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University Rankings
A Dead End

K O S TA S  G A V R O G L U

abstract  The rank ing sys tems for uni ver si ties aim at the quan ti fi ca tion of all  aspects of uni ver sity life. 
For many decades, uni ver si ties prided them selves on the dif fer ences among them. Rankings reduced 
dis cus sions about the qual i ta tive dif fer ences among uni ver si ties to dis cus sions of numer i cal dif fer ences. 
Perhaps the clos est one can get to draw ing a road map of the pres ent and future of uni ver si ties is under
stand ing the form and con tent of the rank ings within the over all frame work of the dig i tal con di tion. The 
dig i tal con di tion already forces the adop tion of new eth i cal modes, restruc tures work ing time, imposes 
styles of read ing, affects teach ing, and dic tates new research prac tices. But above all, the rearticulations 
of democracy due to the digital condition will mark the new state of the universities. And such a pros pect 
can per haps be defined within Bill Sharpe’s three hori zons frame work.

keywords   uni ver sity rank ings, neo lib er al ism, quan ti fi ca tion, higher edu ca tion, democ racy

Thinking in the 1990s of the State of Universities in the 2020s
In discussing the state of the uni ver si ties in thirty years’ time, it may per haps be 
use ful to start with a Gedankenexperiment about what we would have thought if 
thirty years ago we held a meet ing to dis cuss the state of the uni ver si ties in our day. 
In fact, 1990 is a rather sym bolic date, since it is the time when the phrase “Wash
ington con sen sus” was coined to express in no uncer tain terms the road map to a 
full implementation of the neo lib eral agenda at every level of the econ omy and gov
ern ment.1 Could we have under stood in 1990 any of the dynam ics that followed and 
shaped today’s uni ver si ties? Could we have been in a posi tion to com pre hend the 
deci sive effects that a num ber of prac tices and pol i cies that were in their nascent 
stages would have in transforming uni ver si ties? More impor tantly, would we have 
been in a posi tion to accept the con clu sions of our ana ly ses if they led to a totally 
transformed insti tu tion com pared to what it had been for almost two cen tu ries? To 
many aca dem ics, uni ver si ties appeared as invin ci ble and immu ta ble insti tu tions. 
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They were con sid ered insti tu tions that could adopt many changes and could adapt 
to chang ing exter nal con di tions, but few believed that uni ver si ties could be rad
i cally transformed as a result of these adop tions and adap ta tions. The dom i nant 
view among aca dem ics was that uni ver si ties evolved with almost no discontinui
ties. However, dur ing the last three decades, there has been a stu pen dous gestalt 
shift in the views we enter tain about the devel op ment of uni ver si ties, and we have 
come to accept that uni ver si ties did indeed go through trans for ma tive disconti
nuities. Presently, almost every one accepts that uni ver si ties have been qual i ta tively 
transformed; despite the fact that many think this is a disas trous change, some 
think it is the best thing that has hap pened to uni ver si ties, and a few are so per
plexed that they oscil late between these two view points.

It appears that the dom i nant polit i cal forces do not care any more about 
whether uni ver si ties should aim at edu cat ing cit i zens and cul ti vat ing crit i cal ity. 
Nevertheless, they very much care about whether post sec ond ary insti tu tions are 
ori ented toward teach ing skills. The same polit i cal forces are almost obsessed with 
inno va tion. Educating the young has slowly become syn on y mous with teach ing 
them skills, and knowl edge pro duc tion has become syn on y mous with inno va tion. 
But even the acqui si tion of skills and inno va tion are sub or di nate to an over all strat
egy whose aim is to under mine the rel a tive auton omy of uni ver si ties and com pel 
them to obey the Invisible Hand. And though the var i ous offi cial reports of policy
making bod ies of the Euro pean Union make a point to pay their respects to “edu ca
tion and research,” their sub se quent rec om men da tions betray their true beliefs: the 
“old” approach has turned uni ver si ties into obso lete insti tu tions that do not serve 
the “needs” of soci ety—a euphe mism for implementing the neo lib eral agenda.

Let us go back to our Gedankenexperiment. In that meet ing, we would have 
listed a num ber of trends that made their pres ence felt rather strongly; some of 
these we would have con sid ered a lit tle wor ri some, and some would have been met 
with enthu si asm. In 1990, then, there were strong indi ca tions that the funding of 
uni ver si ties was being dis so ci ated from the obli ga tions of the state. This almost 
axi om atic aspect of higher edu ca tion pol icy in Europe started to wane, and many 
policymakers talked of the bright futures uni ver si ties would have if they sought 
eco nomic inde pen dence from the gov ern ments and, hence, strength ened com pe
ti tion among them—with all  the ensu ing advan tages that such com pe ti tion would 
bring about, according to the new gurus of policymaking. The same policymakers 
started to air doubts about the effec tive ness of the very notion of ten ured staff, 
and this hal lowed ingre di ent of aca demic life was no lon ger invul ner a ble. In con
junc tion with the undermining of ten ure, lowpaid adjunct teach ing staff were 
pres ent in many depart ments, but noth ing fore told that the impo si tion of pre car
i ous work ing con di tions would become the stan dard way for uni ver si ties to meet 
their teach ing needs. When adjuncts became almost the rule in many, espe cially 
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US, uni ver si ties, their work ing con di tions and pros pects heralded the zerohour 
con tracts that became so prev a lent after 2015. Precariousness has become the rule 
in a grow ing num ber of insti tu tions of higher edu ca tion. Furthermore, the admin
is tra tion of many US uni ver si ties included a num ber of non ac a demic staff, a tra
di tion not often followed in Euro pean uni ver si ties. During the last thirty years, 
“managerialism” in Euro pean uni ver si ties has become the rule, aca demic staff have 
been sub ser vi ent to all  kinds of deci sions by admin is tra tions that resem ble busi
ness prac tices, and increas ingly stu dents have been referred to—and, more impor
tantly, thought of—as “cli ents.”

These were some of the emerg ing trends of the early 1990s, and, with hind
sight, they were not given the atten tion they deserved or rec og nized as shap ing the 
future of the uni ver si ties. Again, with hind sight, we can claim that not even the 
crit ics of neo lib er al ism could fore see the dra matic con se quences of these trends 
for uni ver si ties. Though there were some signs pointing to the rank ing of uni ver
si ties, rank ings as they came to dom i nate the higher edu ca tion scene were not part 
of the topog ra phy of 1990.2 However, the “signs” were already pres ent: in 1978, the 
jour nal Scientometrics was established, and 1993 was the year the International Soci
ety for Scientometrics and Informetrics was founded. In other words, quan ti fi ca
tion was already part of aca demic cul ture.

Rankings as Methodology or Ideology?
Comply with and con form to a spe cific set of cri te ria, gain points, and make prog
ress in the rank ings: this, in a nut shell, is the “phi los o phy of rank ings,” the dom i
nant frame work that even tu ally came to con di tion the func tion ing of the uni ver
si ties. Forget the tra di tions that formed each uni ver sity; for get how much time 
some aca dem ics spend talking to their stu dents after class; for get the time spent 
inno vat ing new meth ods of teach ing. And make the hfac tor and the suc cess rate 
in bring ing funded research pro grams to the uni ver sity the sole cri te ria that define 
the pro file of the aca dem ics. Sometime in the 1990s, a “restart” but ton was pushed, 
and, much to the delight of the policymakers, uni ver sity admin is tra tors obliged. 
And in the pub lic sphere, rank ings became syn on y mous with excel lence.

There are many var i ants of rank ings. The main ones are the Quacquarelli 
Symonds, the Times Higher Education, and the Shanghai Ranking Consultancy rank
ings. In addi tion to these, there are tens of other sys tems that rank depart ments, 
schools, and countries. It is almost impos si ble to find any kind of aca demic activ ity 
that is not included in some kind of rank ing. There have been many wellargued 
crit i cisms of the rank ings, and even the usu ally care ful and dip lo matic UNESCO 
has been rather crit i cal of them.3 Quantifying every thing that can be made to be 
quan ti fi able and ignor ing every thing that is not quan ti fi able, doing every thing 
to guar an tee a “good per for mance” in the rank ings, and the will ing ness of many 
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uni ver si ties to par tic i pate in the glob al ized mar ket place: these all  became the order 
of the day. A good show in the rank ings became the almost exclu sive aim of uni
ver sity admin is tra tions, but even more impor tantly, the pro ce dures and cri te ria for 
a good place in the rank ings was what guided the artic u la tion of the argu ments of 
policymakers. A good rank ing pro vi des an a pos te ri ori jus ti fi ca tion for pol i cies that 
may not have been enthu si as ti cally received at the time of their announce ment.

The new heg e monic ideology is aptly expressed by the claim that “if it’s not 
quan ti fi able, it’s not impor tant.”4 Quantifiability and actual quan ti fi ca tion have 
become the ulti mate expres sions of almost all  aspects of policymaking. And it is 
the quan ti fi ca tion of (diff er ent) qual i ties that has been one of the cor ner stones 
of neo lib eral think ing. Ever since their founding in the Middle Ages, uni ver si ties  
prided them selves on—even legit i mized them selves by—giv ing prom i nence to 
the diff er ences among them, rather than to their sim i lar i ties. What the phi los o phy 
behind rank ings does is trans form the intrin sic het ero ge ne ity of uni ver si ties into 
a homo ge ne ity. Otherwise it would be almost impos si ble for the rank ings to retain 
their pres tige. The sur vival of rank ings depends on the appli ca tion of the same cri
te ria to all  the uni ver si ties. Rankings trans form het ero ge ne ity—which had almost 
been a defin ing char ac ter is tic of the uni ver si ties—into homo ge ne ity. But homo ge
ne ity in this sense does not mean that “they are all  the same.” It means that each 
one diff ers in a quan ti fied and quan ti fi able way from an ideal type that is being 
approx i mated by those uni ver si ties that are at the very top of the list. In fact, for 
cen tu ries, uni ver si ties could be intel li gi bly com pared with each other because they 
were diff er ent. Today they are com pared with each other because they diff er in 
num bers. In the era of glob al iza tion, what is being homog e nized is the diff er ences 
of the uni ver si ties, often expressed by their his tor i cally formed local i ties. Padua, 
Bologna, Paris, Rostock, Oxford, and Évora are not just diff er ent cit ies in diff er ent 
counties. They are local i ties whose his tor i cal devel op ments have been intri cately 
related to the devel op ment of the uni ver si ties, and vice versa.5 “Pluralism is bad, 
plu ral ism is back ward, in uni for mity we seek the bright future”: this could very 
well be a motto of the new era.

Quantification is not inde pen dent of the per va sive ten dency to think about 
all  aspects of social life in terms of math e mat ics. I am not refer ring to the heavy 
or light use of sta tis tics. I am not even talking about algo rithms, which have been 
the motive force of the dig i tal age. I am talking about math e ma ti za tion in a sim
i lar sense as in rank ings, where qual i ties are quan ti fied. There is a rather heavy 
“indus try” pro duc ing the math e mat ics of mur der,6 tin ker ing with equa tions to 
include ideology,7 and even inventing an equa tion for hap pi ness!8 And, of course, 
one can always refer to the rad i cal meta mor pho sis of eco nom ics—a dis ci pline that 
has become part of applied math e mat ics in recent decades—with its strong claims 
about objectivity. Quantification has force fully reintroduced a notion of objectivity 
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cleansed of its sub tle and intri cate the o ret i cal prob lems. All seri ous inter dis ci plin
ary schol ar ship of the past fifty years raised a set of issues concerning the com plex
ity of this notion. Neoliberalism has man aged to reestablish strong ties between 
quan ti fi ca tion and objectivity, and num bers have regained their role as the unques
tion able medi a tors in legit i miz ing objectivity.

Of course, the cru cial role of num bers in establishing objectivity has been 
well entrenched in our prac tices in the West ever since the sev en teenth cen tury. 
Experimental results expressed in num bers con vey “objec tive facts” about nature. 
Anyone can repeat the exper i ments in diff er ent loca tions and diff er ent times and 
still get the same results. It was believed that this could not have been the case 
unless exper i ments mea sured objec tive quan ti ties. The trans for ma tion of “pri vate 
knowl edge” into “pub lic knowl edge” due to devel op ments dur ing the sev en teenth 
cen tury was based on this rela tion of num bers to objectivity. The gen er al ized 
alchem i cal cul ture of keep ing secrets waned, and any one, inde pen dent of social 
sta tus, could prac tice the new exper i men tal sci ence. Thus num bers were crowned 
as the ulti mate adju di ca tors of all  the vir tu ous things that the Scientific Revolution 
had brought about. This leg acy was fur ther solid i fied in the Enlightenment. And it 
con tin ued almost unchal lenged into our day, through the “ava lanche of num bers”9 
dur ing the nineteenth cen tury. But then some peo ple in the 1930s, and espe cially 
Thomas Kuhn in the 1960s, but most impor tantly the ini ti a tors of the Strong Pro
gram of Edinburgh in the 1970s, came to rad i cally ques tion it. It is not the num
bers per se, they argued, but the way you read the num bers that gives mean ing 
to them. And you read the num bers through mis con cep tions, prej u dices, biases, 
pre con cep tions, and diff er ent sci en tific the o ries explaining the same phe nom ena. 
Importantly, you read num bers because num bers, and the whole frame work that 
brought them about, are immersed in power struc tures. And the lat ter are nei ther 
ideo log i cally, nor polit i cally, nor socially neu tral regimes.10 Such cri tiques, which 
shift the empha sis from the num bers them selves to our read ing of the num bers, 
may very well help us under mine the per cep tion that the “results” of uni ver sity 
rank ings are almost selfevi dent objec tive truths.

Policymakers did their best to con vince soci ety at large that uni ver si ties  
should leave behind their “old and ineffi  cient” selves. Many con sider them as par
a dig matic cases of ineffi  cient insti tu tions. There is, indeed, a lot of talk about the 
effi ciency of the uni ver si ties, and though it is not clear what the exact mean ing of 
“ineffi  ciency” is when it refers to an insti tu tion, the way to an effi cient future was 
aggres sively sought in the run ning of uni ver si ties by man ag ers whose expe ri ence 
had been gained through their involve ment in the run ning of businesses in the 
pri vate sec tor. But claiming that “ineffi  ciency” is one of the most seri ous prob lems 
fac ing uni ver si ties is another way of say ing that dem o cratic pro ce dures are time
con sum ing. For it is almost triv i ally true that one of the defin ing char ac ter is tics 
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of uni ver si ties has been their accom mo da tion of plu ral ism in all  its hues, and this 
has been achieved through con tin u ous nego ti a tions of indi vid u als and col lec tiv i
ties with the admin is tra tions and the gov ern ments. The damn ing of ineffi  ciency is 
either moti vated by a total igno rance of how uni ver si ties (should) func tion, or it 
is a direct attack on democ racy as it has evolved in uni ver si ties. What is at stake, 
then, is this very defin ing char ac ter is tic of uni ver si ties. The impo si tion of quan ti
fi able categories such as effi ciency, pro duc tiv ity, costeffec tive ness, and stan dards
driven pol icy as cri te ria for gaug ing the over all per for mance of uni ver si ties is what 
has ulti mately brought about their meta mor pho sis. And at the heart of this shop 
talk about uni ver sity reforms is the drive to under mine and com pro mise a defin ing 
char ac ter is tic of the post–World War II life of uni ver si ties: democ racy. Universities, 
despite their elit ism, had devel oped into some of our stron gest dem o cratic insti tu
tions. But uni ver si ties tra di tion ally have also been places where new prac tices chal
lenged tra di tional forms of democ racy, new forms of deci sionmak ing were tested, 
and, gen er ally, uni ver sity life was con tin u ously intermingled with issues of democ
racy. This is no lon ger the case. Or, to put it another way, if effi ciency has become the 
dom i nant cri te rion for assessing the func tion ing of uni ver si ties, then democ racy 
will nec es sar ily be undermined, and even tu ally it will sur vive only through its pro
ce dural ele ments. And thus, slowly, and often imper cep ti bly, democ racy in uni ver si
ties has been demoted to its pro ce dural prac tices, stripped of its dynamic ele ments.

Some Concluding Remarks
The gloomy out look can per haps be some what counterbalanced by the unfore seen 
devel op ments tied to the dig i tal con di tion. My feel ing is that the gen eral reper cus
sions of the dig i tal con di tion have not been sys tem at i cally stud ied by the social 
sci ences or the human i ties. Concepts such as place, iden tity, performativity, and 
knowl edge pro duc tion will be dra mat i cally transformed in the years to come. And 
here is another impor tant chal lenge: to under stand tech nol ogy and its inno va tions 
not only through their uses but through the pro cesses by which they came about. 
The notion of the neu tral ity of tech nol ogy, the exclu sive empha sis on its uses and 
the pos si bil i ties of its “good” use, is, alas, a very small part of the story. Values, strat
e gies, and all  kinds of other social rela tions are imprinted in tech no log i cal devel
op ments, and it is these imprints that in turn restruc ture social rela tions. What are 
the reper cus sions of such a state of affairs for uni ver si ties? In discussing the future 
of uni ver si ties, per haps the clos est we can get to draw ing a road map is to under
stand the form and the con tent of the uni ver si ties within the over all frame work 
of the dig i tal con di tion, to under stand the space within which uni ver si ties will be 
func tion ing and will be reconceptualizing their iden ti ties. As men tioned, the dig i
tal con di tion already forces us to adopt new eth i cal modes, restruc tures our work
ing time, imposes styles of read ing, affects our teach ing, and dic tates new research 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/critical-tim
es/article-pdf/5/1/121/1589301/121gavroglu.pdf by guest on 10 April 2024



G AV RO G L U  |  U N IV E R S IT Y R A N K I NG S |  127

SPECIA
L SECTIO

N
 

| 
Global H

igher Education in 2050: Building Universities for Sustainable Societies

prac tices. But above all  it will be the rearticulations of democ racy due to the dig i tal 
con di tion that will mark the new state of uni ver si ties.

What inno va tions, con cepts, events, and ideas are emerg ing as peo ple try to 
work out how to respond to change, or to exploit the fail ures of “busi ness as usual,” 
or to open up pos si bil i ties for new futures? What sorts of dis rup tive events and 
pro cesses are emerg ing that might impact both the pres ent and the future of uni
ver si ties? A cru cial aspect of this frame work is the inflex ion points of what Sharpe 
et al. termed “hori zon 2.”11 Teaching and admin is tra tive staff as well as stu dents 
could become the agents whose col lec tive prac tices bring about the dynam ics that 
con di tion and affect this hori zon. This com plex pro cess of nego ti a tion between 
teach ing and admin is tra tive staff and stu dents, on the one hand, and gov ern
ments, on the other, has, at least his tor i cally, been a core fac tor in readjust ing 
polit i cal pri or i ties. What has been presented here can per haps offer some sugg es
tions for a strat egy of resis tance against the changes that are being implemented 
to what for many, many years were con sid ered the defin ing char ac ter is tics of uni
ver si ties.
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Notes
1. The term was coined by critics of neoliberalism. See Williamson, “What Washington 

Means.” For a history of the term, see Williamson, “Short History.”
2. For a comprehensive history of rankings from authors who believe that the “impact of 

international rankings can hardly be overstated,” see Downing, Loock, and Gravett, The 
Impact of Higher Education Ranking Systems on Universities.

3. Marope, Wells, and Hazelkorn, Rankings and Accountability in Higher Education.
4. Astore, “Students Aren’t Customers.”
5. Zajda, Globalization.
6. Lo and Fowler, “Mathematics of Murder.”
7. Leon, “Adding Ideology.”
8. Rutledge et al., “Computational and Neural Model.”
9. Hacking, Taming of Chance; Hacking, “History of Statistics.”
10. Beer, “History of Big Data.”
11. Sharpe et al., “Three Horizons.”
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