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Background 
 
Like other parts of the public sector, education at all levels has been subject to sweeping 
reforms during the last few decades. In particular, there has been a substantial shift in 
administrative policy, away from government regulation to New Public Management, 
with the explicit goal of replacing ossified bureaucracies with market principles in order 
to achieve a higher level of effectiveness, flexibility and responsiveness to consumers of 
academic training and research (citizens, customers and clients). It can be argued that 
the global system of higher education and research has undergone a transformation 
during the course of the last few decades so radical that it can reasonably be compared 
to the most decisive events in the history of the university: the founding of the 
University of Bologna in 12th century, the invention of the Gutenberg press in 15th 
century, the re-interpretation of the task of the university associated with the name of 
Humboldt in the 19th century, the establishment of the modern research university in the 
first half of the 20th century, and the massification of higher education in the latter half. 
In current debate concerning the present state and future of the university, it is common 
to contrast recent models (mode 2, triple helix, innovation system etc.), on the one hand, 
with the Humboldtian ideals of Lehrfreiheit and Lehrnfreiheit, the unity of teaching and 
research, and the emphasis on character formation and training in rational thinking, on 
the other. Defenders of the latter typically see the commercialization and 
instrumentalization of higher education and research as both a cause and a symptom of 
the decline of intellectual and cultural values that they take their disciplines both to 
express and to inculcate.  
  
But a different approach can be to ask what the present development means, what it is 
about. How should we understand the dramatic change sketched above? To begin with, 
the development of the university and of science in society can be seen, on the system 
level, as a consequence of a reorganization of knowledge production that opens the 
higher education sector to market mechanisms, making universities in effect suppliers 
of knowledge and professional training within a global knowledge economy: the result 
is what Slaughter & Leslie termed academic capitalism, defining capitalism as a system 
where “allocation decisions are driven by market forces”. In practice, the insertion of 
the market mechanism is intimately connected to the withdrawal of state funding of 
both teaching and research. As public funding dwindles, universities become dependent 
on other means and all the more subject to the market mechanism. Another central 
aspect of the emergence of academic capitalism is its dependence on the transformation 



of the welfare state since 1980. What Jessop called the ”Schumpeterian workfare state” 
sees its citizens as human capital, and assesses their value according to how pliable, 
disciplined and well trained they are. Consequently, education policy is central, and 
citizens are encouraged to use it to manage their own value on the labour market with 
forethought and ingenuity. If this thesis is correct, it is indeed a revolutionary change in 
the idea of higher education in contrast to classical ideals, and has significant 
implications for what is valued and valorized. 
 
Academic capitalism is characterized by the marketization, privatization, propertization 
and managementization of knowledge, a reification and commodification of the 
activities of research, scholarship and teaching within the university as an institution. 
But there is an implicit tension in this process between the market, on the one hand, and 
organization and hierarchy (management, planning, auditing), on the other.  Planning 
and regulation seem to override deregulation and the logic of supply and demand in 
virtually all matters except one: quality and value. The market distributes not only 
wealth and influence, but also knowledge, including a specific idea of what kind of 
knowledge is useful, valuable, relevant and true, a development Elzinga once described 
as epistemic drift. Epistemic drift today is closely related to the price mechanism: a 
supply-and-demand definition of quality. The marketization of higher education has 
contributed to the identification of the student as a consumer, and thus the university as 
a supplier, of certification and degrees. Education at all levels is increasingly conceived 
and evaluated as a commodity. 
 
This conference will raise questions and attempt to formulate answers regarding the 
normative consequences of, and implicit values behind, schemes for evaluating and 
assuring the quality of education generally and higher education and its roll in the so-
called knowledge society. The aim is to draw out the social, political, cultural and 
cognitive implications of different forms of evaluation regimes for education policy and 
practice.  
 
 
Purpose of the Conference 
 
The ultimate aim is to provide a forum time for the exchange of ideas.  
Thus the focus will be on intellectual discussion and the development of networks, 
rather than on finished texts and results. We have invited a number of distinguished and 
internationally renowned scholars who have something important to say concerning the 
issues at stake.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Program 
 
Monday, 26 May 
 
13:00-13:30  Registration 
13:30-13:45  Welcome, conference information 

13:45-14:30 Lecture 1: Thorsten Nybom: The Concept, Politics and 
Academics of Interdisciplinarity 

14:30-15:15  Lecture 2: Björn Wittrock: Modern Universities in Three Historical
 Contexts:Rethinking Ideas of a University   
15:15-15:45  Discussion: Susan Wright 
15:45-16:15  Coffee break 
16:15-17:30  Lecture 3: Steve Fuller:Neo-liberalism as the Curate's Egg of
 Contemporary Higher Education Policy; commentary by Mats Benner 
17:45-18:15  Guided tour of Gustavianum 
  
19:00  Conference Dinner 
  
 
Tuesday, 27 May 
 
9:15-10:30  Lecture 4: Simon Marginson: The Social Mission of Higher Education;
 commentary by Eva Forsberg 
10:30-11:45  Lecture 5: Christina Segerholm: TBA; commentary by Daniel Ankarloo 
11:45-13:15  Lunch 
13:15-14:30  Lecture 6: Bronwen Cowie: Learning to Be Assessed; commentary by
 Klas Roth 
14:30-15:15  Lecture 7: Susanne Weber: The Role of Universities in the Economy of
 Happiness; commentary by John Taylor 
15:15-15:45  Coffee break 
15:45-17:00  Tina Besley: The Creative University & Academic Entrepreneurship;
 commentary by Thomas Karlsohn 
  
18:00  Conference Dinner 
  
 
Wednesday, 28 May 
 
9.15-10:30  Lecture 9: Ron Barnett: Reasoning the University; commentary by Elena 

Namli 
10:30-11:45  Lecture 10: Michael Peters: MOOCS, Academic Labor & the Future of the
 University; commentary by Åsa Kettis 
11:45-12:15  Coffee break (with sandwiches) 
12:15-12:45  Closing discussion 
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