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The sociological study of change – social and personal – owes much of its 
origin to W.I. Thomas and Florian Znaniecki’s pioneering work The Polish 
Peasant in Europe and America. They offered an approach to the study of 
society, indicative of what others would recognize as the Chicago School of 
Sociology, that located people in their ecologically situated environments. An 
interactionist perspective informed their theoretic orientation: self and soci-
ety, individual and institution are thought to be created reciprocally by an 
interplay of macro and micro forces.

The present work represents an extrapolation of W.I. Thomas and Florian 
Znaniecki’s study on behalf of the development of sociological theory. The sub-
ject consists of careers and institutions in higher education. The curriculum 
vitae (‘the course of a life’) serves as the human document by which to investi-
gate both social and personal change. Academic careers are studied by virtue 
of their objective and subjective dimensions.

Objectively, the institution of education is revealed through the shifting 
expectations that govern work in academia. The expectations may be seen to 
shift in specific historical times (indicated by the cohort in which academics 
earned their Ph.D.s) and in specific socially bound places (indicated by the 
type of university in which academics work). Major social change in education 
is likely to spell personal change for the way in which people subjectively ex-
perience the contemporary academic career. 

While the data for the present article come from U.S.-based academics, 
parallel transformational changes are observable globally. The global change 
discussed in the present work centres on the diffusion and institutionalization 
of the research role. The sources and consequences of this change are problem-
atic. Akin to Thomas and Znaniecki’s larger analytic aims, patterns of change 
are used inductively to formulate theory: I close the paper by postulating 
a theory of the emerging way in which knowledge is produced in universities 
throughout the world.

https://doi.org/10.14746/rpeis.2019.81.4.17
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I. THE CURRICULUM VITAE AS LIFE DOCUMENT

The discussion that follows is motivated by the following question: What 
can a CV tell us about social change? There is some variation in the compo-
sition of CVs, usually in terms of length, across national systems of higher 
education. But there is strikingly more similarity than there is difference, 
a manifestation of what Meyer and his colleagues understand as the global 
institutionalism of education.1

For present purposes, I work with the American academic CV model 
which, in contrast to the systems of the United Kingdom, Ireland, and some  
other countries, is a comprehensive document that contains detailed listings 
of publications, formal education, positions held and corresponding institu-
tional affiliations, grants, and other achievements, and also sometimes courses 
taught, professional service activities, professional memberships, theses and 
dissertations directed, and talks given. 

The curriculum vitae is at once a ‘course of a life’ and the institutional 
embodiment of a life course. Individuals ‘create’ CVs, but institutions provide 
scripts for them. Their rough similarity across systems of higher education be-
speaks scripting. The self and the life course are themselves institutionalized. 
‘In the modern systems, people work out selves with a great deal of institu-
tional support. The legal, economic, political, and religious rules prescribing 
and legitimating personhood have standing. As actors form their own subjec-
tive personhood, they are perhaps as much affected by the institutionalized 
recipes as by any untutored “experiences”.’2

CVs trace individual activities, but they are a manifestation of institution-
al norms governing careers. This a key theoretic point that accounts for the 
findings and discussion herein. Change in CVs reflect change in the social 
conditions under which individuals compose them. 

The idea that social phenomena have both objective and subjective dimen-
sions was central to how Thomas and Znaniecki conceptualized The Polish 
Peasant. The dichotomy is based on the premise that the world consists of 
objects which are perceived by subjects to exist as entities unto their own. 
The division produces questions about how subjects relate to objects. By this 
construction Thomas and Znaniecki intended to give coequal weight to an in-
terplay between individual attitudes and objective cultural values as a means 
by which to understand social life.

The objective and subjective are parallel constructions to Thomas and 
Znaniecki’s thoughts about, respectively, ‘value’ and ‘attitude’. A social value 
is ‘any object which has a meaning to a member of a social group so that it 
may become an object of activity to that member.’3 An attitude is ‘a process 
of individual consciousness which determines real or possible activity of the 

1  Drori et al. (2003).
2  Meyer (1986): 199.
3  Madge (1962): 66 (emphasis added).
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individual in the social world.’4 For Thomas and Znaniecki, social change was 
understood as the ‘product of continual interaction between individual con-
sciousness and objective social reality.’5 

Causal explanation was to be found not in mechanistic notions and meas-
urement of single-variable effects, but in the relation between objective fac-
tors and subjective dispositions6. This profound idea, conjoined with the 
imperative that objective-subjective interplay is located in time and place, 
encapsulates how the Chicago School thought about theory and theorizing. 
The influence of external or objective factors upon human conduct ‘assumes 
importance only to the extent that they are subjectively experienced […] it 
is the task of the analyst to try to show how subjective predispositions, or 
attitudes, molded by experience, determine the response of individuals to 
the objective factors that impinge upon them.’7 As Thomas and Znaniecki 
put it, sociology, in order for it to be robust, must focus on the process of 
becoming. 

For Thomas and Znaniecki, the objective and subjective sides of social life 
are treated as both interactive and separable. Values and attitudes interact 
to constitute social life, but values and attitudes are distinct from each other. 
They can, in principle, be studied independently. Here, however, we have 
a hybridization of the construct. Objective and subjective are one form. The 
CV is at once subjectively constituted – an expression of what one has done 
– and objectively reflective of social conditions. They are not separable but 
are, rather, coterminous. In conterminal language, we are studying ‘what 
individuals say regarding what society proclaims’ about change in universi-
ties. Conversely, we examine ‘what society says individuals are to say’ about 
their careers.

Ontologically, the objective and the subjective are ‘situated’. They are not 
static but rather dynamic properties of social reality. In informal terms they 
convey flux and movement. More formally they encompass process: there is 
temporality that transpires in a context, setting, or milieu. Time and place 
are the social dimensions taken by Thomas and Znaniecki, and other Chicago 
sociologists of the period, to be central to the study of social process which, 
by turn, accesses social and personal change. To study becoming – the core 
of social and personal change – the analyst must inquire into the social and 
cultural contexts in which actors are situated. Use of the biological metaphor 
‘ecology’ captures the idea espoused by Thomas and Znaniecki and the Chica-
go School in which individuals adapt to change that they experience in their 
environment, which in turn is re-shaped by people’s behaviour. Thomas and 
Znaniecki’s brilliance in the Polish Peasant is demonstrated by revealing ‘how 
the complexities of the social environment worked themselves out in individ-

4  Thomas, Znaniecki (1918–20), vol. 1: 22.
5  Bulmer (1984): 55.
6  Bulmer (1984); Janowitz (1966).
7  Coser (1971): 513.
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ual lives and then rebounded through the individuals to reshape the environ-
ment and its institutions.’8

CVs locate people in time and place. People are situated in particular 
places (the universities in which they work) and in particular times (the pro-
fessional age cohorts of which they are a part). The curriculum vitae as ‘life 
document’ lends itself as a prime means by which to examine the interplay 
between social and personal change as revealed by objective and subjective 
realities.

II. EMPIRICAL MATERIALS

The National Research Council (NRC) in the United States has conducted 
assessments of the country’s graduate programmes.9 Ninety-five graduate pro-
grammes in the field of sociology have been evaluated.10 Among the measures, 
the ‘scholarly quality of program faculty’ is the broadest or most over-arching. 
Programmes may be ranked using the measure. Burris has argued that most 
programmes, departments, and universities change little in rank over time.11 
The present selection of ranked programmes is thus relatively stable in time.

Ten programmes, and not some other number, are used to constitute tiers 
because they capture sufficient variation at three intervals along a scale from 
1 to 95. Ten programmes ranked at the top, middle, and bottom of the NRC 
ranking are used in the analyses in order to examine organizational variation 
in publication patterns. While the programmes included in the sample are  
doctoral-granting departments, the departments and respective institutions 
run a considerable gamut, from Harvard and Stanford to Mississippi State 
and Kent State.

To examine patterns of publication, the curriculum vitae of the members 
of the 30 departments were downloaded from the internet. For 29 of the pro-
grammes, the CVs were downloaded June 8–10, 2015. For the one remaining 
programme, the CVs (nine in total) were downloaded on 27 June 2017 upon 
their becoming available on the Internet.

CVs are of tenure-line faculty (i.e. those listed as assistant, associate, or full 
professor). Of the 291 tenure-line faculty in the top ten sociology programmes, 
247 (85.0%) CVs were available online. Of the 208 tenure-line faculty in the 
middle ten sociology programmes, 180 (87.0%) CVs were available online. Of 
the 140 tenure-line faculty in the bottom ten programmes, 112 (80.0%) CVs 
were available online. 

The resulting total of 539 CVs were coded for the faculty member’s num-
ber of peer-reviewed journal articles. The count of peer-reviewed journal 

  8  Abbott (1999): 208.
  9  Discussion of methods for the present work relies on Hermanowicz, Clayton (2018).
10  Goldberger, Maher, Flattau (1995).
11  Burris (2004).
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articles excludes book chapters, book reviews, reprinted articles, replies, re-
sponses, commentaries, newsletter articles, essays, reports, conference pres-
entations, and articles under review. Peer-reviewed journal articles are used 
as a measure of publication because the field, particularly in the U.S. context 
from which the data come, configures this genre centrally for the purposes of 
tenure and promotions. Other genres of publication are important, but none 
are as widespread as articles. 

To ascertain publication patterns by career phase, the sample was divided 
into three cohorts, corresponding roughly to early, middle, and late career 
phases, as indicated by the year in which the sociologists earned their Ph.D. 
in relation to the time at which the present data were harvested. Cohort I, 
corresponding to late career phases, includes sociology faculty members who 
earned their Ph.D. prior to 1990. Cohort II, corresponding to mid-career phas-
es, includes sociology faculty members who earned their Ph.D. between 1990 
and 2005. Cohort III, corresponding to early career phases, includes sociology 
faculty members who earned their Ph.D. after 2005.

In addition, select data are computed using the Social Sciences Citation 
Index. Data from the Index are used to generate trends in publishing out-
lets over time. The journals listed in the Index are those that appear on the 
aforementioned CVs. Trends in the CVs are thus partly accountable by trends 
evinced in the Index.

III. CHANGE IN ACADEMIC CAREERS

I confine an empirical discussion to two important career domains: journal 
outlets for publication and publication productivity norms across tiers of work 
and cohorts of academics. 

1. Journal outlets

Table 1 records the number of journals in the field of sociology in fifteen-year 
intervals between the year 1970 and 2015.12 Based on the Social Sciences Ci-
tation Index, 78 sociology journals existed in 1970. In 2015, there were 142, an 
average increase of 1 per cent, or 1.5 journals, in each of the forty-five years 
covering the period. The upward pattern in journal number is not unique to 
the field of sociology. It is a general pattern observable in a large number of 
academic and professional fields.

Table 1 also lists the number of journals over time in selected fields 
that are arguably cognate to sociology. The list is but a sampling, and thus 
underestimates production volume by the people who call themselves so-
ciologists. 

12  My consideration of journal outlets for publication is drawn from Hermanowicz (2016a).
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Table 1

Number of journals in sociology and selected cognate fields, 1970–2015

Field 1970 1985 2000 2015

Sociology 78 83 96 142

Education 103 114 96 231

Criminology 18 22 20 58

Demography 11 18 16 26

Urban Studies 13 25 29 39

Women’s Studies – 7 25 41

Communication 11 24 43 78

Gerontology 7 10 23 32

Environmental 
Studies 15 34 47 103

Cultural Studies – – – 38

Family Studies – 23 31 42

Total 256 360 426 830

Sources: Institute for Scientific Information (1979) and (1987).  Social Sciences Citation Index.  Phi-
ladelphia: Institute for Scientific Information; and, Social Sciences Citation Index, 2000 and 2015, 
Thompson Reuters, <http://ip-science.thompsonreuters.com>. Table originally published in Herma-
nowicz (2016a).

Using this sampling for illustration, there were a total of 256 journals in 
sociology and selected cognate fields in 1970. The number steadily increased, 
such that by the year 2015 there were 830, an increase, albeit an undercount, 
of 324 per cent. Put differently, by a conservative measure, an average of near-
ly 13 new journals in which sociologists were able to publish their work were 
available in each of the forty-five years between 1970 and 2015. The pattern 
in the number of journals over time conveys an unmistakable intensification 
of the research role.

2. Publication productivity norms

Members of the sample generally do not stop publishing: the act of publi-
cation has become a consistent part of the professorial role across the broad 
spectrum of programmes.13 Examining Table 2, both the mean and median 
number of publications in each of the cohorts increases as cohorts age. 

13  Points bearing on publication norms are derived from Hermanowicz, Clayton (2018).
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Table 2

Peer reviewed articles, by program tier and cohort

Cohort I Cohort II Cohort III
Total

Program Tier Ph.D. Pre-1990 Ph.D. 1990–2005 Ph.D. Post-2005

Top 10

N 95 97 53 245

Minimum 3 3 1 1

Maximum 181 91 73 181

Median 33.0 18.0 9.0 20.0

Mean 44.2 22.0 11.4 29.0

Middle 10

N 58 68 53 179

Minimum 5 1 0 0

Maximum 186 43 42 176

Median 30.0 17.0 7.0 16.0

Mean 39.3 17.0 10.4 22.2

Bottom 10

N 18 48 44 110

Minimum 3 5 0 0

Maximum 114 85 29 114

Median 27.0 18.0 5.0 13.0

Mean 34.0 20.4 7.1 17.3

Source: adapted from Hermanowicz (2016a).

Consider the mean number of publications for cohort I. For the top tier pro-
grammes, the number is 44.2, for the middle tier programmes, 39.3, and for 
the bottom tier programmes, 34.0. For cohort II, the mean number of article 
publications is 22.0 at the top, 17.0 in the middle, and, particularly notewor-
thy, 20.4 at the bottom. For cohort III, the mean number of article publica-
tions is 11.4 at the top, 10.4 in the middle and 7.1 at the bottom. The tiers are 
sharply divided in reputation, yet such organizational division belies actual 
production of research work. Table 2 shows that, across cohorts and program 
tiers, publication has become a diffused, stable part of the academic role.

Publication patterns potentially vary in significant ways by important ca-
reer thresholds: how much incumbents have published by the time of their 
first academic job, by the time of tenure and promotion to associate professor, 
and by the time of promotion to full professor. Organizational differences in 
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prestige suggest that it would require more in terms of publication at each of 
these thresholds as prestige in academic departments increases. 

Table 3

Article performance, by program tier and career stage

Cohort I Cohort II Cohort III
Ph.D. Pre-1990 Ph.D. 1990–2005 Ph.D. Post-2005

Top 10

Average # of articles 2.3 3.1 4.2
at first joba (N=87) (N=93) (N=52)

Average # of articles 9.3 10.0 14.3
at tenure (N=68) (N=83) (N=12)

Average # of articles 16.0 18.2 9.0
at full professor (N=74) (N=48) (N=1)

Middle 10

Average # of articles 2.2 2.9 3.4
at first job (N=51) (N=61) (N=53)

Average # of articles 10.0 10.2 14.8
at tenure (N=41) (N=50) (N=14)

Average # of articles 18.5 18.3 14.0
at full professor (N=40) (N=16) (N=2)

Bottom 10

Average # of articles 1.7 2.3 3.0
at first job (N=16) (N=46) (N=41)

Average # of articles
at tenure

10.0
(N=14)

11.0
(N=45)

13.0
(N=5)

Average # of articles 17.0 24.2     –
at full professor (N=10) (N=12) (N=0)

a Coded as the first time incumbents had the title ‘assistant professor’.

Source: Hermanowicz, Clayton (2018).

Table 3 paints a quite different picture than we might imagine. The table 
presents the average number of peer-reviewed articles that sociologists had 
published, by cohort and by program tier, by the time they gained their first 
academic job, tenure, and promotion to full professor. Let us first consider 
patterns across tiers, beginning with cohort I. For academics presently em-
ployed in the top 10 programmes, the average number of articles at their 
first job was 2.3. For the middle 10 programmes it was 2.2. And for the bot-
tom 10 programmes, 1.7. 
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The average number of articles by the time of tenure was, respectively, 
9.3, 10.0, and 10.0. For full professor, the average number of articles, respec-
tively across the cohorts, was 16.0, 18.5, and 17.0. At all three career markers, 
people in the middle tier performed either equivalently or outperformed those 
at the top. People in cohort I in the bottom tier were not far behind. 

In cohort II the patterns are roughly similar. Looking at cohort II, soci-
ologists presently employed in the top tier had published an average of 3.1 
articles at the time of their first academic job, in the middle tier, 2.9, and in 
the bottom tier, 2.3. For tenure, the figures are, respectively, 10.0, 10.2, and 
11.0. Sociologists in the bottom tier actually published an average of one more 
article to gain tenure than their counterparts in the top tier programs.

For full professor, the averages are, respectively, 18.2, 18.3, and 24.2. This 
is to say that sociologists in the middle tier out-performed those in the top tier 
in two of the measures (articles at tenure and full professor) and measured 
equally in the third (articles at first job). In two of the measures (articles at 
tenure and at full professor), sociologists in the bottom tier actually out-per-
formed their peers at the top. Similar patterns are detectable in cohort III, but 
the sample sizes are smaller, given that many have not yet achieved tenure 
or full professor. It is simply worth noting that at the time of their first job, 
sociologists presently employed in the top tier had published an average of 
4.2 articles, in the middle, 3.4, and in the bottom, 3.0 – remarkably similar 
performances.

Now let us consider differences across cohorts beginning with the top tier. 
The predominant patterns convey that as time advances it becomes more dif-
ficult to meet the given thresholds. For the average number of articles at the 
first job, cohort I had published 2.3, cohort II, 3.1, and cohort III, 4.2. For the 
average number of articles at tenure, cohort I had published 9.3, cohort II, 
10.0, and cohort III, 14.3. The same overall patterns hold for those employed 
in the middle and in the bottom tiers. Collectively, the trends suggest not only 
that it becomes more difficult to meet key career thresholds over time, but 
that these effects are diffused across the tiers of academic employment. Norms 
governing academic careers evince social change. The patterns illustrate a dif-
fusion and intensification of the research role across the contexts of work and 
cohorts of academics.

IV. DISCUSSION

Where once research was concentrated in a subset of institutions in the 
U.S., it is increasingly institutionalized in a greater variety of institutions. 
And where once research productivity concentrated in early career phases, 
particularly in institutions outside of the elite sector in the U.S., it is increas-
ingly normative throughout advanced stages of academic careers.

The diffusion of the research role is both a national phenomenon in the 
U.S. system of higher education and a global development reaching institu-
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tions in varieties of national systems throughout the world. Globally, the aca-
demic profession, in the aggregate, remains a teaching profession. But this is 
changing: the role matrix of academic careers in national systems is increas-
ingly absorbing a research component.

A present concern in the literature on the international professoriate en-
compasses the idea of convergence.14 This idea holds that where once the pro-
fessoriate was highly differentiated by country, it is becoming increasingly 
isomorphic, insofar as its basic form and accompanying problems are con-
cerned.15 Convergence is an expression of institutional theory.16

‘Universities and colleges, together with their disciplinary fields and ac-
ademic roles, are defined, measured, and instantiated in essentially every 
country in explicitly global terms.’17 Institutional theory predicts isomorphic 
change in education organizations and in the professoriate in ways that mimic 
the practices found in the most successful (e.g. highly-ranked) universities 
and related national systems.18 Research under the rubric of institutional 
theory has generally focused on rudimentary elements such as enrolment, 
university structure, and curriculum. The institutionalization of the research 
role globally may be understood herein as a new, more recent component of 
isomorphic change.

An ascension of the research role may not be in and of itself problematic. 
We may treat as problematic, however, the sources and consequences of the 
rise of research. The sources and consequences of an ascendance of research 
are themselves becoming isomorphic: they transcend national boundaries and 
are symptomatic of social forces affecting national systems in a more or less 
blanket manner.	

The sources of social change that precipitate a rise in research are located 
in the ascendance of the market.19 In particular, the university as a worldwide 
institution has taken on the characteristics of private enterprise. Slaughter, 
Leslie, and Rhoades refer to this transformation as encompassing ‘academic 
capitalism’ – market and market-like behaviours in universities and among 
faculty.20 Behaviour in academic-capitalist mode includes institutional and 
faculty competition for monies, giving way to a ‘corporatization of higher edu- 
cation’.21 

Academic-capitalist behaviour, both institutional and individual, has as-
cended in prominence under the socio-political conditions of neoliberalism, 
where neoliberalism can be defined as a ‘theory of political economic practices 
that proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating in-
dividual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional frame-

14  Hermanowicz (2018).
15  Shin, Kehm (2013); Teichler (2014).
16  Meyer, Rowan (1977); see also Krücken, Drori (2009). 
17  Meyer et al. (2007): 188.
18  Bentley, Kyvik (2011).
19  For related discussion, see Hermanowicz (2016b).
20  Slaughter, Leslie (1997); Slaughter, Rhoades (2001).
21  Slaughter, Leslie (2001).
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work characterized by strong private property rights, free markets and free 
trade […].’22 As Slaughter states, ‘a neoliberal state shifts higher education from 
a public good knowledge/learning regime to […] an academic capitalist know- 
ledge/ learning regime’.23 The privatization of higher education is an outcome of 
neoliberal ideology.

A broad and increasingly pervasive array of institutional and individual 
behaviours are indicative of these patterns: the search and competition for 
external grants and contracts, endowment funds, university-industry part-
nerships, spin-off companies, student tuition and fees, patenting and licensing 
agreements, and the sale of products and services enshrined in logos, sports 
paraphernalia, food facilities, and bookstores.24 The search and competition 
have ancillary effects, as institutions spend monies in order to attract eco-
nomic returns: in athletics programs, lavish sports, recreational, housing, and 
dining facilities; health centres and transit systems; study abroad programs 
in numerous locations; technology, and the like.

These changes became forceful especially in the 1980s and were reinforced 
by influential political leaders such as Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher.  
A philosophy of neoliberalism spread and intensified.

…[F]rom the 1980s onwards, traditional European university structures have been facing 
significant changes. The starting point was changes in the British university system…that 
quickly spread to the Scandinavian countries and the Netherlands...Later we find reforms in 
France…Italy…Germany…and Eastern European countries...In recent years, research has 
shown a move in nearly all European countries toward… [New Public Management].25 

Whereas Clark in 1983 emphasized the beliefs of ‘liberty’ and ‘loyalty’ as 
central to academic organization,26 Brennan suggests that these values have 
been replaced by such notions as ‘competitiveness’ and ‘entrepreneurship’.27

In an academic-capitalist age, economic returns coupled with prestige are 
the central objects over which institutions and faculty members compete. The 
competition is fuelled to a large extent by public-to-private shifts in revenue 
streams, but not exclusively so. It is fortified by the crystallization of rank-
ings, such as the U.S. News and World Report ranking of institutions and 
programs, whose origination in 1983 coincided with the onset of marketization 
and corporatist developments in U.S. higher education. Rankings of universi-
ties are themselves now global, pointing to a common ground that sustains an 
increasingly institutional, world-wide enterprise, wherein prestige operates 
as the main currency to undergird institutional functioning.28 The institution-
alization of the research role in universities world-wide serves their competi-
tive quests for money.

22  Harvey (2005): 2.
23  Slaughter (2011): 267.
24  Slaughter, Leslie (2001).
25  Hüther, Krücken (2016): 56.
26  Clark (1983): 247–251.
27  Brennan (2010): 234.
28  Shin, Toutkoushian, Teichler (2011).
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What are the consequences of this massive social change in higher edu-
cation? The consequences are likely to be numerous and varied. Some have 
argued that neoliberalism is ‘the most dangerous ideology of the current his-
torical moment’ because civil discourse gives way ‘to the language of com-
mercialization, privatization, and deregulation’. Citizenship amounts to a pri-
vatized affair among self-interested individuals. As a result, such observers 
have reasoned, ‘the meaning and purpose of higher education’ is thrown into 
question.29

Priorities in universities are undergoing a dramatic shift: from the intel-
lectual to the market, from knowledge to money. Sociologically, change in 
priority means that new and different behaviour is valued, recognized, and 
sanctioned. If academic culture is differently conditioned, the ground is likely 
to shift with regard to experience, attitude, and the interpretation of work.

I focus on personal change; that is, on specific social-psychological conse-
quences, since such a concern seeks to address, in ways parallel to Thomas 
and Znaniecki’s formulation of the study of society, how changes in the social 
environment are worked-out in individual lives and then expressed in behav-
iour that re-generates institutions. In ways akin to the Polish peasant of Chi-
cago, we inquire into how the new ‘society’ of higher education affects the self, 
so as to evince the dialogical ties between the social and personal orders.

V. TOWARD A THEORY OF KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION

What is academic work becoming? What are universities becoming? I con-
tend that the changed infrastructure of knowledge in universities limits the 
actual knowledge that can be produced. The sorts of knowledge that young 
professors seek to produce to keep their jobs, the sorts of knowledge that pro-
fessors seek to ‘keep up the numbers’, are contemporary manifestations of how 
a changed work infrastructure constrains the production of knowledge worth 
producing.

Academic capitalism has given way to a regimen of quantification in faculty 
work, an obsession with measuring, comparing, and sanctioning performance, 
in many facets of academic roles. The way in which a faculty reward system 
operates is undergirded by the rise of the institutional ‘audit’. Universities 
now require faculty members to account for themselves by engaging in rituals 
of verification – documenting and recording their activities on an annual ba-
sis.30 Administrators are charged with generating evaluations of how individ-
uals and units are performing.31 This can create the sense that administrators 
govern faculty rather than govern with them.32 

29  Giroux (2002): 425.
30  Power (1997).
31  Miller, O’Leary (1987).
32  Tuchman (2009).
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In addition, these practices encourage what has been called an ‘accounta-
bility regime’, wherein academic work gets reconfigured in a metric reality.33 
Professors become auditable commodities, and the system comprises a ‘new 
managerialism’ that undercuts faculty authority by implementing change 
from the top down.34 The practices create a new standard of economic ration-
ality in university decision-making.35 ‘Rather than universities being subor-
dinated to the production and transmittal of knowledge, knowledge is now 
subordinated to the needs of universities for profit and recognition.’36 

What is more, it is not only that knowledge is de-centered and displaced for 
money, but also that interest in and seriousness with knowledge is weakened 
in a culture of academic capitalism. This minimizes intellectual behaviour in 
universities. Commensuration, the process of attributing meaning to meas-
urement, ‘changes the form and circulation of information and how people 
attend to it’.37 For instance, administrators might note that a professor pub-
lished 100, 200, or 400 articles, but not explain why the articles mattered.38 
Similarly, they elevate student evaluations of teaching, like citation counts 
and impact factors, among numerous other metrics, even if they do not know 
what they mean, or how to explain the difference between 3.8 and 4.2. The 
quest to be number 1, or in the top 10, or 25, or 50 – instantiations of market 
behaviour – can seem largely devoid of meaning; that is, unrelated to ideas. 
But a lack of engagement with ideas under academic capitalism is found not 
only in administrators who oversee the regime but also in faculty members 
whose responsive behaviour helps to sustain it.

The new academic economy exacts motivational behaviour for publication. 
Increase in the number of journals, for example (Table 1), is a pattern accom-
modative to neoliberalism. An emphasis on research maximizes a specific type 
of faculty member: ritualists. In Merton’s terms, ritualism is an individual 
mode of adaptation.39 Here it is behaviour adaptive to academic capitalism. As 
ritualists, people fail to believe in the goals of a system, but continue to engage 
in means geared towards satisfying those goals. Throughout many sectors of 
higher education, the penalties of not publishing are now perceived as high.

Ritualism is indicative of a more substantial consequence of contemporary 
change in higher education around the globe: alienation. Publishing articles 
ritualistically to satisfy the market interests of their employers, many profes-
sors have become like factory workers producing widgets, automatons on an 
assembly line. Paradox abounds in the ascendance of the research role: a de-
cline in the quality of publication, a decrease in creative work, a shrinkage in 
the time spent actually thinking. Thought fosters higher quality work. But 
under academic capitalism, like capitalism broadly, time is money. Thus time 

33  Hopwood (1987); Tuchman (2009).
34  Tuchman (2009): 11.
35  Geiger (2004).
36  Tuchman (2009): 11.
37  Espeland, Sauder (2007): 333.
38  Tuchmann (2010).
39  Merton [1957] 1968).
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is scuttled for satisfying annual publication quotas – a rush to publish. Ritu-
alistic publication seeks to satisfy commensurate metrics, without necessarily 
making worthwhile contributions to knowledge. 

How do alienated professors go about their work? To illustrate, a former 
editor of a major American sociology journal offered the following confession.

When I started as editor, I worried that the biggest challenge would be…: How will I choose 
from among all the great submissions?...That worry was based on my sense that a high per-
centage of submissions would be – or could, with modest revision, become – publishable.  
In fact, I consistently had exactly the opposite problem. For each of the…issues I published, 
I struggled to find four high-quality publishable manuscripts…Most papers that I read had 
one or both of two basic problems…[First,] a large percentage…had fundamental research 
design flaws…Second…most papers simply lacked a soul – a compelling and well-articulated 
reason to exist…most papers failed to make a good case for why they were necessary…I think 
there are two related explanations for why the vast majority of…submissions…were simply 
not all that great…First, junior scholars are under far too much pressure to quickly publish 
lots and lots of papers. The problem is that it takes time and thought and trial and error to 
generate a really compelling research question and to deeply understand how to articulate 
the importance of that question. Then, it takes more time and thought and trial and error to 
come to a really convincing answer to that question, to fully develop the argument or story, 
and to write a manuscript that does justice to the value of the research. Unfortunately, junior 
scholars do not have enough time or enough room to think...Graduate students must publish 
frequently – while still in graduate school – to compete for fellowships and professional jobs. 
Assistant professors must publish early and often to get tenure; associate professors must do 
the same to “make full.” In each case, the pressure is to work quickly and efficiently. They 
have to get papers out for review as soon as possible, even if they haven’t had the time to 
think them through or sharpen their argument or evidence. Quantity matters most, not qu-
ality. The incentive is to publish a dozen “just OK” papers rather than to publish four or five 
well-developed and higher quality papers. The collective result…: a mass of underdeveloped 
papers…These are papers that exist for the sake of being papers because the author is under 
pressure to write lots of papers…There simply has to be a better way to run a profession.40

Increasingly, audit rituals and accountability structures incentivize publi-
cation regardless of institutional location, career stage, or national system. In 
these ways, academia is thought to be ‘accelerating’ wherein the very struc-
ture of time has changed in response to publication demands.41 Calls to actu-
ally ‘slow down professors’ capture the pitch of neoliberalism.42 

In this wedding of views, Thomas and Znaniecki meet Marx. Following Marx, 
the forms of alienation arising in academic work are postulated as four-fold:  
alienation from the objects academics produce (their articles, their books), from 
the process of production (thinking and writing), from themselves (those who 
work for someone or something other than authentic intellectual interests), and 
from each other (colleagues who, defying the original logic of departments and 
colleges, rarely converse or socialize with one another, let alone read one anoth-
er’s work).43 In this new infrastructure of knowledge production, professors do 
not work to express themselves, to develop their interests, to gain intrinsic sat-

40  Warren (2016); original emphasis.
41  Vostal (2016).
42  Berg, Seeber (2016).
43  Marx (1964).
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isfaction, or to make significant contributions. Rather, work is essentially forced 
and, in work, they are subjected to the demands and discipline of others. One’s 
publications become alien objects, quickly shelved and un-reread upon receipt, 
for one has long since moved on to the next.

Academic labour is increasingly performed on behalf of performance scores: 
scores in teaching, in research, in service activities, in everything, for now 
everything, like having lunch or going to a museum, avails itself to be ‘rated’. 
(At least one department on the planet introduced points professors can earn 
for making ‘constructive’ contributions at faculty meetings.) Alternatively, 
academics must explicitly reject and develop defences against such goals de-
spite mounting pressure around them. This is perhaps easier in some types of 
institutions than in others.44 To actually have to work, in attitude and deed, 
against a set of forces is its own evidence of institutional change – and demon-
strative of the Thomas theorem: If a situation is perceived as real, it has real 
consequences.45 

Studying immigrants, Thomas and Znaniecki understood their work as 
a type of approach they would like to see applied to other problems of social 
becoming.46 CVs, we may conclude, indicate social and personal change, rev-
elations of new orders – and a set of social and personal problems. The prob-
lems, inhering in society’s archetypal profession, are not short on irony. The 
intensification of research limits knowledge. The diffusion of research activity 
weakens discovery. We are becoming poorer intellectually for all the ‘knowl-
edge’ we are creating. One hundred years following the study of peasants, in 
this study of professors, the modern curriculum vitae offers a window on what 
knowledge is becoming, expressed in the dialogic relationship between pres-
ent-day institutions and individuals.
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CHANGE – SOCIAL AND PERSONAL: 
THOMAS AND ZNANIECKI’S THE POLISH PEASANT  

FOR THE STUDY OF PRESENT-DAY CHANGE IN GLOBAL HIGHER EDUCATION 

S u m m a r y

The  present  work  represents  an  extrapolation  of  W.I.  Thomas  and  Florian  Znaniecki’s  study,   
The Polish Peasant in Europe and America, on behalf of the development of sociological theory. 
The article focuses on careers and institutions in higher education. The curriculum vitae serves 
as the novel human document by which to investigate both social and personal change. Academic 
careers are studied by virtue of their objective and subjective dimensions. Objectively, the institu-
tion of education is revealed through the shifting expectations that govern work in academia in 
specific historical times (indicated by the cohort in which academics earned their Ph.D.s) and in 
specific socially bound places (indicated by the type of university in which academics work). Major 
social change in education is likely to spell personal change for the way in which people subjec-
tively experience the contemporary academic career. The data come from U.S.-based academics; 
parallel  transformational  changes  are  observable  globally.  The  global  change  discussed  in  the  
work centres on the diffusion and institutionalization of the research role. The sources and con-
sequences of this change are problematic. Akin to Thomas and Znaniecki’s larger analytic aims, 
patterns of change are used inductively to formulate theory: the paper culminates by postulating 
a theory of increasing tendencies in the way knowledge is produced in higher education institu-
tions throughout the world.
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