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THE AGE OF PRECARITY AND THE NEW CHALLENGES TO THE
ACADEMIC PROFESSION
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Abstract

Neoliberalism has had destructive effects on the academic profession. While full-
time academic employment has always been a privilege for a few, the academic
precariat has risen as a reserve army of workers with ever shorter, lower paid,
hyper-flexible contracts and ever more temporally fragmented and geographically
displaced hyper-mobile lives. Under the pressure to ‘publish or perish’ a growing
stratification between research and teaching has emerged. It has made academic
work more susceptible to market pressures, and less — to public accountability.
Focusing on a recent call for ‘casual researchers’ issued by Oxford University the
paper indicates how the growing competition for scarcer resources has made
academics finally aware of the inequalities engendered by neoliberal capitalism, but
still incapable to mobilize.
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Over the last decades, university students and faculty started and
joined movements against the neoliberal reforms of higher education. The
cutting of research budgets, introduction of fees, and of a growing number
of flexible fixed short-term contracts of teaching and academic staff led to
decreasing work and educational opportunities, and increasing
indebtedness, job insecurity, precarious labor and, ultimately, poverty. In
the era of academic capitalism, the “corporate” or “entrepreneurial”
university has become the dominant model of higher education.t University
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bureaucracies have expanded and initiated strict control and audit of
academic production; academic labor has become growingly precarious
and deprofessionalized.? An emerging global field of higher education has
been increasingly homogenized upon the standards of Anglo-American
research universities. 3 Peripheral universities have extended a self-
colonizing effort4 to make up for their “backwardness”.® They have
embraced this struggle despite the scarce resources and asymmetric
knowledge production between core and periphery.

While higher education has been turned into a profitable business in
which mostly state funds are invested, it does not pay back into the state
exchequer ¢. It benefits industries, commercial publishers, marketing
consultancies, retail and service providers. The profit, however, is
accumulated by exploitation of students and an increasingly growing
number of academics who have joined the ranks of the working poor.”

Social scientists have become increasingly involved with these and
other movements, and visible on popular and social media, narrating
personal stories and reflecting on the growing casualization of academic
labor. A number of scholars from the discipline and beyond have detailed
the pressure of self-exploitation,® impoverishment and insecurity®1°
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restless hypermobility,! the indebtedness of university graduates at the
benefit of ever richer high-ranking administrative cadres, 2 and the
increasing movement of academics who quit the academy.3

A generation of young scholars who enters the market with
minimum income but under maximum pressure for visibility has to pay
their own way to stay afloat. This often means that, despite the mass entry
into higher education in the post-war era, once again only those from
privileged families can keep playing the academic game.*

Senior academics, who contributed to the overproduction and
competition, are also increasingly anxious about the bureaucratization of
the application, recruitment, and self-evaluation, the brutal competition for
short-term funding, and the excruciating income inequality between an
ever smaller cohort of star academics and an ever growing reserve army of
adjunct faculty.!s Yet, instead of a profound rethinking in of academic labor
relations, the skyrocketing number of PhD places within a shrinking job
market is still the norm rather than the exception.

Against this background, a whole generation of junior academics is
exposed to an ever growing casualization of labor. In Ireland alone, as a
study of the collective Third Level Workplace Watch shows, a growing
number of casual academics win on average 10 000 € annual income for an
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average of eight and a half years after finishing their PhD. In 63% of the
cases this income is generated by hourly paid work, done in 62% of the
cases by women.'¢In Ireland again, a recent study by the Higher Academic
Autority has shown that men still get 70% of all permanent academic
positions in all seven universities in the country.” The situation is similar in
other countries where despite the fact that women make for the majority of
completed PhD dissertations, the ratio of employment is still at their
detriment.® Women are particularly exposed to vulnerability with less
access to permanent positions, and more emotional labor and care-giving
functions both in and out of the academy. While those who have children
feel losing the academic game because of the domestic burden of care in
ever decreasing welfare conditions, those who do not have children feel
deprived of private life due to growing imperative to do replacement
teaching and administrative work.

Beyond national trends, a growing “internationalization” (i.e.
transnational flexibilization) of academic work makes it a difficult subject
of both research and organized resistance. To stay in the academic game
after finishing a PhD, in an English language research institution, one is
usually required to put up with flexibility and recurrent migration. Those
who get to do a post-doc or get a full-time fixed-contract teaching position
are usually pressed to find time out of work in order to turn their PhD into
publications. The shorter the time of the contract the higher the probability
is that they return unprepared to the ever more competitive job-market.

On the road of celebrated “internationalization” many are pressed
to curtail their previous social and professional networks, and change
countries every few months or years, if lucky. Many suffer loneliness and
depression while others have to take on the responsibility of moving their
whole families along or commuting across regional or national borders to
make ends meet. The others, who - out of choice, or often out of necessity —
opt out of the game of transnational mobility, fall easily in the trap of zero-
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hour teaching and precarious research arrangements in order to stay
afloat. ©* Both groups are dependent on local or international clan-
like arrangements of loyalty and hierarchy. 22 While university
administrations outnumber academic faculty, academics do ever-growing
amount of administrative work of (self-) evaluation to fit the demands of
the ‘global knowledge economy’. Individualized contractual arrangements
and access to benefits and resources encourages cruel competition among
colleagues and friends, and breaks all solidarity.

Research and teaching institutions have not responded adequately
to the new crisis, but have rather sought ways to justify new levels of
exploitation by the acknowledgement that that is how “the system works”.
An advertisement of Oxford’s Centre for Migration, Policy, and Society
(COMPAYS) for “casual researchers” showed a new precedent of both
contractual arrangements and of language that normalizes the precarious
situation of many scholars.2t It promised just over 12 GBP for hour, of a 12
weeks’ long research position, in which a scholar would arrange, conduct,
transcribe, and encode 20-60 interviews with ‘irregular migrants’ and 8-24
interviews with their employers. On the one hand, this could mean a neat
short-term research opportunity with payment that would allow a trained
researcher to earn over a period of three months what one could gain for a
year of full-time academic work. It also did not sound particularly
exclusive or demanding in terms of credentials — one did not need to have a
completed PhD or even an MA in a specific disciplinary field. On the other
hand, the ad sounded more like a description of a job that could be done
within a one- or two years’ contract, with benefits, as a part of an
intellectual community, and as co-author of the final product of the project.
The position also clearly required a specific profile. Put together, the
requirements described a researcher at least at an advanced doctoral level,
who has developed and could easily activate a vast network of up to sixty
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potential informants among “irregular migrants” from specific national
and linguistic groups.

Around this debate, a number of contradictions and questions come
to the forefront of an aggregate community of young researchers. Firstly,
the outrage which this announcement caused among the academic
community was instantaneous, with thousand posts of the first response to
the ad on the social media.? Yet, how can a serious effort for self-
organizing be carried out by people, exposed to multiple contractual
arrangements within even the same university, let alone different
institutions or countries?

Secondly, the question of what is to be done to fight against
academic precarity, strikes into the heart of the involvement of academics
with politics. While more and more young scholars have less and less the
financial privilege of extended research and time for emersion into the
studied reality and extensive reflection and writing, they are more and
more engaged with movements. Yet, what advantages and limitations does
this new ethos present to the profession? The neoliberal short-term flexible
contracts, the enormous work-load of teaching and publication under the
“publish or perish” imperative, and the incentive for short-term project-
based research-oriented fundraising all compartmentalize the experience of
research. In a life of accelerated mobility and inflated demands of work and
activist involvement, they create a fake dilemma between political
commitment and thorough academic work. It creates a dichotomy between
those in permanent position, who can afford time to research, think, and
write, but who are critiqued as becoming a part of the establishment, and
the precarious academics who have none of these privilege, and whose
political work is often seen as a lost cause for their academic advancement.
And while the new ethos of academic-activist requires a reassessment of
the relation between political involvement and knowledge production,
meaningful public intervention still stay beyond the scope of overworked
scholars cast invisible as workers and human beings.

Last, but not least, the question remains if the new conjuncture is
not a painful but timely reminder for academics. Being in the academy has
often been a privilege that has allowed the majority of us, even when we
have researched marginalized groups’ plight for survival and dignity, to

22 |bidem.
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stay far removed from these political struggles. “Academic freedom” has
often been used to fend off demands for public engagement of intellectuals
at the service of the society at large.? Against this background, the
casualization of academic labor is a good lesson to remind us that while a
system creating extreme inequalities persists, no one is immune from the
“neoliberal race to the bottom” .24
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