in the public opinion, but rather as a movement which 

aims at putting forward and implementing its own vision of the university.  

This is, on the other hand, the main purpose of the national assembly held in the occupied faculties of 

the La Sapienza in the weekend of 15th/16th November, when more than 4000 students confront each 

other on how to reform the Italian university. Finally, the last significant event of the Roman Onda has 

occurred on 28th November. That day, more than 200 students burst into the “Aula Magna” of the La 

Sapienza in order to interrupt the public speech of the rector Frati during the official ceremony 

inaugurating the academic year. The students asked for the suspension of the academic year to protest 

vis-à-vis the cuts in the funding for the public higher education planned by the national government. 

To sum up, this is the protest timeline of the students of the La Sapienza. Even including the day of the 

general strike on 12th December, one can affirm that these events have been the most significant 

protest events of the “Roman Onda.” 
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Fig. 6.1. Percentage of Protest Events per Week: La Sapienza, Aggregate Mobilization67 

 

Source: Calculated by the Author 

It is time to turn my attention to the findings of the protest event analysis regarding the Roman case. 

Has the value of this mobilization something to do with the value of mobilization at the aggregate 

level? As a whole, one can say that the value of mobilization of the La Sapienza has been alike to the 

aggregate value in terms of both timing and peaks. As you can see in Fig. 6.1, the “Roman Onda” has, 

indeed, led the “national” mobilization in the four most significant weeks of protest (20 Oct-16 Nov). 

The Roman peak of mobilization not only has been reached in the same week in which has been 

reached by the "national" peak (20-26 Oct), but the strength of the former has been notably greater 

than the latter: 32% of the total amount of Roman events have been, in fact, concentrated in that 

week, whereas only 25% of events at the aggregate level68. In conclusion, my empirical analysis 

confirms that it makes sense to speak of the Roman movement as the “Onda Capitale”. 

                                                           
67 Generally scholars who adopt the method of PEA (Giugni 2004) operationalize this value through two 
numerical dimensions: a) number of protest events or b) number of participants in protest events. I chose the 
former, because newspapers do not report very often the number of participants present in protest events. In 
order to avoid the risk of having an excessive amount of missed values, I decided not to consider this value as 
numerical value for the mobilization capacity of the students. In order to assess and compare the “strength” of 
this value of the three local mobilizations and with the aggregate value, I calculated as numerical unit of 
analysis the percentage of the protest events, occurring in the timeframe of a week. Given both the relatively 
short period of the protest campaign (three months) and the fact that protest events were not present every 
day (or not reported every day), the period of a week was the best timeframe to calculate the numerical value 
of the mobilization capacity and to allow the comparison of the local mobilizations. 
68 To affirm that the values of the Roman mobilization have been similar (or greater in percent) to the values of 
the aggregate mobilization can seem to be a truism: the sample that forms my aggregate level is, indeed, made 
up of only three cases, whose the Roman one is the most significant in terms of number of events collected. 
Although this sample is statistically limited to confirm my expectation it is not the statistical representativeness 
of my sample the element in which I am interested. Rather, I aim to assess the “political representativeness” of 
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The mobilization in the University of Turin has had two distinct characteristics compared with the other 

two mobilizations. First, it started at least two weeks earlier. The first assembly of university students 

in opposition to the law 133 has been called on September 21st. That day, a vast group of students, 

researchers, and professors gathered in Palazzo Nuovo (the faculty of Humanities) to discuss the most 

critical aspects of the law. These aspects were fundamentally three: a) the cuts of 500 million of the 

funding for the public universities; b) the reduction up to 20% of the turn-over of professors; c) the 

potential transformation of the universities in foundations. The day after, about 100 students 

symbolically block the first hour of all the seminars held in Palazzo Nuovo and, in the same afternoon, 

along with some researchers and professors gather to officially launch the “Assemblea No Gelmini.” 

The second characteristic that makes Turin a particular case is precisely such a various composition 

typified by this assembly. In this assembly, there is, indeed, a strong and numerous presence of 

researchers belonging to the organization of “Coordinamento dei precari della ricerca e della docenza 

Unito (CPU UniTo),” a network of researchers and professors present in the University of Turin since 

2005. This fact leads me to retain that the student mobilization of Turin has immediately had a high 

consensus among the other university categories. More radically, the presence of this organization has 

ensured a high level of communication, if not even of immediate alliance, among the main university 

components: students, researchers and professors. Leaving this characteristic aside temporarily (I will 

return on it in the next section), it is now time to introduce the findings of the protest event analysis 

that I have collected on this case. 

The amount of protest events organized by the Onda of Turin is considerably smaller than the one 

produced by the Roman Onda. In all the protest period, only 47 protest events have, indeed, taken 

place. This result might suggest us the existence of a sort of negative correlation between the presence 

of movement allies (professors and researchers) and the value of mobilization capacity: the presence 

of allies might indeed discourage or make politically superfluous a high level of mobilization. However, 

it is necessary to remind that the University of Turin (63000) is smaller in size than the La Sapienza 

(144000 enrolled students). In addition, one cannot forget the use of a different source of information 

(La Stampa and not la Repubblica) in my empirical analysis of this case: La Stampa might have 

overlooked some protest events, since it is traditionally not much sympathetic towards social 

movements.  

 

 

                                                           
my 3 cases. Thus, the fact that La Sapienza has had a greater political weight in the mobilization of 2008 
confirms my expectation of the centrality of the student protests in Rome for the Italian student movement. 
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Fig. 6.2. Percentage of Protest Events per Week: University of Turin, Aggregate Mobilization 

 

Source: Calculated by the Author 

The most interesting result regarding the Onda Anomala Turin is the trajectory of its mobilization. As 

we can clearly see in Fig. 6.2, the timing and the peaks of this mobilization tend to overlap almost 

completely with the timing and the peaks of mobilization at the aggregate level. In a certain sense, one 

might almost say that if the Onda of the Sapienza leads the “national” mobilization, the Onda of the 

University of Turin follows perfectly the path of such a mobilization. 

The last case of mobilization that I will take into account in this paragraph regards the university 

Federico II in Naples. The Federico II represents a very particular case of student activism both 

concerning the protest actors and the timing of mobilization. As far as the protest actors are 

concerned, the Neapolitan case constitutes a very significant instance of alliance and coordination 

among several universities. A coordination of collectives from both the Federico II and the Orientale 

has been, indeed, active since 2005. More specifically, the mobilizations of 2005 against the Moratti’s 

reform have given birth to the coordination of interuniversity collectives known as being the 

“Coordinamento Interfacoltà:” in it, political groups from the university of Federico II (Humanities, 

Physics, Biology, Sociology) and those from the Orientale (the “Collettivo Orientale”) have been united 

to give rise to a more powerful political organization. This is the first particularity of the Neapolitan 

case. Unlike Rome and Turin, the Neapolitan mobilization has been immediately characterized for 

promoting joint and coordinated actions, within faculties as well as out of them. However, the 

presence of the network of “Interfacoltà” prevents me from talking of exclusive mobilization of the 
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Federico II. Many protest events that I have collected in my analysis have been, in fact, organized and 

carried out by this coordination.69  

The data regarding the values of the Neapolitan mobilization show, on the other hand, interesting 

results. The mobilization of the Federico II has been the second one in terms of number of events (after 

Rome and before Turin). The fact that this amount of events has been produced also by a coordination 

of interuniversity collectives does not annul such a value. There are, moreover, two other interesting 

elements that emerge from my protest event analysis of the Neapolitan case. Both these elements 

may be better seen in Fig. 5, below. The first element is the presence of a more syncopated rhythm of 

mobilization. The figure shows, indeed, the presence of 4 distinct peaks in correspondence with the 

third week of September (15-21), last of October (27 Oct-2 Nov), last of November (24-30 Nov), and 

second of December (8-14 December). These findings seem thus to suggest to us that the timing and 

the intensity of the Neapolitan mobilization have had a more autonomous path from the “national” 

trend than the other two mobilizations. This impression is, on the other hand, confirmed by the second 

characteristic of the Neapolitan case. As we can still see in Fig. 6.3, the comparison between the 

trajectory of mobilization of the Federico II and that of mobilization at the aggregate level tells us that 

the highest pinnacle of the Neapolitan protest has been reached a week later than those reached in 

the other cities. In this sense, for the Neapolitan case one might talk of “delayed protest.” In 

conclusion, from my empirical analysis on the mobilization of the Federico all the particularity of the 

Neapolitan case seems to powerfully emerge. Unlike the mobilizations of Turin and of Rome, the 

university mobilization of Naples in 2008 seems to have had a more independent trend. As a result—

and I will say more about this in the next section—one can consider the Neapolitan mobilization as 

being a more local protest. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
69 A brief methodological note. Of all these events I have explicitly excluded those that have been organized 
and carried out within faculties of the Orientale. By contrast, I have included those events that have been 
jointly carried in non-university areas. 



 

 
 

148 

Fig. 6.3. Percentage of Protest Events per Week: Federico II, Aggregate Mobilization 

 

Source: Calculated by the Author 

In Fig. 6.4, one can graphically see the trajectories of all the three mobilizations in the arch of protest 

period between September 1st and December 21st. 

Fig 6.4. Percentage of Protest Events per Week: La Sapienza, University of Turin, Federico II 

 

Source: Calculated by the Author 
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6.4 The tactics of contention  

 

In this section, I will present the results regarding the second movement characteristic that I 

take into account in my research: the tactics of contention. The following questions are only some to 

which I respond in the next paragraphs: which are the most used action forms in the 3 mobilizations? 

Which mobilization has been the most disruptive? Which one the least? Has the mobilization of 2008 

substantially been non-violent? In relation to the mobilization capacity, the Sapienza constitutes the 

most representative case in the national mobilization.  

The first interesting result that emerges from my analysis (see Tab. 6.2, below) is the variety of action 

forms that the 3 movements have used in the entire course of mobilization. Taking, for instance, the 

case of La Sapienza, one can see to what extent its tactic of actions has been various. On 20 forms of 

action codified,70 15 have been, indeed, used in the protest. This means that the Roman Onda has 

employed a vast and complex repertoire of actions. Besides the absence of the most violent action 

forms (e.g. urban riots and property damages), only two of the most conventional forms have not been 

used. The same discourse can be extended to the other two mobilizations. One can see the substantial 

homogeneity of the most used action forms in the protest. In all the three mobilizations, it is clear the 

relative prevalence of three types of action: assemblies, public teach-ins, and demonstrations (both 

authorized and unauthorized). Apart from the university mobilization of Turin, the most used “tool” of 

protest has been the “assembly:” the assemblies have been more than four on ten action forms in 

Naples (26 %), almost one on four in Rome (24%), and 16% in Turin. The second most used action form 

of the Onda Anomala has been the “demonstration.” Here, the classification is reversed: 25% of the 

action repertoire of the Turin Onda has been demonstrations (21% authorized, 4% unauthorized), 18% 

in Naples (13% authorized and 5% unauthorized), and “only” 13 % in Rome71.  

More generally, the most interesting aspect seems to be the result of the so-called “communicative 

actions” (or non-disruptive forms of action).72 I define them as those actions aimed at communicating 

                                                           
70 Drawing on the most significant works of the literature on this topic (Tarrow 1989, Rucht et al. 1999, 
Klandermans and Staggenborg 2002), I have built an index of 20 forms of action on the basis of their extent of 
disruptiveness. Thus, in my index I have codified the action form “Letters to public authorities” as the less 
disruptive, whereas the action form “Urban riots” as the most disruptive.  
71 The result of La Sapienza is considerably significant, if one thinks that in Rome there have been carried out all 
the national demonstrations. 
72 By communicative action I do not mean the Habermasian communicative action (Habermas 1986 [1981]), 
understood as an act of deliberative discussion based on rational arguments. My reference here is to social 
science not to normative theory. Among the typologies of action forms in the social movement literature, I 
have found the one presented by Caiani et al. (2012) as the closest to my definition. Caiani et al. (2012) present 
a typology based on four categories ranging from the most conventional form to the most radical one: 
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something to other people without using disturbing means. In my typology, communicative actions 

are those that range from “Letters to public authorities” to “Authorized demonstrations” (the first ten 

action forms). As you can see in tab. 3, the communicative actions represent the vast majority of all 

the action forms used by the Onda movement. At the aggregate level, such actions constitute, indeed, 

77% of the amount of action forms. This percentage is even higher for the university mobilization of 

Turin, where 81% of action forms have been communicative. While the Roman case equals the 

aggregate level (77%), the Neapolitan one is slightly under (71%). As a whole, this result is in line with 

the self-narration of the movement (Aruzza et al. 2008, Raparelli 2009), in that it confirms once more 

the willingness (and capacity) to communicate (with each other, to the political system, the media, the 

whole society) achieved by this movement. In this sense, the percentage of action forms that have 

explicitly the aim to affect an external interlocutor (both an academic and or a political one) is 

significant. If one sums the percentage of “Letters to public authorities,” “Press releases and press 

conferences,” “Leafleting,” “Participation in meeting with authorities,” “Public teach-ins,” “Public 

rallies,” and “Authorized demonstrations,” one discovers that more than half of the action forms 

belongs to this type at the aggregate level (52%). If Naples has the lower percentage (39 %) and Rome 

equals the aggregate level (51%), Turin has an impressive 62%.  

This finding leads me to a first confirmation of my expectation regarding the specificity of the 

mobilization of the University of Turin. The high presence of communicative actions (or non-disruptive) 

in the repertoire of university mobilization of Turin might be due to the developed alliance system of 

the student movement itself. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
conventional, demonstrative, confrontational, and violent. I consider only the first two categories as being 
forms of communicative action. Look also at my Appendix, 4. Action Form of the PE. 
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Tab. 6.2. Repertoire of Action: La Sapienza, University of Turin, and Federico II 

Action Forms La Sapienza % 

University of 

Turin % Federico II % Total % 

Letters to public authorities 2 0 3 2 

Press releases and press 

conferences 4 0 0 2 

Leafleting 8 10 5 8 

Participation in meeting with 

authorities 3 1 1 2 

Legal actions 0 0 0 0 

Festivals 4 3 4 3 

Petitions 0 0 1 0 

Assemblies 24 16 26 23 

Public teach-ins 13 14 13 13 

Public rallies 14 16 5 12 

Authorized demonstrations 7 21 13 13 

Interruption of official ceremonies  3 4 1 3 

Rectorate and faculty occupations 7 5 13 8 

Block teachings  0 1 5 2 

Unauthorized demonstrations  6 4 4 5 

Railway and road blockades  4 3 5 4 

Clashes with political opponents  1 0 1 1 

Clashes with police  2 0 0 1 

Property damages  0 1 0 0 

Urban riots 0 0 0 0 

Total 100 100 100 100 

 (111) (73) (78) (262) 

Source: Calculated by the Author 

 

As mentioned in the section 2.2, the political involvement of university components (such as 

researchers, postdocs, and even some associate professors) detaining some institutional resources 

could, in fact, have discouraged the use of a more disruptive repertoire of contention and, at the same 

time, have facilitated the movement access to the decisional organs. In other words, the participation 

of these actors in the university mobilization—those actors that Moore (1999) calls “mediators”—can 
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have affected the movement tactics of actions by preventing the latter from becoming too disruptive. 

Making use of some “political” resources and/or institutional channels through which to make its own 

voice heard, all that the Turin movement needs to do is to communicate political messages and launch 

specific signals to the authorities. This could, thus, explain the high percentage of demonstrative 

actions carried out by this movement. As we may graphically better understand by looking at Fig. 6.5, 

about 70 % of protest events organized by the Onda of Turin have been “demonstrative”. In such a 

sense, highly significant and symbolical is the fact that this movement has expressed the highest 

percentage of protest event defined as "Public teach-ins" (14%), meaning those events for whose 

achievement is fundamental the presence of faculty members (or, at least, researchers). 

Fig. 6.5. Repertoire of Action: University of Turin73 

 

Source: Calculated by the Author 

On the other hand, the reason why the mobilization of Turin has had a high communicative capacity 

seems to be counterfactually confirmed by the findings gathered on the university mobilization of 

Federico II in Naples. As we can see comparing Fig. 6.5 and Fig. 6.6, there are significant differences 

                                                           
73 Similarly to Tarrow (1989) and Caiani et al. (2012), I have grouped the action forms into four macro-
categories, on the basis of the increasing disruptiveness. The adoption of these macro-categories allowed me 
to better assess and compare the level of militancy of the student mobilizations, locally and nationally. The four 
categories are the following: conventional, demonstrative, confrontational and violent. I have defined them by 
drawing heavily on Caiani et al. (2012). Conventional actions are those political actions associated with 
established politics (e.g. lobbying, electoral campaigns, and press conferences); demonstrative actions are legal 
actions aiming to mobilize large numbers of people (e.g. festivals, street demonstrations, public meetings, and 
petitions). Confrontational actions aim to disrupt official policies or institutions, and are therefore usually illegal 
(e.g. ‘blockades, occupations, illegal but non-violent demonstrations, and disturbances of meetings of political 
adversaries). Finally, violent actions are illegal actions implying some form of symbolic or physical violence 
against things or people, among which one can distinguish light (symbolic and verbal acts) and heavy (physical 
acts) violent forms. 

11%
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18%

1%
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Conventional Demonstrative Confrontational Violent
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between the percentage of demonstrative action forms and the confrontational ones of Turin and 

Naples.  

Fig. 6.6. Repertoire of Action: Federico II 

 

Source: Calculated by the Author 

If—as we have already mentioned—70 % of protest events organized in Turin have been 

demonstrative, only around 60% by the Neapolitan Onda. While this difference in itself does not tell 

us too much yet, complementing it with the variance between their percent values of confrontational 

events help us better understand the opposing features of the two cases. About 28 % of protest events 

carried out by the Neapolitan movement have been confrontational, meaning 10 percentage points 

higher than those achieved by the mobilization of Turin (18 %). This means that, as a whole, the 

mobilization of Federico II is about 20% more disruptive than the mobilization of Turin.  

Finally, the high percentage of confrontational events carried out by the Neapolitan movement in the 

course of its mobilization seems also to confirm my original expectation on this case: that is, the high 

disruptive inclination of this movement. Even comparing these results with those of the mobilization 

of La Sapienza (Fig. 6.7), such a impression seems to get stronger: the confrontational events carried 

out by the La Sapienza have, indeed, been “only” around 20%. 
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Fig. 6.7. Repertoire of Action: Sapienza  

 

Source: Calculated by the Author 

How to explain such a high percentage of disruptiveness in the Neapolitan case? From the first (and 

still partial) qualitative investigations that I have conducted, this high disruptiveness seems to be due 

to the ideological peculiarity of the Neapolitan student collectives: their “natural” distance from what 

is considered institutional. In other words, the Neapolitan Onda has shown a more antagonistic 

attitude vis-à-vis academic authorities. More radically, in the political culture of this movement seems 

to be relatively high the idea to refuse all the kinds of institutions. In this sense, the percentage of 

actions aimed at blocking the daily activities of the academia is impressive: around 20% of the 

Neapolitan protest events (“Interruption of official ceremonies,” “Rectorate and faculty occupations,” 

“Block teachings”) have been devoted to the confrontation with the academic authorities (University 

of Turin and La Sapienza only 10%). It is not by chance, therefore, that the collectives belonging to the 

“Interfacultà” have since ever refused to take part in the student elections in order to have their own 

reps in the decisional organs of the university. 

 

6.5 The university norms and conceptions in the Onda 

 

In the course of mobilizations, student protesters, and especially the core activists, often 

conceive a knowledgeable and consistent set of practices and claims to influence and/or transform the 
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site where they “live” and “work,” namely the university.74 This was also the case of the Italian student 

movement of 2008 and 2010. For the sake of analytical simplicity, I understand here the conceptions 

and norms of university that the Italian students forged between 2008 and 2010 as consisting of two 

distinct components: “styles and practices of student politics” and “student claims.” By styles and 

practices of student politics I refer to the ways of doing politics that students conceive and practice in 

their universities75: here, I have distinguished between radical and moderate styles of politics. Radical 

styles and practices of politics are based on the logic of conflict and on the idea of mass politics. Here, 

student politics obtains political legitimacy within the university only to the extent that it is carried out 

through conflicts and mass mobilizations. On the other hand, moderate styles and practices of politics 

are inclined to a more cooperative and less confrontational attitude towards the university institutions. 

Student politics is here conceived as a domain also open to bargaining and negotiation with 

institutional authorities. 

By “student claims” I mean those political goals in respect to the university system that student 

activists and their organizations put forward and manifest during periods of mobilization. More 

specifically, by student claims I refer to the set of ideas and theories that student activists develop on 

how their universities should be transformed, governed and internally organized to bring the students 

back to the center of the process of higher education. I have also here distinguished between 

transformative and adaptive claims. Transformative claims are those goals aiming at overthrowing the 

extant university system along with all its dominant practices, authorities and institutions. Adaptive 

claims are, instead, those aimed at gaining gradual even though significant modifications and changes 

of the university system. By crossing both components, a conceptual grid with four student strategies 

of the Onda Anomala comes out. This grid is the fruit of my interpretation of the empirical material 

emerged both from the about 25 interviews I have conducted with students and researchers of Turin, 

Rome, and Naples and from the frame analysis of the main documents and statements of the national 

                                                           
74 A brief clarification is here needed. In providing this definition of student strategy, I am not taking on a pure 
rationalist approach. As mentioned in the previous chapter and confirmed by McAdam et al. 2005, I do and still 
think that “cognitive structures limit the range of practices that social movement activists can imagine [and] 
normative structures limit what is considered appropriate movement practice” (p. 3). Likewise, the student 
activists and organizations of the Onda have specific and various understandings of what is considered the best 
combination of practices and goals according to their cultural traditions, political ideologies, and past and 
present experiences (namely, what I have defined as their activist habitus, see Crossley 2003). 
75 I call this component “styles and practices” and not simply “tactics of contention” (although I see the latter as 
part of the former), because the reference to styles and practices entails a broader understanding of this 
category. By styles and practices of student politics I mean also the cultural habits and daily style of militancy of 
student activists, and not only their strategic and conscious use of the repertoire of action during times of 
mobilization.  
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networks and organizations of the Onda.76 The four student strategies—whose a short presentation is 

made in the remainder of this section—are the following:  

1. Antagonism (revolutionary) 

2. Alternative Institutionalism (reformist) 

3. Mass Unionism (radical) 

4. Corporatist Unionism (moderate) 

 

Tab. 6.3. The University Conceptions of the Onda Anomala 

 Student Claims 

Transformative Adaptive 

Styles and Practices 

of Student Politics  

Radical (disruptive) Antagonism Mass Unionism 

Moderate (non-

disruptive) 

Alternative 

Institutionalism 

Corporatist Unionism 

 

Antagonism. The first student concept of significance to the Onda I sketch here is antagonism. The 

students and the political organizations adopting this conception see the university as a terrain of 

radical and never-ending struggles. Student politics cannot be understood as institutional mediation 

but as conflict and antagonism. As Gianluca, a student and militant of the social center “Askatasuna” 

(Turin) laconically illustrates, the objective of a student movement is to “develop antagonist and 

incompatible attitudes against the system.” Student movements may be political only to the extent 

that they are able to express incompatibility vis-à-vis any status quo. They have to pursue “an intrinsic 

politicization, exhibiting dissatisfaction for the existing. This politicization is the expression of 

dissatisfaction and incompatibility against the extant. The contestation of the system in which we live.” 

The main aim of a revolutionary student organization is, therefore, to politicize and socialize as many 

students as possible to the new language of social conflict. As Gianluca still puts it: 

We take part in the movement, we are there to develop and make this intrinsic politicization 
evident. Our aim within the movement is to elevate its degree of antagonism. More especially, the 

                                                           
76 In 2008, two sub-national networks of university collectives guided the protest in many universities: Uniriot, 
close to the area of the “Italian Autonomy” (Rome, Padua, Bologna, Milan, Naples, Turin, and Venice), and 
Atenei in Rivolta, linked to the national trotskyist party of Sinistra Critica. Two other national networks of 
collectives, Link and Rednet, were born in early 2009, after the first mobilizations of the Onda. While Link, born 
out of a scission in the Udu (Unione degli Universitari), the Italian student union affiliated with CGIL, had a trade 
unionist orientation, Rednet gathered all the university collectives having a Marxist Leninist orientation. 
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first object is the number [of participants]. The second one is the political quality of the movement. 
That is, the radical attitude and degree of conflict that a movement may express. Let’s make the 
movements more powerful! […] Movements are important because they open up perspectives and 
moments of rupture. It is more important to lose fighting than winning without fighting. The true 
education of revolutionaries is the struggle. 

To sum up—for the antagonists—the main political aim of a successful student movement is the 

ongoing production of radical and mass conflicts able to overthrow all the existing power relations. 

There are no other intermediary aims or minor goals to be achieved. There cannot be alternative 

academic institutions to be thought and invented without, first, the total destruction of all the existing 

capitalist institutions and their power relations. 

Alternative Institutionalism. The main difference between the two student conceptions fostering 

transformative claims is the attitude towards the existing university institutions. If for the antagonists, 

all the existing institutions are to be rejected—and, therefore, the problem to decide what alternative 

institutions the students should create is, at least in the antagonist momentum of the movement, 

premature and unnecessary—the “alternative institutionalists” consider fundamental the creation of 

alternative institutional forms even in the antagonistic momentum of the movement. All 

contemporary movements, even the student ones, have the capacity to prefigure in and through their 

struggles the political and institutional forms of society for which they struggle. Francesca Polletta 

(2002) has defined this characterizing aspect of social movements as “pre-figurative politics,” Toni 

Negri (2002) as their “constituent power.” The problem of how to achieve the constituent power of 

the Onda is, indeed, well highlighted by Luca, one of the national leaders of Uniriot (Rome). In 

explaining the failure of his organization in the university elections of 2008, he depicts in a very 

effective way how the relation between student movements and university institutions should have 

been. 

There were the university elections during the mobilization (November2008), where we elected 
only a candidate in the Board of the Administrators and none in the Academic Senate. We made a 
big mistake to overlook those elections. It is evident that that movement had a limit, namely the 
limit of its political organization. In the mobilization we had launched the slogan “nobody 
represents us,” which is a slogan that basically denounces the lack of representativeness of the 
institutions and political bodies. We did not pose and raise the problem of imagining alternative 
political forms, how to ensure the continuity of the movement […]. I am not saying that we should 
have organized the party of the Onda. Yet, the problem is to understand in which ways we should 
establish the relationship between radical democracy and constituent power.  

More specifically—according to the alternative institutionalists—the best strategy that the student 

movement should adopt to radically transform the Italian universities is the promotion of a “self-

reform from below.” This reform should not be understood as an alternative policy proposal, rather as 

an open-ended political process capable of prefiguring “new university institutions.” As it is clearly 

stated in the Manifesto for the Self-Reform, launched during the national assembly of the Onda at the 

Sapienza (Rome) on 15th and 16th November 2008:  
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By self-reform we mean an open-ended constituent process, transformable and implementable, 
which organizes the power of conflict and self-organization in the production of knowledge. The 
self-reform is neither a mere bill of rights nor an attempt to bureaucratize the non-
representativeness of the movement. By contrast, the self-reform is the opening of a process which 
is already present in the practices of the movement, it is a phase of consolidation of the forms of 
movement self-organization and a resurgence of the conflict within the university.  

A key element for the implementation of the self-reform is the so-called “self-education,” meaning, 

practices and moments of production of critical knowledge outside of the official academic circuits. 

Still in Luca’s words: 

Self-education is not only a student practice of mere counter-seminar. Precisely because self-
education means a mechanism of political organization and dispositive of formation and 
production of conflicting knowledge, it must by force have the ambition to exceed the spaces in 
which it is created. In order to be hegemonic in the university and appropriable by all. Capable of 
overthrowing the mechanisms of control over academic knowledge and, therefore, over the 
student composition. In short, self-education is a mechanism both saboteur and constituent. 

In a nutshell, the political objective of a successful student movement is to “make itself” university 

institution through the production and dissemination of acts of self-education, avoiding the process of 

institutionalization. This means to struggle for the construction of a public yet non-state institution 

governed by the students themselves. 

Mass Unionism. Unlike the transformative conceptions of the university, mass and corporatist 

unionists do not aim to radically change the universities, but rather to bring about procedural and 

substantive changes to the advantage of students and of the other weak academic components. The 

reflections of Alessandro Ferretti, one of the leaders of the national network of researchers (“Rete 29 

aprile) close to the student union of Link, seem to precisely go in this direction: 

we are against the centralization of the power of the board of administrators in the hands of the 
rector, and above all, against the entry of private companies. We are for a public and democratic 
university No to the privates, yes to the democratic deliberation among the academic components. 
Recruitment and recognition of all precarious workers. And they must have the right to political 
participation. However, we advance reformist claims.  

Another big difference between the transformative and adaptive university conceptions of the Onda 

concerns the meaning and the political role of student representation. Whereas the students who 

adopt transformative claims are generally critical or even skeptical of the role played by student 

representation, the students supporting adaptive strategies strongly believe that student 

representatives are a strategic element for the democratization of the university system itself. Chiara, 

belonging to the organization Studenti Indipendenti (section of the student union Link in Turin), clearly 

affirms here with respect to the political role of student representation that: “as Studenti Indipendenti, 

within the decisional bodies of the university we worked pretty well in transmitting and translating all 
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the movement claims into policy proposals.” She then adds that several student successes in these 

bodies were precisely due to the “hard work of student representatives.” 

Study all the cavils of the reform, the official documents and the statute was a very hard work, but 
necessary and useful. It was needed to explain to all the students what was going on with this new 
reform. Make it usable to all. And comprehensible. Translate a decree into common language.  

 

Corporatist Unionism. The key difference between mass and corporatist unionists is the role and 

meaning attributed to the student mobilization in the university decision-making process. While 

corporatist unionists have an exclusive and narrow vision of university politics, which should affect 

only the restricted elite of student representatives and organizations, mass unionists stress the 

political role of student movements and their capacity of mobilization. As Chiara well puts it: 

Representation without movement has serious problems. I am persuaded that the strength of 
representation is determined by the strength of the base (which is out of the institutions) that you 
manage to mobilize. In 2010, this relation between representation and mobilization worked pretty 
well. 

In this piece of interview, Chiara is even more explicit: 

Without the pressure of the streets we would have not been able to gain anything. Without 
students in the hall of the Rectorate while we were discussing the reform, there would have not 
been any student success. Four student representatives without the bargaining power of the 

streets do not obtain anything. 

Corporatist unionists regard mobilizations and, more generally, mass politics as highly problematic and 

even damaging, in that student movements, whose action forms and political goals are unpredictable 

and ever-changing, are difficult to govern and lead. According to corporatist unionists, the best way of 

doing university politics is, indeed, through small and knowledgeable groups of students and student 

organizations. This is because only small groups of students and student organizations can effectively 

comply the tasks of lobbying academic institutions and authorities. Yet, the negative effect of this 

conception of student politics comes out when there are actual student mobilizations. The other 

students and student organizations do not understand—to say the least—and even blame the political 

role of these almost “self-co-opted” students by accusing them of being part of the “casta” of 

academia. Reporting on the role played by the corporatist union UDU in 2008, Andrea Polacchi (Link, 

Turin) expresses in these words such a hostile feeling: 

[…] so talking about the UDU. They simply were no there. They were just three students present in 
the mobilization of Law department, who after only two weeks decided to give up everything, 
because they were perceived as the casta. They were fully repelled by the movement.  

 

6.6 Beyond the student movement: the mobilization of the Italian researchers in 

2010 
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The second dominated actor of the university who undertook an unexpected process of 

collective identity formation, accompanied by a process of mobilization over the period of 

investigation, was the class of researchers (“ricercatori strutturati,” as established by Law 382/1980). 

The rise and mobilization of this actor per se represented a significant political novelty in the field of 

Italian universities. As shown in Chapter 4, researchers and, more generally, research and teaching 

assistants had never developed a common “class identity” over the decades post-second war. Rather, 

their personal hope was that of being individually coopted in the academic system with the help of 

their own supervisors (chair-holder professors). In this sense, the so-called “baronial relationship” 

(Palermo 2011) has represented for many years the most plausible and “natural” form of relation 

between tenured professors and their subordinates. 

et, this situation was already changing and undergoing important modifications after the rounds of HE 

reforms of the 1990s and, especially, of the early 2000s. Besides the more or less failed attempts of 

the legislator to limit the power of professors, two other significant structural factors contributed to 

changing this relation of dependence: the persisting cuts to funding for higher education and the 

steady increase of researchers. On the one hand, the cuts to public spending devoted to universities 

meant that less and less resources were employable to finance the higher education system (and, 

therefore, to “feed” one of its weakest actors, i.e. the researchers). On the other, the increase in the 

number of researchers entailed that there were more and more new comers at the “university gates” 

to be placed by professors, who therefore had less and less influence over the career promotion of 

their subordinates.77 Overall, the combined influence of these structural factors was contributing to 

transform the baronial relation by making the support of the barons useless for the career promotion 

of researchers and, consequently, making these people more prone to develop an independent 

attitude over the academic matters. 

This explains why the first attempt to collectively organize this category dated back to 2004, when, to 

protest against the approval of Moratti DDL, some researchers gave life to the first national 

coordination of researchers (CNRU – “Coordinamento Nazionale Ricercatori Universitari”). The DDL 

Moratti provided for the abolition of the category of researchers (then approved with a modification 

establishing the postponement of eight years for that abolition to happen), and, for this reason, 

represented the first legislative measure, which explicitly undermined the existence of researchers as 

                                                           
77 Without including the broader category of precarious researchers (PhDs, fixed-term researchers, assistant 
researchers, post-docs, alumni, fellows, and so on), who on their own represent the vast majority of the Italian 
academic staff (about 70000 people), the numbers (and percentage) of the 3 categories with a full-time 
contract up to 2011 are the following (Piazza 2011): researchers (25000 people, 43%), associate professors 
(17000 people, 29%), and professors (16000 people, 28%). It is, however, impressive the fact that the number 
of precarious workers (70000) abundantly overcomes the number of workers with a stable position (58000).  
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a collective group. This situation of generalized discontent literally escalated when the then Minister 

of Higher Education, Maria Stella Gelmini, presented in 2009 the DDL 1905 (then included in and 

approved as Law 240/2010). The DDL 1995/2009 established the extinction of the role of researchers 

(until their depletion) and simultaneously the introduction of a new figure of fixed-term researcher 

(TD- “Tempo Determinato”), which would have been favored in the career progression vis-à-vis the 

“old researcher.”78 Facing this sort of moral blackmail, the researchers rejected what was regarded as 

a race at the bottom (“a war between poor groups”) and started organizing and mobilizing from the 

early months of 2010. 

To this end, researchers from about forty Italian universities gathered in Milan on 29th April 2010 to 

officially found a national coordination of researchers, “Rete 29 Aprile per una Università Pubblica, 

Libera e Aperta” (R29A), aimed at opposing the DDL 1995, and more generally, the process of Gelmini 

reform on the university governance. The first “revolutionary” act that the researchers of the neo-born 

R29A carried out to oppose the upcoming Gelmini reform was to announce the “unavailability to 

teach” for the academic year 2010/2011. The only announcement of this future action represented a 

sort of “transformative event” (Sewell 1996) capable of undermining the established power relations 

within the Italian universities. Or, at least, to change an aspect of the Italian academic order that a 

sociologist like Pierre Bourdieu (1984) would have defined as “doxa.” 

Although legislation prescribed researchers to only carry out integrative teaching activities (382/1980), 

de facto Italian researchers were generally asked (and, therefore, forced by professors) to teach the 

main seminars and courses in many departments for decades. Even though no law forced them to 

teach, Italian researchers always felt obliged to do it due to the symbolic and material power that the 

class of professors exerted on them. In this respect, by refusing to hold the teaching activities that they 

had always carried out freely and on voluntary basis, Italian researchers were publicly announcing their 

refusal to accept the existing status quo of academia, alongside its established dominant habitus, doxa, 

and power relations.  

More specifically, the political strategy of the R29A aimed to show how Italian researchers were 

indispensable for the academic programs and curricula, in that without them universities would have 

been meant to shut down (researchers held more than 30% of university classes and seminars). In 

doing so, the R29A intended not only to make pressure to the government, by trying to compel Mrs 

Gelmini to withdraw her bill, but also to exert power on the professors and academic authorities to 

                                                           
78 As Piazza (2011: 3) remarks: “at the termination of the fixed-contract, the “new” researchers should have 
been competing with the “old” researchers to advance their careers (to become associate professors), and, for 
this reason, the TD researchers gained more chances to win the competition, as otherwise they would have 
been expelled from the university, where the old researchers were anyhow able to maintain their position.” 
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make them understand that without researchers they would have been no able to run none of the 

Italian universities. In other words, through the action of the “unavailability to teach” the R29A was 

well aware to show that Italian researchers had a form of “structural power” (Silver 2003, and see also 

Chapter 2) in the university field and that they were also pretty willing to exert it. 

More generally, the Italian researchers around the network of the R29A and sympathetic with its 

alternative plan of university reform were about ten thousand people (out of twenty five) (Maida 

2011). Unlike the CNRU, the R29A did never bring forward a corporatist and sectional view of the 

university system. In all the documents, in the plan of university reform, and all the researchers of the 

R29A interviewed have always contended to have a general and common-good oriented view on how 

the Italian university system should be governed and to what end it should be aimed. Most notably, 

the key points of their “alternative idea of university” can be summarized as follows (Piazza 2011: 4): 

[…] to save the public nature of State universities and their autonomy…to abolish the cuts to 
research; …to prefigure a democratic governance in each university able to guarantee to all the 
academic components a proper institutional representation and a significant voice over all the 
strategic decisions concerning the matters of research and teaching […] 

Additionally, where the CNRU was more devoted to lobbyist activities without deploying any action of 

mass mobilization, the R29A was much more concerned to fully represent and actively mobilize the 

entire community of researchers even adopting “movement type repertoires of action” (Piazza 2011). 

As Alessandro Ferretti (researcher in Turin and one the national spokespersons of the R29A) reminded 

me in this passage of our interview: 

[…] the CNRU appeared more oriented to seek for mediation channels with the government and 
immediately applicable solutions, rather than looking for the full involvement and participation of 
all the researchers with their plural positions.  

Against this corporatist model of organization, the researchers forming the R29A preferred a more 

inclusive, horizontal, and fully democratic type of organization. In Massimiliano Tabusi's words 

(another national spokespersons of the R29A): we conceived of the R29A “as a stable network, 

founded on shared principles and strongly rooted in many universities, a truly authentic space of 

permanent discussion and exchange… a locus for a free circulation of ideas” (Tabusi 2011: 11). 

In September 2010, the R29A officially initiated its protest campaign founded on the unavailability of 

the researchers to teach. About 70% of them positively adhered to this action and, thus, rejected to 

teach all the seminars and classes that they were expected to teach in the first semester by leading 

many universities to postpone the beginning of their academic year. In several universities, such as 

Turin, Bologna, Cagliari, the local network of researchers affiliated to the R29A undertook also more 

direct actions of protest by occupying several times the academic senate and board of administrators 

to force professors to take publicly a (positive) stand on this issue. 
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More broadly, the mobilizing campaign of the R29A encompassed two pillars, which made this network 

of researchers quite different from any other corporatist organization and union representing the 

category. First, the capacity of the R29A to involve in all its activities a huge amount of researchers, 

called to jointly discuss in a consensual and horizontal decision-making process all the strategic 

decisions to be taken and the political platform to be adopted (Piazza 2011). In a nutshell, the Rete 29 

aimed at having (and, de facto, had) a high and consensual capacity of mobilization. Secondly, in 

carrying out its mobilization activities, the R29A showed to pragmatically adopt both conventional 

(such as meeting with authorities, press releases, petitions, and so on) and more disruptive tactics of 

action (as described above) (Maida 2011). In other words, the R29A adopted an “in-and-out-the-

institution” strategy to pursue its political goals. 

 

6.7 Summarizing: mobilization capacity, tactics of contention, and action strategies 

of the Italian dominated actors 

 

 In this chapter, I have mapped out the key characteristics of the mobilization process of the 

student movement of the Onda Anomala that arose in the Italian universities in the fall of 2008 to 

oppose the neoliberal restructuring of higher education. In particular, I have focused my attention on 

the processes of mobilization that occurred in three universities, University of Turin, Sapienza (Rome), 

and Federico II (Naples), by investigating for each of them the mobilization capacity, tactics of 

contention, and strategies of the local student movement. The results that I have collected have 

confirmed my initial expectations at the basis of my case selection. The student struggle from the 

Sapienza has been the most powerful in terms of mobilization capacity, being successful also in 

determining the timing and the path of the national campaign. In terms of tactics of action, the 

mobilization occurred in Naples has been the one which has expressed the highest level of 

disruptiveness, while the mobilization in Turin has been the least. Finally, as for the university 

conceptions produced by the students of the Onda, the study of the three universities provides an 

accurate investigation of all political orientations (and organizations) composing the movement. In the 

last section of the chapter, I have introduced another dominated actor, the Italian researchers who 

mobilized in 2010 to oppose a national reform undermining their right to existence. Unlike other 

previous organizations representing this category, the R29A succeeded in developing a collective 

identity of researchers capable of challenging the status quo and the power relations of current Italian 

academia.  
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Chapter 7. The English University Field into Crisis. The University Struggles against the 

Neoliberal Project of Higher Education between 2010 and 2013 

 

7.1 Introduction 

 

 As described in Chapter 5, the last three decades have marked a decisive turning point in the 

history of English higher education, as governments of all political hues have enacted laws outsourcing 

the personnel, cutting in public funding, implementing the managerialization of the governing bodies, 

introducing tuition fees and student loans. These laws paved, thus, the way to what we can today call 

the “neoliberal turn” in the university system. In this respect, the English sector of higher education is 

approximating the American neoliberal model of higher education, which is, in fact, no longer 

conceived as public good. In the US, the process of marketization and “corporatization” of the 

universities had been undertaken more than four decades ago. One of the main effects of this assault 

has been the production of a “stable” state of precariousness for the vast majority of those who work 

in the American universities. 79 From a macro-historical perspective, English HEIs seem to be 

undergoing a similar process. 

However, this is not the whole story. The process of marketization in the English universities has been 

anything but passively accepted by their “inhabitants”. Over the last few years, the vast majority of 

English universities have come again to the fore as sites of struggle and have marked the beginning of 

a new political era in the United Kingdom, characterized by student demonstrations and sit-ins, 

academic staff mobilizations, and non-academic staff industrial actions. Michael Bailey and Des 

Freedman, professors at Essex and Goldsmiths and activists in the teachers’ union (UCU), have 

collected a series of articles in a volume, entitled The Assault on Universities. A Manifesto for 

Resistance (2011), illustrating how antagonism is back in English university life. Over the last decade, 

indeed, strong resistance and mobilizations to arrest the process of marketization of higher education 

                                                           
79 More than 75% of teachers employed in the American universities have short-term contracts. In other words, 
they constitute by definition a precarious workforce. Striking is, for instance, the long list of terms that the 
American sociology of labour provides in order to define this category of workers: “Part-time, nontenure-track, 
visiting, temporary, occasional, non-senate, unranked, adjunct, instructor, lecturer, casual, limited term, dean’s 
appointment, student, peripheral, new model, non-traditional, non-standard, hourly, section leader, sessional, 
yearly, soft money, grant-funded, non-line, fixed term, external, community-based, clinical, applied, non-
regular, extension, continuing education, non-academic, non-remunerated, non-ladder, wives of faculty wives, 
emergency wife, emergency hire, ad hoc, assistant, graduate assistant, teaching assistant, teaching associate, 
specialist, nonvoting, contract, limited contract, fractional, and precarious [from Worthen Helena and Berry 
Joe, Contingent Faculty in Public Higher Education in Pennsylvania, Spring 1999: Focus on the Community 
Colleges. Harrisburg, PA: Keystone Research Center, 1999].  
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have taken place in many universities. In other words—according to these authors—contemporary 

universities constitute a chief battlefield in a capitalist society which is now dominated by a more 

“immaterial” mode of production (Marazzi 1999, Vercellone 2006, Cini 2012b), in which the conflict 

over the means and flows of knowledge production is of paramount importance for the development 

and reproduction of capitalism itself.  

In this chapter, I deal with a specific and recent case of these struggles: the student mobilizations that 

spread all over the UK in the fall of 2010 against the Bill proposed by the government Tories/Lib-Dems 

(“Coalition”) to triple the tuition fees for all the higher education (HE) students and abolish the 

Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) for the students in further education (FE) (see Chapter 5 for 

more detailed information). On 9 December 2010, the House of Commons eventually approved the 

Bill, despite the huge number of students that had taken to the streets, overtly challenging the 

“Coalition” government on this neoliberal measure during the previous weeks and on the day of its 

approval.  

Despite (and beyond) the national and “official” defeat of 2010, the student movement was anything 

but dead. Many groups and organizations, which were born out of these mobilizations, marking the 

process of politicization of an entire generation of students, are still politically active today. Most 

importantly, other actors—new and old—heartened by the student movement of 2010, have started 

mobilizing in many universities over the last few years: cleaners, service workers, precarious and 

permanent academic staff have brought forward legal action against the university managers and the 

government that are still underway. In this regard, other two instances of university struggle will be 

described in this chapter: a local student campaign against the outsourcing of the cleaning staff at the 

University of Sussex in 2013 and the mobilization of precarious academic staff in some HEIs of the 

University of London in 2014. 

In light of my theoretical framework, these struggles can be seen and explained as the unfolding of a 

“critical moment” which has taken place in the English field of higher education over the last few years. 

More specifically, the student movement of 2010 constituted the very first and big moment of a “field 

crisis” (Fligstein and McAdam 2012) occurring in the English sector of higher education after many 

years of low-intensity campaigns and struggles. In other words, the main and most visible trait of the 

2010 movement was precisely to set in motion a n array of various forces and actors aimed at 

challenging the dominant actors of English universities and, thus, capable of questioning the existing 

status quo upon which such actors based their power, interests, and norms. 

The aim of the present chapter is to describe the mobilization processes of this various array of 

dominated actors along with the alternative interests, norms, and frames on which such actors have 
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based the contestation of the existing order of the English university field. More notably, in section 

7.2, I illustrate how and why English students initiated a process of mobilization in 2010 by presenting 

the first and main national event of this protest campaign. In section 7.3, I look at the “student power” 

(Rootes 2013) of 2010 movement by describing its mobilization capacity and tactics of action. In section 

7.4, I show how the student movement of 2010 has functioned as a sort of political catalyst for the 

emergence and proliferation of other university struggles in the following year, such as the student 

campaign against the outsourcing of the cleaning staff at Sussex and the politicization of temporary 

academic staff at the University of London. In the concluding section 7.5, and more in line with the 

analytical framework of my work, I summarize the main characteristics of these actors by exhibiting 

their interests, norms of action, and cognitive frames.  

 

7.2 The student movement of 2010: “They say cut back, we say fight back!” 
 

The Browne review and the Coalition government’s plan to massively cut public funding 

towards humanities departments, to increase tuition fees, and to abolish the EMA represent the 

ultimate and clear attacks on the conception of higher education as public good and to related student 

rights for equal and democratic access to university. However, as described in Chapter 5, these were 

not the first neoliberal measures investing the English universities in the time frame of the last twenty 

years. Why, then, precisely in the autumn of 2010 was the rise of a massive student movement in firm 

opposition to those proposals so strong? In other words, what was the triggering factor at the basis of 

this mass mobilization? Most probably, the Browne review and the government plan would not have 

been sufficient reasons for a massive mobilization if a more contingent and political reason motivating 

even politically unskilled and first-year students to rise up against the Coalition government had not 

been present at that time: this reason was the betrayal of a political promise.” What was this “broken 

promise” about? Who broke this promise? 

In April 2010, during the electoral campaign for the general elections of May 2010, all the MP 

candidates of the Liberal Democratic Party had signed a pledge—launched by the National Union of 

Students (NUS) during their annual conference—to oppose, if elected, any plan to put up tuition fees 

for universities and to resist all the proposals to cut funding for higher education.80 On the basis of this 

                                                           
80 After that public promise made at the Annual Conference of NUS in April, the lib-democratic party had 
subscribed a common manifesto, in which it was argued that: “We will scrap unfair university tuition fees for all 
students taking their first degree, including those studying part-time, saving them over pounds 10,000 each. 
We have a financially responsible plan to phase fees out over six years, so that the change is affordable even in 
these difficult economic times, and without cutting university income. We will immediately scrap fees for final 
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electoral promise, hundreds of thousands of young voters (many of whom were expressing their 

electoral preference for the very first time) had been persuaded to vote for the Liberal Democrats in 

the May general elections.81 This is why when, after the publication of the Browne Review, the Business 

Secretary, the liberal democrat Vince Cable, announced the need to increase the tuition fees for 

universities, a feeling of outrage and indignation arose against what was perceived as the worst “U-

turn” (The Guardian, 15 October) or “broken promise” of the last twenty years towards a young 

generation of students attending high school, further education colleges, and universities. The Lib-

Dems were accused of having betrayed their own electoral promises. For most of the students who 

had voted for the party, the U-Turn in its policy concerning higher education provided precisely the 

triggering factor, which convinced them to mobilize and to take to the streets for the first time. This 

was the key motivation for the beginning of their political activism in the autumn of 2010, as many of 

the students I have interviewed have underlined.82 

Since the second half of October in many universities all over the UK, and especially over the 19 

colleges forming the University of London (UL), a first wave of mobilizations, made up of student 

assemblies, public rallies and marches on campus, and teach-ins took place. These events were aimed 

at informing the vast majority of the students of the imminent threat that was investing the English 

higher education. The initiators and/or organizers of this wave of mobilization were students with 

some political experience, as most of them had taken part in the past university occupations of 2009, 

arisen in many UK universities to protest against the Israeli bombings of Gaza and in solidarity with the 

Palestinian people. Unlike the mobilization of 2010, these were smaller affairs, carried out almost 

exclusively by university students from the organized left, especially from the student organizations 

close to the Socialist Worker Party (SWP)—the British Trotskyist party. In a nutshell, the student 

occupations of 2009 were exclusively carried out by student militants and leftist activists.  

By contrast, the involvement of masses of students, barely politicized and never part of student 

organizations, is precisely the characteristic trait of the student mobilization of 2010, marking a neat 

                                                           
year students." Source: The Guardian, Letter: More than a few regrets over Lib Dem fee pledge, 15 November 
2010.  
81 In confirmation of this thesis, besides several articles published on The Guardian between October and 
December 2010 proving even with surveys and polls that many university students had voted for the Lib-Dems, 
I can bring my own first-hand experience with several students, active in the student movement of 2010 that I 
happened to interview. The students that in 2010 were at their first university year have declared to me that in 
the elections of May 2010 had voted for the Lib-Dems, “because it was the only party which had promised not 
to increase the tuition fees and to cut the public funding for higher education.” Additionally, many of them 
considered the Liberal Democratic Party as “the most politically credible and anti-establishment,” and a few of 
them even the “most leftist.” 
82 Yet, I have been explicitly asked by many of them not to report their names in my research, because they 
were now ashamed, as political activists, to have voted for a so moderate and pro-establishment party such as 
the Liberal-Democratic one.  
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difference with all the more modest mobilizations of the years before. All my 27 interviews conducted 

among the students of several colleges belonging to the University of London, University of Sussex, 

and University of Birmingham, have, indeed, confirmed this picture. The students I have interviewed 

from the Goldsmiths University, London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE), University 

College of London (UCL), School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), and University of Arts London 

(UAC), as well as the students from the University of Sussex in Brighton and from the University of 

Birmingham, claimed that there were two types of protesters in 2010. On the one hand, a very tiny 

minority of politically skilled activists and student unionists, who had already been part of previous 

mobilizations (not only concerning student issues) and who, for this reason, at least during the first 

weeks of mobilization, operated as leading figures and organizational landmarks for the student 

movement. On the other hand, there was the vast majority of first and second year students at their 

very first experience of political engagement (and, as mentioned above, mainly “betrayed voters” of 

the Liberal Democratic Party), who started to massively attend assemblies, public rallies, and 

demonstration, initially organized in their own universities since the last two weeks of October.83  

As confirmed also by my PEA on The Guardian, during the first weeks of protest (until the second week 

of November), the student movement has, thus, exhibited a more “local” and fragmented trait in terms 

of mobilization, organizational structures and demands. There are no significant protest events falling 

beyond the spatial-political “perimeter” of the university campuses until the first national 

demonstration against the Coalition government’s plan to raise the tuition fees, called by the NUS for 

the 10th November 2010.84 On that day, more than fifty thousand students turned up in London, 

coming from all over the UK, to protest against the tripling of the tuition fees, the abolition of EMAs, 

and the cuts to university teaching budgets as proposed by the Coalition government and, at the same 

time, to demand a free and public education for all. The demonstration, by far the largest event in the 

history of the British student politics, was a great political success, officially determining the entry of a 

new subjectivity, the student movement, into the British political arena of the time. Opposing the 

austerity measures and, more generally, the neoliberal policies, the student movement was, indeed, 

the first serious political challenge of the British governments since the time of the economic crisis in 

2008. 

                                                           
83 I can almost equally divide the 27 interviewed between the above mentioned categories of activists: half of 
them were student unionists and/or long term political activists, the other half were first year students at their 
first political experience of student activism.  
84 That demonstration, planned and organized by the National Student Union after more than one decade from 
the last national demonstration, was launched during the annual conference of the organization, held in April 
2010 in Manchester. As shown in the remainder of this section, this fact only partly contradicts the thesis 
asserting that the NUS has been a marginal political subject in the British student politics of the last twenty 
years. The demonstration of 10 November will remain, indeed, the only national political event, organized by 
the NUS, in the course of the entire student mobilization of 2010.  
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The most significant fact of the 10 November demonstration was the occupation of the Tory 

Headquarters in Millbank, which was carried out by more than two hundred students of the most 

radical groups. These activists, detaching from the authorized route of the demonstration, attacked 

the Conservative Party HQ, broke some windows, caused some injuries, and clashed with police, who, 

taken by surprise, did not manage to block them, while outside the building more than two thousand 

students besieged the HQ in a display of approval for the action. This occupation represented a truly 

watershed for the student movement of 2010, marking out and determining its successive practices of 

action, its agenda, and ultimately its political development itself. The occupation of Millbank 

represented, indeed, the cause of the most significant political split characterizing the movement, the 

one between the NUS and the rest of the students taking part in the mobilization. Shortly after the 

event, the NUS leadership distanced itself from the occupation by condemning the violence and by 

defining the group who had executed the action as a “minority of idiots.”85 The immediate political 

condemnation by the NUS produced, though, an unexpected and negative reaction among the vast 

majority of the students, who, despite not taking part, had approved the action, and who, thus, soon 

realized to what extent the NUS leadership was more interested in the safeguarding its public image 

as respectable political interlocutor for the government than in representing the voice of students. As 

Michael Chessum, at that time activist at the UCL, declared in an interview to The Guardian (12 

November): “We went off script, the script that said a few thousand people would turn up, complain 

a bit and go home and the cuts would go through pretty much as planned. That has changed. Now 

students really feel they can stop this." Clare Solomon, the then President of the University London 

Union (ULU), was even clearer in this respect, when stating on the same newspaper that: “We reject 

any attempt to characterize the Millbank protest as small, 'extremist' or unrepresentative of our 

movement. We celebrate the fact that thousands of students were willing to send a message to the 

Tories that we will fight to win. "86  

                                                           
85 As Aaron Porter, the then President of the NUS, defined them in an interview released to The Guardian the 
day after the demonstration. The Guardian, This is just the beginning': Tory HQ attacked as fees protest spirals 
out of control: Police caught out by scale of student action: Both sides warn 'more of this to come': 'This is just 
the beginning' of cuts protests, 11 November 2010.  
86 The Guardian, Students to follow protest with national day of action: Group stages occupation in Manchester 
over cuts NUS plans campaign in Lib Dem constituencies, 12 November 2010. It is interesting to notice how all 
the 27 students interviewed have confirmed this interpretation, among them, also the then Vice-President of 
the NUS, Susan Nash, told me that: “after the Aaron Porter’s statement of condemnation, the NUS no longer 
was considered part of the movement, and so, after that day, many of us continued to take part in the 
mobilization only as individuals and no longer as organization.” It is, moreover, very interesting to stress the 
interpretation of “Millbank” provided by the then "politically newcomers," namely the students of the first 
years. All the “newcomers” I have interviewed told me that at that time they fully approved the occupation of 
the Tory HQ, they denied that it were a violent act, and, above all, they clearly deplored the “bureaucratic and 
spineless behaviour” of the leader of NUS. 
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The demonstration of 10 November constituted, thus, the chief catalyst for the emergence of a 

national student movement which, forged through that event, increased its political force and 

numerical strength, becoming the first social subject, among the UK social movements, capable of 

explicitly contesting the neoliberal policies after about a decade of total silence on these issues. Yet, 

the events of 10 November had an even more paradoxical effect within the student movement, which 

if from that moment entered the national public sphere as legitimate actor, at the same time, and 

precisely due to such events, lost the only national organizational structure upon which it could have 

relied in order to run a national protest campaign, meaning, the National Union of Students. This 

explains why in the time frame between the demonstration of 10 November and the parliamentary 

approval of the law providing for the increase of the tuition fees (on 9 December), only other three 

national protest events took place in London, called by two newly formed quasi-national networks of 

activists, the National Campaign Against Fees and Cuts (NCAFC) and the Education Activist Network 

(EAN). 

While the NCAFC, formed on 6 February 2010 after a conference at University College of London, 

where a few hundreds of university students gathered to launch a national organization, was mostly 

centred on student issues and needs, the EAN, created only three weeks after NCAFC, and following a 

near-identical formation process, embraced in its ranks not only students, but also teachers and union 

members. The EAN was backed by some regional branches of the University and College Union (UCU)—

the national union of university teachers—whereas the NCAFC brought together different political 

tendencies within the student movement (both anarchists and Trotskyists), with no base in the trade 

unions. As Mark Bergfeld, 23 years old and one of the founders of EAN, pointed out in this interview 

released to The Guardian: "I think the main difference is that our campaign is one of students and staff, 

and workers in the real sense - we have real trade union support."87 

 

                                                           
87 The Guardian, Student protests: Young, disillusioned and angry: activists catch a wave of youth fury: New 
direct action groups have joined NUS in organising rallies and fuelling dissent, 11 December 2010. According to 
the majority of the students with whom I have spoken, NCAFC and EAN “had been formed to fill the void left by 
an inactive NUS, due to its intimate relationship with New Labour, which had hindered the student movement 
and allowed fees to be established in the past.” Both NCAFC and EAN exhibit a Trotskyist ideological 
orientation and are politically affiliated to two national Trotskyist parties, the Alliance for Workers’ Liberty 
(AWL) and the Socialist Worker Party (SWP) respectively. While the AWL is more movementist and 
encompasses a looser network of militants, the SWP, bigger in in terms of size, adheres to a more rigorous 
Trotskyist-Leninist conception of the party. These characteristics mirror the political characteristics of their 
university “front organizations,” NCAFC and EAN. NCAFC encompasses students with different political 
orientations, opposes the idea of creating a formalized national organization and takes decisions by consensus 
on the basis of the principle of horizontality. By contrast, the EAN embodies a more homogenous and rigid 
political orientation, exhibits a more formalized organizational structure, and takes decision through a more 
hierarchical decision-making process. 
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7.3 The student power in mobilization 

 

After the defection of NUS, NCAFC and EAN tried, thus, to fill the political void in the 

organization of the protest campaign by calling for the national demonstrations on the 24th and 30th 

November and the 9th December. On 24 November, 130,000 school and university students walked 

out of classes and took over the streets of London and several other cities across the UK to protest 

against the cuts to public higher education and the abolition of the EMAs: many of them experienced 

several hours of "kettling" and, in London, some of them clashed with the police in Trafalgar Square. 

On 30 November, more than 30,000 students marched through the City of London in what the BBC 

described as a “cat and mouse chase” between protesters and the police: several groups of students 

tried to reach the Parliament from different parts, evading some attempts by the police to cordon 

them off in small and closed areas of the City. By this day, over 38 universities had gone into 

occupation, within another week over a dozen more universities would be occupied. Finally, on 9 

December, the day of the parliamentary discussion of the Bill, about 35,000 students from around the 

country stormed Parliament Square and tried to besiege the Parliament to impede the vote on the rise 

in the tuition fees: about 48 students got injured in the clashes with the police and 39 other students 

got arrested after the demonstration.  

Fig. 7.1. Percentage of Protest Events per Week: London 

 

Source: calculation by the author 

More generally, as shown in Fig. 1, the peak of protests was concentrated between the last week of 

November and the first ten days of December. More than 70% protest events of the entire student 

campaign of 2010 (whose beginning can conventionally be considered the day after the publication of 
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the Browne Review on 12 October 2010, and whose end the day of the demonstration organized by 

the English trade unions on 26 March 2011) were carried between the 22nd of November and the 9th 

of December. 

Besides the two aforementioned organizations, a key role in the organization of these events was also 

played by the collectives and student groups in more than fifty university occupations spread all over 

the UK. 16 out of 19 colleges forming the University of London (UL) were occupied for more than 2 

weeks. The driving force of all these occupations was the occupation of the University College of 

London (UCL), where around 200 students occupied for about 3 weeks one of the most important 

conference rooms of the university (the “Jeremy Bentham”). There, the students managed to organize 

assemblies (twice per day), teach-ins, public conferences and events, and, more generally, all the kinds 

of activities characterizing the alternative life of a free university under occupation. Finally, one should 

not forget the logistic contribution provided by the internet and, more specifically, the social media as 

a further (virtual but truly real) catalyst for student mobilization. In 2010, many students, in fact, joined 

the demonstrations and protests thanks to the appeals and calls made by online student groups and 

web pages, which, created on Facebook and Twitter, completely bypassed the political mediation of 

student organizations. As an activist and “occupier” of the UCL, Sarah—considered at that time a sort 

of “web guru” of the movement (by The Guardian)—told me in our interview: “Twitter and Facebook 

were extraordinarily powerful tools to send political messages towards people who otherwise would 

have been unreachable given the absence of strong and rooted student organizations as well as 

significant means of mobilization.” 

If one looks at the repertoire of action adopted by the students, some of the political and 

organizational features characterizing the movement of 2010 seem to be confirmed. First of all, as 

shown in Tab. 7.1 below, the absence among them of the most conventional action forms turns out to 

be striking.  
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Tab. 7.1 Percentage of Protest Events per Week: London 

Action Forms N. % 

Letters to public authorities 0 0 

Press releases and press conferences 0 0 

Leafleting 0 0 

Participation in meeting with authorities 0 0 

Legal actions 0 0 

Festivals 0 0 

Petitions 2 3 

Assemblies 36 46 

Public teach-ins 2 3 

Public rallies 3 4 

Authorized demonstrations 2 3 

Strike/interruption/disturbance of official ceremonies  1 1 

Rectorate and faculty occupations 19 24 

Block teachings  0 0 

Unauthorized demonstrations  4 5 

Railway and road blockades  2 3 

Clashes with political opponents  0 0 

Clashes with police  3 4 

Property damages  4 5 

Urban riots 0 0 

Total 78 100 

Source: calculation by the author 

The first five forms of action (from “letters to public authorities” to “legal actions”) have not been 

recorded in any news from The Guardian. If the lack of media coverage cannot not exclude their 

presence, it surely indicates the lack of political relevance of these events. Put simply, these data seem 

to confirm the political defection of national and more bureaucratic organizations, such as the National 

Union of Students, which by its nature adopt a more lobbyist and, therefore, less newsworthy 

repertoire of action (carrying out acts such as, for instance, “letters to public authorities” and 

“participation in meeting with authorities” as main means of influence). In line with this interpretation, 

it is not thus surprising the fact that a high proportion of actions carried out by the students has been 

disruptive, that is “forms of action aimed at disturbing and/or interrupting the ordinary course of social 
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life such as building occupations, academic blockades, unauthorized demonstrations, and urban riots” 

(Cini 2013b).  

More than 40% action forms were confrontational (33%) and violent (9%). If, on the one hand, such a 

high proportion of direct actions has been certainly due to a clear strategic choice, adopted by the 

main radical student groups (both part of NCAFC and EAN, and of the groups organizing the 

occupations), to emphasize their political difference from the “lobbyist” and bureaucratic student 

unions, on the other hand, several “violent” actions were carried out by those groups of people 

ideologically less politicized but more eager to challenge on the street the most hated symbols of public 

authorities such as the police (see also Fig. 7.2 below). This second category of protesters was mostly 

made up of the groups of students in further education (FE) who had taken to the street to oppose the 

abolition of the EMAs, a measure which if had been implemented would have affected many of them. 

These students were younger (between 16 and 19 years old) and mainly coming from working class 

and poorer social backgrounds than the university students making up the political organizations and 

the occupations. 

Fig. 7.2. Repertoire of Action: London 

 

Source: calculation by the author 

This interpretation was also confirmed by the vast majority of the people I interviewed. As Jonathan, 

at that time activist at the UCL, and Soren, at Goldsmiths, told me in their respective interviews. 

Jonathan claimed that: “the students in FE, basically at their very first experience of mobilization in 

2010, were very pissed at the Coalition government for the abolition of the EMAs, one of the most 

successful measures to help people as poor as them to keep studying. That's why these students felt 

not to have nothing to lose and, once took to the street, started to act in a very radical manner.” In a 
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similar vein, Soren asserted that: “besides us [university students], the FE students were always one 

of the most active components in the circumstances of contention. They were the first to show up and 

the last to leave when the situation on the street became more dangerous and tense. I think that this 

was their way of expressing rage and outrage against a political system which was trying to marginalize 

them again.”  

In a paper that I wrote on the process of radicalization of the Italian student movements in the time 

frame between 2008 and 2010, I have identified a similar category of protesters, which I have there 

called “the outsiders.” By outsiders I meant those people who, although being generally out of the 

militant networks and organizational structures of the movement (“the milieu of militants”), were 

eager to carry out a radical repertoire of action, including street and railway blockade, illegal 

demonstrations, damage property, and clashes with the police. These people, university students of 

the first years or even high-school pupils, took to the streets in the Italian mobilizations of 2010 with 

all their feelings of hatred and indignation against a blocked system. A generalized feeling of social 

rage (relative deprivation) combined with a low level of political experience (ignorance on the personal 

and political consequences of their actions) led these people to radicalize their tactics of contention in 

the hope of being at least socially visible. 

 

7.4 Beyond 2010: the rise of local student campaigns and the politicization of the 

temporary academic staff 

 

What was the political impact of the student campaign of 2010? Narrowly speaking, the 

political impact of the student movement has been almost nil. The three policy goals (no increase in 

university fees, no cuts to the Teaching Grant, no scrapping of the EMA) that the movement had 

pursued had not been achieved. As Ashok Kumar, at that time student officer of the student union in 

LSE, who has written a master’s thesis on the impact of the student movement of 2010, told me in our 

interview: 

if we speak of merely political impact, we can but claim that we were defeated. All three our main 
objectives were not achieved. The government won, we lost. However, we are committing a 
mistake if we conceive our impact only in these terms. Through that huge and unexpected 
mobilization we have managed to open up new possibilities for collective action, energizing old 
and new actors to take a stand against the neoliberal design of university and, more generally, 
against the neoliberal policies of our government. 

What Ashok is here referring to are the outcomes that in social movement literature are defined as 

“internal” and mostly “unintended” (Giugni et al. 2013). Social movements do not produce effects only 

in the environment in which they act (political outcomes) by achieving their own declared goals; on 
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the contrary, most often social movements are able to generate important and unintended impacts 

on themselves and the “movement sector” to which they belong. One of the major outcomes of social 

movements is precisely the creation and facilitation of other social movements (Staggenborg 1986). 

Referring to these types of social movement outcome, Meyer and Whittier (1994) have spoken of 

“spillover effect” and, more recently, Nancy Whittier (2004) has spoken of the “consequences of social 

movements for each other” by including not only “spillover,” but also “generative effects”. What do 

these scholars mean by “spillover and generative effects”? The variety of ways that movement 

influence takes shape can be broken down into two broad categories (Whittier 2004). On the one hand, 

movements can have generative effects, that is, creating new challenges, or sparking counter-

movements (Isaacs et al. 2001). On the other, they can alter the form of other protests through social 

movement spillover that shapes frames, collective identities, organizational structures, and relations 

with authorities (Meyer and Whittier 1994). 

The student movement of 2010 succeeded in producing both types of effects. On the one hand, it 

produced generative effects by directly influencing the rise of other movements and mobilizations, 

such as several local student campaigns around the same grievances in the following years and the 

promotion of a mobilization initiated by the so-called academic “fractional staff” (contract-based 

researchers, PhD students, teaching assistants) of many English universities that is still underway. On 

the other, the movement of 2010 produced also several spillover effects by energizing existing 

movements and more established actors and organizations to mobilize and take a stand against some 

political measures and public policies. The British trade unions,88 the logistic and service workers of the 

universities, and finally the more established academic staff were involved in several protest 

campaigns that would have hardly been carried out without the “energizing” and “demonstrative” role 

of the student movement. 

In which sense did the English student movement of 2010 produce a generative effect by determining 

the emergence of new mobilizations? “Social movements—says Nancy Whittier—can produce new 

challenges that spin off directly through relationships within a social movement sector” (Whittier 2004: 

533). This was precisely the case of at least two types of mobilization which followed—and have been 

heavily affected by—the student protest campaign of 2010: the local student campaigns between 2011 

and 2013 and the mobilizations of temporary academic staff in many English universities in 2014. Like 

the student movement of 2010, both mobilizations represented “new challenges” to the status quo 

                                                           
88 See the newspaper article: United we must stand: We cannot have a pick'n'mix approach to opposition to the 
cuts - our future is at stake; Guardian, The (London, England)-December 31, 2010. Author: MARK SERWOTKA. 
MARK SERWOTKA IS GENERAL SECRETARY OF THE PUBLIC AND COMMERCIAL SERVICES UNION.  
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underpinning the English universities and were part of the social movement sector of which the 

movement of 2010 had been part, that is, the sector of the university struggles and mobilizations.  

The first generative effect that the student movement of 2010 produced was the diffusion of many 

local protest campaigns promoted by student collectives and groups against the management of their 

own universities. Since the end of 2011 students and groups of activists in several cities all over the UK 

have started to run campaigns against the process of managerialization involving the governing bodies 

of their universities: a set of more focused and local mobilizations against the process of 

corporatization affecting the English higher education took, thus, place after the national student 

campaign against cuts and tuitions fees of 2010. During periods of mass mobilization, activists 

construct organizations, collective identities, frames, and tactics that can persist after mobilization 

declines. These mobilization outcomes are significant because they facilitate and shape the emergence 

of later mobilization around the same issue. In the English case, one can observe the link between the 

mass student mobilization of 2010 and the smaller mobilizations of the following years in at least three 

respects: frames, personnel, and collective identity. 

In the “Sussex occupation,” started by the students of the University of Sussex at the beginning of 2013 

(and lasted for 7 weeks), against the decision taken by the university managers to outsource more than 

200 workers (mostly cleaners, but also low-level administrators) one of the key frames was precisely 

the opposition to the privatization of university, a frame that had already been promoted by the 

student movement of 2010: this is a clear example of how a similar frame can travel from one 

mobilization to another. A second “route of influence” that helped the rise of these “spin-off” 

mobilizations was the presence of what social movement scholars define as “shared personnel”. In 

other words, in the Sussex occupation (as well as in the UCL campaign of 2011 for the democratization 

of the decisional bodies), a characteristic trait was the presence of the same political generation of 

activists: students, who had been politicized within the student movement of 2010, had now become 

the “veterans” and leaders in the mobilizations of 2012 and 2013.  

In my fieldwork spent in England, I had the opportunity to interview many of these student activists 

and, thus, to verify their political and biographical trajectory. Marco Giugni (2008) calls this type of 

movement outcome “biographical outcome.” Finally, the third “route of influence” that travelled from 

the national student campaign of 2010 to the local student mobilizations of the years following is a 

shared collective identity. The common collective identity with which all the different waves of 

protesters have identified themselves in the course of all these years is the feeling of belonging to a 

new politically engaged student subjectivity. From the network of students of Defending the Education 

in Birmingham founded in 2012 to the experiences of Free Education settled at the London school of 

Economics and Goldsmiths in London the year before, the idea of belonging to the same student 
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movement against the privatization of higher education, born out of the mobilization of 2010, was 

largely widespread among the participants. 

The second generative effect that the student movement of 2010 contributed to producing was the 

promotion and diffusion of university struggles claiming for a fair pay among the academic fractional 

staff. One of the key features of the privatization process affecting the English higher education over 

the last 10 years had been the steady increase of temporary jobs among the ranks of academics: more 

and more teaching and research positions in the English academy are becoming “precarious,” 

consisting of short-term contract positions. The young cohort of researchers, who in these years have 

been entering the English universities to work, have lost the possibility and hope to have a secure 

academic position. This trend has gotten worse after the sharpening of the economic crisis and the 

government cuts to the public spending for higher education in 2010. The worsening of this trend is, 

therefore, caused by a precise political decision taken by the government in conjunction with the top 

managers of the English universities.  

Even in this latter respect, the government policy was clearly going in the direction of a market-

oriented model. While students were now considered as fee-paying consumers rather than citizens, 

universities were to be transformed into competitive enterprises out for market share (BIS 2011). In 

this respect, the cuts to public funding for higher education carried out by the Coalition government 

were aimed at encouraging the English HEIs to build up budget surpluses by driving up fees, poaching 

the richest overseas students and, above all, suppressing pay and salaries of their staff. In line with 

such a neoliberal project, the university leaders and managers are encouraged to minimize the costs 

of academic production and maximize the earnings by making profit from all the academic activities. 

Employing cheap and powerless workforce, such as postdocs, teaching assistants, teaching fellows, 

and PhD students in more and more teaching and research positions is becoming their main policy of 

academic recruitment. The pressure on pay is, indeed, limited by the high turnover of temporary 

academic staff and by their precarious situation. 

This various and heterogeneous world of temporary academic staff working as teaching assistants in 

the vast majority of HEIs of England is generally known by the term of “fractional staff.” This category 

of academic workers normally encompasses atypical and fixed-term contract staff.89 They call 

                                                           
89 The working conditions of the atypical staff are even more problematic and exploitative than those of the 
fixed-term contract staff. To begin with, one of the main problems concerning this category is the difficulty of 
identification. There are no official statistics on them. In this regard, the Higher Education Statistical Agency 
(HESA) does not even provide an estimation of the numerical presence of atypical staff throughout the English 
HEIs. This lack is principally due to the conceptual fuzziness that the HESA provides of this category. For the 
HESA, the category of atypical staff includes "those members of staff whose contracts involve working 
arrangements that are not permanent, involve complex employment relationships and/or involve work away 
from the supervision of the normal work provider." As one can notice, this definition does not clearly 
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themselves “fractional” because their salary-paid-position is normally based on “fractional contracts”. 

This means that these workers are paid a proportion (a “fraction”) of the corresponding professional 

position carried out by the permanent academic staff. The way a fractional worker gets paid is well 

explained by Feyzi, a teaching fellow both at UCL and SOAS, in this piece of her interview on the work 

conditions of temporary teaching fellows at UCL.  

Being a teaching fellow at UCL means that you are member of the academic staff; the only 
difference is that you are teaching on fractions. Meaning that you are only paid for teaching, not 
for research. It’s a salary position like a lecturer. You are at the level of a lecturer, the only different 
thing is that you get 0.60 of the salary of a lecturer, that is, a fraction of his salary. This is the only 
difference, otherwise you are like a lecturer. As lecturer, you have tutorials, you get an office. You 
do the same of the other members of the department (but for a fraction of their salary). I get paid 
36 thousand pounds per year multiplied per 0.6 of that salary amount. 

The level of work exploitation of the fractional staff at SOAS is well explained by an internal and 

informal survey promoted by a group of fractional staff. This investigation is the first action carried out 

by the collective, Fractionals for Fair Play, a campaign organized by a group of fractional workers from 

SOAS to demand “fair pay and equal working conditions for all.” These are their survey findings: 

• The amount of work hours performed by Fractional Staff [Graduate Teaching Assistants (GTSs), 
Teaching Fellows (TCs), and Senior Teaching Fellows (STFs)] is on average more than twice as much 
as their contracts estimate.  

• 50 per cent of all Fractional Staff earn less than £8.30 per actual hour of work, which is less than 
the London Living Wage.  

• STFs and TFs are more exploited than GTAs. More than 58 per cent of the work done by STFs and 
TFs is not compensated for; 49 per cent of the time dedicated to teaching by GTAs is unpaid. 

• Although the hourly wage of STFs should be over £5 more than that of GTAs, their actual hourly 
wage is only £0.30 greater. 

• Fractional Staff who mark student assignments have on average a considerably lower actual 
hourly wage than those who do not (£8.60 versus £10.40 per hour). 

• There are large disparities between Fractional Staff who teach a high number of classes 
compared with those that teach only a few classes. Fractional Staff who only teach up to 15 
students have an actual hourly wage of £7.10 per hour, while those who teach more than 100 
students earn £11.30 per hour.  

• A high number of GTAs are performing tasks that should only be carried out by STFs, such as 
giving lectures, designing exams, and convening entire courses.90  

In about the same period of time as the survey carried out by the fractional staff of SOAS, other internal 

surveys were organized by groups of temporary academic staff in other universities mainly in London, 

                                                           
distinguish between academic and administrative tasks, which no by coincidence tend to blur in this figure. 
Despite this problem of identification, recent surveys conducted by fractional workers in several universities in 
London estimate that on average between 30% and 40% of the teaching loads are carried out by this staff. 
90 I got the document, “FRACTIONALS FOR FAIR PLAY 
Summary of Survey Findings and Demands,” with all these results directly from a member of fractional staff 
from SOAS on 8th April of 2014. 
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such as Goldsmiths, UCL, and King College London (KCL). Although the work conditions of this staff vary 

depending on the university in which the staff works (and there is differentiation even within the staff 

of the same university), the impressing thing emerging from these other surveys was that their results 

almost completely resembled those of SOAS. This was especially true for the cases of UCL and KCL. As 

far as the case of UCL is concerned, where the vast majority of this temporary staff is made up of and 

are called teaching assistants (TAs), the survey pointed out that: 

 4% of TAs are working entirely for free. 

 40% of the hours TAs work are not paid, and some TAs work up to four times as many hours 
as they are paid for. 

 31% of all TAs are not paid at all for class preparation. 

 22% of postgrads doing admin tasks and exam invigilation, neither of which even contribute 
to developing teaching skills, did so unpaid.91 

The work conditions of the graduate teaching assistants (GTAs) at KCL seem to be 

dramatically similar to those of the corresponding personnel of SOAS and UCL, as 

illustrated by the findings of their internal survey: 

 96% of GTAs working more than their contracted hours to perform their teaching duties. 

 82% of GTAs work over their contracted hours for preparing their classes. 

 61% of GTAs work over their contracted hours to finish marking students’ work on time.92 
 

Triggered also by the survey results highlighting a significantly high process of work exploitation, 

between the late 2013 and early 2014, several protest campaigns for a fair pay, initially promoted by 

small groups of activists but then relatively massively participated by the rest of the temporary 

academic staff, started to spread in several English universities. Besides the three aforementioned 

institutions, it was reckoned that at least in six other universities in England groups of temporary 

academic staff launched protest campaigns on their work conditions in this time frame.93 The demands 

for “an education without exploitation” put forward by these workers coming from distinct institutions 

were mostly the same, and can be summarized by these four points, written down by the fractional 

staff at SOAS:  

1) Payment for all hours worked: Fractional Staff should be issued with standardised contracts 
which reflect all the hours necessary to teach classes, in line with the survey findings. 

2) No working without contract: Contracts should be ready for signature before teaching begins 
and timely payment should begin from the first month of teaching.  

3) Transparency: Contracts should clearly specify and quantify all tasks required to teach a class.  

                                                           
91 These results are visible at the web address (last access 30/07/15): 
https://faceducation.wordpress.com/2015/05/16/ucl-teaching-assistants-to-unveil-research-on-unpaid-work-
at-open-meeting/ 
92 These results are visible at the web address (last access 30/07/15): https://kclgtas.wordpress.com/ 
93 The amount of English universities in which temporary academic workers were involved in mobilizations was 
calculated at the first national meeting, gathering all these workers, at SOAS on 7th February 2015. 
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4) Standardisation: Each worker should be employed on one contract at the same grade for all 

classes taught.  

In which sense, then, did the English student movement of 2010 produce a generative impact on the 

mobilizations of fractional staff of 2014? One can observe the link between these two distinct waves 

of mobilization in at least two respects: personnel and frames. As observed for the local student 

mobilizations of 2012 and 2013, through my fieldwork and interviews with fractional workers from 

SOAS, Goldsmiths, Sussex, and UCL, I found evidence of the fact that the leaders and key participants 

of these campaigns were already politically engaged in the previous wave of mobilizations. At the time 

of the student movement against the tripling of tuition fees, these people were already militants and 

politically active as undergraduates and graduates. This finding confirms my expectation that one of 

the main impacts of the student movement of 2010 was precisely the production of “personal and 

biographical outcomes.” In other words, the movement of 2010 has produced a process of 

politicization of an entire generation of students which has, then, continued its political involvement 

in other and new mobilizations by committing its skills, knowledge, and experience to make these 

subsequent mobilizations fully successful. 

The other route of influence connecting the movement of 2010 with the more recent campaigns of 

fractional workers is the production and usage of similar protest frames. If the student movement of 

2010 was the first British movement to speak of the process of university marketization, the activists 

of the fractional staff campaigns have successfully managed to adopt this frame in their mobilizations 

(with relatively small changes), producing a politically significant resonant effect. As one of the 

promoters of SOAS campaign told me in her interview: “recognizing our work conditions as one of the 

key aspects of a broader process of university marketization was very helpful to make our struggle 

politically resonant with a feeling that also several colleagues of us were perceiving but until that 

moment they did not manage to express. Our campaign was important for this.” 

 

7.5 Summarizing: interests, norms, and frames of the English dominated actors 

 

 In the concluding section of the chapter, I illustrate and summarize the characteristics of the 

two dominated actors of the English university field that I have taken into account in the previous four 

sections, namely the students and the temporary academic staff, in light of my analytical framework. 

As mentioned in Chapter 2, each of these actors is a bearer of a specific logic of action, consisting of a 

peculiar set of interests, norms, and cognitive framings. In explaining the agency of these actors I 

mainly refer to and build on the emerging literature on the pluralism of “institutional logics” within a 

specific institutional setting (Friedland and Alford 1991, Greenwood and Hinings 1996, Thornton and 
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Ocasio 1999 and 2008, Scott 2014). All institutions, embedded in the “historical process” (Streeck 

2009), embrace and internalize distinct ways of organizing, different norms, competing ideas and 

interests, which are in turn the potential source of (internal) tensions and "contradictions" (Benson 

1977), that internal challengers can seize in order to bring about institutional and organizational 

change.  

In the remainder of the section, I will briefly introduce the interests, norms and cognitive frames 

pertaining to the English students and temporary academic staff. Recalling my theoretical framework 

of Chapter 2, my analysis is only focused on the logics of action of university (collective) actors in 

mobilization (and of the targeted/opposing actors). When, for instance, speaking of the students’ 

interests, norms, and frames on the English university field, I am here only referring to the interests, 

norms, and frames of the students who have recently mobilized in the national and local campaigns 

against the marketization of the English higher education. Likewise, the interests, norms, and frames 

of the temporary academic staff are those associated with and produced by the recent mobilizations 

of the “fractional staff.”  

As Crossley (2003) has rightly pointed out, social movements must be conceived as “fields,” which are 

subject to the dimensions of time and space, rather than unitary actors with monolithic and taken-for-

granted interests, claims, and frames. Broadly speaking, movements are themselves arenas in which 

various actors and organizations coordinate, debate, and pursue different and changing visions of 

society. As described in sections 7.2, 7.3, and 7.4, this was also the case of the English student 

movement of 2010 and of the local student campaigns of the following years. Various organizations 

and actors played different roles in the “movement-arena” against the tripling of the tuition fees, 

showing distinct interests, claims, and frames. That said, it is, however, plausible to assert that the 

movement as a whole had a common and shared array of interests, norms, and frames, if one takes 

into accounts the main documents of the various movement organizations and the political views of 

the student activists, both old and new ones.  

Besides the opposition to the increase of tuition fees, cuts in public funding, and abolition of EMAs, 

the goals that the vast majority of students and the main student organizations agreed on were the 

following two: the return to a system based on free education and the democratization of the 

university governing bodies. Both these goals were, indeed, clearly stated in the documents of the two 

main organizations leading the movement, namely “National Campaign against Fees and Cuts” (NCAF) 

and “Education Activist Network” (EAN). As can be currently read in their website, NCAF states that: 

“We fight for free, democratic education and universal grants, funded by the taxation of the rich and 
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business.”94 In the same vein, an EAN document, published in their official website, underlines how 

the increase of tuition fees will bring, on the one hand, English students to be more and more indebted, 

and English universities, on the other, to be run as private companies seeking for profit.  

The coalition government wants our universities to be run in the interests of privilege and profit. 
The higher education white paper will make students pay for their studies with a lifetime of debt. 
It will create a marketplace for university places, where branding and auditing take precedence 
over teaching and research. ‘Unviable’ universities will be allowed to go to the wall. Private 
providers will have access to state funding, in the form of student loans.95 

In other words, for both organizations, the claims for free education and for the democratization of 

the university governing bodies are to be considered the crucial and complementary points of a similar 

political program for the radical reform of the English higher education.96 

These two objectives are also confirmed by all the student activists and student unionists of the three 

universities under investigation, that I have interviewed.97 Edwin, in 2010 one of the occupiers at UCL 

and in 2011/2012 education student officer for the student union at UCL confirmed me this position, 

when he claimed in the interview that, at UCL, the students support a system of free education self-

governed by the people who actually work in and live daily the university. In his words: “we are for 

free education. Academics should, then, govern the university through the departments. Students and 

academics should be together organized at the departmental level with a sort of federated university. 

You do not need the managers.” 

In the same vein, a student activist from the University of Birmingham makes clear how the real 

objective of the 2010 protests against tuition fees were, actually, the opposition to the process of 

university managerialization and the support for the democratization of the governing bodies.  

                                                           
94 http://anticuts.com/what-is-the-national-campaign-against-fees-and-cuts/ accessed: 13/07/15. 
95 https://educationactivistnetwork.wordpress.com/he-white-paper/ accessed: 13/07/15. 
96 During the protest campaign of 2010, the position of NUS on the issue of fees was not to abolish the system 
of tuition fees, but for a system of graduate taxation. In the following three annual national meetings (2011, 
2012, and 2013), this position was confirmed. In the national meeting of 2014, and for the first time in its 
history after the implementation of the system of tuition fees, the motion for free education won the majority 
of the votes. In 2015, this position was confirmed. According to many student activists I have interviewed, this 
policy change of NUS was one of the longer effects of the 2010 student mobilizations. As Clare, in 2010 leader 
of the University of London Union (UCU) and one of the main national spokespersons of the student 
movement, told me in our interview: “if today NUS is for free education, it is because the student movement of 
2010 has heavily affected this policy change. In 2014, the vast majority of delegates who voted for free 
education was made up of students who in 2010 had taken part in the mobilization as pupils or first-year 
students. This policy change is, therefore, a clear outcome of the movement.” 
97 Due to time and space constraints, I could not present here all the extracts from the 23 student activists I 
have interviewed, where they claim that they and/or the student groups to which they belong support both the 
ideal of free education and the democratization of the university governing bodies. I have, then, decided to 
present in the text 3 key testimonies from 3 students, who at the time were activists in the three English 
universities under investigation. 

http://anticuts.com/what-is-the-national-campaign-against-fees-and-cuts/
https://educationactivistnetwork.wordpress.com/he-white-paper/
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Universities are run by professional managers who are not even attached to the university life, 
they have a neoliberal view of the university for a business purpose. We wanted so a different 
way of governing our universities where students, staff together could decide all the policies of 
our university. The spirit of the protest was to democratize the university and this spirit is still 
present in the protests of today.  

Alia, student activist at the University of Sussex, puts it more bluntly by arguing that the university 

“should be public, and we should not pay for it. Universities should also be autonomous. The academic 

community must govern itself.” She went on to say that:  

I have been here for 4 years and I saw the Vice Chancellor twice, and once it was for my graduation. 
There such a big gap between the academic community and the people who manage the university 
and that gap should not exist. I do not really think that we need managers. 

The students involved in the national campaign of 2010 and in the local campaigns of the following 

years had also a precise and clear view of the fundamental role played by students in the English 

system of higher education. More notably, in challenging the Coalition government’s conception of 

students seen as “consumers” of higher education services (McGettigan 2013), the student protesters 

brought forward and performed a very specific and alternative idea of “student empowerment” across 

all the university occupations, emerged out of the 2010 mobilization. Against the government’s 

neoliberal vision of students as highly knowledgeable individuals capable of freely choosing the most 

fitting HEI with their personal skills and needs, the student occupiers proposed a more collective and 

cooperative notion of student empowerment, based upon the capacity of students to self-organize the 

core activities of the university, i.e. teaching and research, and, thus, determine the ultimate ends and 

content of higher education.  

In the theoretical language of my approach, the contraposition between occupiers and government on 

the role that English students should play in the field of higher education could be seen as an explicit 

matter concerning which norms should govern the behavior and practices of one of the key university 

actors, i.e. the students. Although both the student protesters and the Coalition government 

considered the students as “the heart of the system,” they aimed at achieving two very alternative 

normative understandings and practices of it. The main differences in the meaning of the idea of 

“student empowerment” in the formulations of these two actors can be better grasped, if one analyzes 

and compares the official documents promoted by the then government with the testimonies provided 

by the student leaders and activists.  

In the White Paper (WP), published in 2011 by the Department for Business, Innovation & Skills (BIS) 

and meaningfully titled “Students at the Heart of the System,” the centrality of students and their role 

in English higher education are made explicit and fully valorized. One of the explicit objectives of the 

WP is, in fact, to deliver a better “student experience.” Yet, the valorization of this experience is merely 

and exclusively understood within the neoliberal conception of students as consumers, portraying the 
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latter as individuals able to freely choose the best higher education for their needs. In this respect, the 

WP is clear at page 5 (BIS 2011): “[…] Putting financial power into the hands of learners makes student 

choice meaningful.” In the same vein, the government aims also at improving and expanding “the 

information available to prospective students, making available much more information about 

individual courses at individual institutions and graduate employment prospects98” (Ibid.: 6). 

However, the idea to consider and make students individually equipped with free choices is only a 

minor part of a broader neoliberal program whose real purpose entails the privatization of higher 

education. The WP overtly supports the marketization in the sense of opening up the field of higher 

education to new private providers in such a way to create the conditions for its commodification. This 

objective is clearly affirmed at page 5, where one can read: 

We will remove the regulatory barriers that are preventing a level playing field for higher education 
providers of all types, including further education colleges and other alternative providers. This will 
further improve student choice by supporting a more diverse sector, with more opportunities for 
part-time or accelerated courses, sandwich courses, distance learning and higher-level vocational 
study. […] We will make it easier for new providers to enter the sector. We will simplify the regime 
for obtaining and renewing degree-awarding powers so that it is proportionate in all cases. We will 
review the use of the title ‘university’ so there are no artificial barriers against smaller institutions. 
It used to be possible to set up a new teaching institution teaching to an external degree. 

By contrast, the conception of “student empowerment” enhanced and performed by the daily life of 

many occupations widespread throughout the English universities in the mobilization of 2010 was not 

only explicitly antagonistic to the government’s conception, but also purposively alternative and 

positive. The political goal of the student occupations was not only to protest against the Bill providing 

for the increase of tuition fees, but also the creation of free spaces, where the students were able to 

actively play a crucial role in the production of critical knowledge conveyed in the forms of daily 

workshops, seminars, conferences, and meetings. In other words, what this second goal of the 

university occupation implied was “the re-imagination of an occupied space as an autonomous 

community” (Aitchison 2011: 438), in which the students were collectively and cooperatively capable 

of elaborating and practicing a radical and alternative experience of higher education.  

This understanding and practice of the occupation as a “constituent moment,” aimed at the 

enforcement of alternative university norms was explicit among all the student activists who took part 

in the university occupations of 2010 that I interviewed. For instance, Feyzi, at the time student 

occupier at SOAS, told me that in the occupation “we wanted also to create an alternative space to 

show that education could be something different from casualization, marketization, and so on.” For 

                                                           
98 One can read further on the same page: “Student charters and student feedback will take on a new 
importance to empower students while at university. Universities will be expected to publish online summary 
reports of student surveys of lecture courses, aiding choice and stimulating competition between the best 
academics” (BIS 2011.: 6). 
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this to happen, according to Edwin from the occupation of UCL, one of the main tasks was to organize 

events and activities “where you can have lectures from sympathetic academics, events, conferences.” 

What Edwin was implicitly referring here to, namely, a different way of experiencing and living the 

university, was more clearly stated by Alia, leading activists in several recent occupation at Sussex, in 

this excerpt of her interview: 

In the occupation, we had big meetings in the morning to decide what we had to do the day and 
the week. During the day, we used to carry out these activities in several and distinct groups. We 
organized workshops and meetings with movement activists and critical thinkers where we 
debated not only issues concerning the state of English higher education, but also broader topics 
such as precarious labor, capitalism, Palestine, wars, and so forth. Then, in the evening we used to 
hold another meeting where we reported the daily activity and think of the activities of the 
following day. These activities were organized on regular basis every day. 

More generally, this way of framing and practicing the student occupation can be understood in light 

of the notion of “prefigurative politics” (Breines 1989, Polletta 2003), emerging in social movement 

literature, and aimed at explaining the capacity of movements to advance, through their practices and 

ways of organizing, those values of freedom, equality and community that they point to realize on a 

grand scale. In other words, the concept of prefigurative politics refers to those actions, which are 

aimed at triggering political change without reproducing the dominant institutional structures that 

they oppose.  

Depicting a similar phenomenon but adopting a different terminology, institutionalist literature has 

recently coined and developed the concept of “institutional work,” subdivided in the three action types 

of “creating institutions,” “maintaining institutions,” and “disrupting institutions” (Lawrence et all. 

2015). To understand how a student occupation can produce and establish an alternative institutional 

experience of higher education, one can especially refer to the action type of “creating institutions.” 

By creating institutions, Lawrence et all. (2015: 8) mean “overtly political work in which actors 

reconstruct rules, […] actions in which actors’ beliefs systems are reconfigured, and actions designed 

to alter abstract categorizations in which the boundaries of meaning systems are altered.” One of the 

main political goals pursued by the student occupations of 2010 was precisely the act of creating an 

(alternative) university institution, to be understood as a process of new institutionalization. As Jamie, 

a student activist at the University of Manchester, effectively summarized in the interview, “beside the 

goal of trying to stop this national legislative measure, there was also the idea of the occupation as a 

process, an end in itself.” 

Closely related to their alternative understanding and practice of university norms, the student 

protesters of 2010 forged also a general idea of how English higher education ought to be run and to 

whom it ought to serve. In other words, the last innovative aspect to emerge from the movement of 

2010 was the political frame by which the student protesters portrayed the English university system 



 

 
 

188 

as a whole. A characterizing feature of this frame was the full rejection of the ongoing process of 

marketization. This idea was shared and supported also by the leaders of the politically moderate 

National Union of Students (NUS). As Susan Nash, in 2010 holding the role of Vice-President of NUS, 

confided me: “the vast majority of NUS members are absolutely against the process of marketization, 

damaging the system of higher education, equal access to it and the social mobility. So definitely we 

are against this process.” 

Besides the opposition to the idea of "higher education as commodity" formulated by the Coalition 

government, the driving ideas of the movement were to envision and foster a system based upon a 

completely free funding, autonomously managed by each individual university, democratically 

governed by its staff. Additionally, the public and common-good purpose of higher education was 

clearly reaffirmed in the manifest antagonism against any sort of business influence in the university 

decision-making and in the sharp refusal to serve any form of economic interest. Jonathan, one of the 

leaders of the student occupation at UCL in 2010, well summarized all these thoughts, when claiming 

that the student movement as a whole enhanced the idea that “the university should not be a training 

ground for business, it should be different from the interests of capitalism. We are against private 

providers.” He continues by saying that: 

Universities must transform themselves into democratic institutions, directed and controlled by 
the students and the academic staff. With no presence of managers. Take them away from the 
box. We all only should decide the university norms and principles, the organization of academic 
curricula, courses, and seminars. So, all the academic values should be decided through a 
democratic body. 

As Jamie, from the University Manchester, clearly confirmed, when speaking of the general idea of 

university stemming from the student mobilizations of 2010: “we wanted a public and free university, 

governed by the workers, professors, and students. We wanted public funding but autonomously 

managed by the university staff itself. In other words, what we wanted to achieve through our 

movement was a real democracy of higher education.” 

The other and last dominated actor of the English university field of which the interests, norms, and 

frames are illustrated here is the temporary academic staff. As in the case of the students and in 

accordance with my theoretical framework, the interests, norms, and frames of these academics to 

whom I am referring here are only those stemming from and conveyed through the collective identity 

produced by their mobilization. This means that the interests, norms, and frames of this staff are those 

associated with the collective identity produced by the mobilizations of the politically organized groups 

of this category occurred recently in several English universities. As broadly shown in the previous 

section, the goals, pursued by the various politicized groups of temporary academics and summarized 

by the four demands in a sort of collective “manifesto” at SOAS, were an emanation of apparently very 
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material interests. These goals, expressed in the form of very concrete demands, were the following: 

1) payment for all hours worked; 2) no working without contract; 3) transparency; 4) standardisation.99  

However, and if one better explores the underlying political meaning of the latter two demands, aimed 

at pursuing more “transparency” and “standardization” in the employment relations, one can see in 

them the aim of unmasking the very political matter of power relations between the dominant and 

dominated actors of English academia. In other words, the demands for more transparency in 

academia and for the implementation of standardized contracts pointed at limiting, if not neutralizing, 

the power of academic managers, whose discretionary and nontransparent exercise was precisely the 

main source of their full domination on the field. The political dimension of the struggles of temporary 

academic staff in English academia was very effectively touched upon and summarized by this brief 

extract of interview that I carried out with Feyzi, one of the founders of the campaign, Fractional for 

Fair Play, at SOAS:  

We do not only want more money. We want more transparency. We want to know where all the 
money are going, we want to make sure that contracts are standardized, deals are made in the 
departments, so people can get promotions, people get paid whatever extra hours for going to 
departmental meetings. These demands have a lot to do with the issue of power in academia; they 
are not only the mere expression of our economic interests. 

This situation of unequal power relations is also reflected in the very widespread and common practice, 

carried out by most of the academic managers, to save money on the salary of this staff, whose cheap 

labor is currently employed in a good proportion of teaching positions: on average, from 30% to 40% 

of the amount of teaching load for HEI, it is carried out by this staff.100 Put bluntly, academic managers 

point at reducing the costs of “production” of their institutions, well aware that, in order to efficiently 

run a university, managerial skills and expertise in economics and politics are today absolutely needed. 

As a senior manager of the University of Birmingham asserted clearly in this extract of interview: 

                                                           
99Here, the extended content of the four demands as formulated in a leaflet distributed by the fractional staff 
of SOAS (8 April 2014):  
“Payment for all hours worked: Fractional Staff should be issued with standardised contracts which reflect all 
the hours necessary to teach classes, in line with the survey findings. Contracts should be reformed to pay all 
office hours and marking in plain time hours, not through multiplied hours. If retained, the multiplier should 
reflect all hours required for the remaining tasks and should correct for the lower payment given to those who 
teach smaller groups. 
No working without contract: Contracts should be ready for signature before teaching begins and timely 
payment should begin from the first month of teaching. Teaching positions should be allocated in due time. 
Transparency: Contracts should clearly specify and quantify all tasks required to teach a class. Recruitment 
should take place through transparent and open employment processes. All past agreements between UCU 
and HR should be fully implemented in contracts unless superseded in fresh negotiations. 
Standardisation: Each worker should be employed on one contract at the same grade for all classes taught. 
Payment grades should reflect the tasks in the contract: STF tasks should be paid with an STF contract.”  
100 As significantly highlighted by the survey findings on the work conditions of temporary academic staff in 
several London universities (i.e. UCL, SOAS, KCL), presented in the previous section. 
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Today, being a good academic is not enough to be a good university leader. You have also to 
understand politics and money. In our universities, for instance, we compete for all our income 
now. Not losing money in the things we do is very important. There has to be a clear understanding 
of the business of the university in which we work. So, to a certain extent, it is true that we are 

becoming a sort of business people in the universities. 

In this sense, one the most effective means to be an economically efficient institution is—according to 

several fractional staff members I have interviewed—to precisely download these costs in the form of 

very low salaries on them. The managers’ willingness to save money in the financial management of 

the core university activities, and more especially for teaching, can be considered a sort of informal 

norm, derived from their market-oriented conception of university, which is precisely at the basis of 

the exploitative work conditions of temporary academic staff. In other words, what the materialization 

of this norm produces is a condition of economic exploitation that all the workers involved in the 

campaigns for fair pay have personally experienced and well articulated in their political analysis. 

The method of pay calculation known as “multiplier,” which is employed in several English universities 

as a technical device to calculate the salary of hourly paid teaching assistants, embodies—according 

to all the campaigners for fair pay—this norm of exploitation at its best. The multiplier is a “constant”101 

which determines the expected amount of non-teaching hours individually carried out by the teaching 

assistants in order to prepare one hour of contact teaching time. The types of non-teaching tasks that 

these assistants are normally expected to fulfill are essentially three: class preparation, administration, 

and assessment.102 In order to calculate the pay of teaching assistants (P), one multiplies the actual 

number of hours of contact teaching time (N) for this constant (K): in terms of equation, P=N*K.103  

                                                           
101 The numerical value of the multiplier varies institution by institution. Moreover, it should be added that this 
value does not measure the “objectively” due amount of money that the workers whose labor is calculated 
through this constant have actually carried out. The numerical value of the multiplier is, indeed, the result of a 
political negotiation between the university managers and the local branches of the union of teachers carried 
out at the level of individual universities in the recent past (the last official agreement on the value of the 
multiplier was in 2006 for many universities). As a result, it should be clear to what extent the multiplier is not 
a politically neutral technical device, rather it can be understood “as power relations embedded into a 
method,” by adopting the terminology that Wolfgang Streeck has used to define the financial and economic 
measures imposed by the Troika on Greece in a recent talk at the Scuola Normale Superiore (SNS) of Florence 
(22 May 2015). 
102 This is, for instance, the case of SOAS, where the university management requires the fulfilment of tasks of 
class preparation, administration, and assessment per each teaching hour. As one can read in the SOAS 
website: “SOAS recognises that for every hour you spend in the classroom delivering lectures, tutorials or 
seminars, you will have had to carry out additional duties of class preparation, some coursework assessment 
(up to set limits) and administration associated with that hour of teaching. To pay you for these additional 
duties, the School multiplies each hour of contact teaching time by a factor known as the multiplier.” 
https://www.soas.ac.uk/hr/staffinfo/fractional-teachers/fracteachfaq/ 
103 The calculation of the total amount of pay of teaching assistants is actually more complex than the one 
expressed by the above equation. Besides this, one should add the amount of “plain time hours,” meaning, the 
non-teaching tasks which are not directly related to the hours of contact teaching time. These tasks cover 
activities, such as attending meetings, dissertation payments, and attendance at Examination Boards. These 
hours are directly calculated by the workers and, then, simply paid by the management with no multiplying 
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Yet, all the surveys on the work conditions of teaching assistants have shown that the amount of hours 

actually spent on these non-teaching tasks are, on average, several times higher than those 

incorporated in the fixed value of the multiplier. In other words, the actual value of the multiplier 

structurally underestimates and minimizes the amount of time spent on the activities of class 

preparation, administration, and assessment, which are necessary for the preparation of one hour of 

contact teaching time. At SOAS, for instance, where the multiplier is fixed in the numerical value of 2,5 

for the category of graduate teaching assistants (GTAs), the survey findings have shown that, on 

average, a GTA spends 6 hours of preparation and 1.5 hours on student emails and administrative tasks 

per each hour of contact teaching time. Additionally, other 26 hours per term are dedicated to marking 

student assignments.104 Put otherwise, the expected calculated time devoted to performing the three 

types of activities needed for each teaching hour by the GTAs at SOAS is about three times lower than 

the time actually devoted to.  

The discovery of this “technical” minimization of the cost of labor carried out by the hourly paid 

category of teaching assistants is one of the most important political discoveries brought forward by 

the various campaigns for fair pay through the organization of the internal surveys on their work 

condition. In these surveys, the political nature of these apparently technical devices is fully unmasked. 

In this respect, powerful testimonies concerning the work experiences of temporary academic staff at 

SOAS were gathered by the organizers of the Campaign for Fair Play as a form of public denunciation 

against the university managers. I have selected five of them that one can read here below:  

A: “As a PhD student and a 2 year GTA, I feel entirely let down and exploited by SOAS. I am paying 
for the privilege of exploitation. Disgusting. For their hard work and dedication fractional staff 
members deserve fair pay and work conditions. I am a tutor AND a paying PhD student at SOAS - I 
find the current employment conditions unacceptable. Marking 80+ essays is hard work, not a 
"training opportunity" that is part of my PhD experience.” 

 

B: “On some rather bad experiences I collected over the last couple of years: Not being paid for 
two courses for two full terms, not being paid for attending exam board meetings and department 
meetings, 5 out of my 6 contracts being mis-specified (not talking about amendments), lecturing 
and setting up exams on GTA contracts, and not being compensated for office hours. In addition I 
am concerned about the fact that it is simply impossible to squeeze preparation time, student 
emails, dealing with moodle, preparing classroom material, attending meetings, holding office 
hours, marking, and more into the multiplier.” 

                                                           
factor. That is why I have ruled them out from the above equation. They are not central for understanding the 
level of exploitation undergone by the teaching assistants (and they are not even central in the explanations on 
their level of exploitation presented by the teaching assistants with whom I spoke). In Marxian terminology, the 
plain time hours do not produce any kind of surplus-value.  
104 I got the document, “FRACTIONALS FOR FAIR PLAY 
Summary of Survey Findings and Demands,” with all these results directly from a member of fractional staff 
from SOAS, on 8th April of 2014. 
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C: “My situation is the same as other fractional staff at SOAS - I'm not paid for the hours I work. In 
addition, there is little transparency about how contracts are negotiated and how promotions are 
made, and there is no job security. I've been working on a fractional contract for more than 4 years 
now, but with no security whatsoever. Contracts are also often delayed - I was working for months 
without a contract. Management clearly cannot see that fractional staff are vital to the functioning 
of the university and this is something we need to change.” 

 

D: “There is an urgent need for a new contract that guarantees that fractional staff are paid for 
every hour of work. SOAS cannot continue relying on free labour, which in fact represents more 
than 50 per cent of all work performed by this segment of the workforce. The amount of anger 
amongst fractional staff, which has led to the emergence of the Fractional for Fair Play, is indicative 
of the fact that this problem will not go away unless contracts are reformed and modernised 
immediately. The justification of these work conditions based on the argument that we are on so-
called "training contracts" bears no root in reality. Fractional staff are highly competent 
professionals with 5 to 10 years of university education. This is not our first work experience and 
we are not some form of "interns" that can be expected to work for free. In fact, SOAS relies on 
our labour power, and cannot continue to produce graduates without our collaboration and 
goodwill, which we are of course happy to provide as soon as the contracts are re-negotiated.” 

 

E: “What I say here relates to the system, and does not target any particular individual. Like every 
fractional staff, there is such a blatant discrepancy between the work and its value that I engage in 
and the reward. I hold a PhD and did a post-doctorate fellowship at SOAS, and have as many peer-
reviewed publications and articles as any in the department from the permanent staff; yet none of 
this shows financially. I teach this big class weekly (more than 60 students), with so much 
preparation, including lecturing, responding to constant students' queries, emails and demands, 
setting exams, marking and following up with the admin staff regarding the course. I cannot tell 
how many hours I put in this exactly, for there are emotions and thought-invested times involved 
as well, and how can one count this by numbers. At the end of each month, I receive less than 
£300. In addition, I feel like being at the periphery of the department though my class is most likely 
the biggest in the department and brings much money in.”105 

What is more, the survey findings worked as a sort of catalyst for the emergence of a shared political 

identity among this category of workers. Jamie, a PhD student at Goldsmiths and member of the local 

UCU anti-casualization committee, explained this to me when describing the current working 

conditions of temporary academic staff at Goldsmiths in 2013: 

We are all social scientists using our scientific competencies and skills for investigating our work 
conditions. When I speak with others who are in my same conditions, but we don’t think or not to 
be at the beginning, once we start to investigate our condition we discover to have many 

                                                           
105 All these testimonies have been carefully edited to protect individuals' anonymity by the organizers of the 
campaign. Along with the collection of these testimonies (more than fifty), the campaigners of Fractionals for 
Far Play also launched a petition to ask better work conditions for the temporary academic staff at SOAS. In less 
than one month (February/March 2014), they managed to collect more than 100 signatures from this staff 
(101), coming from the 24 departments of the university. The petition was the following: "As a SOAS Fractional 
Staff Member, I am committed to taking further action to improve fractional pay and working conditions." 
Almost on the same period at UCL (December 2013), a similar petition was set up by some temporary 
academics to demand better work conditions.   
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commonalities. Similar pressures and expectations. We should start to articulate collectively what 
our vision of education is. What do we want? It is not only about pay. We want also public 
university, we do not want teaching this neoliberal shit. Union does not articulate these demands. 
We are a mailing list of 120 interested in taking part in these initiatives in Goldsmiths. 

Finally, and as for the conception of university implied in all these testimonies and for which all the 

fractional workers were very keen to fight, the idea is to support a public funded but autonomously 

managed university. As in the case of the student movement, all the campaigners for a fair play for the 

temporary academic staff are, indeed, well aware that the process of marketization is a real threat for 

them, by representing a concrete cause for a further worsening of their material and work conditions 

in the English academia. 
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Chapter 8. What is at Stake? The Impact of the Struggles on the Italian 

Universities 
 

8.1 Introduction 

 

In this chapter, I show the main results of my investigation on the impact that the mobilizations 

of two types of dominated actors, students and researchers, have produced at three Italian universities 

in the span of time between 2008 and 2013. In section 8.2, I present the main dominant actors that 

from various institutional and less institutionalized positions in the field have brought forward their 

strategies of containment to contrast the action and the tactics of the dominated actors under 

mobilization. In section 8.3, I exhibit how the “dynamic interaction” in terms of tactics and strategies 

between these antagonist actors has taken place in the three-university field. In section 8.4, and in the 

light of this interaction, I show to what extent and which kind of impact the students and researchers 

of these three universities have produced in the course and as a result of their struggles.  

 

8.2 The “dominants:” actors and counter-strategies of containment 

 

When a field enters into a phase of crisis, besides the opening up of transformative possibilities 

that the dominated actors of the field in question perceive to have, a significant set of activities are 

carried out by the dominant actors in their attempt to restore the pre-crisis status quo or, at least, to 

mitigate, domesticate, and/or neutralize the most negative (for them) outcomes of these 

transformations. This was also the case of the dominant actors of the Italian university field, who, in 

the period of intensive university mobilizations (2008-2011) following the approval of three national 

laws on higher education, carried out a set of activities that I have here defined as their “counter-

strategies of containment.” Who were these actors? What kind of strategies and tactics of action did 

they adopt? These are the main questions to which this section aims to respond. 

As broadly described in Chapter 4, Italian universities, as all those belonging to the “continental type” 

(Clark 1983), were dominated by an academic logic of the field in the following four decades after the 

Second World War. This meant that the class of tenured professors (mostly running their own 

institutes) was the dominant actor at play. In this sense, the academic logic of the field entailed that 
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the interests, power, norms and frames around which the universities rotated were those structured 

by the baronial oligarchy.  

Despite the various cycles of HE reforms brought forward over the last twenty years, this description 

still largely holds for today's Italian universities. Although with some modifications in the national and 

local governance structures of the university system, the actors and institutions, which dominate the 

current university field(s) are still academics or have an academic background. However, some 

differences with the past model of university governance concern the power configuration structures 

to which the academics are now associated. Rather than the chair-holding institutes or the faculties, 

other types of organs have acquired power and strategic functions in the Italian university field over 

the course of the most recent years: departments over faculties (now “schools”) and single professors, 

the boards of administrators over the academic senates, and, at national level, organs such as the CRUI 

(“Conferenza dei Rettori delle Università Italiane”) over the CUN (“Consiglio Universitario Nazionale”).  

In other words, we assisted recently to a gradual but constant process of centralization of power in the 

hands of monocratic figures (i.e. the rectors) and managerial bodies (i.e. board of administrators). This 

also implied the institutional empowerment of the middle levels of authority (i.e. the level 3 in Clark’s 

typology, namely the level of the university and its central bodies) at the expense of the lower levels 

and, to a certain extent, of the higher ones. More broadly, the strategic and political functions of 

production and reproduction of the Italian university field are met within some key institutions (such 

as the rector and the board of administrators, when looking at the level of individual universities) 

where specific actors and/or coalition of actors play a dominant role. These actors are the academics 

who perform the function of rector, who are part of the board of administrators, who are permanent 

members of key committees such as the ones on budgetary matters and strategic planning, and who 

perform the role of departmental heads.  

Adopting the types of university governance units built in to the section 2.3, this tendency describes 

the passage from a “senatorial” type to an “academic leadership” type of governance unit. This 

managerial-like transformation of the university governance features the general and national 

direction towards which the vast majority of Italian universities have been proceeding over the past 

ten years. However, this tendency does not depict a deterministic model of governance 

transformation, but only a normative (and somehow coercive) pathway that universities are forced to 

follow. Therefore, some differences and variation within and between the universities in terms of types 

of governance are more than plausible and, in the end, still present. As shown later on in the present 

chapter, this is also the case for the three universities under investigation, where the passage to an 

“academic leadership” type of governance has not been achieved yet or in the same way. 
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How did this specific class of dominant actors react to the university mobilizations of the years 2008-

2013? Generally speaking, the responses adopted by these actors are much dependent both on the 

kind of protest target and on the type of dominated actor mobilizing in the field. Firstly, it goes without 

saying that when the protest targets are neither institutions nor actors constituting the university field, 

but those of other fields, such as the state or the market, the responses of these actors are softer, 

symbolic, or even cooperative. Secondly, the university establishment’s counter-strategies vary 

according to the type of dominated actor mobilizing within the field. The more the mobilized actor is 

internal to the processes of field production and reproduction, the more the contested actor is 

compelled to take seriously into consideration such a threat and adopt a consequential strategy of 

containment. For this reason, researchers’ mobilizations are much more feared than student 

mobilizations. Researchers are more central to the processes and mechanisms of university field 

production than students. This means that their mobilizations affect and potentially disrupt the 

university field much more than the student ones. Without the labour or researchers, an essential part 

of teaching activities and no research activities can be performed. In other words, researchers hold a 

significant portion of “structural power” characterizing the Italian university field (on the notion of 

structural power, see section 2.3).  

It is now possible to respond to the question as to which kind of strategies the Italian academic 

oligarchic leadership has adopted to contain the mobilizations carried out by the students and 

researchers in the time frame 2008-2013. Bearing in mind the distinction between type of protest 

target and type of dominated actor mobilized, the Italian academic oligarchy, who held institutional 

power positions, carried out four distinct counter-strategies and counter-tactics. As with the student 

mobilizations, the academic oligarchic reaction largely varied according to the type of the student 

protest target. While the student mobilization of 2008, in opposition of a national law cutting funding 

for higher education, was tolerated and relatively supported by the academic oligarchy, the movement 

of 2010, contesting also the managerial restructuring of the university governance, was much more 

opposed. In 2008, several professors took even part in some protest events by holding public teach-

ins in squares nearby the campus and/or the historical monuments of the city centre in which the 

university was settled.106 More often, they brought forward tactics of non-reaction as when they did 

not follow the request of their students to block the academic year to protest against the cuts. More 

broadly, in 2008 professorial reactive tactics varied from partial collaboration to non-reaction. In terms 

                                                           
106 In my round of interviews with the students of the University of Turin, Sapienza, and Federico II, I was 
unanimously told that the big difference in the attitude of professors towards the student mobilization 
between 2008 and 2010 was that if in 2008 several professors had even held public teach-ins in support of the 
protest, in 2010 a generalized feeling of hostility from the class of professors was relatively widespread. 
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of strategic orientations, professors adopted the strategy of compromise, but mostly and most of the 

time that of avoidance.  

By contrast, in 2010 the academic oligarchy adopted a much more confrontational strategy of 

containment. At that time, the protest target of students was more specifically focused on the way in 

which the academic oligarchy aimed at restructuring the university governance and, thus, at increasing 

its power within it. Unlike 2008, the student mobilization of 2010 intended to overtly face the issue of 

academic authority and its related power relations. In this latter campaign, the student activists 

regarded, in fact, professors as one of their “political enemies” with whom to openly initiate a 

confrontation. As summarized in Simone’s words, a student activist in CUA at the University of Turin, 

in this extract from his interview: “we in 2010 considered the baronial class as our political enemy.” 

This change of protest target provoked a more antagonistic reaction by the university establishment, 

which this time carried out tactics ranging from “active” non-reaction to explicit obstruction and 

hijacking passing through pre-emption. The adoption of these counter-tactics was quite evident in the 

process of revision of the university statutes taking place (by law) in all the Italian universities in the 

first half of 2011. Within the university committees for the statute revision, the level and tone of 

interaction between the students and professors was pretty confrontational. The most common 

strategies of the professors in dealing with the student claims were either to prevent (such as the 

concession to have a 15% student representation in all the university governing bodies) or to sidestep 

the student demands (such as hijacking the discussion on the issue of right to study by addressing the 

issue of the budgetary deficit of the university). To sum up, in 2010/11 in terms of strategic 

orientations, professors largely adopted, thus, the strategies of avoidance, prevention, and 

sidestepping. 

In dealing with the mobilizations of researchers, the academic oligarchy reacted differently. Generally, 

in responding to their demands, tenured professors were much more prone to go for negotiation and, 

even, to opt for some forms of partial collaboration. This professorial attitude was due to two specific 

reasons. On the one hand, the sense of belonging to the same community/corporation that academics 

explicitly professed; on the other, their fear to be challenged and beaten by a younger and more 

energetic generation of academics that was, in several respects, already capable of performing the 

main strategic functions of university reproduction.  

These two types of concern and feeling were quite explicit in all the interviews I conducted with the 

professors from the University of Turin, Sapienza, and Federico II, when asked to respond what they 

thought of the mobilizations of researchers against the DDL 1905/2009. Appealing to a common sense 

of belonging, a professor with an executive role at the Department of Biology and Biotechnology at 
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the Sapienza confided me that “for us [the full professors], researchers are professors and, for this 

reason, I do not like to make a fictitious distinction between them and the full professors [us].” At the 

same time, he was pretty aware of the centrality of researchers for the life of the Sapienza and, more 

generally, of the Italian university system, when he stated that “in their absence it would not be 

possible to run most of the teaching activities at the Sapienza, and this holds also for all the other 

Italian universities (as the vast majority of them holds a course).”  

This feeling of general solidarity (and “human comprehension”) that tenured professors had towards 

their younger colleagues was anyhow mainly due to the fact that the first targets of the researchers’ 

mobilization were national laws and the government. In terms of strategic orientations, this solidarity 

generally brought these professors to face the researchers by adopting the strategies of compromise 

and avoidance. Yet, once those researchers (and the R29A) started to question the power and the 

institutional status of tenured professors, the overall attitude of the academic oligarchy significantly 

changed. As in the case of the student claims, a greater confrontational attitude towards the 

researchers was exhibited by the professors during the revision processes of the university statutes. In 

the university committees for the statutory revision, the stake at play was not only the future of 

researchers, but also and, above all, the power relations that would have been structured in the new 

model of university governance for the years to come. 

All the professors sitting in the committees of statutory revision were well aware of it and acted 

accordingly by intensifying their tactics and strategies of containment. Besides specific actions of 

negotiation and non-reaction, also several tactics of pre-emption and pro-action were consciously 

implemented by the academic oligarchy to prevent most substantial demands for change by the 

researchers. In this respect, the case of the revision of the university statute at the University of Turin 

was emblematic. One of the hottest issues concerned the system of election of the three governing 

bodies of the universities, namely the rector, academic senate and board of administrators. The four 

professors members of the committee proposed to broaden the electoral constituency of the 

university by changing the old system based on the logic of weighted vote to a new one based on the 

logic of “one head, one vote.” In the new system, researchers would have, thus, counted in the same 

way as the other two academic categories for the selection of the members composing the university 

governing bodies.  

However, this proposal was simply a calculated risk brought forward by the four professors to prevent 

more radical demands by the researchers on the issue of the internal university power. The adoption 

of this strategy of prevention is, indeed, what one of the four professors permanently presiding the 

committee confided to me: 
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[…] the idea of the one to one, professors/researchers, was one of the our proposals, not certainly 
theirs [researchers]. It was thought by Prof X, Prof Y, Prof Z, and myself [the four professors part 
of the committee]. If one goes to read the official documents of the statutory committee, it can be 
read. It is written there. The weighed voting is no longer fine in a community based on the equality 
between researchers and full professors. We must come to agreement, by force. That’s why this 
was our proposal. 

Overall, the counter-strategies of containment adopted by the academic oligarchy facing these 

researchers’ mobilizations were about the three mentioned, namely compromise, avoidance, and 

prevention.  

In Tab 8.1. below, the various strategies adopted by the Italian academic oligarchy vis-à-vis students 

and researchers are summarized and compared. As shown and in line with the expectations above, the 

strategies of the Italian academic oligarchy tend to be more cooperative and less confrontational in 

dealing with the researchers than with the students. More specifically, if the former are not explicitly 

helped and/or supported by the academic oligarchy, the latter are overtly contrasted. 

Tab 8.1. The counter-strategies adopted by the Italian academic oligarchy facing researchers and students  

Academic oligarchy Researchers Students 

Acquiescence: no no 

Compromise: yes  yes 

Avoidance:  yes  yes 

Prevention:  yes  yes 

Sidestepping: no no 

Confrontation: no no 

 

8.3 The action fields at play in the University of Turin, Sapienza, and Federico II 

 

In this section, I examine the outcomes of the dynamic interaction that the two antagonist 

groups of actors produce when they adopt and confront their respective strategies in the three action 

fields of the University of Turin, Sapienza, and Federico II. It is, indeed, only in the game of this 

interaction that the actors, and especially the dominated ones, make an impact on the field in which 

they act. More especially, this section aims to respond to the main research question of the present 

work (see section 3.2) for the case of the three Italian universities under investigation:  
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How and when do “processes of mobilization” produce an impact within the Italian universities?   

The main argument of my study, which I briefly summarize here (see again section 3.2 for a broader 

version), is that the impact of mobilizations within university is given by the dynamic interplay between 

dominant and dominated actors. In other words, the impact of a mobilization depends simultaneously 

both on its strength and strategic orientation, and on the strength and type of the authorities’ 

response. If the strength (i.e. mobilization capacity) and orientation (i.e. strategy) of the challengers 

are not enough to determine the desired impact within the institution in which they act, this is because 

the strength and type of authorities governing the institution are equally important in determining it 

(Piven 2006). Put otherwise, the impact of a mobilization within a university can be better explained 

and assessed if seen as the result of an interaction between opposing actors whose strategies and 

conducts are strongly shaped and influenced by the same institution in which such an interaction 

occurs. This is why, in order to better assess my expectations and explain the impact of university 

mobilizations, an “actor-centred institutionalism,” a perspective based upon the analysis of the 

strategic interaction between opposing actors, is needed. In section 3.4, I have provided an explanation 

in the type of logics of strategic interactions that normally take place in the university field 

Expectation 1: a high mobilization is a necessary condition to get the attention of the dominant actors, 

but it does not necessarily lead them to make concessions in the direction desired by the dominated 

actors. 

Expectation 2: disruption is an effective strategy to get a reaction from the dominant actors, even 

though such a reaction is not always and necessarily favorable to the dominated actors. 

Expectation 3: In universities where the distribution of power is monocentric, the dominant actors are 

more confrontational in tackling the mobilizations of the dominated actors than in universities where 

it is polycentric. 

In the remainder of this section, I aim to assess each of these expectations for both the students and 

the researchers in the three universities in which both actors have mobilized, namely the University of 

Turin, Sapienza, and Federico II. I have, above, introduced the counter-strategies of dominant actors 

(section 8.2). The time is now ripe to illustrate their logic of interaction within the Italian university 

field in the light of section 3.4.  

The institutional setting shapes and constrains the relation between the actors playing in such a 

setting, which in turn determines the type of their strategic interaction. This is also particularly true 

for institutional fields, such as the university, in which there is a clear asymmetry of power between 

actors. As previously discussed, the Italian university field is principally based on the dynamic interplay 
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between a specific type of dominant actor, i.e. the academic oligarchy, and some and distinct 

dominated actors, i.e. students and researchers (as well as precarious academic staff and non-

academic staff which I do not treat in the present work).  

Academics are still the most powerful actors within Italian universities, as they decide their key policies 

such as the financial budget, the strategic plan, the organic points, and so on. However, they cannot 

run the university without the participation (or no active hostility) of their students and, above all, the 

labour of their younger academic staff. In other words, Italian academics exhibit a certain form of 

dependence on other actors’ activities. Academics hold seminars, examinations and office hours with 

students, on whom they not only exert a power relation, but with whom they also discuss, exchange 

ideas and knowledge. Professors could not maintain their powerful institutional profile (and the status 

and function related) without a relatively positive collaboration with their students. Full professors are 

even more professionally dependent on the labour and positive involvement of their younger 

academic collaborators, i.e. the researchers, who carry out most of the research activities and some of 

the essential teachings of the university. As mentioned above (8.2), Italian researchers hold some 

forms of “structural power” (Silver 2003) vis-à-vis the class of tenured professors. 

This relative dependence of Italian academics on their students and, more especially, on their 

researchers provides the latter with some potential which can be exerted when a strategic interaction 

between these actors takes place. In other words, professors are less likely to permanently adopt 

confrontational or non-cooperative strategies when facing students and researchers and their 

mobilizations. If an internal field crisis undermining their power shows up, professors are much more 

likely to adopt strategies aimed at immediately stopping that threat or making it softer. Put bluntly, 

the strategic attitude of the Italian dominant actors when facing an internal mobilization is more 

oriented to cooperation than confrontation.  

It is now possible to assess the three expectations, one by one, accounting for the dominated (i.e. 

students and researchers) and dominant actors of the three Italian universities of my study. Here 

below, I rewrite expectation 1. 

Expectation 1: a high mobilization is a necessary condition to get the attention of the dominant actors, 

but it does not necessarily lead them to make concessions in the direction desired by the dominated 

actors. 

Mass mobilization is needed to get the attention from the university authorities, when students or 

researchers have some specific and extra-institutional concern to raise, but it does not always result 

in a desired impact for them. If my PEA on the university mobilizations of 2008 and 2010 measured the 

levels of disruptiveness of these protests, the interviews that I had with all the actors involved in these 
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events have shown that in concomitance with such protests there was a true opening in the university 

“opportunity structures” favourable to the movements in all the universities where the protest events 

had taken place. Either in combination with institutional politics (in Turin) or as part of a transformative 

institutional design from inside (in Rome) or as the only possible strategic option (in Naples), a high 

mobilization often helped students and researchers to get heard from the university establishment 

and, even, obtain something. 

According to Giancarlo— a student activist in a Marxist Leninist collective at the Federico II between 

2008 and 2010—through mass occupations, the Neapolitan movement succeeded even in changing, 

in certain respects and for a while, the power relations of the academia. This process of social 

empowerment of the Neapolitan students started when “we occupied the former library at the third 

floor of the building of Humanities in December 2008. Thanks to this…” 

..the way of living the university changed. The university was lived differently. After the occupation, 
my faculty remained a space of freedom. We could do what we wished. Put a banner, roll a joint, 
call for assemblies without any authorization. The academic authorities had to take us into great 
consideration. That occupation—Giancarlo continues—put into discussion a system of power 
relations, above all, in Palazzo di Massa. A thousand square meters. The expression of that type of 
strength was finally unofficially ratified by all. After that, we launched a campaign on “who controls 
the watchmen” to put into discussion the “quarter of an hour of academic delay.” After the 
mobilization, the way of living the university was very changed. 

More generally, adaptive claims are likely to be more easily accepted during periods of high 

mobilization. The achievement of an adaptive goal can also be the “unintended consequence” of an 

antagonist strategy action (Bosi and Giugni 2013). Similarly, such achievements can be purposely the 

result of a counter-strategy adopted by the dominant actors and aimed at taming the most radical 

demands of internal challengers. The wave of student occupations that in 2008 and 2010 affected the 

three universities with the aim to oppose two national laws on higher education can be considered an 

instance of the first type above mentioned (“unintended consequence”). In all three universities, the 

main visible outcome of these occupations was the proliferation of several study rooms, classrooms 

and even university buildings permanently occupied by the student activists and collectives and 

functioning as their headquarters and social centres. The academic authorities are well aware that 

these illegal practices do not constitute a real challenge for their power and a dangerous threat for the 

internal order of the university. For this reason, in dealing with these actions, they usually adopt a 

strategy of avoidance by voluntarily carrying out a tactic of non-intervention. 

This was clearly the case of the student mobilization at the Sapienza of Rome, which obtained the 

institutionalization of a chart of student rights, establishing a relatively advantageous academic 

calendar with numerous examination and graduation sessions for the students (Cini 2013a). This gain 

was also made possible due to the preventive strategy adopted by the professors, who were willing to 
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concede such a chart as a way to prevent the student mobilization from becoming more radical and 

political. As Fabio, a student activist at the Sapienza in 2008 and 2010, explained in this excerpt of 

interview:  

We succeeded in bringing many departmental Heads on our side. In a period of high mobilization 
like that—let’s put it like this—where our main proposal was to block the academic year, this was 
only a small and stupid thing. The professor is eager to concede it to you to prevent more 
detrimental actions. Almost considering you a kid. 

As the Pro-rector for Research of Sapienza (“Pro-rettore alla Ricerca”) openly recognized by referring 

to the consequences of this student mobilization: “the result of this mobilization was a chart of student 

rights. The students of Sapienza can now sit exams and discuss their theses in almost each session per 

month. For them, it is a very advantageous deal, for the professors, much less.”  

However, and despite the high level of mobilization, the Italian student movement did not reach 

significant results in 2008 at any level of the decision making within the university. Luca, a student 

activist in another Neapolitan collective at the Federico II, was very clear on the incapacity of the 

movement to determine anything, besides capturing the attention of the media, when he claimed that, 

“we realized that the game was already lost. The implementation of the law [Law 133] was in place. 

We did not succeed in determining almost anything apart from a high media attention. At the level of 

the Federico II basically nothing.”  

The same holds for the mobilizations that occurred in 2008 at the University of Turin and at the 

Sapienza of Rome. At the University of Turin, the students occupied massively the rectorate during the 

inauguration of the academic year in order to ask the Rector to take an official position against Law 

133. Yet, their action did not produce any effect apart from the attention of the university authorities 

for a couple of days. As Andrea, one of the leaders of 2008 student movement in Turin, told me: “the 

Rector Pellizzetti and his group just pretended to listen to us. They did not go further than a statement 

in which they essentially manifested their support for our protest. But it did not follow anything from 

this. We did not have any relation with them nor a way of control their action. So, in the end, we did 

not make any substantive impact. Actually, they used us and our mobilization to make pressure at the 

national level and defend their own conservative conception of university.” 

Speaking of the incapacity of the movement of 2008 to exploit its high consensus and mobilization to 

exert power nationally and locally, Luca, from Uniriot Rome, pointed out that the major limit of the 

students was precisely “political,” namely their incapacity and unwillingness to “frontally deal with the 

issue of institutional power within the university.” He claimed that: 

The movement had a limit, which was the limit of the political form. We had launched the slogan 
“no one can represent us!” that is, a slogan which denounced the lack of representativeness of 
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institutions and of political bodies. Yet, we did not pose the question on how to build alternative 
forms of power, how to give a continuity to the movement. We were not able to find a mechanism 
maintaining our mobilization capacity and, at the same time, giving an organizational continuity to 
take over the institutional power of the university. This was our main problem. Our incapacity to 
build an organizational and political form able to reproduce and use the high mobilization capacity 
of the Onda.  

Several researchers observed that only when starting to mobilize, they felt to receive a real attention 

from the professors and, even, obtain something from the latter. Professors were, indeed, very scared 

by the emergence of this unexpected mobilization. As Bruno Maida, at the time researcher in History 

at the University of Turin and one of the founders of R29A, told me, speaking of the attitudes of full 

professors towards them in 2010: 

In 2010, the professors had a very negative attitude toward us, by also personally attacking us, who 
were protesting. Many of them are a sort of Janus. They pretend to be progressive in society, but 
actually they are the worst dictators in their universities. Professors are profoundly persuaded that 
the democratic rules do not hold in the university. We, as researchers in mobilization, said only 
this: the democratic rules must hold in society as well in academia. By contrast, for them these 
rules do not exist in the university. Why in 2008 were they more positive towards the protests? 
Because we weren’t there and, thus, no one broke their balls. 2008 was the full absence of 
researchers. Our mobilization was the factor that changed the things in 2010. Our presence of 
politically active subjects scared them a lot [the professors]. 

More generally, if the corporatist way of doing politics of the CNRU had not achieved much in terms 

of professional improvements for the researchers in the previous years, in 2010 with the emergence 

of a more radical and horizontal organization, the R29A, several things were actually positively changed 

for the researchers: one of all, their relations with the class of tenured professors. As Bruno Maida in 

this conclusive passage of our interview clearly confirmed to me: “our mobilizations have changed the 

internal relations of power. Thanks to the political legitimacy that we conquered. If we maintain the 

collective dimension of action, we are one hundred times stronger. And our enemies know it and are 

terribly worried. They cannot help but carefully deal with us.”  

In the same vein, Bartolomeo Azzaro, researcher at the Department of Law and Pro-Rector for 

Research at Sapienza, pointed out how and to what extent the rise of a mass and horizontal 

mobilization among the researchers helped them to produce a political, and even existential, 

credibility in the university that hitherto the Roman researchers had never enjoyed. In his words: 

Then, we started the protest and things followed so that we were 760 researchers in the 
organization during the protest campaign. The “leap” of the researcher as protagonist of the 
academic life was achieved through our mobilization characterized by a direct participation and a 
widespread organization of researchers in each department. This triggered a process of collective 
identity formation of researchers, unveiling the centrality of the role of researchers in the 

university organization. In the sense of both structural and strategic. 

However, as with the case of student mobilizations, the only capacity to organize a high participation 

of researchers in protest events was not always enough to make a significant and favourable impact 
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within the governing bodies. The presence of political allies and/or a strict relationship with a powerful 

institutional actor was regarded as key in increasing the likelihood to be politically effective in the 

institutional politics of the university. In this respect, the case of the mobilization of researchers at the 

Federico II was very exemplificative. The absence of a strategic alliance with the students was 

considered by the Neapolitan researchers as one of the main factors explaining their incapacity to be 

effective within the decisional bodies. Alessandro Arienzo, researchers in History of Political Thought 

and activist of R29A, blames especially the students for not having been willing to ally with the 

researchers, due to the fact that “students were very radical and antagonist.” 

They did not want to make a political alliance with us because they thought we were too moderate 
and corporatist. A priori. In addition, the student lists running for elections were all linked to the 
Rector. Thus, there is no way to politically cooperate with them. For all these reasons, we could 
not structurally count on a stable project of political collaboration with the students, who are more 
interested in doing politics in other social spheres, which have nothing to do with university 
politics. As a result, we could not count on an important political ally as the students, who are 
normally capable of making pressure on the decisional bodies both from inside and outside. Our 
mobilization was not always enough to give credibility to our demands before the university 
authorities. 

All the professors from the three universities that I interviewed made clear the point that when their 

institutions were under attack because of mobilizations, they felt somehow compelled to take the 

students and researchers into consideration. In other words, these mobilizations forced the Italian 

academics to be more likely to pay attention to the students’ and researchers’ demands than when 

they generally do in situations of institutional normality. For better or for worse, the professors were 

aware of the fact that they were urged to put these demands in their institutional and political agenda 

and offer some responses. The surprise caused by these unexpected mobilizations was precisely at the 

origin of a mixed feeling of attention and concern that professors had towards the protesters. The 

mobilizations that students and researchers carried out together at the University of Turin in 2010 

against the approval of Law 240 struck several professors in a very significant manner. In the words of 

one of the four professorial members in the committee for the revision of the statute:  

The Gelmini reform set in motion a significant resistance from the students and from the junior 
academic staff—the researchers—and, for this reason, there was a big political hostility towards 
us; in the sense that we had, at the University of Turin, a very effective organization capable of 
disrupting our lessons and boycotting several other institutional activities. It was a mass movement 
of students and researchers against the enactment of the reform. Honestly, this mobilization was 
totally unexpected [for us] for its high participation. We [the professors] had somehow the feeling 
that we could not but take them into account. 

In a similar way, the student mobilizations for a more democratic management of the university were 

seen by the Neapolitan academics with a mixture of annoyance and acquiescence. In this sense, the 

strategy that the academics adopted in facing these protests was neither too confrontational nor too 
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submissive. As an executive member of the Department of Veterinary and, at the same time, member 

of the committee for the revision of the statute claimed expressed in his interview:  

We had hard moments in dealing with their mobilizations. The protests of the students were quite 
confrontational and, when this happens, other interests are damaged. However, we [the 
academics] never had nor wanted moments of open antagonism. Of course, there was some 
conflict, but we immediately recognize it, as well as we immediately recognize the possibility of 
students to affect and contribute to the process of statute revision in order to make it more 

democratic.  

An executive member of the Department of Hygienics was even more explicit in declaring that there 

was a feeling of widespread scepticism among the professors towards the disruptive protest forms 

adopted by the students and researchers. That said, and as an executive member of the Department 

of Mathematics and member of the administrative board of the university put it, most of the professors 

were “conciliatory towards the reasons of the protesters, with whom they often came to an 

agreement.”  

Expectation 2: disruption is an effective strategy to get a reaction from the dominant actors, even 

though such a reaction is not always and necessarily favorable to the dominated actors. 

Disruption is a very effective protest tool when the disruptors have a strategic position in the 

production and reproduction of the organization in which they act (Silver 2003) or when they are able 

to make an alliance with actors who have such a strategic position. If both conditions are missing, it is 

more likely for a disruptive action to produce disadvantages than benefits for its initiators. In the latter 

situations, the reaction from authorities or opponents can be very confrontational by making the life 

of the protesters impossible and their demands inadmissible. Researchers have a strategic position in 

the organization of the Italian universities that students do not have. This may explain the reason why 

a disruptive action carried by the former is seen as a much more serious and credible threat by the 

Italian academics than a disruptive action by the latter. In this respect, the comparison of the 

consequences separately produced by the disruptive actions of Neapolitan researchers and students 

is emblematic for grasping the different perception that the professors of Federico II had of the two 

actors. While the mobilizations of researchers were taken in serious consideration and seen with a 

mixture of preoccupation and disturbance, those of students were only regarded as a full disturbance 

to be repressed or, at most, ignored.  

The Neapolitan professors openly adopted a mixed strategy of prevention and compromise in dealing 

with the mobilizations of researchers, who in September 2010 announced that they would have 

stopped to teach seminars for free as form of opposition against the process of enactment of the Law 

240. Truly supporting or not the reasons of their researchers, professors appeared relatively willing to 

come to an agreement with the protesters. In order to solve this situation, the administrative board of 
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the Federico II proposed a compromise to persuade the researchers to change their mind by offering 

them an additional amount of 1000 euros to cover their free teaching activities. As an executive 

member of the Department of Biology and member of the administrative board remarked in his 

interview: 

The protest campaign against free teaching was a proper blackmailing tool. Anyway, here at the 
Federico II all the protest immediately fell apart when we recognized 1000 euros extra for their 

teaching activities. 

By contrast, the administrative board of the Federico II showed a less tolerant attitude towards the 

disruptive actions of the Neapolitan students, more especially when the latter aimed to disrupt the 

official meetings of university authorities and block their institutional activities. An executive member 

of the Department of Hygienics was very explicit in claiming that the reaction from hers and her 

colleagues was “always firm and inflexible.” Both the academic senate and the administrative board 

of the Federico II always rejected to come to a deal and recognize the demands of the most radical 

student collectives and groups. On the other hand, the Neapolitan student activists of various political 

groups confirmed for me this not very positive picture coming out from their struggles, especially when 

a decision of the university decisional bodies was at stake. Roberta, from Link Naples, confided to me 

that they did not have “influence in the governing bodies. Also because we had the taboo regarding 

representation. At most we occupied the rectorate. Yet, we never had an impact on the decisional 

bodies.” Giovanni, from an autonomist student collective, was equally honest in admitting that student 

disruption never changed anything at the level of institutional politics of the Federico II: “nothing 

within the academic organs. Only free of acting at the political and social level outside of the narrow 

scope of the institutional university politics.” 

In order to be significantly or permanently effective within the university, student protesters must be 

capable of seeking for other allies and/or adopting also more institutional types of action. In a nutshell, 

to have a significant and permanent impact on the university field, students must be able to adopt and 

carry out an “in-and-out-the-institutions” strategy. If the students of the Federico II a-priori rejected 

to adopt a more institutional repertoire as well as to make alliance with other dominated actors, the 

students of the Sapienza and University of Turin instead openly carried out an “in-and-out-the-

institutions” strategy to impact on their respective university fields. However, while the students of 

the Sapienza succeeded neither in accessing the university governing bodies nor in making a stable 

coalition with other actors, the students of University of Turin successfully achieved both these 

objectives.  

The comparison between the student mobilization of the Sapienza and that of University of Turin was 

explicitly taken into account by Elena, a student activist of LINK at the Sapienza, when speaking of the 
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difference in terms of student capacity to affect the process of statute revision between the two 

universities. Elena contends that they did not succeed in significantly influencing the process of 

revision “because we weren't in the governing bodies and thus we did not take part in that process 

like in other cities such as Turin. One cannot impact only from the outside. If you are not in the 

representative bodies, no game can be even played. Only with the mobilization it is hard to win 

something.” This dynamic of the "inside" and "outside" is, indeed, well explained by Alice Graziano, 

who was the only student representative in the committee for the statute revision at the University of 

Turin in 2011. According to Alice, it is precisely a clear and fruitful relation between representation and 

mobilization, between “the inside” and “the outside,” making a difference in terms of student impact. 

Without forgetting that adopting an “inside strategy” entails also the capacity to look for (and find) 

institutional allies. As Alice clearly argues in this passage of our interview: 

Our strength within the committee was little, but we had a huge strength outside. This has always 
been our action strategy: mobilization outside, and action inside. This “outside” has mattered a lot 
for the “inside,” scaring to death the barons. However, the effectiveness of the institutional action 
was also determined by the fact that we always managed to create a unitary front with the 
researchers and often also with the non-academic staff, trying to avoid the game of the 
particularistic interests and thus undermining the power of the barons. 

This political capacity to link together representation and mobilization turned out to be very successful 

also to win the student elections during and after the mobilizations of 2008 and 2010. Speaking of the 

student elections of May 2009, Andrea, member of a university collective belonging to Studenti 

Indipendenti (LINK), was very enthusiastic in affirming that “the elections went very well! We had the 

absolute majority and the UDU [the more moderate student union] was swept away. We got 55% of 

votes.” These successful results in terms of student representation had a significant and even 

unexpected impact on the governing bodies. As Andrea still highlighted: 

After our success at the university elections, there were a lot of [our] people within the university 
organs who reached very important results. One of us was elected President of the Didactic 
Committee of the university, with the decisive support of the researchers: Giuliano Monticiello. It 
was the first time in a Italian university 

In depicting a similar success regarding the opposition to the increase of student fees, besides a strong 

mobilization, Andrea added the key role played by the student representatives in the Board of 

Administrators.  

This success [the opposition to the increase of student fees] was due also to the presence of 
researchers and two [sympathetic] professors. We did a pair of reforms on student fees very 
effective, on the progressivity of the system. Before it was divided into big brackets, now it is not. 
Thanks to the student mobilization and to our reps in the central organs. Now everything is 
calculated on the basis of income without big brackets. Now who has more, pays rightly more.  

In the same vein, Chiara, law student and student representative of Studenti Indipendenti at the 

Department of Law in 2010, remarked the importance of student representation within the governing 
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bodies to influence their decisions: “as Studenti Indipendenti, within the decisional bodies of the 

university we worked pretty well in transmitting and translating all the movement claims into policy 

proposals.” She then added that several student successes in these bodies were precisely due to the 

“hard work of student representatives.” 

Study all the cavils of the reform, the official documents and the statute was a very hard work, but 
necessary and useful. It was needed to explain to all the students what was going on with this new 
reform. Make it usable to all. And comprehensible. Translate a decree into common language. 

 

The importance of using an “in-and-out-the-institutions” repertoire of action, as the most effective 

strategy to influence the governing bodies, was also stressed by all the researchers I interviewed. Many 

of them also highlighted how the ability to make a stable coalition with the students was a crucial 

factor to be politically effective. Bruno (researcher in Turin) contended that it was precisely this alliance 

with the students which broke down the old dichotomy of the “either you stand outside or inside, 

tertium non datur.” 

By contrast, this thing of being inside and outside and of thinking that the outside affects the inside 
(when inside there is a bit of the outside) has broken down the existing mechanisms of influence. 
When the students and we [the researchers] jointly occupied the Senate (it happened more than 
one time), when we reckoned that the Senate was taking a wrong decision, we often succeeded in 
obtaining what we wanted. “We do not go out until we do not get what we want!” The movement 
is essential. The capacity to disrupt a meeting of the Senate or Board of the Administration, aware 
of the fact that with us there are thousands and thousands people, gives to those of us who are 
inside the institutions a unique and incredible power. You are inside to represent the people who 
are not there. We are there and we account for the people who are outside.  

The effectiveness of this way of doing politics within the university field is ably expressed by Elena, a 

student activist at the Sapienza of Rome, but also member of the national executive of LINK:  

We as LINK believe that there are 3 tools which jointly successfully affect the university policies 
and are: adaptive claims [“vertenza”], representation, and conflict. They cannot stand separately. 
Representation works only if we have concrete demands to pose, meaning if we seriously study 
the university policies and regulations and then we come out with alternative proposals. Anyway, 
representation and counter-proposals do not work without conflict, because if outside there are 
no students to make pressure, this thing does not work. These 3 things [adaptive claims, 
representation, and conflict] are the pillars on which we have built LINK. What we do not like of 
the UDU is that they think that one can raise demands only through representation. What we do 
not like of the [antagonist] student collectives is that they think to win things only through conflict 
and without representation; and actually very often even without the demand itself. The conflict 
for the conflict. For us, these three things must be linked together for the university politics to be 
effective for the students.  

This political strategy seemed to work pretty well in the process of statute revision at the University of 

Turin, where a coalition of students and researchers carrying out a clear “in-and-out-the-institutions” 

repertoire of action and posing some concrete demands of university reform obtained several things 

which, without such a strategy, would not have otherwise been able to obtain. In Alessandro's words, 

researcher in Physics, one of the founders of the R29A and member of the university committee for 

the statute revision at the University of Turin: 
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With LINK we launched the “Other Reform” from which we have drawn some proposals for the 
new Statute. For instance, we aimed at obtaining an elective administrative board. In Turin, at this 
point we say: let's try! Immediately we start to work with the student representatives in order to 
impact more effectively the process of statute revision. Even participating in that committee 
wasn’t obvious given that there were no criteria of selection for the formation of the committee. 
At the beginning, only two students were included, but no researchers. So, we made a big mess to 
have at least two researchers (to this end we collect more than 500 signatures). They conceded us 
only one researcher (that is, myself) and one [researcher] “auditor” with right to speech (but not 
to vote), Bruno Maida. Composition of the committee of 15 units: 1 researcher, 2 students, 2 
administrative personnel, the rest was professors (the Rector included). We were in total minority. 
However, we managed to break their balls. The committee was appointed in February 2011, its 
work terminated in September 2011. We gained some things: the election of the Rector also with 
the votes of precarious researchers. Now the precarious researchers have our same rights to vote. 
We managed to have a presence of researchers in all the committees of the Academic Senate. And 
we also managed to increase the number of representatives of the administrative personnel: from 
2 to 3. On the other, we managed to reduce the number of professors in all the representative 
organs. We started to jointly work and cooperate with the student reps. They helped us to make 
approve a good (for us) didactic regulation, and we helped them to make approve a good student 
fees regulation. We also obtained the streaming of all the meetings of the Academic Senate. The 
barons now are shitting their pants. They feel observed. We are the watchdogs of democracy. So, 
every time they make a mistake, they find themselves pilloried. 

In terms of counter-strategies of containment, when professors face these kinds of challenges, the 

only plausible strategy that they appear to adopt is that of compromise. In this case, the decisional 

outcome of the “mixed-motive game” is clearly and significantly favourable to the coalition of 

dominated actors (D/C: 4,2). 

The class of full professors felt objectively threatened by this politics of coalition. The capacity of 

coalitions of dominated actors to be significantly effective within the governance institutions than 

when these actors are and act on their own was explicitly remarked by many of the professors I 

interviewed. A professor with an executive role in the board of administrators confided in me that the 

formation of a coalition between students and researchers gave them a formidable substantial power 

at the University of Turin. “All the weakest components of our university are united now. Even though 

they have different interests, students and researchers have managed to build a common coalition. 

And this is producing a common interest, which is bigger than all the other interests, also than the 

most powerful ones. The weak actors of our university are together and are doing politics.” According 

to her, the presence of such a coalition was the main factor explaining the political success and the 

high influence of students and researchers within the governing bodies of the University of Turin. Again 

in her words:  

In only two years we have had a student as President of the Didactic Committee [Giuliano 
Monticiello], and now we have Silvia Pasqua [a researcher in Economics] as President of the Staff 
Committee, which decides all over the issues concerning the strategic planning of the academic 
staff (full professors, associate professors, and researchers) and non-academic staff of this 
university. At the University of Turin today most of the power is in their hands. The alliance 
between researchers and students has an explosive potential. 
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To confirm this, the Pro-Rector to Research and leader of the researchers at the Sapienza, Dottor 

Azzaro, told me that he succeeded in taking over the position of Pro-Rector to Research of the Sapienza 

precisely because the researchers carried out several mobilizations and made a temporary alliance 

with the students: 

The moment of mobilization was essential. If there is not a direct link with the rest of researchers, 
one runs the risk of only playing the institutional game, which does not give you a general view of 
the things. In this respect, it is important to develop a relationship with the students for, at least, 
two good reasons: 1) the mission of the Sapienza is the student; 2) students produce and often 
manifest an intellectual vivacity and capacity of mobilization that help universities to be aware of 

their problems in a very dialectic way.  

By and large, the class of professors is prone and willing to be more collaborative with their opponents 

when the latter act as a political coalition rather than separate groups. When the internal threat or 

challenge is, indeed, perceived as highly credible as it is in the case of the coalitions of dominated 

actors, professors are forced to behave like “chickens” eager to reach cooperation with their truly 

dangerous enemies as soon as they can. In terms of counter-strategies of containment, when 

professors face these opponents, they adopt principally the strategies of compromise and, to a lesser 

extent, of acquiescence. In this case, the decisional outcome of the “mixed-motive game” is favourable 

to the coalition of dominated actors (D/C: 4,2). In other words, the adoption of a “politics of coalitions” 

and/or “in-and-out-the-the-institutions” strategy is much more effective in terms of impact achieved 

within the Italian universities than the mere adoption of protest politics. 

Expectation 3: In universities where the distribution of power is monocentric, the dominant actors are 

more confrontational in tackling the mobilizations of the dominated actors than in universities where 

it is polycentric.  

Unlike all the previous expectations, expectation 3 explicitly attends to the dominant actors of the 

university field. It deals with the institutional conditions within which the power of these actors is 

exerted over the field. The idea underpinning this expectation is that where the institutional conditions 

are more favourable to the formation of a monocentric source of power, the dominant actors of this 

field are more reactive in facing internal and external threats, and successfully neutralized them. From 

the perspective of dominated actors, this implies that they have less capacity to have a successful 

impact on such a university field. Dominated actors perceive to face and, de facto, face a much more 

powerful and credible opponent, when the latter is formally and substantially given the opportunity 

to more easily and freely exert its powers to solve whatsoever issue at play. Normally, an institutional 

situation in which there is only one actor or organ at the power seems to be more favourable for the 

performance of an effective authority than a situation in which the power is shared and negotiated 

among several actors. 
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Over the last ten years, Italian universities have undergone a process of centralization and, to a certain 

extent, of managerialization of their governance (see chapter 4). This has marked the passage from a 

senatorial to an academic leadership type of governance unit (see also section 8.2). As broadly said, 

this passage is still in transition and it has not occurred in all the universities in the same way. 

Depending also on the substantial configuration of power at the time of these changes, the type of 

governance units can vary from “a still more” senatorial to “an already more” academic leadership. 

This variation is due principally to the forces of resistance and pro-action met within the universities. 

Where the resistance of the existing coalition of dominant actors is still large, it is likely to see a still 

more senatorial configuration of power. By contrast, where monocratic figures and organs are already 

more powerful and, therefore, more prone to take on a managerial type of governance, the likelihood 

to see the implementation of academic leadership is higher. 

This variation in the types of governance is well reflected in the three universities of my analysis. While 

the University of Turin still expressed a senatorial style of governance during the years of mobilization 

(2008-2013), the Federico II in Naples, due mainly to a highly politically charismatic leadership of the 

then Rector (Prof. Trombetti), well represented the case of academic leadership (with the governance 

of Sapienza as “in-between” case). This variation was largely confirmed by both the researchers and 

professors from the University of Turin and Federico II. Regarding the University of Turin, when asked 

which style of governance the then Rector Pellizzetti brought forward in the years of mobilization, 

Silvia Pasqua, a researcher in Economics, responded, “Pellizzetti was the incarnation of baronial power. 

He could not move a single step without the opinion of the other professors. Zero decisional capacity. 

I tell you a story. In 2010, the researchers asked him not to let the academic year start in solidarity with 

our protest. He was completely terrified. He was scared that no student would have never enrolled to 

our university anymore. This was too much for him.”  

When speaking of the characteristics of the university governance at the University of Turin, all the 

professors I interviewed confirmed me this picture even though by adopting their own terminology. In 

order to describe the historic dynamics of power within the decisional bodies characterizing the 

University of Turin, an executive member of the Department of Languages defined it as “democratistic- 

corporative.” He argued that: 

Our governance is democratistic and, at the same time, corporative. Democratistic in the sense 
that we had a high number of student representatives, a high number of representatives of the 
non-academic staff in the academic senate. This entailed that there was a senate with 12 presides, 
because we had 12 faculties. Generally, when at the university one aims at bullshitting an external, 
one speaks of the rights and of the interests of the students and of the scientific research. When I 
hear these two expressions, I know that this person is telling bullshit. On the behalf of scientific 
research we never established our representatives of the scientific areas corresponding to the 
national areas in the academic senate; rather, we only and always established the scientific areas 

of our university merely corresponding to our interests at the local level, namely Turin.  
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In portraying the collegial and corporative aspect of the governance at the University of Turin, another 

professor was equally explicit when he claimed, “our university is a typical corporative model, namely, 

a consensual system of distribution of scant resources, which prevents the emergence of internal 

conflicts among the disciplinary groups and their powers.” Referring to the internal distribution of 

power among the academic components prior to the reform of 2010, a professor of the Department 

of Chemistry honestly admitted, “the academic power was in the hands of people of a certain age and 

of greater career advancement. I don’t like the word barons, but it could be a correct interpretation. 

The component of researchers was at our mercy, in the sense that each of them was part of a specific 

disciplinary group and from this group he or she was co-opted.” 

Although sharing the key features of the baronial power relation, the governance of the Federico II has 

shown also some element of diversity if compared to the governance of the University of Turin over 

the last decade, with particular reference to the distribution of power within the top university 

management. In Naples, the presence of charismatic and powerful rectors was historically the norm, 

at least for the last four. All the Neapolitan professors I interviewed shared this point. In the words of 

a professor (Biology):  

The last four rectors, including the current Professor Marrelli, were all cases of strong governance, 
meaning the strong capacity to have clear ideas on how to govern our university and bring all our 
academic community towards these ideas. There was never a real opposition.  

To confirm this, another professor (Medicine) stressed the fact that the Federico II has always had in 

its more recent history “situations in which the rector had a powerful role and exerted a strong power. 

Trombetti of course, but also the previous rectors. Professor Tessitore, for instance, a philosopher who 

was rector for many years; or Rector Ciniberto, professor of mathematics, who had a distant way of 

doing, was a leader capable of exerting a strong power. In this regard, an executive member of the 

Department of Veterinary was even more explicit:  

For me, the role of rector is essentially related to the person of the rector, in the sense that he is a 
figure so important that his leadership can be developed in a direction or in another depending on 
the personal capacities and skills of the person who embodies this role in the moment. From a 
general point of view, it is true that today the rector is more powerful in determining and affecting 

specific issues and decisions.  

This historically “more managerial” structure of power has been reflected in a faster implementation 

of the last reforms on the university governance stressing the power of Rector and of the Board of 

Administrators. Again, with the words of the executive member of Veterinary, who today is one of the 

eleven members of the new Board of Administrators:  

Theoretically, now in the Board of Administrators (CDA) I must not be accountable to anybody. 
This is a new experience. We are more managerial. To a certain extent, this is a new path compared 
to the old one which had exhibited its limits. Today the CDA is an independent and autonomous 



 

 
 

215 

body which does not have to be accountable to anybody, but only to the Rector. I think, actually, 
that current CDA is an expression of his will. 

As a result, according to a professor of the Department of Mathematics, “now the current system is a 

little more verticistic […]: 

It is basically the Rector the organ who takes the key decisions; for instance the senate is still the 
leading organ, but the administrative board controls the financial and economic feasibility of the 

things, while the Rector is the responsible of all the procedures.  

The emergence of a more managerial configuration of power at the Federico II was also confirmed by 

the researchers in mobilization, who actually blamed the centralization of power in the hands of the 

Rector (and the Board of Administrators) as one of the main contextual factors hindering an effective 

impact of their struggles. As Dr Bruno Catalanotti, researcher at Pharmacy and one of the leaders of 

the Neapolitan R29A, told me in our interview: 

The Board of Administrators and the Rector have now full power over everything. The fact that 
there are only a limited number of internal figures [professors] gives the Rector an incredible 
power. The CDA is basically ruled by only 5 people. We cannot do much to influence their decisions. 
For instance, on the fundamental matter of the organic points for our university, they [the Rector 
and CDA] took a decision by fully ignoring our demands and the demands of the other categories 
of our university. 

Overall, the comparison between the style of governance characterizing the University of Turin and 

the one characterizing the Federico II seems to confirm expectation 3. Where the governance is more 

collegial and shared among several actors (Turin), the strategic orientations of the dominant actors are 

more prone to cooperation and mediation with internal challengers. By contrast, where the 

governance is more managerial, the strategic orientations of the dominant actors are mainly 

confrontational (Naples). In terms of counter-strategies of containment, the dominant actors of the 

University of Turin have adopted more often the strategies of compromise and avoidance, whereas 

the dominant actors of the Federico II more often those of prevention and sidestepping. 

 

8.4 Summarizing the impacts within the Italian universities 

 

In light of the 3 expectations that I have assessed in the previous section, I can now summarize 

the findings of my investigation into the impact of mobilizations on the Italian university field in the 

terminology of “mixed-motive games” (Scharpf 1997) and through the conceptualization of the 

university impacts I have introduced in section 2.5. Ideally, the “institutional equilibrium” of the 

university field is normally met when the dominant and dominated actors are in the situation 

represented in the top right cell of this mixed-motive game (Tab. 8.2): 2,4 (C/D). In such a situation, 

the academic oligarchy can rule over the university and take decisions without any particular resistance 



 

 
 

216 

from the dominated side. Students do not engage in protest politics and, when they do, they exhibit a 

corporatist approach and cooperative attitudes towards the academic authorities. Likewise, 

researchers are fragmented in terms of interest and identity and, when they do politics, they prefer to 

adopt conventional and corporatist tools of influence. In this institutional context, it is with ease that 

professors manage to cope with these actors, fundamentally obtaining all what they want.  

However, this equilibrium, in which in conditions of institutional normality the university field tends 

theoretically to be, is hardly a real-world situation of interaction. Demands for change even through 

the most conventional channels of institutional politics are often present in the university. These 

demands, especially if adaptive, are likely to be satisfied by the academic oligarchy to avoid major 

challenges and more disruptive actions. The top left cell of Tab 8.2 clearly represents this decisional 

outcome: 3,3 (C/C). The student representatives of the most voted for list in Turin, Studenti 

Indipendenti, are, in gaining an advantageous reorganization of the academic calendar, are a typical 

example of this phenomenon. The same holds for the student mobilization at the Sapienza, able to 

obtain a chart of student rights with many sessions of examination. As well as, the researchers from 

Naples and Turin, when they obtain concessions aimed at improving their professional status within 

the governing bodies of their universities through an institutional way of doing politics. 

Tab. 8.2. The logic of strategic interaction in the Italian university field 

Chicken Italian Academics 

C:  

Acquiescence 

Compromise 

Avoidance 

 

D: 

Prevention 

Sidestepping 

Confrontation 

Students and 

Researchers 

C 3,3 2,4 

D 4,2 1,1 

 

Although the two interactive situations described above (2,4; 3,3) are relatively common in the 

“normal” life of the university field, they do not constitute all of its internal life. When students and 

researchers decide to go for radical strategies and disruptive tactics, these situations of relatively 
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advantageous equilibrium for the professors can easily vanish. This is the case that I have described 

above by introducing and assessing E1 and E2. Depending on the perceived credibility of the internal 

threat (low/high mobilization capacity and disruptive actions, politics of coalition, and so on), 

professors are likely to give more or less significant concessions to their challengers to avoid major 

problems concerning the internal academic order. In these situations, Italian academics behave as 

“chickens”, who are vulnerable to the pre-emptive moves of aggressive opponents and exposed to the 

threats carried out by the students and researchers. The more the latter adopt confrontational 

strategies and employ disruptive tactics, the more the professors perceive to be forced to cede 

portions of their power and make some concessions to restore the internal peace. Moreover, insofar 

as the disruptive action is unexpected, the actor who carries out such an action bears always a 

“situational advantage” (the “surprise effect”) over the targeted actor, who is in turn more willing to 

seek out mediation and cooperation. The mobilization of researchers and students at the University of 

Turin, struggling for a more democratic and inclusive statute, demonstrates this type of institutional 

situation. In terms of mixed-motive game, such a situation is met in the lower left cell of Tab.8.2: 4,2 

(D/C). 

Finally, there are institutional situations, in which although the disruptive power of challengers is high 

and their threat to the internal order of academia is relatively credible, the dominant actors perceive 

that only the adoption of a confrontational strategy allows them to be more likely to win their full aims. 

As seen above, specific institutional conditions (the centralization of the governance structures) and 

subjective characteristics of the leadership (charismatic and politically skilled actors) largely facilitate 

this outcome. Empowered by these favourable conditions, these dominant actors behave less as 

“chickens” and more as university entrepreneurs and managers. In terms of mixed-motive game, such 

an institutional situation is met in the lower right cell of Tab. 8.2: 1,1 (D/D). An exemplificative case of 

this situation is represented by the university mobilizations at the Federico II in Naples. Here, although 

the students are highly antagonistic, they are not perceived as a credible threat for the internal order 

of the university by a strong and resourceful academic leadership. In the same vein, the mobilizations 

and political demands of researchers are often prevented and sidestepped. 

Concluding this chapter, it is now possible to present and summarize the various types of impacts that 

the Italian students and researchers produced within the three universities under investigation in the 

years 2008-2013 when carrying out mobilization processes and disruptive actions. On the basis of the 

typology of university impacts that I have introduced in section 2.5, one can read the visual summary 

of these impacts for the Italian case in Tab. 8.3, below. 
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Tab. 8.3. The university impact of the students and researchers within the Italian university field 

Impacts 

Actors 

Students Researchers 

Agenda High High 

Alternatives Low  High 

Policy  Low Low  

Implementation High High 

Goods Low High 

Legend: “-“= no impact, “Low”= low impact, “High”= high impact     

By and large, when mobilizing and employing disruptive tactics, Italian researchers are relatively more 

effective than Italian students. As argued in previous sections of the present work, the difference in 

terms of impact between students and researchers may depend on the centrality of the latter in the 

organization of labour within the Italian academia. Researchers teach seminars and courses and, at the 

same time, carry out scientific investigation, write research projects and proposals, perform 

administrative tasks, and compete for national and international funding. Without their labour, Italian 

universities could not exist in the current form. In other words, Italian researchers hold what Beverly 

Silver (2003) has defined as “structural power” within organizations.  

The mobilizations of both groups draw the attention of university authorities and of the media, 

especially when they have massively participated and/or been accompanied by highly disruptive 

actions. As shown in the previous section of this chapter, the rectors and governing bodies are forced, 

at least, to pretend to take the demands and actions of students and researchers into consideration. 

The latter often succeed in changing the priorities of the political and institutional agenda of the 

university executive groups. This was, for instance, the case of the student mobilizations of 2008 

against the cuts to public funding for higher education. Those mobilizations forced Italian Rectors and 

the academic senates of many universities to release an official statement in support of the student 

protesters. In this sense, the “agenda impact” provoked by the mobilizations of students and 

researchers was high. 

However, students have normally less capacity to affect the decisions taken in the governing bodies 

than researchers. In other words, the “alternatives impact” of students is relatively low. In order to 

produce this impact, students need to play the institutional game. Yet, not all the student collectives 
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and groups are familiar with or are willing to take part in the university politics. For instance, most of 

the student groups at the Federico II deliberately decide not to run for student elections and to be 

involved in the institutional politics of their university. Even though students decide to do so, their 

attempts are not often successful. This is the case of the students of the Sapienza, who were not able 

to win the university elections for several times and, therefore, to have representatives in the 

governing bodies. Only in cases in which the students can rely upon the presence of several student 

representatives and/or more powerful allies within the governing bodies, they can aspire to gain 

something from the university authorities. This was the case of the student groups at the University of 

Turin, who in alliance with the researchers succeeded in modifying several articles of the university 

statute and, even, elect a student as president of the didactic committee.  

By contrast, researchers have normally a high capacity to affect the political and institutional decisions 

of their universities. If, again, the case of the University of Turin is still the most indicative in this 

respect, especially during the revision process of the university statute, even the cases of the Sapienza 

and Federico II show that the mobilizations of researchers can be effective in changing specific 

decisions and policies. The election of a researcher, who was the direct emanation of the Roman 

movement of researchers, as the current Pro-Rector to Research displays the capacity of this group to 

affect the policies and decisions of the Sapienza. The capacity of the Neapolitan researchers to change 

some articles of the statute of the Federico II in a more democratic direction tells us the same thing.  

However, the capacity of students and researchers to be the initiators of university policies and 

decisions is very low. In other words, students rarely have the ability to produce “policy impact” within 

the universities where they mobilize, while researchers ability is very low. The incapacity of both actors 

to be effective in terms of policies and decisions can be explained if one accounts for their normally 

very peripheral role in the decision-making processes of the universities. Neither students nor 

researchers generally hold formal positions of power in the ladder of the university authority: neither 

at the national nor at the local level. When they manage somehow to have some influence on the 

university decision-making, students and researchers exert a “reactive” more than a “proactive” form 

of power. In this respect, the capacity of the students of the Sapienza to obtain a student chart with a 

more favourable reorganization of the academic calendar, conceded by the Roman professors to 

prevent more substantive impacts, is a small instance of this kind of impact. The concession of 1000 

euros by the administrative board of the Federico II to the Neapolitan researchers to cover their 

otherwise unpaid teaching activities was emblematic of another impact of this sort. If it is true that the 

disruptive action of these researchers (“unavailability to teach”) caused the adoption of this measure, 

it is also true that such an action was the reaction of researchers to the implementation of a national 

law (Law 240). In this sense, and as in all the other cases of university mobilization, what is really 
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missing is the political capacity of students and researchers to be autonomously initiators of policy 

proposals and plans. 

The generally more reactive capacity of university mobilizations can, thus, explain why the ability of 

students and researchers to affect a process of policy implementation is generally greater than a 

process of policy adoption. In other words, both students and (especially) researchers have the 

capacity to produce some kind of “implementation impact.” The process of implementation of the 

managerial reform of the university governance as provided for by Law 240 was relatively successfully 

opposed by researchers and students when the latter were able to mobilize during the local processes 

of statute revision. For instance, at the University of Turin and Sapienza, the mobilizations of 

researchers succeeded in opposing its implementation in several key aspects, among which the 

transformation of the administrative board from electoral to appointed body. At the Federico II of 

Naples, the student collectives successfully opposed the implementation of a university measure 

establishing the increase in the tuition fees by forcing the administrative board to withdraw such a 

measure. A similar opposition was successfully carried out by the students of the University of Turin 

protesting against the closure of a university canteen. Yet, it is worth reminding that the capacity of 

students and researchers to influence the implementation process (and more than any other stage of 

the policy process) is always constrained by the legislative and political framework and by the capacity 

of other more powerful actors to have a say.  

Finally, the mobilizations of researchers have relatively high capacity to affect the organizational life 

of the universities in which they take place, those of students much less. In other words, researchers 

are able to produce a high “goods impact,” while students are not. This variation of impact can be still 

derived from the different portion of structural power held by the two groups. While researchers are 

strategic in the organization of the university life, with a particular reference to the core academic 

activities of teaching and research, students are much less. This may explain why a strike of the former 

is capable of producing much disruptive effects within a university than a strike of the latter. The 

capacity of researchers to change in a very favourable direction the organization of teaching and 

research thanks to the national campaign “unavailability to teach” represents a clear example of their 

capacity to produce a high goods impact in the universities under their mobilization.  

By contrast, students have far less capacity to make a favourable impact on the organizational life of 

their university. When a “good impact” triggered by a student mobilization occurs, it may be an 

unintended consequence caused by the action of the students in their attempt to pursue another 

(declared) goal. The proliferation of university rooms and buildings occupied by the students during 

the course of the mobilizations of 2008 and 2010 as forms of opposition to two national reforms, but 

then institutional and recognized (from the local university authorities) outcome of such mobilizations 
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represents a clear case of this sort. These permanent occupations do not change the daily life of the 

universities in which they are. They are more a sort of “indian reservoir,” where the students create a 

free and autonomous space in which organizing events and activities to foster an alternative 

conception of the university and produce and put into practice alternative norms of living. In all the 

three universities of my investigation occupied student spaces are still present today.  
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Chapter 9. What is at Stake? The Impact of the Struggles on the English 

Universities 
 

9.1 Introduction 

 

In this chapter, I show the main results of my investigation on the impact that the mobilizations 

of two types of dominated actors, students and temporary academics, have made on three English 

universities in the span of time between 2010 and 2013. In section 8.2, I present the main dominant 

actors that from various institutional and less institutionalized positions in the field have brought 

forward their strategies of containment to contrast the actions and tactics of the dominated actors 

under mobilization. In section 8.3, I exhibit how the “dynamic interaction” in terms of tactics and 

strategies between these antagonist actors has taken place in the three university fields. In section 8.4, 

and in the light of this interaction, I show to what extent the students and temporary academics of 

these three universities have been impacted upon in the course and as a result of their struggles, and 

in what ways.  

 

9.2 The “dominants:” actors and counter-strategies of containment 

 

As broadly described in chapter 5, English universities have undertaken a significant process of 

transformation of their governing structures as well as of their institutional mission over the last three 

decades (Shattock 2009). One of the main driving factors at the centre of this change was the 

implementation of several neoliberal reforms of higher education, which were coherently enacted by 

successive British governments. (McGettigan 2013, Brooks et al. 2015). As result of these reforms, the 

institutional mission of English universities is today mainly to compete for human (students and 

academic staff) and financial resources (public and private funding) on the global market of higher 

education (Dobbins et al. 2014). Accordingly, their governance structures have been forced to conform 

to these new market trends. From a governance model historically based upon the democratic 

principle of academic collegiality, English universities have now taken on a model based upon NPM 

principles (Neave 2009). In other words, the governance of English universities has moved away from 

a model of “self-academic government,” in which the role of academics was dominant, to an approach 

to what the literature has defined as the model of “self-managerial government,” where other 

professional figures are central (Schimark 2005). In this latter model, a key feature is the formation 
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and professionalization of a group of “academic managers,” whose main role is to run the organization 

of which they are responsible in an economically efficient way (Cini 2016).  

Put simply, the professional mission of which this emerging layer of managers feels in charge is to 

govern the university as a sort of “academic enterprise” able to be successful in the sector of higher 

education. Even though no English university leader explicitly considers himself a business manager 

and the university of which he/she is the chief a firm,107 there is a widespread agreement on the fact 

that to be a good university leader today, one must also have excellent managerial skills. All the 

academic managers of the three universities under investigation I happened to interview confirmed 

this view. As a former senior manager of UCL clearly put it: 

Academic skills are necessary for publication etc, and also in my view for university leadership. But 
they are not enough. [Universities aim at] identifying at an early stage those outstanding academics 
who also have leadership potential and equipping them with the training, expertise and support 
that will allow them to succeed. 

This is why, according to a current senior manager of UCL, one needs to be at the same time a good 

academic and manager. As he argued:  

For academic managers (deans, heads of dept etc) it is important to have the right balance of 
academic and managerial experience. Academics without management experience will not be able 
to get things done. Managers without academic expertise will not carry the respect of their staff 
and will struggle to have enough deep knowledge of their disciplines to be able to formulate a 
vision and strategy for their area. 

In the same vein, a current senior manager of the University of Birmingham told me in his interview 

that:  

Being a good academic is not enough to be a good university leader. You have also to understand 
politics and money. In our universities, for instance, we compete for all our income now. Not losing 
money in the things we do is crucial. There has to be a clear understanding of the business of the 
university in which we work. To a certain extent, it is true that we are becoming a sort of business 

people in the universities. 

                                                           
107 Denying the idea that English universities, despite the process of managerialization, look like today private 
firms, a senior manager of the University of Birmingham argued that: “to be a leader of a university you need 
to have an academic credibility. As institution, we are much more complex than private corporations and firms. 
We are not set up to make money. It is very simple to measure how to make money and, therefore, to measure 
the quality of a private firm. But it is not that simple to measure academic quality and research. Moreover, 
academics are incredibly meritocratic and hierarchical. And the hierarchy comes from meritocracy. You respect 
people who are chiefs in their academic fields and works.” In the same vein, a former senior manager of UCL 
added that: “universities perform best under conditions of autonomy, both externally and internally. This is not 
exclusive to universities, but the essential difference with corporate structures in the private sectors is that 
university scholars are highly driven to succeed in personal competition within their own disciplines, and often 
have greater loyalty to their discipline than to the institution that pays them.” 
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Sharing the view of the other members and colleagues of the University Executive Board of the 

University of Birmingham,108 one member of this Executive Board agreed on the fact that today English 

universities “have come to operate in much more competitive environments. […] what appears to be 

disliked is the fact that universities cannot operate as ivory towers since resources have to be secured 

competitively.” This is why, according always to this member, the priorities of English universities have 

changed and are now characterised by the following: “the need to focus on student experience; 

greater emphasis on teaching quality; Research Assessments/Evaluations; the need to secure 

competitive grant funding; competition for the best staff and resources.”  

All these organizational changes in the structure of the academic activities have, thus, significantly 

contributed to modifying the institutional mission of the English universities in an irreversible way. 

According to a former senior manager of UCL, the new mission of the university is associated with “a 

greater sense of pride in the university’s advance in reputation, research successes, student demand 

to join, world rankings etc.” In this respect, a current senior member of UCL was even more explicit in 

remarking on the specific transformation of the institutional mission that English universities have 

undertaken over the last two decades, as determined by the neoliberal policies of the past British 

governments. As he argued in his interview: 

Government policy has tended to emphasise competition and deregulation for core funding. This 
has required universities to have much more sophisticated planning and financial management 
mechanisms, to engage with loan financing for capital development and to place much greater 
emphasis to external drivers in terms of student demand, student experience, research impact etc. 
This has meant that universities have had to develop management mechanisms, which can 
respond quickly to opportunities and to markets shrinking. […] academic managers need to have a 
greater range of skills than used to be the case, which means that the historic conception of the 
head of department acting as a chair or first amongst equals is no longer adequate, and academic 
management has to be seen as a valid career route. For academic managers (deans, heads of dept 

                                                           
108 There are three main bodies in the University of Birmingham that are crucial in decision making and 
governance; these are the Council, the Senate and the University Executive Board. The University of 
Birmingham is a legally independent, chartered organisation, which is also an exempt charity. It is a private 
institution which receives significant public funding, principally from the Higher Education Funding Council for 
England (HEFCE).  
The Council is the University’s supreme governing body, responsible for setting its strategic direction and 
policies governing all aspects of the University's activity, and for the University's finances and assets.  
Senate is the highest academic body, and is responsible to the Council. It is responsible for the University's 
academic policies and for regulating academic work and standards. The University Executive Board (UEB) is the 
University's senior management team responsible for steering and implementing University strategy and 
policy. The Vice-Chancellor chairs the University Executive Board (UEB). The Vice-Chancellor is the Chief 
Executive of the University and is responsible to and appointed by the Council. He is also the University's 
Designated Officer, accountable to the HEFCE. The University Executive Board (UEB) is a committee of the 
Council established by Ordinance (our internal legislation) that normally meets weekly during term times to 
steer the implementation of University strategy and policies. 
For more information, see: http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/university/governance/Council/index.aspx (accessed 
08/09/15).  

http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/university/governance/Council/index.aspx
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etc) it is important to have the right balance of academic and managerial experience. Academics 

without management experience will not be able to get things done. 

In other words, English universities are today forced to compete in what a senior manager of the 

University of Birmingham has laconically defined as a “neoliberalized environment.” In his words: 

I believe we live in a neoliberalized environment […] What I mean by that? The external 
environment in which we operate is now a market-environment. We compete for students, 
because through them we got more funding; we compete for students from the European Union 
and for out of the EU; more generally, we compete globally as universities; in the UK, we compete 
for grant funding; and we compete for staff. So, this means that the external environment in which 
we operate is embedded into neoliberalism. The environment is almost perfectly neoliberalized. 
This is a big change compared to 10 years ago, when most of our grant was certain, guaranteed 
directly from our government. Now it’s mostly competitively run.  

With a more radical and critical tone, all the student activists and student unionists of the three English 

universities that I interviewed observed that this managerial understanding of English universities is 

by now a widespread creed among their current leaders. Jonathan, a student activist in UCL during the 

mobilization of 2010, effectively summarized this point in his interview by claiming, “English 

universities are today run by professional managers who are not even attached to the university life. 

They have all a neoliberal view of the university for a business purpose.” Highlighting this 

transformation within the English academia, Luke Martell, UCU activist and professor at the University 

of Sussex, recently remarked in an online article (2013) that by now “what is marketable gets priority 

over what is socially useful. Courses have to make a [economic] surplus.” Commercially successful 

programs expand and socially valuable ones, which are less profitable, are to be shut down. According 

to Jamie, a student activist at the University of Manchester in 2010, the aim of the managers is 

precisely “to make the university to become fully marketized […] to defeat the lectures as a collective 

body.” As a result, the academic voice in the governance business of the university is now deliberately 

marginalized. 

This sense of frustration and powerlessness is precisely what several professors feel and experience 

today within the university where they work. As Des Freedman, UCU activist and professor at 

Goldsmiths, confided me in the interview:  

The governance cannot be only 25 people who are mysterious to the people who use the university 
but should be much more democratic. These 25 people are the council members who are the 
decision-makers of our university. […] all the strategic decisions are taken by the council, which is 
not democratically elected. And it does not have the representatives of all the different groups. 
[…] there you have 14 people who are not staff or students, who are seen as representative of 
education, economic, cultural, social, charible community and other interests relevant to the work 
of the college. Often you have property developers and business people who are seen as respectful 
voices from the outside. Often you get a lot of property people because the university are so 
invested in property activities. So you have this layer of people who have a little accountability, 
and no accountability to the university.  
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Referring to the process of governance of managerialization recently characterising Goldsmiths, he 

continued, saying that: 

[at Goldsmiths] decisions are taken in a very mysterious way by a tiny minority of people. The 
university has been started to be portrayed as financial institution. That’s why they started to pay 
its chief executive so much, at market rates. You see an increasing of income differential between 

the lowest and highest paid. This is due to the marketization of the all sector. 

This view of the lack of democracy from which contemporary English universities suffer with respect 

to their governance structures is also shared by Jamie, who started his PhD student and, at the same 

time, became post-graduate student officer at Goldsmiths in 2012. However, unlike Professor 

Freedman, Jamie also thinks that the low level of information that managers exhibit on the way of 

functioning of the university can be their most important political weakness, when the latter are forced 

to deal with an organized action or mobilization of the academic components. As he argued: 

The case of Goldsmiths is very interesting. The top management knows very little about how the 
university works, the human resource department has a lot of problems, people left, they are very 
inexperienced. They do not have idea how the university works. On the last strike, they did not 
manage to figure out who were been working, who not. They did not know a shit about us. So the 
more distant is a management from the university, the more is likely for us to organize and have 
collective power to fight them back. They do not have an idea as university works, so this makes 
us and how we organize labour stronger. 

On the other hand, academic managers, and especially those with no academic background, share a 

mixture of contempt and annoyance towards their academic staff. More notably, these managers 

seem to have some problem in understanding and accepting the political role and weight of the 

academic boards and senates, which represent by definition the public voice of the academic staff in 

the governance structure of each English university. In this sense, the description that a current non-

academic member of UCL Council, of which she is also a lay member, offered of the academic board 

of UCL, on what academics discuss, and what they are interested in, encapsulates these themes. She 

claimed that: 

The academic board is the voice of the professors. All of them can go there and discuss. It’s like the 
roman forum. People go and make a noise. If there are big issues then they become escalated and 
go to the council. The thing that has occupied recently often the discussions of the academic board 
is the pension scheme, which is a major problem because university staff live too long. Normally 

people die at 85, professors die at 95 years old. The pension scheme of UCL is in deficit. 

Yet, this is precisely the political role that the most militant professors maintain that the academic 

board should have in the university governance structure, that is, a sort of countervailing power 

capable of balancing the power of the councils and of the vice chancellors and provosts. This is again 

Professor Freedman remarking this point in his interview:  

When there are big issues, then you can make your presence feel as professors along with other 
professors at the level of the academic board. As we did in 2010 in regard to the issue of tuition 
fees. That happens only when you collectively make pressure towards the management. Normally, 
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it’s more atomized. Even the members belonging to the academic board are not very willing to 
engage, to speak out. Professors are quite passive as a whole. In some universities, the senior 
committee is just packed with yes people. 

By and large, English universities have become today institutional settings in which the norm of 

academic collegiality has been progressively replaced by the norm of organizational efficiency. Their 

mission is irreversibly changed: from an institution conceived as an “organized anarchy,” based upon 

the traditional principle of academic freedom expressing the various and different academic and 

disciplinary interests, we have passed today to a less anarchically organized institution, in which the 

new mission is the efficient management of the university as such. In the terminology of institutional 

theory, English universities have successfully undertaken and achieved a process of transformation of 

their “organizational identity” (Glynn 2008). The university decisional bodies have significantly 

changed their function and the various actors, members of the latter, have changed the understanding 

of their role. The leading and strategic organ of each English university has become the council, which 

represents the institutional interest of the university as a whole. Even though not all the council 

members, especially the academics, have fully accepted the centrality and the more strategic function 

of this organ, it is undeniable that this process has successfully taken place throughout all the English 

universities. A non-academic member of UCL Council neatly summarizes this point: 

The role of the council is primarily to set the strategy. However, if someone in it reports something 
to us, first of all, we can ask questions, then we can say why this is not like it should be. We draw 
up the strategy and when each member speaks, we always ask how your work is aligned with the 
strategy. […] We have both academics and students in the council. But they are supposed to “leave 
the department at the door.” In other words, we talk about the future, not about the present. We 
are strategic. Sometimes there are some members who break this rule, bringing their own small 
things in the meeting, which are not appropriate to council. Most of the time academics discuss 
the future strategies of the council, as member of the council (and of the institution), rather than 
of their departments (and their academic interests). Some of them try though to put forward their 
own interests. 

As result of these transformations, English university leaders adopt today a clearly managerial 

approach to their organizations. These leaders, who are part of the university executive group,109 set 

the strategic plan on the basis of which they govern the university by adopting and implementing 

specific policies and regulations.  

This managerial understanding of their role seems to have also significantly affected the way in which 

these leaders deal with university mobilizations. Unlike Italian academics, English academic managers 

adopt the range of confrontational strategies: mainly from avoidance to confrontation (see Tab. 1). In 

all the three universities under investigation, a similar process of escalation in the adoption of 

                                                           
109 As mentioned, this group is called University Executive Board at the University of Birmingham, Senior 
Management Team at the UCL, and Vice-Chancellor's Executive Group at the University of Sussex. They form 
the group of managers who revolve around the Vice Principal/Vice Provost and from whom they are appointed 
and to whom they are accountable.  
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strategies between the students and managers always took place. The antagonistic interplay between 

these actors can be represented as a dynamic process divided into two distinct but sequential phases, 

the second of which is more confrontational than the first precisely because of the adoption of very 

radical tactics and strategies as result of the dialectics between mobilization and reaction. Put 

precisely, this process of escalation can be portrayed like this: the students mobilize, the management 

responds initially with soft action strategies such as those of avoidance and prevention (first phase); 

then the students decide to escalate their protest by adopting more radical tactics, the management 

responds with very repressive and confrontational tactics (sidestepping and confrontation) (second 

phase). 

Tab. 9.1. The counter-strategies adopted by the English managers facing temporary academics and students 

Academic managers Temporary Academics Students 

Acquiescence: no no 

Compromise: yes no 

Avoidance:  yes  yes 

Prevention:  yes  yes 

Sidestepping: yes yes 

Confrontation: yes yes 

 

This is precisely what a senior manager of the University of Birmingham told me, when speaking of the 

way in which the university management deals normally with the student mobilizations in Birmingham. 

Initially, the managers tend to ignore the students by letting them occupy the university; yet whenever 

the students decide to radicalize their action, the university leadership adopts, accordingly, a more 

confrontational attitude. This manager argued that the university management tackles, in fact, the 

student protesters “with toleration, provided that the student demonstrators remained within the law 

and observed such requirements as Fire Safety. When this did not happen, it was incumbent upon the 

institution to act.” Referring to the way in which the University Executive Board of the University of 

Birmingham reacted to the student mobilizations of 2010, another university manager confirmed the 

adoption of this confrontational approach. What is more, he added also that the Executive Board 

reacted in a very confrontational way precisely because these student activists were considered a very 

radical and tiny minority of students not representing the students of the University of Birmingham. In 

other words, an important part of the strategy adopted by the academic managers is to undermine 
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the political credibility of the students who protest and, thus, divide the student body of the university 

between the good (the majority) and the bad students (the group of activists). In the words of this 

manager: 

We had a very small group of students who have been very active. This group [Defend Education 
Birmingham] were less than 50 out of a student population of 30000 students. So we did not 
undergo a widespread mobilization, but only a very hard-core, small, and disruptive mobilization 
carried out by this group of people. We initially started to be irritated by them, but we were 
tolerant. They did not do any damage. When they started some disruption, they caused some 
damage to the students. So we had to close down some buildings because of the occupation. We 
had some pressure from students to stop this people from ruing our education. Students coming 
here pay a lot of money, so their tolerance is not very high. So in the end, we have been quite 

tough with this student activists. We suspended 2 students for one year from their studies. 

This strategy of undermining the reputation of the student activists and to present them only as a “tiny 

group of trouble-makers” damaging the interests of the vast majority of the students was also adopted 

by the UCL management. Referring to the group of students who in 2010 occupied UCL, a non-

academic member of the UCL Council claimed, “for us, this group of radical students was very 

ideological. They used to put forward their view without listening to the others in the Council. […] with 

their radical actions, they have alienated the support of the vast majority of the students.”  

On the other hand, academic managers recognize and select their interlocutors among the students 

only if and to the extent that the latter are “politically moderated and institutionalized recognized.” It 

is again a senior manager of the University of Birmingham who made this point clear by arguing, “we 

spent a lot of time in discussing with the recognized representatives of the student body, the Guild of 

students, who are as quite intolerant as us towards these activists. So, we cooperated with the student 

union, which is the only student organization that we recognize.” This is why when this political 

neutralization (and moderation) of their various counterparts within the university does not occur, 

academic managers are rarely willing, not only to come to an agreement, but even to recognize them. 

In this case, the favourite tactic is again to show the lack of credibility of their interlocutors by 

highlighting their weakness and unrepresentativeness. This is especially true when there are the 

interests at play and rights of emerging academic actors such as the teaching and research assistants, 

who work in many universities and aim to be politically recognized as a new category. The first tactic 

that the managers deploy is precisely to deny their existence or underestimate their numerical 

presence. Referring to the temporary academic staff working at the University of Birmingham, another 

senior manager explained to me that: 

If you look at statistical figures it seems that we have a huge number of temporary staff. The way 
the figures are reported make the statistics as we do (increase of the number of precarious 
workers). There has been a change on the law in the UK recently. Everybody for doing any work 
for a year has to be enrolled on your pension scheme. The effect we have on us is: if a professional 
lawyer come to teach to a group of law students, they come and teach 5 hours a year. This datum 
is very common across many universities. So because of this change in law all these people appear 
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in the statistics for the year –pay of the universities by producing the idea that the vast majority of 
our staff work temporarily. But this is not the reality. A very small share of our teachers are part-
time. There are a lot of people who look like they were part-time. 

As a result and as second step of this strategy, academic managers aim to undermine the political 

representativeness and credibility of all those organized groups which try to fight for the rights of this 

academic staff. With particular reference to the trade union (UCU) that in recent times has mobilized 

for the rights of the temporary academic staff, the same manager laconically confided to me that:  

Trade unions in the universities are shrinking very fast over the last 2 decades. And the side-effect 
of this process is to go back to an activist base. So, when I was young was a dishonour not to be 
part of an academic union, now only 10 % of our academic staff are part of the union. One of the 
results of this is that the unions are much more political and politicized than before. And this means 
that they have become more antagonistic towards management as a whole and to the same idea 
of management. Union membership in the UK is almost exclusively in the public sector. We are 
now actually moved into a neoliberalized environment. Now promotion and carriers are based on 
competition at the individual level. This undermines the notion of collective bargaining. Another 
reason for the fact they are shrinking is precisely because they have become more politicized. They 
have alienated the consensus of the vast majority of people who are not interested in politics (and 
radicalism). So the majority of people are seeing the only union’s interest in defending the interests 
of the (few) members of the union.  

 

9.3 The action fields at play in the University College of London, University of Sussex, 

and University of Birmingham 
 

In this section, I examine the outcomes of the dynamic interaction that the two antagonist 

groups of actors produce when they adopt and confront their respective strategies in the three action 

fields of the University College of London, University of Sussex, and University of Birmingham. It is, 

indeed, only in the game of this interaction that the dominated actors impact upon the field in which 

they act. More especially, this section aims to respond to the main research question of the present 

work (see section 3.2) for the case of the three English universities under investigation:  

How and when do “processes of mobilization” make an impact within the English universities?   

In the remainder of the section, I will respond to this question for each of the two English dominated 

actors under investigation (students and temporary academic staff) by assessing how E1 and E2 of the 

present work (see again section 3.2 and below) explain the mechanisms of interaction between 

dominated and dominant actors within the English university field. More specifically, the aim of this 

section is to understand and observe how and when the mobilizations of English students and 

temporary academics make an impact within the three English universities under investigation, when 

confronting with the counter-strategies of their academic managers. As with the three Italian 

universities investigated in chapter 8, I highlighting here the peculiar mechanisms of strategic 
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interaction between the students/temporary academics and academic managers set in motion by the 

mobilizations of the former in their effort to make an impact in the action field of their universities.  

Expectation 1: a high mobilization is a necessary condition to get the attention of the dominant actors, 

but it does not necessarily lead them to make concessions in the direction desired by the dominated 

actors. 

The wave of student protests arose in 2010 in the UK to oppose the reform providing for the tripling 

of the tuition fees was the first massive and significant student movement after decades of silence and 

few protests. As broadly shown in chapter 7, the wave of university occupations and mass 

demonstrations, which took place between October and December 2010, changed the English political 

scenario in an irreversible way. If at national level the British government had to reckon with a new 

political actor able to draw the attention of the media and of other political actors on the issue of 

higher education, locally the university authorities were now forced to deal with massive mobilizations 

of students and pay attention to their demands. In other words, the presence of student mobilizations 

conveyed through occupations, sit-ins and demonstrations on campus forced the executive groups of 

the English universities to focus their attention on the student demands and, more generally, on the 

issue of the national reform of higher education in a way that it would have not been possible without 

such mobilizations.  

All the student activists I interviewed made this point very clearly. Clare, who was at the time the 

President of the University of London Union (ULU), the organization representing the nineteen student 

unions of the corresponding London universities, summarized in three key points the public effects of 

the student mobilization of 2010: “1) raising the debate about the tuition fees in the mainstream 

media; 2) it was politicizing massively the students themselves; 3) to give confidence to the broader 

movement to organize demonstrations and events into other spheres. Especially the trade union 

movement. The student movement was the first anti-austerity movement of the UK.” The various 

student leaders and organizers I interviewed especially stressed the points 1 and 2 of Clare’s 

description. According to them, the most positive aspect of the mobilization of 2010 was precisely to 

have brought about a public attention on a hitherto not very discussed issue in England, such as higher 

education, both among the students themselves and the public opinion as a whole. Speaking of how 

mass mobilizations are effective in producing public attention, Feyzi, one of the main organizers of the 

Campaign for Fractional Staff at SOAS, argued that the student mobilization of 2010 was crucial to 

generate a “widespread awareness against the neoliberal university and the neoliberal policies on 

higher education among students and people more generally.” She kept going by adding that: 
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The campaign was in this sense successful because it was a combination of local occupations where 
students were raising their awareness of the problems concerning the university and the national 
level of demonstrations which addressed the political system and the policies on higher education 
as a whole. This had a national impact. 

According to Jamie, who was in 2010 a student activist at the University of Manchester, it was precisely 

the emergence of this awareness that produced among the students a “sense of collective power. The 

students kicked off the movement against the austerity. Without us, the trade union movement would 

not have even started the campaign the following months.” For Jonathan, one of the leaders of the 

UCL occupation of 2010, the student movement “brought back radical politics to a generation who was 

apolitical, believing that capitalism and neoliberal were natural things not negotiable.” He continued 

by saying that:   

The movement broke down that capitalist realist belief that there is no alternative to this social 
and economic system. Now thanks to this mobilization we have been radicalized. We support and 
carry out radical politics. Now in many universities you have a lot of radical political groups who 
have never happened before. We succeeded in politicizing the atmosphere of the campus as it has 
never been before. 

Despite adopting a politically more moderate tone, the then Vice-President of the National Union of 

Students (NUS), Susan Nash, confided to me that the most important thing that the student movement 

of 2010 achieved was to “see young people angry against these policy choices of the politicians in the 

matter of education. In NUS, for instance, we now believe that we can mobilize people and we can do 

together if we work on it.” According to her, the high level of mobilization capacity expressed by that 

movement was, in fact, fundamental in slowing down the implementation of the reform and, more 

broadly, the neoliberal policies on higher education. In this respect, she claimed that through the 

mobilizations “we stopped the most radical vice-chancellors’ feeling of doing what they wanted. We 

slowed down a little bit the process of marketization and the most radical vice-chancellor’s positions. 

They know now that there is a high profile resistance to their plans.”  

These observations on the strength of mass mobilization were even more clearly shared by the 

professors sympathetic with the student movement I interviewed. For Professor Des Freedman, from 

Goldsmiths College in London and member of the University College Union (UCU), the massive student 

mobilizations of 2010 produced “two legacies:” 

First, it was a generation of excellent campaigners who were radicalized during that period and 
helped to maintain the pressure to defend the public universities. Second, the mobilizations of 
students and staff unmasked the ideologically driven project of the government of higher 
education and, above all, showed that there was an opposition to these reforms that was not easy 
to defeat. So further plans for privatization must be seriously reconsidered. Higher education is 
still an important battleground for all these forces. Nothing is lost yet. The process of marketization 
is going on, but not how they wanted. They have not been able to present and implement another 
piece of legislation related to it after 2010 mobilization. They are going much slower than the 
expected. 
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What Professor Freedman is referring to in this extract of the interview is a “reactive” impact (“they 

have not been able to present and implement another piece of legislation related to it”) that the 

massive mobilizations of the English students in 2010 effectively contributed to achieving. In other 

words, the political attention raised by the student movement of 2010 on the policy of higher 

education prevented the Coalition government from enacting and implementing other university 

reforms that were in its neoliberal agenda. According to several political observers and scholars, the 

government was, in fact, worried that the adoption of further measures approved through primary 

legislation would have caused other massive waves of student protest, which would have, thus, been 

detrimental to its political popularity (McGettigan 2013). As a matter of fact, no primary legislative act 

was adopted by the Coalition government in the following five years after the 2010 mobilization. As 

effectively confirmed by Edwin, student officer and member of the UCL Council in the academic year 

2012/2013: 

Without the mobilization, the government most probably would have proposed a full education 
act based upon a white paper much more regressive and based upon neoliberal principles. They 
enacted most of the things they wanted to put through in the bill without primary legislation. In a 
sense, it means that their agenda did not fully succeed yet. 

In this sense, one can claim that even though the political goal of the national student campaign of 

2010 was never achieved (the withdrawal of the reform), an important outcome of that campaign was 

precisely its capacity to politicize the issue of higher education in the English public debate in an 

irreversible way. From 2010 on, thinking about and discussing the matter of higher education in 

England has become a “political matter:” one can be in favor or against the neoliberal idea of higher 

education planned by the British government and implemented by the academic managers, but one 

must take a stand over it. 

This politicization of the terrain of higher education was even clearer locally. After and through the 

student mobilization of 2010, most of the English universities transformed themselves into battlefields 

in which opposing political blocs started to openly confront each other by advancing their respective 

and competing interests, norms and cognitive frames (I recall here chapter 7). In other words, the 

student occupations and protests, taking place within the various campuses, made politically explicit 

the latent but always present conflict between the dominant and dominated actors of English 

universities. Even though the student protesters were nationally defeated, locally the academic 

managers were forced to start to take them into consideration. In short, the impact that the student 

protests had on the political and institutional agenda of English universities was relatively significant. 

This was especially true in the three universities under investigation, where the mobilization capacity 

of the students was high. Speaking of the effects that the student movement produced within his 
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university, namely the University of Sussex, Professor Luke Martell claimed that even though “the goal 

of the [national] campaign was lost…”  

…I think there were 3 or 4 things that were won. One was the propaganda battle. Students used 
social media in a very effective way. In terms of media presentation, they were better than the 
managers. They put the problem of privatization on the agenda, so it became clear nationally. 
Sussex made it a national and big campaign. And most important thing is that students made 
understand to managers that managers cannot do what they want to implement without a costly 
opposition. And also the fact that different groups cooperate and worked very well during the 
campaign and the occupation. 

At UCL, the student mobilization of 2010 forced the governing bodies, and especially the Council, to 

seriously take into consideration the student’s demands. In particular, the student protests were 

aimed at persuading the Council to release a public statement in opposition to the reform to increase 

tuition fees. The student representative at the UCL Council, and one of the leaders of UCL student 

mobilization, made this point very clear in his speech before the other Council members in the meeting 

of November 2010. As reported in the minutes of the UCL Council (November 2010):110  

[the student representative] urged Council publicly to oppose the proposals to change the 
arrangements for university funding, particularly in respect of student fees. He suggested that 
direct action, in the form of student protests, resulted from the sense of a crisis of legitimacy, 
stemming from disillusionment amongst students, many of whom had supported the Liberal 
Democrat stance on university funding during the General Election campaign.  

Yet, the institutional impact of the student protesters did not go beyond the mere inclusion of this 

point in the agenda of the meeting of the UCL Council in November 2010. The outcome of this 

discussion was entirely negative for the students. The student representative was, in fact essentially 

the only clear and coherent political voice, expressing an oppositional position against such a reform. 

Referring to the discussions of the UCL Council meetings taking place in that period of mobilization, 

this description was also confirmed by a non-academic member of UCL Council, who explained to me 

how and why academics “are always conflicted.” According to her, academics “always want money for 

their departments. In Council we had some robust discussions between everybody. The academic 

community was split. Some of them was strongly in favor, and some of them of strongly against the 

increase of tuition fees. Most of them resigned. The students were the only group clearly against. We 

had a very revolutionary student union, who opposed an absolutely strong resistance to any increase 

of the tuition fees.” Yet, and despite this opposition, the outcome of the discussion was already marked 

since the beginning: no public statement against the tuition fees would have been released. Again this 

member confided to me very honestly that:  

                                                           
110 The minutes of the meetings of the UCL Council are publicly accessible at this address:  
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/srs/governance-and-committees/governance/council/minutes/1011 (accessed on 
10/08/2015) 

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/srs/governance-and-committees/governance/council/minutes/1011
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The reality was that we did not have choice to reverse that government’s decision. No choice for 
no university. Willets [the minister] assumed that a market of institutions would have arisen. This 
has not happened. Everybody charged nine. If you did not, people would think that you were 
cheap, so nobody would have come to your university. 

The main aim of the other more powerful Council members was, thus, to find a “good, objective, and 

reasonable argument” able to neutralize the student proposal and persuade the student protesters 

that “there was no alternative” to the tripling of the tuition fees at UCL. Following the speech of the 

student representative, the Chair reminded the Council that its essential role was “to oversee the 

sound management and administration of the property and finances of UCL and, subject to the powers 

of the Academic Board, the conduct of UCL's affairs.” Most importantly, rather than taking a clear 

position on the content of the student proposal (“yes or no”), the vast majority of the Council members 

hijacked the discussion by focusing their disagreement on the form of the student proposal. Again in 

the report of the minutes of that meeting, one can read that: “the large majority of Council members 

agreed that, as a means of influencing government policy, private lobbying was potentially more 

effective than adopting a public stance, and allowed greater room for manoeuvre in the event of 

circumstances changing.” The student proposal was, thus, soon and easily abandoned. 

The mobilizations of the temporary academic staff within several English universities in the three years 

following the student mobilization of 2010 unveiled how and to what extent the “power of 

mobilization” can help some actors to develop their own identity and, thus, have an impact on the field 

in which they act in a significant way. As broadly shown in chapter 7, the main concern of this English 

academic component, especially teaching assistants (TAs), PhD students, and research assistants, is to 

be publicly recognized as such. As seen, these temporary academics are not even seriously taken into 

account in the national statistics on English higher education (see section 7.4) and the problems of 

their professional conditions are, thus, neglected in the considerations of the academic managers on 

the financial state of their universities. In essence, the political and even physical existence of this large 

category of academic worker has been denied over the last decade.  

Even the permanent academic staff, who are unionized in the main organization of university teachers 

(UCU) and, in principle, should exhibit some form of solidarity towards this category of worker, are not 

fully able to grasp the problematic academic conditions experienced by their younger colleagues. 

Jamie, PhD and teaching assistant at Goldsmiths College in 2012 as well as young member of UCU, 

made this point very clearly, when complaining about the traditional way to understand academic 

unionism that old unionized academics still hold today. He argued that:  

There is a real divergence with old lectures with full time contracts, pension benefits and so on. 
They think that it is not so terrible, education should be better, they use the traditional means of 
the unions, quite defensive. By contrast, as young causalized workers, we do most of the teaching, 
most of the marking. These one days strikes are pointless, two hours of strike during the launch 
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break. We should win about other more innovative and effective forms of struggle we can carry 
out to win. And the marking boycott is a kind of one of those, but because it so disconnected with 
other actions and because it’s so disproportionally based on individual commitment that is not 
collective way to fight back. So we were thinking to do other forms of collective boycott such as 
not responding to emails. But the union told us that we are not allowed to do any of this. 

This (voluntarily or not) widespread lack of awareness of the existence of a young and precarious 

academic group explains why, as a first form of public action, the most politically active members of 

this group started exploring their own living and professional conditions within several English 

universities through the tool of the scientific survey. As broadly treated in chapter 7, these surveys 

were conceived as a political weapon to develop a collective identity of these workers and, then, to 

express and use such an identity against the university management to demand better work 

conditions. This process of identity formation as a form of mobilization to ask and obtain better 

contracts was similar and worked relatively well in all the universities under investigation. The way in 

which the rise of the collective identity of the TAs produced an improvement of their work conditions 

was clearly explained to me by Jack, a PhD and TA in History at UCL. First, the TAs of UCL started to 

understand that only by producing a sense of collective belonging they were able to publicly and 

politically exist. As Jack told me: 

We started to think that the only possible way to do something was to create a kind of collective 
identity, a place where we could all express our grievances collectively and deal with these things 
as a group. We thought that these things could not be organized at the top, but at the bottom 
potentially to have an effect. We said that: it would be good to create a permanent collective 
organization dealing with all these things. So through this, we can bring some permanent 
improvement for people like us. 

Then, precisely for the emergence, organization, and expression of this collective interest, they 

succeeded in achieving something in the negotiation with the Head of the Department of History. Jack 

continued, claiming that: 

The demonstration of collective power was just in organizing. All we did was that we have a degree 
of organization and some grievances; and the Department quickly recognized we had a legitimate 
grievance. […] So, the fact we had a collective organization posing these demands helped in 
obtaining what we wanted. Before you were paid for four hours of preparation if you do two hours 
of lesson, while you get one hour you were paid three hours. By contrast, now you are paid for 

eight hours. And if you get 1 hour you get five hours of pay. 

By and large, the power of mobilization of the students and temporary academic staff, expressed in 

the recent protest campaigns, was very effective in drawing the attention of various political 

authorities, both nationally and locally, and of the English public opinion towards the matter of higher 

education now seen as contentious issue. More specifically, if the mass mobilization of the students in 

2010 shed light on the neoliberal conception of university that both the British government and the 

academic managers held, the smaller but more focused mobilizations of the temporary academics 

succeeded in bringing politically to light their own living and professional conditions, which are today 
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largely experienced in the English universities. In the latter case of mobilization, some minor but more 

concrete achievements, such as a better calculation of payment for work, were sometimes gained.  

Expectation 2: disruption is an effective strategy to get a reaction from the dominant actors, even 

though such a reaction is not always and necessarily favorable to the dominated actors. 

As shown in the previous part of this section (H1), a high mobilization capacity is crucial in getting the 

media and authority’s attention, but rarely is it capable of making substantial and positive impacts for 

the dominated actors. As seen in the case of the student mobilization at UCL in 2010, the most 

significant impact that the student protesters obtained was mostly the institutional attention of the 

UCL governing bodies. In terms of more substantive impacts (“alternatives,” “policy,” and so on, see 

section 2.5), the students of UCL did not gain anything. This is why often protesters voluntarily decide 

to escalate their confrontational strategies by adopting more disruptive actions with the aim of 

impacting more effectively upon the field where they act. In other words, the adoption of disruption 

is generally expected to produce a more visible effect on the field in which it is exerted than its non-

adoption. While an established authority can ignore or pretend to ignore the occurrence of a non-

disruptive mobilization, this authority rarely exhibits the same tactic of avoidance when and whether 

such a mobilization shows a highly disruptive attitude. In this latter case, whatever its reaction, the 

institutional authority is openly forced to respond in order to stop the action of the challengers.  

The students, who contest some university authority, are able to deliberately employ more or less 

disruptive strategies, depending also on the first reaction carried out by the authority. Facing initially 

a strategy of avoidance from the academic managers, the student activists can decide to act 

accordingly by making their mobilization more visible and disruptive with the adoption of more radical 

and confrontational tactics. This tactic escalation, initially and voluntarily triggered by the 

radicalization of the student actions, is, in turn, the main cause of the more confrontational reaction 

adopted by the university management. In this situation, a confrontational game of strategic 

interaction turns out to be the normal dynamic of contention between the student activists and the 

academic managers. All the three English universities under investigation are actually exemplificative 

instances of this sort. 

This process of escalation was especially evident at the University of Sussex, where the students ran a 

protest campaign in 2012 to oppose a managerial decision establishing the outsourcing of the cleaners. 

In January, the student protesters started an occupation of the conference building, which, then, lasted 

for five weeks. Initially, the reaction of the management was to ignore the student occupation and 

their demands. This is precisely what Professor Martell told me, when speaking of the initial reaction 

of the Sussex management in facing the student occupation. He claimed that: “initially the managers 
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did not do anything. Unlike four years ago, when some students occupied the management building 

and after few hours the police with dogs was called. And there was a problem with very bad media 

coverage. The police attacked the demonstrators. So, this time, they did not do anything for a couple 

of weeks.” 

Yet, after few weeks, the university leaders announced that they were seriously concerned with all this 

issue and, therefore, were willing to meet the occupiers in order to solve the situation. In the words of 

one of the student activists taking part in the occupation, Alia:  

First, they just ignored us. They did not say anything. Then, they realized that they could not ignore 
us, so they started to engage with us without really engaging with us. One day, a guy dressing a 
suit came to the occupation and gave us a letter directly from the management. He told us: if you 
leave the occupation, we will sit down and talk with you about your concern. We replied no! Yet, 
some of us went to the meeting with the management. Ok, they met us, but they did not really 
listen up. Actually, one of the main figures of the management told us explicitly that he does not 
give a shit of every single staff or student of this campus who come to his office to protest. 

Opposing this mixture of avoidance and prevention by the managers, in the following months, the 

students decided to escalate their action by calling for a national demonstration and by adopting more 

radical tactics of contention to make the protest more politically visible. This escalation provoked a 

very confrontational reaction from the university management, no longer willing to tolerate the 

actions of these students, but only eager to repress them. As Alia again told me: “after we smashed 

the doors of the management building at the national demonstration we called in March, the 

occupation started to be seen by the management as very toxic. Anyway, we decided to stay until we 

got evicted, and we got evicted. There was a lot of police, also riot police. That morning, we were 25 

and they 80. It ended up quite violently. It was not very nice.” Professor Martell told me the same story 

about the process of escalation in terms of tactics between that the students and the managers 

undertook in the following months. He confirmed to me that until the big national demonstration of 

March the relations between the student occupiers and the management of Sussex was relatively 

relaxed. The day of the demonstration about 1,000 people showed up, some of them broke the 

windows of the management building. So, the managers decided to go to the court. And get injunction 

against the student occupiers.” The reaction of Sussex management did not end up with the violent 

termination of the occupation. In the summer of 2012, the university managers went to court to 

prosecute the student leaders of the protest with the accusation of “starting the occupation and for 

being instigating and breaking the rules.” As a result, five activists of the most radical student group of 

Sussex got a suspension for a couple of months.  

A similar process of escalation occurred also at UCL, when the students occupied for a month a 

conference room of their university to protest against the tripling of tuition fees between November 

and December 2010. As with the student occupation at Sussex, the managers initially tried to play the 
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role of the “good cops” by pretending to listen to the student demands in a meeting with the occupiers 

that they had requested to have. As Jonathan, one of the leaders of the occupation of 2010, told me:  

A manager, with no academic background, came to the occupation willing to talk with us. We 
started to raise some demands and problems in the discussion we had. He basically ignored all our 
demands. Later on, we had another meeting with him. Eventually he agreed to make a statement 
on behalf of the university with some of our demands. However, it was just a trick. He gave us that 
statement by hand without even signing it.  

In a similar vein, Edwin, activist in the occupation of 2010 and student officer of the UCL student in the 

following years, confirmed to me the adoption of this ambivalent attitude from the UCL management. 

He argued that:  

The management reacted by pretending to be engaging in dialogue with us. The vice-chancellor of 
our university has 6 vice-provosts, that he appointed personally and all together they make up the 
senior management team with the deans of the 10 faculties. One of the vice-provost is called the 
vice-provost operations; he is the officer devoted to deal with internal disturbances, he is basically 
the bull dog. He is in control of the professional side of the university, of the registry, the human 
resources, and the estates. Basically he is in charge of where all the money is, in charge of the 
employment staff. He is very evil man. They sent him in to negotiate with us. There was a couple 
of meetings where he sat down and pretended to listen to our concern.   

Yet, after three weeks of occupation, the UCL management started to play the part of the “bad cops.” 

In the first days of December, the managers decided to end the student occupation without carrying 

out any kind of negotiation. Annoyed by the prolongation of the occupation, their only purpose was to 

restore the normal daily life of the university. A senior manager clearly expressed this to me under 

interview: even though in “any large university community there are always some individuals who 

oppose change, our main duty is to restore the institutional order.” This is the reason why the 

managers could no longer tolerate the institutional disturbance that the student occupation managed 

to cause in only a few weeks. Concisely, in the words of a non-academic member of UCL Council: “we 

just let them do it, at least at the beginning. We let them occupy for a while, and then when we got 

fed up we threw them out. First, tolerance and, then, repression.”  

However, this was not the whole story. After the end of the occupation, the UCL management also 

decided to punish more firmly the students who had protested. Enlisting their lawyers, they brought 

some of the student leaders to court. According to Jonathan, the objective of these managers was “to 

make some of us pay the costs of the occupation.” This is why—as Edwin told me—“they went to the 

high court and they got an injunction, Sarah [one of us responsible for the occupation] was called upon 

and went to court. It was a fake dialogue, they pretended to be conciliatory with us, but in reality they 

decided to go straight away to the high court and to get an injunction against us.” 

After the occupation of 2010, the situation at UCL between students and managers underwent an 

irreversible process of escalation. When in March 2011 the most politicized students of UCL occupied 
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for three days an administrative building in solidarity with the labour union national demonstration, 

which was taking place in these days, some of them got a suspension for “being instigating and 

breaking the rules.” Again Edwin very effectively explained the process of radicalization between the 

first (December 2010) and the second occupation (March 2011) by arguing that:  

As matter of fact, when we understood that the university managers were also our enemies, we 
directed the second wave of occupations against them. […] Because you know that there are two 
kinds of occupations: the open one, where you can have lectures from sympathetic academics, 
events, conferences; and the other one, where you shut down the university space for a week to 
really disrupt the activities. In March, we carried out the latter. […] the UCU went on strike and we 
occupied the administrative corridor for a couple of days by showing our solidarity. It is the place 
where most of the administrators work for the central university, so in a sense we enforced the 
strike. We locked the doors, they served to us an injunction […].This time the managers named 13 
people for the injunction. They named the known people who had been involved in the previous 
occupation, even though several of them were not physically present there. Even some from the 
staff members.  

A non-academic member of UCL Council explains the reason of this even more confrontational reaction 

towards the student occupiers, when claiming that “we would not tolerate the disruption of university 

activities, such as the financial and administrative ones. University is a huge enterprise.” Like Sussex 

University, the UCL management openly adopted the tactic of full repression to face their more 

politically active students.  

Finally, the case of the University of Birmingham is even more indicative of the level of repression 

towards any form of dissent and of unresponsiveness towards any kind of demand that the academic 

managers normally carry out when tackling student mobilizations. If the university occupation that the 

students of Birmingham carried out in November 2010 to oppose the tripling of tuition fees was evicted 

and repressed after a few days (“with two student suspensions for one year and thirteen students 

arrested for refusing to give their details to the police”), their local list of demands was fully rejected 

by the management with a feeling of high disdain. In the words of a former senior manager of the 

University of Birmingham: 

The demands were so big that it was impossible to make any concession. So, they were saying: 
university needs to cut tuition fees, university needs to cut the salary of our vice-chancellor.111 
They made demands that they knew that it was impossible even to discuss with them. Therefore, 

we did not negotiate anything. 

                                                           
111 As universities become more like corporations than public services, the managerial elites that run them have 
increasingly paid themselves the eye watering salaries once reserved for CEOs and bankers. For instance, David 
Eastwood, Birmingham University’s Vice-Chancellor, is one of the most high-profile beneficiaries of this 
process, whose declared salary of £400,000 makes him the highest paid vice-chancellor in the UK. In 
Birmingham, as in other universities, the creation of a high-salaried managerial elite has been accompanied by 
the imposition of debt on their student ‘clients’, by higher costs of student accommodation, by job layoffs, job 
insecurity and wage freezes for those lower down the pecking order, not only academic and administrative 
staff but cleaners and caterers – a process that has been facilitated by the outsourcing of services to external 
contractors. 
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By and large, all the three English universities under investigation clearly show that when student 

activists decide to escalate their tactics of confrontation with the university establishment by 

increasing the level of disruptiveness, the response from the academic managers was firm, immediate, 

and highly repressive. While the Italian student activists, expressing high levels of disruptiveness 

though few in number, were still able to gain something from the academic authorities (see chapter 

8), it seems that there is little scope for the disruptive capacity of the English students to produce a 

favourable impact within their universities. One of the reasons for this incapacity may be imputed to 

the different logic of behaviour and style of governance associated with the dominant actors in 

England, namely the academic managers: for professional and/or institutional reasons, managers do 

not seem very inclined to cede portions of their power or make concessions to the internal challengers. 

In this context, it seems more plausible for the dominated actors to focus more on their capacity to 

produce high consensus and mobilization rather than disruptive actions in order to win something. The 

incapacity to build consensus and high participation among their movement constituency was 

precisely the kind of argumentation that Jack, organizer of the TAs at UCL, gave me in explaining the 

failure of the protest campaigns, organized by the TAs, to have a substantial impact within the English 

universities. As he claimed: 

I think you have to do mass politics, the base has to be the ability to express yourself collectively. 
There are few direct actions that can succeed without building that base! You can disrupt things 
but very temporarily and possibly with serious consequences. Isolated actions are often quite a 
disaster. For instance, SOAS cleaners are very effective in the activities that organize because they 
have a solid democratic mobilization, UCL is generally ineffective because there is a low level of 
participation and low level of consent for the action being proposed. So, in UCL we have for the 
moment just carry out picket lines in a very symbolic and evocative way, because the degree of 
consent for the engagement on other more disruptive actions is just not there. So, we do not feel 
that we can do it. Where if I go to the cleaners of London, they have a branch where they have a 
much higher participation, there are more activists. When they demand on strike, the vast majority 
of them goes. And then for them it becomes legitimate to shut the university down. It is legitimate 
that we disrupt the strategic functions of our university only if we have an authentic consent, only 
if we have a democratic consent for doing it. 

The observation that the adoption of disruption does not suffice for the university struggles in England 

to win substantive gains seems to be shared among many student activists and academic union 

activists. Reflecting on the national defeat of the student movement of 2010, several of them 

highlighted the need of accompanying the “power of the streets” with the capacity to organize the 

movement within the institutions. According to them, mass and disruptive mobilizations need to be 

firmly connected with the tools of institutional politics to be truly effective and to have an impact in 

the direction desired by the movement. Susan, the Vice President of NUS in 2010, was very clear in 

this respect, when she argued, “if everybody is on the barricades, then universities stop engaging with 

us. So you do need some people in the room, and some other people making pressure from the outside 

[…]. You need different things for different people. Not only occupations and direct actions. You need 
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a variety of tactics and people.” In the same vein, Professor Martell remarked, “negotiation without 

mobilization and disruptive action is powerless. And this was what the students were doing by 

occupying the conference centre. The union has to keep lobbying, but alone is so ineffective. All these 

aspects are complementary. Disruptive action can create a bit of power behind the lobbying.” Finally, 

Professor Freedman seemed to implicitly refer to the “in-and-out-the-institutions” strategy, when 

explaining to me the strategy that the English student movement needs to implement in the future to 

pursue and achieve its political goals. He told me that: 

The street demonstrations of 2010 were important to capture the media and public opinion 
attention, showing an organized response from the students. But they cannot be for ever. We also 
need a more political and institutionalized response complementary to protest. Protest can be a 
trigger for action, but then you need formal and political response in order to really make the 
difference. 

 

9.4 Summarizing the impacts within the English universities 

 In light of the two expectations that I have assessed in the previous section, I can now 

summarize the findings of my investigation on the impact of mobilizations on the English university 

field in the terminology of “mixed-motive games” (Scharpf 1997) and through the conceptualization 

of the university impacts I have introduced in section 2.5. Compared to the Italian university field, the 

outcome of the “chicken game” played out within the English universities turns out to be different. 

When students or, to a lesser extent, temporary academics mobilize and adopt disruptive tactics of 

action, the reaction from the English managers is generally very repressive and confrontational. English 

academic managers do not accept to play the role of “chickens,” when tackling mobilizations in their 

organizations. Whatever the level of disruptiveness and the credibility of the threat that these 

challengers exhibit, managers mostly adopt the range of the three most adversarial strategies (see 

Tab. 9.2). 
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Tab. 9.2. The logic of strategic interaction in the English university field 

Chicken English Academic Managers 

C:  

Acquiescence 

Compromise 

Avoidance 

 

D: 

Prevention 

Sidestepping 

Confrontation 

Students and 

Temporary Academics 

C 3,3 2,4 

D 4,2 1,1 

 

As shown in the previous section, whenever English students decide to escalate their tactics of 

contention by deploying a more radical array of actions, university managers seem to be more annoyed 

than worried. Accordingly, they react to the radicalization of the student tactics by exhibiting even 

more confrontational and repressive actions such as suspensions, fines, and injunctions. Incapable of 

facing the high costs of the managerial repression, student activists are, thus, forced to lower the level 

of their disruptiveness, to make do with more modest claims and defend themselves from this 

repression. Looking again at Tab. 9. 2, one can expect that the most common outcome of this strategic 

interaction is found in the top right cell (2,4), a situation in which the disruptive tactics of the academic 

managers force the student activists to withdraw from playing on the antagonist battleground that 

they had themselves previously helped to create. When the dominant and the dominated actors 

confront each other in the English university field, it seems more likely that the role of “chickens” is 

played out by the latter rather than the former. Worried by and taking seriously the highly credible 

threat of repressive reaction carried out by the managers, English student activists behave like 

“chickens” incapable of fighting back with the same degree of confrontation.   

Concluding this chapter, one can present and summarize the various types of impact that the English 

students and temporary academics produced within the three universities under investigation in the 

years 2010-2013, when carrying out mobilization processes and disruptive actions. On the basis of the 

typology of university impacts that I have introduced in section 2.5, one can read the visual summary 

of these impacts for the English case in Tab. 9.3, below. 
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Tab. 9.3. The university impact of the students and temporary academics within the English university field 

Impacts 
Actors 

Students Temporary Academics 

Agenda High High  

Alternatives -  Low 

Policy  - -  

Implementation Low Low 

Goods - Low 

Legend: “-“= no impact, “Low”= low impact, “High”= high impact     

As shown in Tab. 9.3, the overall impact that both students and temporary academics have managed 

to produce within the English university field over the years of mobilizations was relatively low. Given 

both the characteristics of the student movement and these of the institutional university context, this 

result does not turn out to be so surprising. Both the subjective and objective conditions that normally 

allow movements to be able to have some impact are barely or not present in the English case. Neither 

students nor temporary academics can rely upon a significant number of representatives and allies in 

the governing bodies of the universities. Secondly, in no recent case of mobilization were these actors 

able or even willing to make strategic alliances with each other to make their voice more politically 

powerful. On the other hand, the persistent confrontational attitude of the university managers when 

dealing with mobilizations did not facilitate a favorable outcome for the movements. The “managerial” 

and not very cooperative style of the governance carried out by the university leaders was one the 

main institutional obstacles that both students and temporary academics were forced to face 

whenever they tried to pursue some goal. 

Of the five substantive political outcomes that Kolb (2007) singled out as potential impacts that 

movements have within institutions, only the influence on the public agenda of university and political 

authorities was high for both the English dominated actors (“agenda impact”). At national level, the 

student movement of 2010 succeeded in influencing the political agenda of the then British 

government, the attention of the media and public opinion by bringing politically to light the 

contentious side of a hitherto relatively apolitical matter such as higher education. In this sense, the 

“power of the streets,” with their high numbers of students gathering in the various local and national 
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demonstrations, was very effective in making this issue publicly visible and worthy of the attention of 

various national political authorities 

At the university level, the massive proliferation of creative and unexpected student occupations 

forced the academic managers, at least initially, to seriously pay attention and be concerned with the 

issue raised by the students. Such as in the case of UCL, as well as in many other English universities, 

the power of mobilization compelled the managers to take the student demands into consideration in 

the meetings of the university boards. The same holds for the less numerous cases of mobilization 

involving the temporary academics in the following years. The various campaigns for fair pay carried 

out by the teaching assistants of several universities of London to demand better work conditions 

helped this category of academics to develop a shared political identity and, consequently, to be 

publicly recognized as such by the university authorities.  

Yet, the presence of the aforementioned conditions pertaining to the mobilizations (no allies) and 

institutional context (low representation, high repression) was the main factor explaining the 

impossibility of students and, to a lesser extent, of temporary academics to affect the various stages 

of the university policy process. While the students were never able to change or affect any 

institutional decision or policy adopted by the university managers (I recall here the case of UCL 

Council) during the period of mobilization, the teaching assistants of several universities obtained 

some improvement in their work conditions (“alternatives impact”). However, neither the student 

mobilizations nor the campaigns of the temporary academics were able to cause the adoption of 

specific decisions by the university leadership and policies by the governing bodies (“policy impact”): 

without a significant number of trustable and powerful allies within the governing bodies, it seems 

relatively difficult to affect the university policy process.  

The mobilizations of the two dominated actors had a relatively greater impact on the various phases 

of the implementation process (“implementation impact”), both nationally and locally. While the 

student mobilizations succeeded in slowing down the process of implementation of the neoliberal 

agenda on higher education carried out by the British government (“no primary legislation after 

2010”), locally the proliferation of numerous campaigns slowed down the project of many managers 

to create, if not a neoliberal university, at least a “neoliberalized environment” of action. Finally, 

neither students nor temporary academics were able to produce a permanently and significantly 

favourable impact on the organizational life of their university (“goods impact”). While the student 

experiences of university occupation, claiming for a different conception of higher education (“free” 

and “open”), were not able to last after the end of the mobilization, the teaching assistants were 

unable to undermine the economistic logic of recruitment, governing the usage of their labour. Even 
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though the mobilizations of TAs obtained some job improvement, they were ineffective in questioning 

the logic of profit underlying the recruitment policy of the academic managers.  
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Chapter 10. The Contentious Politics of Higher Education. Some Concluding 

Remarks 
 

10. 1 Introduction 

 

 In this concluding chapter, I summarize the main findings of my investigation on the impact 

that the recent mobilizations of students, researchers, and temporary academic staff have had within 

some Italian and English universities. The contribution that I hope to have achieved in analyzing this 

subject matter has been twofold, both empirical and theoretical. On the one hand, I have offered an 

in-depth analysis of some recent cases of mobilizations within several Italian and English universities. 

I have explored how these mobilizations took place, what reaction they received from the university 

establishment, and what impact they achieved. In this respect, I have provided an empirical 

contribution to the current field of studies on social movements in higher education. On the other 

hand, I have provided a more theoretical contribution to this field by introducing a specific way to look 

at and analyze the dynamics of interaction among actors in higher education institutions. More 

specifically, I have highlighted and explained some mechanisms of interaction at play, when distinct 

and competing actors confront each other in the institutional setting of contemporary universities.  

More broadly, with my dissertation on the impact of mobilizations within universities I have tried to 

make a contribution of a historically ill-investigated strand of social movement studies: the impact of 

social movements within institutions. If the impact of social movements is, most probably, the least 

investigated topic of this field (Giugni 2004), within this topic the subject matter of the impact of 

movements within non-state institutions is certainly the least studied (Bosi et al. 2015). Through my 

study of the impact of recent mobilizations within some Italian and English universities, I have, thus, 

attempted to fill this gap. In this sense, my greater ambition was to open up the “black box” of 

institutions (and of institutional analysis) to social movement scholars, who are traditionally diffident 

about this subject matter and field of study.  

However, my work still exhibits some limitations and problems, both empirical and theoretical. First of 

all, I have limited my analysis to only few actors dwelling the current university field. I did not take into 

consideration the mobilizations of other actors, such as the cleaners, technicians, and middle-rank 

administrators, who, in recent times, have as well taken an active part in the dynamics of contention 

of this field. Secondly, and related to this, the still movement-centered focus on my analysis may have 
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prevented me from observing the dynamics of interaction among these actors in times of field stability. 

As a result, I am aware to have provided a partial picture of the current university field. A further 

limitation of my study is also the focus on the local level: I mainly explore the dynamics of interaction 

between actors in six individual universities by overlooking the national context of higher education in 

which these universities are placed. Yet, the national level of higher education does affect the behavior 

of local actors and of their modes of interaction. The last problem of my work is the short time frame 

of investigation. It is, in fact, difficult to observe change and impacts triggered by movement actions, 

when the period under consideration is between three and five years. That said, I propose to better 

deal with all these problems and limitations of my current work in a future (and larger) research on 

this subject that I have planned to carry out. 

 

10.2 Opening the black box of institutions: mobilizations within (non-state) institutions 

 

Movement scholars have traditionally overlooked the study of mobilizations within 

institutions. Even less known are the effects that mobilizations within institutions provoke. When 

compared to social movements, institutions have historically been seen as antithetic forms of social 

organization (Walker et al. 2008). It is not by coincidence that the first waves of studies on social 

movements have focused their attention on the dynamics of mobilization and their outcomes taking 

place out of the institutional structures of society. Only relatively recently, social movement scholars 

have started to take some political structures into account, when explaining the mobilization and 

impact of movement actors through the concept of “political opportunity structure” (Kitschelt 1986, 

Amenta et al. 1992, Kriesi et al. 1995). Even though these studies have clearly broadened and 

deepened the knowledge on the relationships between movements and institutions, they still maintain 

a dichotomous understanding of these phenomena by depicting social reality through the framework 

of “movements versus institutions.” In all these studies, movements and institutions preserve their 

own distinct ontological and conceptual identity. This is precisely the kind of assumption that I have 

questioned in the present work. Through my analysis of the mobilization processes within universities, 

I have shown how (and why) movements are institutions and part of institutions to the extent that 

institutions encompass movements and can transform themselves into movements. In other words, 

time seems to be ripe for social movement scholars to start to investigate more deeply the institutional 

settings and mechanisms in which social movements are involved and vice versa.  

On the other hand, institutional and organizational theorists have rarely taken into account 

mobilization processes internally affecting organizations and institutions (Davis et al. 2005). The main 

reason for this undervaluation is the assumption shared by all these theories about the fact that actors 
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within organizations and, more broadly, institutions play stable and defined roles determined by the 

values, interests, and norms of their institutional setting (Di Maggio and Powell 1991). In other words, 

institutional theories have rarely questioned until recently the “paradox of embedded agency” 

(Lawrence et al. 2015). It is hard to observe and explain how and why actors involved in organizational 

and institutional processes can be the source of organizational and institutional change, as these actors 

are themselves embedded into these processes in terms of values, norms and interests. “How can 

actors change institutions—Seo and Creed (2002: 223) wonder—if their actions, intentions, and 

rationality are all conditioned by the very institution they wish to change?” How can these actors 

differentiate themselves from the institutional logic of the setting in which they are placed? Through 

my analysis of the mobilization processes within universities, I have shown how and to what extent 

different, and even antagonist, logics of action and ways of thinking coexist in the same organization. 

More especially, those actors, bearers of alternative institutional conceptions and logics of behavior, 

can from time to time, openly challenge the dominant logic governing their institution and the actors 

whose interests and norms are reflected in such a logic. 

By combining institutional and social movement theories, my work has pointed at filling the gap 

between these two theories incapable, “on their own,” of analyzing an “in-between” subject matter, 

such as the impact of mobilizations within universities. My idea to “open up” the black box of a peculiar 

institution, such as the university, to the approaches and analyses coming from social movement 

theories aims precisely to suggest that it is possible to investigate institutional processes and settings 

through social movement approaches and, at the same time, social movement processes and 

organizations through institutional and organizational approaches. The main tool of analysis that I 

singled out as a way to accomplish this task (“opening the black box) and make the two fields of study 

speak to each other was the adoption of a dynamic, relational, and processual comprehension of the 

phenomenon under investigation. In order to observe and explain how and when a mobilization 

provokes an impact within an organization or institution, one needs to conceive of and look at such an 

organization or institution as if it were a “living body” made up of structures, rules, and people with 

different and competing understandings and interests.  

Bearing in mind this relational, “subjective,” and processual approach to the study of organizations 

and institutions, I have, then, identified the structure of governance as my main focus of analysis. A 

mobilization within an organization can be better observed and explained only if one accounts for the 

dynamic interaction at play between those who mobilize and those who resist such a mobilization. 

This is precisely one of the main theoretical and analytical discoveries of my study. So, in order to 

assess the impact of mobilizations within organizations and institutions, one needs to take into account 

not only the strategies and the strength of these mobilizations, but also the strength and the strategic 
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orientation of the institutional actors, who are in charge of defending the field and preserving the 

status quo. Put in another way, one needs to also take into consideration the actors of the governing 

structures with their strategies and governance style (“dominant actors”). My analysis on the 

mobilizations within universities has shown that only if one assesses the strategic interaction between 

challengers and challenged, dominated and dominated actors, it is in fact possible to fully understand 

and explain the impact of such mobilizations. 

 

10.3 Explaining the impact of mobilizations within the Italian and English universities 

 

 Opening the black box of the institutional setting of contemporary universities means, 

therefore, to investigate the dynamics of interaction between the actors playing in such a field. More 

notably, I have singled out two specific groups of actors, identified on the basis of their institutional 

position and possession of resources. I have called “dominant” those actors who hold (formal and 

substantial) governing positions and detain the most powerful and numerous resources of the field. 

By contrast, I have called “dominated” those actors who hold no kind of governing position, detain few 

and scant resources, and whose labor and activities are controlled and/or exploited by the actors 

dominating the field. How and when do dominated actors have an impact within the university field? 

If one adopts a relational and dynamic approach to assess the impact that these actors make, one 

needs to focus the analysis also on “those who are supposed to respond.” In other words, one should 

not only look at what the dominated actors of the university do and how they do it, “but also to who 

the targets of the challengers they pose are, what they do, and why” (Bosi et al. 2015: 25).  

This is precisely the kind of analysis that I carried out in emphasizing and exploring the institutional 

response that the recent mobilizations of students and researchers in Italy and England set in motion 

within the universities in which such mobilizations took place. My study has shown that the type of 

university leadership does influence the type of interaction between dominant and dominated actors 

and, thus, conditions the impact that the latter make within the university field. More specifically, 

knowing if the university leaders are “academics” or “academic managers” is key in explaining the 

variation of impact between mobilizations (Cini 2016). English academic managers adopt a range of 

counter-strategies that Italian academics, holding governing positions, do not adopt: academic 

managers are generally more confrontational than academics, when tackling mobilizations occurring 

in their organizations (see Tab. 10.1).  
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Tab. 10.1. The counter-strategies of the Italian academics and English academic managers 

Counter-Strategies Italian Academics English Academic Managers 

Acquiescence: no no 

Compromise: yes  no 

Avoidance:  yes  yes 

Prevention:  yes  yes 

Sidestepping: no yes 

Confrontation: no yes 

 

What is more, the leadership (academic or academic-managerial) conditions not only the kind of 

responses that university leaders provide, but also the mobilization capacities and strategies of the 

dominated actors. Knowing if the actors they confront are managers or academics is, indeed, of 

paramount importance for the strategies, tactics, and resources that the dominated actors are about 

to choose and deploy in their effort to fight back against the management. In other words, the type of 

institutional leadership shapes the same “strategic interaction” at play between dominant and 

dominated actors (Goodwin and Jasper 2012, McAdam and Fligstein 2012, Jasper 2015). The unfolding 

of how this interaction takes place is one of the main explanatory contributions that my analysis of the 

recent mobilizations in six selected English and Italian universities has generated: I call the modes of 

strategic interaction between the dominant and dominated actors “mechanisms of interaction.”112  

When the dominant actors are highly confrontational and repressive in tackling the mobilizations of 

dominated actors, the adoption of disruptive strategies of mobilization does not bring about any 

                                                           
112 In making the comparison between three English and three Italian universities, I was not interested in 
discovering general laws and invariant causes capable of explaining the impact of all the present and future 
cases of mobilization within the universities across the globe. This is an impossible task to accomplish, given the 
different political and institutional context in which the six university cases are placed (three English “pre 1992” 
universities and three Italian “historical” universities), and given the different characteristics of the selected 
cases of mobilization (two national student movements with different characteristics, the national mobilization 
of the Italian researchers, the local protest campaigns of the English temporary academic staff). Rather than 
searching for invariant determinants, my analysis tried to identify some common “mechanisms of interaction” 
that are present in my cases of investigation and that help explain the dynamics of interaction at play between 
the actors. Generally, social science literature defines these mechanisms as “causal mechanism” (Mc Adam et 
al. 2001, Hall 2003, Gerring 2007, della Porta 2013, Bosi et al. 2015). For instance, della Porta (2013: 24) defines 
them as “chains of interaction that filter structural conditions and produce effects.” Exploring them in the study 
of social movements, Bosi et al. (2015: 24) define causal mechanisms as those “processes connecting 
movement actions to observed outcomes.” Taking on a “strategic approach” where the focus on the forms of 
relation and interaction between actors is central, I prefer to call them mechanisms of interaction.  
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favorable and positive impact for the dominated actors. The latter are generally forced to lower the 

level of their disruptiveness and to withdraw from playing on the antagonist battleground. By contrast, 

when the dominant actors are relatively cooperative and non-adversarial in facing the mobilizations 

of dominated actors, the adoption of disruptive strategies of mobilization can bring about some 

favorable and positive impact for the dominated actors, especially if the threat that the latter put 

forward within the institutional order of the field is highly credible. In this latter situation, the dominant 

actors are often compelled to come to an agreement with the dominated actors.  

In universities where the dominant actors are academic managers (England), disruption rarely brings 

about a favorable and positive impact for the dominated actors. As shown in Chapter 9, disruption 

causes an increase in the costs of participation to the protest events, alienates potential sympathizers 

and allies, and, thus, lowers the dominated actors’ capacity to be politically effective. As a result, the 

dominant actors of these fields feel allowed to adopt repressive and confrontational tactics (such as 

suspension, appealing to court, financial penalties, mobbing, and so on), with the declared aim of 

inhibiting and fighting back the disruptive actions of their challengers. In this sense, whenever the 

dominated actors opt for a disruptive strategy, they set in motion a dynamic of confrontational 

escalation in the interaction with the dominant actors that turns out to be detrimental to their same 

goals. Adopting the terminology of the “mixed-motive game” that I singled out in Chapter 3 to explain 

the dynamics of interaction within the university field, one can claim that the English dominated actors 

(students and temporary academics) find themselves more often playing the role of “chickens” than 

the English dominant actors (academic managers). The latter seems to be very concerned with the 

neutralization of internal challengers, conceived as a potential threat to the reputation and functioning 

of their university that they lead with a “quasi-market-logic.” In other words, English university leaders 

appear to be attuned to implementing the neoliberal conception of higher education, as fostered by 

the English political-institutional context. These findings seem to confirm my theoretical expectation 

(section 2.3 and 2.4). 

By contrast, in universities where the dominant actors are academics (Italy), disruption can sometime 

produce a favorable and positive impact for the dominated actors. As shown in chapter 8, disruption 

can constitute a real and credible threat to the institutional order of the field, especially when this 

strategy is carried out by actors, such as researchers, whose labor and activities are key for the 

production and reproduction of the university field. Disruption can also represent a highly credible 

threat for the dominant actors, even when different dominated actors join forces, channels of 

influence, and tactics to jointly exert a greater and more effective power on the field. When academics 

face this kind of threat and mobilization, they are generally more interested in restoring the conditions 
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ensuring a good environment for teaching and research than planning to oppose protesters with 

confrontational tactics.  

Thus, they seem more eager to negotiate and compromise than to confront. In this sense, and unlike 

academic managers, a “bad compromise” with challengers could be seen and judged by academics as 

a better deal than a “no compromise.” This might explain why disruption, if seen as a highly credible 

threat to their institutional business, could persuade academics to come to a fast agreement with their 

challengers by considering it as the best solution and, thus, avoiding a dynamics of confrontational 

escalation. Adopting the terminology of the “mixed-motive game” that I singled out in Chapter 3, one 

can claim that the Italian dominant actors (academics who hold governing positions) find themselves 

sometimes playing the role of “chickens,” when tackling highly credible and politically effective 

mobilizations of the dominated actors.  

More broadly, through my work, I have provided two kinds of contributions, both empirical and 

theoretical, to the research field exploring movements and mobilizations in the sector of higher 

education. Empirically, I have offered an in-depth analysis of the mobilizations of several dominated 

actors, which have recently taken place in two contexts of higher education, Italy and England. I have 

investigated the impact that the mobilizations of Italian and English students, Italian researchers, and 

English temporary academics have made within six universities (three in Italy: University of Turin, 

Sapienza, and Federico II; and three in England: University of Birmingham, UCL, and University of 

Sussex). In doing so, I have contributed to broadening and deepening the empirical knowledge of a 

relatively under-investigated strand of social movement literature, namely, the field of studies on 

collective mobilizations in higher education and, more notably, the sub-field exploring the impact that 

these mobilizations make.  

In particular, my comparative analysis of the two university fields has shown that the mobilizations 

taking place within the English universities have had, overall, much less impact than the mobilizations 

occurring within the Italian universities. These findings are in line with the outcomes of the strategic 

interaction between dominated and dominant actors taking place within the two fields and assessed 

through the mixed-motive game framework of the “chicken game.” Where the dominant actors of the 

university field are more confrontational and repressive in dealing with internal challengers (England), 

the impact of mobilizations on such a field is normally very low and marginal. By contrast, where the 

dominant actors of the university field are relatively less confrontational and repressive (Italy), the 

impact of mobilizations on this field can have some significant result.  
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Tab. 10.2. The university impact of the four dominated actors under investigation 

Impacts 

Actors 

 

English 

students 

 

Italian students 

 

English temporary 

academics 

 

Italian researchers 

Agenda High High High  High 

Alternatives -  Low  Low High 

Policy  - Low -  Low  

Implementation Low High Low High 

Goods - Low Low High 

Legend: “-“= no impact, “Low”= low impact, “High”= high impact     

As one can see in Tab. 10.2 above, the only type of impact that all the four dominated actors have 

made equally on their respective university field is the “agenda impact,” while all the other four types 

of impacts have significantly varied, depending on the field and/or the kind of actor exerting the power 

of mobilization. By and large, my findings unanimously show that mobilizations within universities do 

not pass unnoticed. Regardless of the type of field and actor, when the dominated actors of the 

university carry out a mobilization on campus, they always influence the institutional agenda and get 

the attention of the university authorities. This holds both for the dominated actors of the English and 

Italian university fields and, in them, for both kinds of dominated actors. Yet, when one has a look 

more closely at the impacts on the various and distinct stages of the policy process (ranging from 

“alternatives impact” to “implementation impact”), one can notice that there are significant 

differences between the two university fields and between the two dominated actors in mobilization. 

None of the two English dominated actors is able to exert any influence on the two main stages of the 

policy process within the three English universities under investigation. If the temporary academics 

have a slightly higher capacity to influence some proposals and decisions (some improvement in the 

work conditions) than the English students (no “alternatives impact”), none of the two actors succeeds 

in affecting the phase of the adoption of policies and decisions (no “policy impact”). As broadly shown 

in Chapter 9, this low influence of the English dominated actors in these two stages of the university 

policy process may depend on the low presence of these two groups in the governing bodies (as well 

as their low capacity to see each other as allies) and, at the same time, on the highly confrontational 
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attitude of the English dominant actors, absolutely not willing to come to an agreement with any of 

the two groups (especially with the student activists).  

The situation seems to be relatively different in the case of the Italian university field. When Italian 

students and researchers exert their mobilization power on these two stages of the policy process, 

their influence turns out to be slightly higher (especially for the researchers) than the one exerted by 

the English dominated actors. When mobilizing, especially if they decide to adopt an “in-and-out-the-

institutions” strategy, Italian students sometime manage to gain something in terms of proposals and 

decisions (“the reorganization of the academic calendar,” “the election of a student in some key 

executive committee,” “the opposition to the increase of fees,” and so on). Even more effective is the 

impact of mobilization of the Italian researchers. Whenever they mobilize, exhibiting the power of 

their collective identity in a horizontal and participatory way, Italian researchers relatively often 

manage to obtain what they demand. A clear illustration of this is represented by their successful 

mobilizations during the phase of statute revision that all the Italian universities carried out in early 

2011, when the revision of many statute articles and norms was implemented in the direction desired 

by the researchers (“implementation of an elective administrative board,” “one head- one vote system 

of election,” “more representatives of the researchers in the key executive committees,” and so on). 

As for the “implementation impact,” the four dominated actors of the two university fields exhibit a 

relatively high capacity of influence: overall, this is the second most significant impact just behind the 

“agenda impact.” These findings should not surprise, if one reflects upon two aspects concerning the 

mobilizations of all these actors. Firstly, these mobilizations were mainly oppositional (“against the 

tripling of tuition fees,” “against the process of university marketization,” “against the cuts to public 

funding for higher education,” and so forth) and, therefore, were aimed at reacting to the 

implementation of some local and/or national policy and decision. All the four dominated actors were 

more concerned in affecting the phase of policy implementation than any other phase of the policy 

process. This explains why all these mobilizations were more successful in terms of “implementation 

impact” than of any other policy impact: the more often a specific stage of the policy process is the 

target of the mobilization, the higher the probability of a successful impact of the mobilization on this 

stage.  

However, there exists also a second, and more robust, explanation of the relatively successful capacity 

of these mobilizations to impact upon the implementation process. For a dominated actor to be 

successful in positively affecting the implementation of a decision and/or policy, the exhibition of a 

high mobilization capacity and/or high levels of disruptiveness may suffice. In order to stop and/or 

slow down the implementation of a decision or a policy, an actor does not necessarily need to be an 

institutional and/or political insider, willing to play the institutional game with the proper rules in the 
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proper decisional site. Unlike the other two stages of the policy process (“implementation” and 

“policy”), which are played out in a specific decisional body, the implementation process is normally 

carried out in the same action field in which the dominant and dominated actors confront each other, 

without institutional filters and mediations. This explains why the dominated actors who often succeed 

in making a significant “implementation impact” are generally those actors who exhibit a high “power 

of the streets” and/or are able to disrupt some strategic functions of production of the university 

field.113 

While the “power of the streets” of the English students succeeded in slowing down the 

implementation of the neoliberal agenda on higher education both at the national (“no primary 

legislation after 2010”) and at the local level (“preventing the most neoliberal managers from 

implementing this policy), the disruptive capacity of the Italian researchers (“unavailability to teach 

courses and seminars for free”) to boycott the delivery of the teaching activities that they were 

expected to carry out in the Italian universities in the first term of 2010/11 succeeded in blocking the 

implementation of several aspects of Law 240/2010, detrimental to their professional conditions. 

Finally, as for the “goods impact,” the Italian dominated actors were slightly more effective than the 

English ones. As a matter of fact, while Italian students were able to occupy and organize long-lasting 

spaces for putting forward their alternative conception of higher education within the university 

campus, this was not the case of English students, who were normally chased away from these spaces 

after the end of the university occupation.  

By and large, in the comparison between the university impacts made by the Italian and English 

dominated actors, two of the several recommendations for the study of the policy outcomes of social 

movements formulated by Felix Kolb (2007) seem to hold. First of all, it remains true both for the cases 

of the Italian and English mobilizations that “to achieve their ultimate political goals, movements have 

to overcome multiple barriers in the policy making process” (Kolb 2007: 27.). As broadly shown in my 

empirical analysis, one factor is to make an impact on the institutional agenda of the university, 

another factor is to significantly affect its policy and implementation processes. Secondly and strictly 

related to this recommendation, it is still also true the fact that “some causal mechanisms of political 

change might be more likely to influence certain parts of the policy making process” (Ibid.). While my 

analysis has shown that the adoption of disruptive tactics of action may suffice for a dominated actor 

to get the attention of the university authorities or stop the implementation of a certain academic 

                                                           
113 One should never forget to keep in mind that the kind of “implementation impact” to which I am referring 
here is reactive. All the university mobilizations with which I am dealing aim at opposing, rather than 
accelerating, some implementation processes. This may be another characteristic facilitating their relatively 
effective capacity to produce a high “implementation impact:” it is, in fact, normally easier to block and disrupt 
than to concur to the implementation of a policy and/or decision. 
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decision, it has also shown that this does not hold when at stake there are attempts to influence the 

adoption of policies. In the latter cases, a combination of different strategies or mechanisms of 

influence turns out to be needed.  

My analysis of the Italian case has shown that the presence of institutional allies or sympathetic actors 

within the governing boards, where such decisions are taken, is crucial to facilitate the adoption of 

student demands. The “power of the streets” exerted by the “outsiders,” combined with the 

institutional power of the insiders, produces a significant amplifying effect in the governing bodies. 

University managers fear this kind of alliance, as they perceive that insiders with a strong tie with other 

actors, are the expression of a collective voice that is difficult to neutralize or even to manage. These 

insiders act on the behalf of a collective group, which is always there politically and physically 

supporting them in the confrontation with the university management. On the other hand, the 

outsiders are also aware that their collective strength (expressed, for instance, through protest 

activities) will be always transformed and translated into institutional power and action from their 

internal allies. By contrast, where such institutional allies or sympathetic actors do not show up (as in 

the English case), the capacity of the students to affect the policy process of their university seems to 

remain low. In other words, the joint pressure of insiders and outsiders, exerted over the decisional 

organs and actors, seems to be crucial in producing some positive impact for the protesters in non-

state institutions, such as the universities. Given their specific vulnerabilities (Walker et al. 2008) and 

their relatively high “institutional structuration” and proximity, the adoption of a mixed strategy turns 

out to be very effective. 

Finally, the second, and most important, contribution stemming from my research is theoretical. 

Through my empirical study, I have offered a specific way of analyzing the dynamics of action and 

interaction at play between actors within the institutional setting of contemporary universities. 

Contrasting the most traditional neo-institutionalist interpretations on the idea of university seen as a 

kind of organization held together by shared beliefs and routinized practices, my analysis has shown 

that real-world universities are also and often sites of power relations, exploitation, conflict, and 

antagonism between opposing forces and actors. Time seems to be ripe to recuperate a more 

antagonist and dynamic notion of field and to employ it to understand and explain the mechanisms 

and dynamics of interaction between actors in the current context of neoliberal universities. Put 

bluntly, universities must be conceived and studied as a “political field,” in which actors or coalitions 

of actors, conveying different interests, norms, and ideas, confront each other in the effort to control 

the various resources of the field and, thus, limit the other actors’ action.  
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10.4 Problems and limitations of my study 

 

 Needless to say that some work needs to be still done and carried out to improve the analysis 

of mobilizations occurring within the current terrain of higher education. In other words, my 

dissertation on the impact of recent mobilizations within some Italian and English universities still 

exhibits some limitations and problems, both empirical and theoretical, that one needs to tackle and 

solve in future research projects. I introduce here a non-exhaustive list of limitations and problems 

that my investigation still encompasses and was not able to solve for reasons of scant time and lack of 

resources. First of all, I have limited my analysis to only few actors dwelling the current university field. 

I did not take into consideration the mobilizations of other actors, such as the cleaners, technicians, 

and middle-rank administrators, who, in recent times, have as well taken an active part in the dynamics 

of contention of this field. However, the inclusion of other university mobilizations in my analysis 

would not prevent me from falling into a second, more theoretical, limitation of my study: my still 

movement-centered approach to the analysis of contemporary university fields. The focus of my 

attention to the only moments and processes of mobilization may have prevented me from observing 

the dynamics of interaction among university actors in times of field stability. In this respect, I am 

aware to have provided a partial picture of the current university fields of Italy and England.  

A further limitation of my study, which is both empirical and theoretical, is the main, and almost 

exclusive, focus on the local level. In exploring the dynamics of interaction between actors at play in 

six individual universities, I tend to overlook the national context of higher education in which these 

universities are placed, and from which they are constrained both financially and politically. In this 

sense, the national level of higher education does affect the behavior of local actors and of their modes 

of interaction. Finally, the last major problem of my work is the short time frame of investigation that 

I have been forced to take into account. It is, in fact, difficult to observe and assess an expected change 

or impact triggered by some movement action, when the period under consideration is between three 

and five years. This short span of time seems, in fact, to suffice only for the analysis of some immediate 

and direct impact provoked by the action of movements. Yet, in order to assess the capacity of 

movements to trigger organizational and institutional changes, one needs to take into account broader 

periods of time (i.e. at least 10 years).  
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10.5 The future of the university struggles and of their research 

 

 Today, we live and work in an economic phase that current sociologists and political 

economists have defined as “knowledge economy” or “knowledge society.” According to them, the 

economic wealth of contemporary capitalist society is based upon the cognitive, informational, 

communicative, relational, affective skills of individuals, which are put at work by a new organization 

of labor and production (Cini 2012b). This may explain why the role of higher education institutions 

and of the main “good” that they provide, namely, knowledge, are today so politically and 

economically relevant for our societies. As Fueller (2000) had already understood more than a decade 

ago, the sector of higher education and its institutions will become a central site of struggles in the 

near future of our capitalist societies based on knowledge. From a scholarly point of view, one needs 

to take seriously all these societal shifts into account and carry out studies in this area. This was 

precisely the research purpose of my dissertation on the recent mobilizations taking place in two 

sectors of higher education, such as the Italian and English ones. However, and as already mentioned 

in the previous section, a further work needs to be done and carried out. I list here a set of elements 

related to the study of movements in higher education sectors that I would like to deal with and 

explore in a future research project.  

First of all, and to increase the external validity of my research, I would like to include other sectors of 

higher education in a future analysis, besides the Italian and the English cases. Aware of the Euro-

centric perspective of social movement research, it seems to be of paramount importance to include 

the study of non-European sectors of higher education. The recent and successful mobilizations of 

students in two American countries, such as Chile and Canada, represent a strong indication in support 

of the political and scientific relevance of this subject matter today. Related to this, the inclusion of 

more varied country case studies may allow me to scale up the level of my analysis and, thus, to 

increase the political and scientific relevance of my investigation. By comparing non-European with 

European sectors of higher education, I could, in fact, explore the impact that the recent student 

mobilizations have had on the sector of higher education as whole and, even, on the national political 

system, rather than simply focus my analysis on some higher education institutions at the local level. 

Finally, and in order to better assess the impact that these mobilization may have had on the 

institutional and political level of their national contexts, a larger period of investigation (i.e. 20 years) 

should be taken into account and is strongly needed.  
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Appendix A 
 

Instructions for the codebook of my protest event analysis (PEA) 

I define the protest event (PE) as a collective action114 promoted by non-institutional actors115 

who address specific institutions, elites, authorities, or other groups, using unconventional tactics in 

order to pursue collective goals whose achievement is supposed to symbolically or materially provide 

them with benefits. More especially, a PE must be necessarily made up of three key features: an 

unconventional form of action, a common target, and a collective claim. Like Tarrow (1989), I do not 

regard unconventional actions as a set of actions categorically distinct from a more institutionalized 

set of actions. Rather, I see unconventional actions as being different from conventional actions in 

terms of degree of disruptiveness: that is, the degree to which such actions are expected to “cause 

interference with lives, routines, interests, or benefits of elites, public authorities, or other groups or 

are organized to plan such actions” (Tarrow 1989: 68). The target is the subject to which the 

unconventional action is addressed. Finally, the claim is the goal that such action aims at pursuing. 

In my research, I am interested at investigating a specific type of protest events (PEs): the protest 

events carried out by university students. Bearing in mind the above definition, I will specify university 

protest events as the following: they are those unconventional collective actions, either organized by 

university students or actions in which such students take part on behalf of the collective identity of 

students, facing one or more common targets to which addressing one or more collective claims. 

List and coding of variables:  

1. Newspaper: the source from which the PE is codified (Coding Variable: “Newspaper”) 

2. Date of the PE: day. month. year (Coding Variable: “Date”) 

The starting date of the PE will be coded. 

3. Duration of the PE: in terms of days (Coding Variable: “Duration”) 

If the PE ends in the same day in which it starts, it is coded as 1. For any additional day the PE lasts, 

one must associate the corresponding numerical code: e.g. 3 days of faculty occupation, duration code: 

3. In this case, I will consider 3 PE. When the article does not specify the duration of the PE, the latter 

must be coded as 1.  

                                                           
114 By collective action I mean an action carried out at least by three people.  
115 By non-institutional actors I mean those actors who do not have a direct and/or permanent access to public 
institutions. 
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4. City of the PE: the city in which the PE has taken place (Coding Variable: “City”) 

5. Place of the PE: the place in which the PE has taken place (Coding Variable: “Place”)  

Since my analysis investigates the PEs, which have occurred in 3 Italian cities, I do not need to specify 

the city in which a single PE takes place. By contrast, this variable will help me explore in which 

part/zone/ area of the city a PE has taken place. More specifically, by place of the PE I mean the part 

of the city in which the PE has been carried out. When the PE has crossed more parts of the city, one 

has to take into account the final destination116. I will not provide a prelist of places, but I will 

distinguish between two types of place in which a PE might occur: university area and non-university 

area. By university area I mean all the PEs taking place within the universities (such as assemblies or 

occupations) or in their proximity; by contrast, the non-university area is the set of places that does 

not include the former type of area (e.g. a demonstrations which starts from the university, but it ends 

up in a non-university area must be considered as being placed in a non-university area). 

Coding categories: 

A. University Area: 

Department/Faculty = 1 

Rectorate = 2 

Other places at the university campus= 3 

B. Non-university Area:  

Highways/Railways/Airports = 4 

City squares, historical monuments, and public parks = 5 

Outside the public institutions (local and/or national) = 6 

Public auditoriums = 7 

Squat buildings and social centers = 8 

Factories and workplaces = 9 

                                                           
116 To understand whether one is measuring more than one PE is necessary to see if the article is referring to 
protests with distinct locations and timings. If the answer is positive, one has to consider such events as distinct 
ones. See Kriesi et al. 1995.  
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4. Action Form of the PE: the form of action through which the single PE manifests itself (Coding 

Variable: “Action Form”) 

By drawing on Caiani et al. 2012, Kriesi et al. 1995, and Tarrow 1989, I have built a typology of action 

forms which distinguishes categories on the basis of increasing “disruptiveness” (Tarrow 1989: 68). To 

each category I award a numerical code, increasing from the less to the most disruptive form of action: 

A. Conventional:  

Letters to public authorities = 1 

Press releases and press conferences = 2 

Leafleting = 3 

Participation in public meeting with authorities = 4 

Legal action = 5 

B. Demonstrative:  

Festivals =6 

Petitions = 7 

Assemblies = 8 

Public teach-ins = 9 

Public rallies = 10 

Authorized demonstrations = 11 

C. Confrontational:  

Strike/interruption/disturbance of official ceremonies = 12 

Rectorate and faculty occupations= 13 

Block teachings = 14 

Unauthorized demonstrations = 15 

Railway and road blockades = 16 
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4. Violent:117  

Clashes with political opponents = 17 

Clashes with police = 18 

Property damages = 19 

Urban riots= 20 

Others = 99 

Two further macro-categories can be grouped: conventional and demonstrative action forms are non-

disruptive, whereas confrontational and violent are disruptive.  

5. Number of Protesters: number of participants in a single PE (Coding Variable: “Protesters”) 

When there are different estimates between the two newspapers, the highest estimate (usually that 

of the organizers) is taken into account. If no estimates of participants are mentioned in the article, 

rough estimates are given according to the following rules (Kriesi et al. 1995: 268): some = 5; (several) 

dozens = 50; (several) hundreds = 500; (several) thousands = 5,000; (several) dozens of thousands = 

50,000, and so on. 

6. Target of the PE: against or for whom/what the PE has been carried out (Coding Variable: “Target”) 

Any PE has a target towards which to address the discontent, claims, and even support of the 

participants. The targets of the PE may be various: university actors, the government, allies, counter-

movements, and so on. If a single PE has different targets, I will single out the main one: that is, the 

target included in the title of the newspaper article or in the “first 150 words” (see Koopmans 2002). 

On the basis of this variety of target, a set of coding categories will be set: 

Coding categories: 

Faculty members and faculty institutions= 1 

Rectors and university institutions = 2 

Government = 3 

                                                           
117 The literature on action forms of movements (Kriesi et al. 1995, Caiani et al. 2012) usually distinguishes 
between light and heavy forms of violent action. Since my research is not interested in investigating the degree 
of political violence expressed by student movements and, above all, since such movements have essentially 
not carried out violent actions, I will not maintain this distinction. 
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Political allies (parties and unions) = 4 

State institutions (judiciary, legislature, State officials, police, and presidency of Republic) = 5 

Social allies and other movements = 6 

Political, social, and movement opponents = 7 

Media = 8 

Public opinion = 9 

Others = 99 

7. Issue of the PE: the issue on which the PE has been organized/carried out (Coding Variable: “Issue”) 

There may be various issues on which student protesters have mobilized. Students can carry out 

protests regarding their own university institutions, the public policies concerning the higher education 

system, domestic (political) issues, international (political) issues, and so on. A list of coding categories 

will be set. If a single PE has different targets, I will single out the main one (see above for the criterion 

of selection). 

Coding categories: 

Faculty issues (organization of teaching and research, faculty members, faculty councils, and so on) = 

1 

University issues (rector, decisional organs, university organizations, tuition fees, and so on) = 2 

Reforms of higher education = 3 

Other domestic policies = 4 

International policies = 5 

Values and fundamental rights = 6 

Others = 99 

8. Claim of the PE: the goal of the PE (Coding Variable: “Claim”) 

Any PE expresses more or less explicitly a specific claim; in other words, any PE aims to achieve a 

particular goal. Such a goal can have a various nature: it can be material or symbolic, substantive or 

expressive, adaptive or transformative. Drawing on the typology of claims introduced by Tarrow in 
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Democracy and Disorder (1989), I will distinguish between two macro-categories of claims: substantive 

and expressive. By substantive claims I mean those claims which have a material and concrete 

objective, such as new rights, benefits, and policies (or opposing them); by contrast, by expressive 

claims I mean those claims which have a symbolic and demonstrative goal, such as protests over 

symbolism, solidarity, and opposition. In each of the two macro-categories I identify four categories of 

claim (see Tarrow 1989: 123-128). 

A. Substantive Claims: 

1. Getting rights: protests in order to gain the right to participate in decision making. 

2. Getting more: conflicts between people seeking direct substantive benefits and those who had them 

to give. 

3. Getting heard: protests on behalf of positive policy objectives.  

4. Stopping action: protests mounted to change an existing policy or stop the adoption of a policy that 

the protesters dislike. 

B. Expressive Claims:  

1. Acquiring identity: protests whose sole visible purpose is to assert the existence or identity of a 

collective actor. 

2. Showing sympathy: protests aimed at demonstrating solidarity with other individuals, categories, or 

organizations. 

3. Getting even: conflicts between groups in conflict in which there is no visible policy or substantive 

claim, but opposition to others or what they stand for. 

4. Getting out: protests aimed at the destruction or overthrow of the system. 

Coding Categories:  

Getting rights = 1 

Getting more = 2 

Getting heard = 3 

Stopping action = 4 

Acquiring identity = 5 
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Showing sympathy = 6 

Getting even = 7 

Getting out = 8 

 

Appendix B 
 

Framework for the Discourse Analysis (DA) (on national laws, university documents, and statutes) 

Actors Objectives Means Interests Ideas Institutions Degree of 

concreten

ess 

Who are 

the 

actors 

explicitly 

mention

ed in the 

text? 

Actors 

as 

subjects 

and 

objects 

of the 

normati

ve 

measure

s 

Which are the 

declared 

objectives of 

the 

law/norm/arti

cle? 

Which 

are the 

means 

explicitly 

mention

ed to 

pursue 

such 

objectiv

es? 

Which are 

the 

interests 

explicitly 

mentioned 

that are 

served? 

And which 

are the 

hidden 

ones? 

(interpretat

ive work 

and 

triangulatio

n with 

other 

methods) 

Which are the 

cognitive 

argumentatio

ns and 

justifications 

adduced to 

enforce that 

law/norm/arti

cle? 

Which are 

the 

institutions 

to which 

such 

law/norm/art

icle is 

addressed? 

How 

detailed 

are the 

measures 

included in 

the text 

(this is set 

to assess 

the 

discretional 

power of 

actors): 

Low/High 

 

 

Italian national laws and political measures analysed: 

Circolare Malfatti 3 dicembre 1976 

Legge n. 31/1979 

Decreto del Presidente della Repubblica n. 382, dell'11 luglio 1980 

Legge n. 341/1990, "legge Ruberti," 
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Legge n. 390/1991  

Confindustria (1991), Confindustria per le riforme. Analisi e proposte, Sipi, Roma. 

Legge n. 148, dell’11 luglio 2002 

“Dichiarazione congiunta dei ministri europei dell’istruzione superiore: lo spazio europeo 

dell’istruzione superiore” intervenuti al Convegno di Bologna il 19 giugno 1999 

Ert: European round table of industrialists visit www.ert.be 

Legge n. 59/1997, " Bassanini law"  

Legge n. 127, 15 maggio 1997, Bassanini 2 

Decreto ministeriale n. 278, del 21 luglio 1997 

Decreti del Presidente della Repubblica n. 386 e n. 387, 1997. 

Legge n. 210, del 3 luglio 1998, “legge Berlinguer” 

Legge n. 370/1999 

Riforma Zecchino, Decreto ministeriale n. 509, 3 novembre 1999 

Decreto ministeriale n. 117/ 2000 

Decreto ministeriale n. 262/2004 

Decreto ministeriale n. 270/2004 

Legge n. 230/2005  

Decreto Legislativo n. 164/2006: following up the law.  

Legge 133/2008  

Decreto Legge 180/2008  

Legge n. 1/2009  

Legge n. 240/2010  

 

English national laws and political measures analysed: 

University Grants Committee, Annual Survey: Academic Year 1973-74 (London H.M.S.O., 1975). 

Teaching and Higher Education Act, 1998 

White Paper 2003: “The Future of Higher Education” 

Higher Education Act, 2004 

http://www.ert.be/
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Jarrat Report, 1985 

Education Reform Act, 1988 

Further and Higher Education Act, 1992 

Higher Education Funding and Student Finance (“Browne Review”), 2010 

White Paper 2011: “Students at the Heart of the System” 

 

Appendix C 
 

Semi-structured interviews with the dominated and dominant actors of the Italian and English 

university fields 

Italy (45 interviewees) 

University of Turin: 

Students: 

Alice Graziano, Studenti Indipendenti 

Chiara Fiore, Studenti Indipendenti 

Andrea Polacchi, Studenti Indipendenti 

Gianluca Pittavino, Collettivo Universitario Autonomo (CUA) and Askatasuna 

Simone Rubini, CUA 

Davide Vadacchini, Studenti Indipendenti 

Luca Spadon, National spokesperson of Link 

Matilde, CUA 

Researchers: 

Alessandro Ferretti, Physics 

Bruno Maida, History 

Silvia Pasqua, Economics 
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Alessandra Durio, Economics 

Professors: 

An Executive member of the Department of Law (1) 

The current Rector 

An executive member of the Department of Law (2) 

An executive member of the Department of Chemistry, 

A Professor of Italian literature 

An executive member of the Department of Languages 

 

Sapienza: 

Students: 

Giorgio Sestili, Atenei in Rivolta 

Luca Cafagna, UniRiot 

Tiziano, Unicommons 

Fabio Ingrosso, LINK 

Elena Monticelli, LINK 

Fabio GianFrancesco, Uniriot and Esc 

Giansandro, Unicommons and Laboratorio OZ 

Isabella Pinto, Uniriot and Teatro Valle Occupato 

Silvio Pavone, Atenei in Rivolta 

Researchers: 

Bartolomeo Azzaro, Law 

Marco Merafina, Physics 

Stefania Tuzi, Architecture 
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Professors:  

An executive member of the Department of Biology 

 

Federico II: 

Students: 

Eleonora De Majo, Insurgencia 

Giancarlo Piacci, Nucleo 

Giovanni Pagano, Laboratorio 081 

Luca Recà, Laboratorio 081 

Mauro Pinto, Laboratorio 081 

Roberta Russo, LINK 

Researchers: 

Alessandro Arienzo, History of Political Thought  

Bruno Catalanotti, Pharmacy 

Alessandro Pezzella, Physics 

Professors:  

An executive member of the Department of Biology 

An executive member of the Department of Medicine 

An executive member of the Department of Mathematics 

An executive member of the Department of Veterinary (Medicine) 

An executive member of the Department of Molecular Medicine 

 

England (28 interviewees)  

(BA= Bachelor student; MA= Master student) 
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University College of London: 

Students:  

Jonathan, MA 

Edwin, BA 

Sarah, BA 

Guy, MA 

Tom, BA 

Teaching assistants: 

Jack 

Academic managers: 

A former senior manager 

A current senior manager 

A non-academic member of UCL Council 

 

University of Sussex: 

Students: 

Alia, BA 

Kelly, MA 

Julie, BA 

Teaching assistants: 

Maia 

Professors: 

Luke Martell, Media and Communication and activist of the University College Union (UCU) 

Academic managers: 
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An elected professorial member of the Council 

 

University of Birmingham: 

Students: 

Jessica, BA 

Ashok, MA 

Teaching assistant: 

Louisa 

Academic managers: 

A current senior manager 

A former senior manager 

 

Actors with other academic affiliations: 

Clare, MA student at SOAS and President of the University of London Union (ULU) in 2010 

Fairooz, BA student at University of Arts London 

Jamie, MA student at the University of Manchester and Teaching Assistant at Goldsmiths 

Professor Des Freedman, Goldsmiths and activist of the University College Union (UCU) 

Soren, MA student and student officer at Goldsmiths 

Rob, staff member of the University College Union (UCU) and national responsible of the international 

relations office of UCU 

Lucy, BA student at the London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE) 

Feyzi, Teaching Assistant at SOAS 
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