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INTRODUCTION

There is a tendency to think that what we see in the
present moment will continue. We forget how often we
have been astonished by the sudden crumbling of insti-
tutions, by extraordinary changes in people’s thoughts,
by unexpected eruptions of rebellion against tyrannies,
by the quick collapse of systems of power that seemed
invincible.

(Zinn 2007, p. 70)

I have decided not to write another article about
the global ranking of universities.

Really? Why?

We are drowning in words about rankings: how
they emerged, how to design them, how to theorize
them, their classifications and comparisons, the
extent of their effectiveness for different purposes,
why to critique them, why to defend them, improve-
ments that will make them methodologically robust,
etc. Writing about rankings has become a global
business. What more can possibly be said? It has
begun to feel like screaming into the wind.

But you wrote about this phenomenon not long ago
(Amsler & Bolsmann 2012). You argued that the prac-
tice of ranking is an act of symbolic violence and a
mechanism of social exclusion; that it is ethically
unjustifiable and politically problematic. Surely you
don’t still be lieve this, given that world university
rankings have become so vital for the advancement
of knowledge and higher education?

Nothing compels me to believe otherwise. In
fact, many of the people who accept the practice
of ranking as necessary also believe that the sys-
tems which presently prevail are mechanisms of
hierarchization, stratification and exclusion, and
that they obscure the political economies of
knowledge production. Their arguments for rank-
ings are not that they are ethically or politically
progressive or that they are methodologically pre-
cise; only that they are structurally necessary and
desirable for consolidating the power of national
and transnational elites in the context of the capi-
talist knowledge economy. As Marginson (2009,
p. 13) argues:
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These rankings are by most reasonable definitions
‘unfair’. This is not a pathology of the technology. It is a
mark of its uses and its rationale for existence. Rankings
reflect prestige and power; and rankings confirm,
entrench and reproduce prestige and power.

The monumental work of constructing a single
field of vertically stratified relationships between
selected universities around the world — which has
also been fast work, if we consider that the first major
rankings were published in 2003 and 2004 — has
advanced many things: various forms of competition
within and between institutions, the formation of
social and political policy, a greater concentration of
economic and cultural capital into elite universities,
the narrowing of opportunities for cross-national col-
laboration in research and teaching outside these
elite universities, and the reshaping of academic gov-
ernance and relationships within them (Hazelkorn
2007, 2013, Marginson 2009). The creation of a
machinery of global hierarchization has not, on the
other hand, helped to narrow educational inequali-
ties or celebrate creative variety in intellectual work,
strengthened relationships between research and
teaching in any particular context, illuminated the
field of non-exchange relationships between aca-
demic and social life, clarified the new politics of
knowledge, or advanced complex understandings of
higher education itself. Because these parameters
are rationalized as inevitable and for this reason
legitimate, ranking technologies are rarely regarded
as violent social forms; yet, evidence suggests that
they operate as such.

RANKING AS SYMBOLIC VIOLENCE

What evidence do you have that global university
rankings are acts of ‘symbolic violence’? I cannot
understand what this means.

Symbolic violence can be understood in different
ways, which we can use as tools for thinking critically
about what the practice of ranking accomplishes and
how it does so. Emirbayer & Schneiderhan (2013,
p. 145) define symbolic violence as ‘the perpetuation
of domination by means of the active complicity of
the dominated’, particularly ‘through “bodily emo-
tions — shame, humiliation, timidity, guilt” (Bourdieu
2001, p. 38), idealization of the oppressor, self-deni-
gration and acceptance of the principles of evalua-
tion favored by the dominant’.

One way to theorize the concept is thus through the
work of Pierre Bourdieu, whose research on cultural

power illustrated how hierarchical relations such as
masculine domination are constituted and main-
tained as ‘natural’ even in the absence of discernible
forces of domination. This is possible, he argued,
because those occupying privileged positions are
able to construct what become common categories
for defining a power relationship as natural and
good. Violence is enacted ‘through the adherence
that the dominated cannot fail to grant the dominant
(and therefore to domination) when, to shape her
thought of him, and herself, or rather, her thought of
her relations with him, she has only cognitive instru-
ments that she shares with him and that … cause that
relationship to appear as natural’ (Bourdieu 2001,
p. 35). It is violent because it unjustly limits, denies
and revokes human possibility, legitimises even
more economic and political forms of injustice, and
arbitrarily presents an accomplished and contingent
version of reality as inevitable— it ‘eternalizes the
arbitrary’ (Bourdieu 2001, p. vii). Given the improba-
bility that human beings would desire to be deter-
mined by others’ physical power or conceptual cate-
gories, Bourdieu claimed to be ‘astonished’ by the
fact that ‘the order of the world as we find it, with its
one-way streets and its no-entry signs, whether lit-
eral or figurative, its obligations and its penalties, is
broadly respected; that there are not more transgres-
sions and subversions’ and that ‘the established
order, with its relations of domination, its rights and
prerogatives, privileges and injustices, ultimately
perpetuates itself so easily’ (Bourdieu 1998).

Bourdieu argued that male domination was the
‘prime example’ of this ‘paradox of doxa’. However,
he also examined how this paradox plays out through
the ‘dehistoricization and eternalization’ of inequal-
ity and injustice in both primary and higher educa-
tion — specifically in France, but with resonances
elsewhere. The fact that principles of hierarchization
have been rooted in the very idea of the university,
and thus offered a logical ‘hook’ for new technologies
of quantitative measurement, offers insight into how
the practice of ranking rapidly emerged; developed
in ways that were localised, voluntary and function-
ally diverse; and transformed into a hyper-networked
global enterprise that is militantly defended as natu-
ral, necessary, inevitable and desirable. What is par-
ticularly interesting about the practice, however —
and the point at which Bourdieu’s notion of symbolic
violence is no longer adequate — is that ranking is
often defined in this way despite explicit sociological
arguments that it is inadequate and illegitimate on
methodological, epistemological and intellectual
grounds. It was precisely this point that recently led
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the German Sociological Association (Deutsche
Gesellschaft für Soziologie 2012) to boycott the prac-
tice, arguing:

Firstly, because the CHE Ranking has serious method-
ological and empirical deficiencies, secondly, because it
withholds vital information from prospective students,
as its declared target audience, and, thirdly, because it
gives rise to wrong decisions on the part of science-
 policy decision-makers, sociology must take a stand
against this presentation of its teaching and research
performance in the public sphere constructed by the
media.

For an illustration of the discursive work that is
being done to accomplish an aura of justified in -
evitability despite evidence that other interpretations
are possible, consider the hypnotic mantra that is
being repeated over and over again: ‘rankings are
here to stay’ (Sanoff 1998); ‘ranking systems are
clearly here to stay’ (Merisotis 2002); ‘tables: they
may be flawed but they’re here to stay’ (Leach 2005);
‘they are here to stay’ (Hazelkorn 2007); ‘rankings
are here to stay’ (Wildavsky 2009); ‘like them or not,
rankings are here to stay’ (Olds 2010); ‘whether or
not colleges and universities agree with the various
ranking systems and league table findings is insignif-
icant; ranking systems are here to stay’ (UNESCO-
CEPES 2010); ‘rankings are here to stay’ (Wise 2010);
‘international rankings of higher education institu-
tions are here to stay’ (UNESCO 2011); ‘while many
institutions had reservations about the methodolo-
gies used by the rankings compilers, there was a
growing recognition that rankings and classifications
were here to stay’ (Osborn 2013); ‘educationalists are
well able to find fault with rankings on numerous
grounds and may reject them outright. However,
given that they are here to stay…’ (Tofallis 2012).

RANKING AS THE REPRODUCTION OF 
PRIVILEGE

It is curious that we are so encouraged to resist ask-
ing why global university rankings are ‘here to stay’.
There is enough evidence that suggests that they
may simply be institutionalized crystallisations of a
tacit system of inequality in science, which the sociol-
ogist Robert Merton once described as the ‘Matthew
Effect’ (Hazelkorn 2011). Merton described this as a
‘psychosocial’ process of stratification organized
around

a principle of cumulative advantage that operates in
many systems of social stratification to produce the
same result: the rich get richer at a rate that makes the

poor become relatively poorer. Thus, centers of demon-
strated scientific excellence are allocated far larger
resources for investigation than centers which have yet
to make their mark’ (Merton 1968, p. 7).

More recent studies suggest that such processes
are at work in contemporary rankings based on peer
review; for example, that pre-existing perceptions of
quality and reputation have ‘anchoring effects’ on
subsequent rankings, thus suggesting that rankings
help drive the production of reputation and status
rather than reflecting it (Bowman & Bastedo 2011).
Other studies illustrate the complex ways that infor-
mation from rankings intersects with other decision-
making considerations and with geographical loca-
tion, class, gender and race in students’ lives
(Mangan et al. 2010, Broecke 2012); how it is impli-
cated in the entrenchment of new forms of manage-
rial governance and institutional repression in uni-
versities (Shore 2008, Marginson 2009, Sauder &
Nelson Espeland 2009, Perryman et al. 2011); and
how it may be conducive to ‘perverse behaviour’
amongst students, academics and institutions
(HEFCE 2008).

Thompson (2011) has also highlighted another con-
cern, troublesome because it is so glaringly obvious
and yet everywhere rendered invisible by ranking
discourses: that the ‘real’ problem with university
admissions is not who is recruited to the top 1% of
universities, but the fact that in the US alone, 55% of
college-age people do not receive a higher education
at all. How many people, knowledges and possibili-
ties are rendered invisible by this institutionalized
distortion of emphasis? And yet many people — par-
ticularly those responsible for ‘managing’ universi-
ties and more obviously those involved in the ranking
businesses themselves — seem driven to convince
themselves and others that it is necessary to fix these
hierarchies. In this sense, the practice of ranking
does not conform to Bourdieu’s theory of the ‘paradox
of doxa’, as it is not itself a field of belief that is actu-
ally taken for granted as being beyond question. We
must therefore ask what deeper doxa is underpin-
ning the bizarre academic defence of such a trouble-
some intellectual practice, and what other arbitrary
arrangements of power the naturalization of rankings
is helping to eternalize.

I don’t understand. People defend the use of global
university rankings because they are helpful and
because there is no alternative. Without this sort of
system, students and collaborators would not be able
to make informed judgements about the quality of
the academic work that is done in any particular
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institution, and national governments and private
sponsors will be unable to make decisions about
whose work to invest in. Don’t we have a moral and
professional obligation to find some way of distin-
guishing between universities on these grounds?

If you frame the question in these terms, no answer
other than ‘yes’ would be possible. However, this is
because you have constructed the question in a way
which presupposes acceptance of a constellation of
other assumptions. One is that the current ap -
proaches to funding universities are adequate and
effective. A second is that statistical information
about discrete or multiple dimensions of an institu-
tion’s work can and should be able to inform complex
decisions about the potential quality of future experi-
ence, and that other criteria of judgement would not
be as desirable. A third is that the knowledge and
educational forms which are associated with and
serve the hyper-elite are the only ones that matter. A
fourth is that all institutions that desire to emulate
this hyper-elite have the material resources to do so
or that such resources are unnecessary. A fifth is that
dominant definitions of quality and value are not in
some ways simply proxies for privilege. And finally,
this assumes that the idea of the university itself can
be encapsulated within the political-economic hori-
zons of the capitalist ‘knowledge economy’.

Interestingly, these assumptions correspond rea-
sonably closely to what Dorling (2011) has argued
are 5 general beliefs held more widely throughout
society, which make it possible for people to legit-
imize and sustain some very severe forms of social
and economic injustice: first, that elitism is efficient;
second, that exclusion is necessary; third, that preju-
dice is natural; fourth, that greed is good; and fifth,
that despair is inevitable. He argues that questioning
any of these premises will destabilize many of the
systems that we presently take for granted. This
includes ranking practices, which like all modern
systems of hierarchical classification also rely on the
stability of these beliefs. Were we to call them into
question, it would become difficult to regard ranking
as a just practice.

However, as universities across the world have
been reorganized into more corporate institutions
throughout the last 3 decades, many people have
been compelled to accept these premises. The creep-
ing tolerance of rankings as an inevitable feature of
educational and scientific culture is just one example
of a more widespread process in which individuals
and ‘governments of different political complexions
take [neoliberal capitalism] as a mere fact of life (a

“fact” produced by intergovernmental agreements)
that all must bow to the logic of the global economy’
(Fairclough 2000, p. 147). The practice of ranking
both draws strength from this belief and, as a tech-
nology of classification, hierarchization and valua-
tion, simultaneously hastens the transformation of
universities into capitalist institutions that must com-
pete against one another in an uneven market in
order to survive. There is so much, and so many,
being lost in this phenomenon.

RANKING AS NORMALIZATION

To better understand why people feel trapped into
collaborating with the practice of ranking institutions,
people and knowledges, we can turn to another tool
for understanding the nature of symbolic violence.
This is Michel Foucault’s theory of the ways institu-
tional systems, relations of power and discourses
transform free human beings into disciplined subjects,
particularly through objectification, ‘dividing prac-
tices’ and subjectification (Foucault 1982). Together,
these practices make it possible for some actors to
‘structure the possible field of the action of others’ in
varying degrees (Foucault 1982, p. 790). For Foucault,
such games of power are endemic to and constitutive
of social life itself. There are some extraordinary
 circumstances, he argued, in which the interplay of
power and resistance becomes so channelled through
institutionalised techniques of government and em-
bodied in the subjectivities and desires of human be-
ings themselves that ‘alternative modes of action or
spaces of liberty are extremely restricted’ due to the
durable establishment of a ‘particular type of power
relationship that is stable and hierarchical, fixed and
difficult to reverse’ (Lemke 2000, p. 5). Foucault called
this special kind of situation ‘domination’.

Many people will agree with me that it is excessive
to define the practice of ranking universities as a sit-
uation of domination. Good people are working hard
to ensure that the methodologies yield accurate, fair
and transparent indicators of the quality of education
around the world. If some people presently working
in universities want so badly to dissociate them-
selves, they can easily choose to do so.

I agree that there remains a significant element of
choice in this matter, although not an individualized
one. However, before you assume that people are
deliberately choosing to stay and comply, you may
want to consider research which has been done on
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how even strong, collective opposition to the practice
of ranking has been overpowered by the economic
and political pressures of the social systems within
which universities and people are situated.

Consider, for example, an intensive case study of
the transformation of legal studies in the US and the
defeat of certain law schools’ initially ‘vigorous’
resistance to the national rankings in US News and
World Report (Sauder & Nelson Espeland 2009).
Combining data from interviews, institutional docu-
ments, observations, media and other studies, Saun-
der and Nelson Espeland illustrate how rankings
operate as technologies of power. As mechanisms of
continuous, detailed surveillance, they ‘dramatically
magnify the visibility of law school reputations, mak-
ing it difficult for schools to buffer their effects’. In the
end, people’s ‘efforts to define their own organiza-
tions, to represent their schools in terms that capture
their distinctiveness, are overwhelmed by the blunt
fact of their ranking’ (Sauder & Nelson Espeland
2009, p. 76). As mechanisms of normalization, univer-
sity rankings also institutionalize processes of power
that, in Foucauldian terms, shape social behaviour
through subtle practices of discipline, reward and
punishment: comparison, differentiation, hierarchi -
zation, homogenization and exclusion (Sauder & Nel-
son Espeland 2009, p. 72). As one interviewee re -
marked, rankings were thus ‘enormously destructive
to the project of law schools trying to figure out how
to provide creative and innovative legal education’
(Sauder & Nelson Espeland 2009, p. 73). Threatened
with marginalization, leaders of law schools never-
theless felt compelled to compete and conform.

This heightened activity of surveillance and nor-
malization in academic work has also had affective
effects. Social researchers have documented intense
states of anxiety about status and security, such as
Gill’s (2013) demonstration of why so many academ-
ics in the UK, and particularly women, are ‘ex -
hausted, stressed, overloaded, suffering from insom-
nia, feeling anxious, experiencing feelings of shame,
aggression, hurt, guilt and “out-of-placeness”’, and
Burrows’ (2012, p. 13) explanation of why ‘to work in
the academy today inevitably involves enacting
intellectual life through such metrics with all of
the affective consequences that follow from this’.
Another effect is the on-going micro-resistances to
both the practice of ranking and the ‘particular type
of subjectivity that [this] discipline imposes’, in a con-
text where such resistance is often effectively
‘buffered’ (Sauder & Nelson Espeland 2009, p. 75). A
third is a cynical attraction to practices of ranking
themselves, an ‘allure’ of playing the game, manipu-

lating numbers and people in order to construct vir-
tual realities in ways that can be legitimized as smart
forms of adaptation. Ranking here operates as a kind
of repressive public pedagogy that blurs the ‘thin
moral line between sensible adaptation and compro-
mising one’s values’ (Sauder & Nelson Espeland
2009, p. 77). In a recent warning to US-American
academics, Barkawi (2013; all quotes below in this
paragraph are from a single-page online article at
http:// m. aljazeera. com/story/20134238284530760) re -
counts how UK-based scholars began by regarding
the national research audit introduced ‘as if it were
just some form they had to fill out, an annoying
bureaucratic exercise that would not really affect us.’
As a result, they — we — helped to construct a ‘trav-
esty’ by pretending that ‘you can rank scholarly
research like you can rank restaurants or hotels so as
to determine which de partments have the “best” fac-
ulty’. Now, Barkawi observes, the exercise dominates
all domains of academic life in most UK universities:
‘academics regularly talk about each other’s work in
terms of whether this or that book or article is “three
star” or “four star”’. More importantly, he suggests
that, they take this for granted, having forgotten the
purpose of scholarly work to contribute to the
advancement of critical knowledge, dialogue and
debate. Whether or not you choose to define such a
situation as a state of domination — a claim which I
accept is debatable — it is difficult to argue that it is
anything but cramped.

In all, studies such as these not only illustrate that
the contemporary practice of ranking universities is
not a politically or ethically neutral affair, but also
demonstrate how a contested set of beliefs and prac-
tices about education has been both imposed and
willingly enacted as a discourse of inevitability. It is
what the critical theorist Herbert Marcuse once
called a historical project: ‘one project among others’
that ‘anticipates specific modes of transforming and
utilizing men and nature and rejects other modes’
(Marcuse 1964, p. xvi). As Fairclough shows through
his work, the production of discourses of inevitability
is an essential element in the ascendance of the his-
torical project of generalizing neoliberal capitalism.
We must challenge this, he argues, because ‘impos-
ing the new world order centrally involves the reflex-
ive process of imposing new representations of the
world, new discourses’ and because ‘new ways of
using language — new genres — are an important
part of the new world’ (Fairclough 2000, p. 147).
From this perspective, it is easier to see that rankings
are durable, but need not be ‘here to stay’. They have
not always been imaginable, they exist in a state of
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fragile validity only through the continual production
of legitimising discourses and disciplinary institu-
tional practices, and they could be otherwise.

RANKING AS CONTESTED TERRAIN

I agree that you are overstating the argument
about the normalizing power of ranking. But it does
not necessarily follow that people will desire an alter-
native even if the practice itself is so contingent. If so
many academics, students and institutional leaders
opposed the practice, we would already have seen
more organized movements of resistance to the sys-
tem, and someone would have come up with a
preferable alternative.

This is a good point, and will allow me to clarify an-
other misunderstanding in the debate. To argue that
the practice of ranking is not inevitably ‘here to stay’
must not be confused with a denial that global univer-
sity rankings are now institutionally locked in as
mechanisms of discipline and control. It is important
to be wide awake in understanding their power. As
Marginson (2009, p. 5) suggests, ‘in normalizing
higher education as a market of competing institu-
tions, in which “quality” is grounded in “perfor-
mance” and equated with market power, and trans-
lating that market onto the global plane, the most
potent mechanism is global university rankings’.
Rankings may look epiphenomenal to some, but they
are embedded in deep relations of political-economic
power and ‘made possible by a particular conjunction
of discursive conditions’ including (but not limited to)
the ‘development of a global performative hierarchy’
built on top of traditional relations of inequality and
exclusion in higher education; ‘credentialing and
knowledge cultures’; ‘global communications, trade
in education and new public management’; the
‘world-wide organization of science and research and
the growing dominance of English’; and the growing
use of ‘cross-country comparisons in economic policy’
(Marginson 2009, p. 6). As Burrows (2012, p. 5 in an
online version at http:// eprints. gold. ac. uk/ 6560/) esti-
mates, referring to his own national context, rankings
are just one form of ‘over 100 different (nested) meas-
ures to which each individual academic in the UK is
now (potentially) subject’. Criticising, and moreover
challenging, the practice of global rankings — which
Thompson (2011) refers to as ‘gnats on the back of the
monster’ — involves challenging much more than
published comparisons of universities in newspapers
and magazines.

People have resisted the idea and practice of rank-
ing since its early phases. For years, a number of
associations of colleges and universities in the US
and Canada have refused to take part in the system
(Annapolis Group 2007, Samarasekera 2007). The
president of Reed College (US), for example,
explains on the institution’s admissions website that
the college does not participate in ranking because
rankings ‘are primarily measures of institutional
wealth, reputation, influence, and pedigree’ which
‘do not attempt, nor claim to measure the extent to
which knowledge is valued and cultivated’ (Reed
College 2013). In a similar fashion, in June 2012, the
German Sociological Association declared that it
could not support the rankings of the influential Cen-
ter for Higher Education because, as a professional
society, it could not ‘support an empirical procedure
that sociology must reject on professional grounds’;
in June 2013 it moved to boycott the official rankings
more formally and to produce an alternative method
of scholarly evaluation (Deutsche Gesellschaft für
Soziologie 2012, Dörre et al. 2013, Mechan Schmidt
2013)

However, it would be insincere to gloss over the
overwhelming levels of consent, resignation and
acceptance of rankings amongst academics, uni-
versity managers, students, and wider publics.
Vocalized resignations to being ranked or to rank-
ing others are often expressions of powerlessness.
When people write that ‘rankings are here to stay’,
they tend not to be writing in hopeful, emancipa-
tory or even enthusiastic registers. On the contrary,
they are communicating a situation of entrapment
and domination: ‘I do not consider this practice
legitimate, yet it determines me one way or the
other and so I will subject myself to it in order to
survive and do the best for others’. This may be
interpreted as an example of the ‘cultural injustice
of misrecognition’, including elements of both cul-
tural domination (‘being subjected to patterns of
interpretation that are associated with another cul-
ture and are alien and/or hostile to one’s own’)
and non-recognition (‘being rendered invisible by
means of authoritative representational, commu-
nicative and interpretive practices’) (Power &
Frandji 2010, with reference to Fraser 1997).

RANKING AS MOVEABLE LIMIT SITUATION

Given this analysis, then, I don’t see why you are
wasting your time screaming into this hurricane of
political and economic power. Your voice is clearly no

160



Amsler: A dialogue on rankings

match for the thundering decibels of the European
Union, hundreds of rectors and vice-chancellors,
numerous national and international organizations,
thousands of academics who are dedicating their
careers in good faith to this historical quest to capture
‘quality’, and the millions of people—‘students’—
around the world who are increasingly dependent
on, and indeed demanding of, ranking technologies
to make investment decisions in futures where all
other communicative judgments of value have
 collapsed.

Perhaps you are right. That is, in fact, where I
began: why I do not intend to write anything more
about ranking.

No, you misunderstand. Your own mind is trapped
in the frame you have set out to describe, and it
seems now you are simply striking at limits which
you mistake for objects. You say that you cannot
speak, but it appears that you also cannot be silent.
You already write knowing that voices such as yours
cannot be heard, and yet you can hear them. You
work in a university; you are as much a part of this
system as anyone. Instead of screaming into the
wind, why don’t you turn around and try walking
another way instead?

Another way? Which one is that?

Which one? There are many alternatives. Some are
lying dormant in the richness of the past and in the
pregnant possibilities within our everyday lives, and
some have not yet been attempted. Some cannot
even be imagined from within the confines of our
present horizons of possibility. You claim that the
dominant discourse on university ranking at the
moment is relatively closed and resistant to moral,
ethical or intellectual rationalities. Where there are
critiques, they seem to be technical critiques of
method and purpose, validity and scope, positioned
either within and for the system or so radically out-
side of it that there is little hope of institutional trans-
formation. However, both these positions misread the
institutionalization of ranking as an objective condi-
tion rather than as a ‘limit situation’ that might be
transgressed.

What is the difference between an inevitable situa-
tion and a limit situation?

It is impossible to say in the abstract, but a con-
ceptual difference is that the latter implies a

way of interpreting situations which is mediated
through collective critical consciousness. The con-
cept of the limit situation was introduced by Karl
Jaspers, but I do not have time to explain the com-
plexity of his theory here (for an excellent discus-
sion, see Bornemark 2006). Jaspers was concerned
to understand how people’s responses to the bor-
ders between possibility and impossibility in their
lives shaped the type of person they became, and
vice versa. Here, however, I rely more on its situ-
ated meaning as given by the Brazilian educator
Paulo Freire, who adopted the idea for his own
theories of educational and political consciousness.
His definition of the limit-situation involves 4
major elements: first, a belief that the historical sit-
uations we are born into and live within are com-
plex and contingent; second, that most situations
afford opportunities for us to engage in ‘limit acts’
which enable us to transgress the obstacles to a
flourishing life; third, that all limit situations are
political as they ‘imply the existence of the persons
who are directly or indirectly served by these situ-
ations’ and whom we can therefore expect to
struggle to defend them; and fourth, that whenever
we engage in limit acts we are undertaking radical
experiments in ‘untested feasibility’ and enacting a
politics of possibility by re-reading that which is
presented as inevitable as a surmountable limita-
tion (Freire 2004).

Are you implying, then, that we only have to re-
imagine the entire system of global university rank-
ings as a ‘limit situation’ in order for its classificatory
and disciplinary powers to dissipate, for universities
to disentangle themselves from the neoliberal logics
with which many have become intertwined, and for
entirely new systems of cognitive and cultural value
in higher education to emerge? Surely, if it were this
easy it would already have been accomplished.

I am implying nothing of the sort. You yourself
have already convinced me that the practice of rank-
ing has become deeply embedded in the organiza-
tional culture of many universities, regardless of
whether they are ‘world class’, ‘striving’ or statisti-
cally invisible; that it has permeated academic sub-
jectivities; and that choosing both to ‘play the game’
and to forfeit it have material consequences for indi-
viduals and institutions alike. Of course, if a critical
mass of academics and students withdrew their par-
ticipation and consent, the functions and legitimacy
of the practice would become more questionable. But
this is not a movement that should be counted on,
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and conditions are not yet in place to support a coher-
ent alternative. To say that something is not
inevitable is different from saying that its power is
illusory. It is important to understand how and why
rankings work so effectively as technologies of disci-
plinary power in contemporary educational contexts.
Such a critical analysis is necessary if we are to find
cracks and spaces of possibility in the system, from
within which we can begin to transform it and our-
selves. This is, of course, what Freire called an ‘un -
tested feasibility’; there are no guarantees that our
alternative efforts will either be improvements on
those which presently exist, or that they will disap-
point (Freire 2000).

It sounds to me like you are speaking about culti-
vating some sort of ‘prefigurative’ politics to engage
the transformation of education more creatively
(Fielding & Moss 2010). However, I am also reminded
of Gibson-Graham’s (2006, p. 194) more everyday
argument that when we ‘approach the existing con-
ditions in a spirit of experimentation and generosity,
we are encouraged to view them as conditions of pos-
sibility as well as of impossibility’. I see that analyz-
ing how ranking practices operate, influence and fal-
ter in concrete contexts can help us to denaturalize
them, as Bourdieu suggested we should do with all
classificatory systems of ranking and hierarchization.
Though this must, of course, be a critical analysis
which discloses the politics of the emergence of the
phenomenon, the power relations through which it is
nourished and maintained, and the existing and pos-
sible alternatives, rather than a technical analysis
that seeks merely to help us make rankings work
better within the horizons of political meaning within
which they already make sense.

I am not ready to think about ideas such as ‘prefig-
uration’. I am not even sure that I wish to hear about
‘cracks’ and theories of interstitial transformation,
which I suspect you learned from Holloway (2010).
You have been speaking very critically about the
practice of ranking, and now I want to hear your pro-
posals for doing it differently. What do you think
about the proposals for the new ‘multiranks’ (Van
Vught & Ziegele 2012)?

It should be clear that I do not propose ranking
 differently. It is the rationality and politics of the
practice, not simply the methodology, which is prob-
lematic.

But what do you suggest?

NOT RANKING

Stop ranking. I do not mean to presume that you
can stop other people from ranking, but suggest that
we may ourselves find ways to unlearn the reproduc-
tion of this practice. You are right that I have read
Holloway’s (2010) work, which offers some interest-
ing propositions. One is that in order to transform the
systems that repress us, we first have to stop making
and remaking them. ‘We are presented’, he argues,
‘with a pre-existing capitalism that dictates that we
must act in certain ways, and to this we reply, “no,
there is no pre-existing capitalism, there is only the
capitalism that we make today, or do not make”’
(Holloway 2010, p. 236). Consequences follow from
this just as they follow from conforming to the pres-
sures of the ranking industries; these will always be
concrete matters for analysis and decision. As I have
already illustrated, and you have confirmed, there
are many examples of individuals, collectivities and
universities that operate in alter-global educational
spaces, which are not organized around hierarchical
principles of ranking and classifications, and that use
modes of evaluation which privilege horizontality,
difference, the minor and the queer, and a prefer-
ence for people. I suggest we do precisely what you
suggested we do: stop screaming into the wind and
turn around to see what else is going on. If Hazelkorn
(2013) is correct that people striving to occupy the
highest positions in global rankings are in fact preoc-
cupied with trying to reproduce whatever they think
is happening in the top 1% of the world’s universi-
ties, this leaves 99% open for exploration. Of course
this is largely an already-tired metaphor, but it is a
clarifying one.

And what of those who disagree with this radical
position, particularly the growing majority of aca-
demics who are themselves in positions of fragile
economic precarity and students increasingly bur-
dened with debt, or people who have neither the
inclination nor support to withdraw or resist in obvi-
ous ways? What about the rest of us, who feel
strongly that scholarship and political work are dis-
crete activities that should remain separate?

This is a valid criticism. We should encourage
the plurality of acts of knowledge and resistance
which might take shape, many of which require
little more than critical friendships and the patience
and courage to inhabit universities as spaces for
serious intellectual work and for democratic life. It
is likely that the inclination of many academics
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will be to undertake more research. While this is
important, much of the social scientific research
that we need to denaturalize, historicize and lay
bare the contradictions of the existing ranking sys-
tems has already been done. The problem is not
that the theory and evidence are censored or
unknown. The problem is that they are rendered
irrelevant by the logics of efficiency, performativity
and economic value. It is this deeper doxa which
must be made visible, denaturalized and con-
fronted. This work cannot be done only within the
physical and virtual walls of the universities, but
must be undertaken everywhere: in conversations
with young people and others participating in their
decision-making processes, with organizations and
businesses that invest time and money in universi-
ties on the basis of rankings, in communities and
with autonomous groups seeking to create non-
aligned, unranked and alternative institutions of
higher education. Research about the methods,
purposes and politics of university rankings is
unlikely to be of interest to more than a minority
of people with specialized interest; however,
critical insight into the psychology, sociology, his-
tory and philosophy of ranking as a contemporary
practice of hierarchization, competition and exclu-
sive classification will be interesting to many more.

Really? I find it difficult to imagine who might be
interested.

Imagine harder. There is now a growing move-
ment in the UK and across Europe to mainstream
cooperative forms of organization into primary,
secondary and higher education; one in which
ranking will find no role in helping to ‘recuperate
the ideas of association, solidarity and alliance, in
order to liberate spaces and times for social co-
operation and co-operating’ (Hall 2013a; see also
Hall 2013b,c, Winn 2013). There are similar critical
conversations happening beyond the university as
well. Recently, a new report was released about
the quality of health care in a UK hospital, which
has simultaneously renewed debates about the
dehumanization of care in ‘target cultures’ and
prompted the British government to propose a sim-
plified ‘rating’ system for hospitals nationwide
(Kline 2013). This, in turn, is generating fresh de -
bates about the relationship between competition,
regulation and human care, and new questions
about the value of benchmarking, ratings and
rankings of institutions (Davies & Mannion 2013).
In primary and secondary school education in the

UK, the struggles of teachers to both teach and to
emotionally survive under the developing regimes
of accountability, competition and league table
surveillance are also well documented, but seldom
politicized or connected with conditions in either
universities or health care (Perryman et al. 2011,
Ball & Olmedo 2013). Consider all the older people
caring for younger people in the UK — and all the
younger people who are caring for older ones —
who are now being relentlessly targeted, tested
and ranked, and then included in or excluded from
all types of education. Those for whom being edu-
cated means being classified as ‘second or third
class’, where classifications are both gateways to
life chances and judgements about one’s human
value. They may be open-minded or seeking out
alternative views. From another angle, people who
rely on commercial companies that produce rank-
ings of consumer products in order to make
informed decisions about the distribution of their
own limited resources might be interested to know
more about how such practices work, and do not.
We can talk with people who want to live in a
world that is hospitable to the human variety; a
world in which ‘everyone fits’ (Subcommandante
Marcos 2001, p. 80). The question is, what forms of
representation and communication, what institu-
tional forms, are needed in order to create a demo-
cratic field of knowledge production and learning,
in universities and beyond, which might make
such conversations possible?

POST-RANKING

De Sousa Santos (2010, p. 13) has suggested that it
is time to begin the counter-hegemonic globalization
of the university and to ‘create conditions for a coop-
erative university in solidarity with its own global
role’. Far from advocating a retreat into localised or
even national spheres of institutional influence, he
argues that we should continue to pursue the global-
ization of education but oppose its capitalist forms.
He calls on us to disentangle ourselves from this
 disciplinary grip and to redirect energy towards the
creation of new kinds of institutions which facilitate
the democratization of the university, equality of
access, the extension of learning into communities
and everyday life, action research, participatory
evaluation of value, and the pursuit of cognitive jus-
tice through the celebration of the world’s heteroge-
neous ‘ecology of knowledges’ (De Sousa Santos
(2010, p. 13).
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To advance this project, he argues, we might need
3 things. The first is a network of universities that are
understood to be interdependent rather than compet-
itive: ‘the university’ becoming eco-systemic rather
than individualized. ‘It is not about making excellent
universities share their resources in such a way that
their excellence would be put at risk’, he argues, but
about ‘multiplying the number of excellent universi-
ties, offering each the possibility of developing its
niche potential with the help of the rest’ (De Sousa
Santos 2010, p. 11). Secondly, democratic relation-
ships are needed between higher education institu-
tions and communities, which enable academics and
students to expand their circles of cooperation and be
accountable to people’s public needs rather than only
those of business, industry, finance and the state.
Finally, De Sousa Santos (2010) argues that we can
substitute technocratic tools of evaluation, such as
quantitative bibliometrics (and by extension rank-
ing), with ‘differentiated models that value the spe-
cific competencies of different groups of processors’
and that can be self-managed, self-regulated and
self-disciplined through the intellectual and political
logics of the university itself (De Sousa Santos 2010,
p. 12).

That is a big project. It demands ways of thinking
and doing that do not yet quite exist. And I do not
believe that even a radical transformation of the cur-
rent system of world university rankings would
resolve our problems of educational inequality.

Of course it would not resolve them. I have already
explained that these inequalities predate the ranking
systems which have reified them as natural and
good. However, challenging these at least denatural-
izes this status quo and liberates us to recognize and
respond to these inequalities in more appropriate
ways, while simultaneously reducing the amount of
symbolic violence that we inflict upon ourselves and
others in academic activity. It will create breathing
space in which other ways of thinking and talking
about the quality of knowledge and learning become
possible. And because rankings are a key site of
struggle within the university today, the very act of
trying to transcend them — even when it cannot be
successful — offers practice in denaturalizing hege-
monic knowledges and embracing self-determina-
tion. This is already something.
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