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Dear	Student,	
	
This	zine	is	intended	to	provide	some	useful	information	about	the	
UCU	strike	(1	-3	December),	but	also	put	the	strikes	in	the	context	of	
the	Histories	&	Philosophies	of	Geography	module	where	we	have	
been	talking	about	Geography	in	relation	to	space	and	power.	We	
have	already	touched	on	ideas	such	as	‘Decolonising	the	University’,	
and	gendered	and	racialised	discrimination,	which	resonate	with	
the	reasons	for	the	current	strikes.		
	
The	zine	and	teach-in	will	hopefully	answer	the	question	of	why	
there	is	a	strike	and	what	may	be	geographically	interesting	about	
it.	While	you	may	be	concerned	that	things	are	not	working	as	
normal,	we	are	hoping	to	show	that	the	strike	is	also	an	opportunity	
to	learn	about	how	things	work	(or	not)	in	the	world	of	work.	This	
zine	is	a	pedagogical	part	of	the	strike	that	can	be	expanded	through	
conversations	with	staff	at	the	picket	lines	or	members	of	the	
student	union.		
	

Picket	lines	in	the	winter	often	look	like	this.	(Image:	Angela	Last)		
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A	brief	history	of	European	universities		
	
According	to	current	scholarship,	the	idea	of	the	university	as	a	
place	of	research	and	learning	originated	in	the	Islamic	world,	and	
was	established	in	Europe	during	the	Middle	Ages.	Initially,	it	was	
affiliated	with	the	Church.	The	first	degree	awarding	university,	for	
example,	was	the	University	of	Bologna,	founded	in	1088.	With	the	
re-discovery	and	translation	of	Greek	philosophy	and	Islamic	
science	during	the	Middle	Ages,	there	was	a	growing	desire	for	
knowledge	in	Europe.	This	also	resulted	in	a	tension	between	
religious	and	secular	knowledge.	An	example	is	the	trial	of	the	
Italian	astronomer	Galileo	Galilei	in	the	early	1600s,	and	the	
burning	of	the	Italian	friar	and	scientist	Giordano	Bruno	in	1600.	
Throughout	the	history	of	the	university,	there	have	been	struggles	
over	what	should	be	taught	and	how.		
	
Initially,	there	were	several	models	of	combining	location	and	
funding	type.	Initially,	students	got	together	and	paid	a	teacher	and	
found	a	space	for	teaching.	Other	universities	were	supported	by	
the	church	and	used	church	buildings.	In	England,	universities	were	
initially	supported	by	the	Crown	and	later	the	state.	This	also	
resulted	in	different	staff-student	power	differences.	In	the	first	
model,	associated	with	Italy,	students	held	all	the	power	over	what	
was	being	taught	and	how.	Thus	many	teachers	aspired	to	teach	at	
universities	abroad	where	they	had	more	influence	e.g.	in	Paris	
where	the	church-as-university	model	was	in	operation.	With	the	
transition	from	empires	to	nation	states,	most	universities	became	
secularised	and	adopted	the	faculty	model.		
	
The	European	model	of	the	university	also	got	exported	to	the	
colonies.	The	so-called	Ivy	League	institutions	in	the	United	States	
of	America,	for	example,	were	all	colonial	colleges.	Together	with	
church	education,	this	was	one	way	of	imposing	the	European	
worldview	onto	non-European	populations.	In	contrast	to	schools,	
however,	universities	constituted	spaces	where	elites	were	trained.	
This	led	to	local	elites	trained	to	represent	the	coloniser’s	view.	
Some	students	questioned	this	knowledge	and	way	of	advancing	in	
a	colonial	society.	The	dominance	of	the	European	knowledge	
production	model,	and	its	related	politics	and	economics,	is	being	
addressed	through	calls	for	a	decolonisation	of	universities	(see	
links	on	last	page	of	this	zine).		
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British	University	Expansion	
	
Despite	the	apparent	secular	support	of	British	universities,	they	
remained	closely	tied	to	the	church	through	the	Crown	which	was	in	
turn	tied	to	a	particular	religion.	Basically,	after	Henry	VIII	
mitigated	his	disastrous	attempts	to	conceive	an	heir	by	splitting	
from	the	Catholic	church,	he	founded	the	Church	of	England	in	order	
to	get	a	divorce.	As	a	consequence,	it	became	university	policy	to	
only	allow	Anglicans	to	study	and/or	graduate.	Britain	also	received	
religious	refugees	from	France	after	the	French	Revolution	enforced	
a	separation	of	church	and	state.	This	academic	clergy	contributed	
to	the	formation	of	religious	training	colleges.		
	
Further	specialist	colleges	emerged	to	train	future	doctors,	lawyers,	
engineers	and	other	technical	professionals.	Many	of	these	technical	
college	later	became	‘polytechnics’.	Age	varied	greatly	initially,	with	
young	teenagers	mixing	with	people	in	their	30s.	In	many	countries,	
students	gained	a	reputation	for	bad	behaviour,	with	countries	such	
as	German	implementing	their	own	student	prisons	(Karzers)	as	a	
response	(the	German	philosopher	Karl	Marx	was	famously	
imprisoned	during	his	time	at	university).		
	

The	mid	1800s	also	saw	a	
gradual	shift	in	class	and	
gender	dynamics	at	
universities.	Until	then,	
women	were	not	allowed	
to	attend,	and	universities	
did	not	provide	
accommodation	or	meals.	
In	fact,	students	were	

expected	to	provide	their	own	lodgings	and	bring	their	own	
servants	who	would	take	care	of	them	for	the	duration	of	their	
studies.	The	campus	style	university	with	halls	and	catering	did	not	
emerge	until	the	1840s.	Over	the	next	one	and	a	half	centuries,	
more	and	more	training	colleges	became	universities,	despecialising	
in	the	process	and	providing	a	more	uniform	and	universal	
education.		
	
Image:	The	first	women	being	awarded	their	degrees	(Photo:	
University	of	London)	
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Fees	and	Finances	
	
The	funding	of	universities	had	always	fluctuated	between	
pandemics,	as	seen	during	the	most	recent	Covid-19	outbreak,	but	
also	war	and	peace	times.	Whenever	governments	needed	money	to	
fuel	their	war	efforts,	universities	were	defunded	and	either	had	to	
close	or	find	alternative	financial	backing.	The	Napoleonic	Wars,	for	
example,	led	to	a	wave	of	university	closures.	British	universities	hit	
another	crisis	in	the	early	20th	century	with	money	being	redirected	
toward	World	War	I,	and	especially	through	men	going	to	war	
instead	of	to	university.	At	the	time,	universities	mainly	supported	
themselves	through	income	from	fees	and	philanthropy.	This	led	to	
the	formation	of	a	so-called	University	Grants	Committee	that	
ensured	the	financing	of	higher	education,	partly	because	
universities	were	seen	as	a	major	source	of	war	intelligence	(see	
John	Taylor’s	2018	article	‘How	World	War	I	changed	British	
universities	forever’	in	The	Conversation).	The	committee	remained	
active	until	1989.		
	
At	the	point,	the	British	government	also	recognised	that	it	needed	
better	science,	as	well	as	an	educated	workforce,	in	order	to	remain	
competitive.	The	University	of	Leicester	is	the	result	of	such	post-
WW1	‘upskilling’	efforts.	(Image:	staff	and	students	in	1926)	
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After	the	Second	World	War,	university	education	became	more	and	
more	popular.	Initially,	students	were	not	charged	tuition	fees	and	
were	eligible	for	a	maintenance	grant.	This	changed	from	1998,	
where	fees	around	£1,000	were	introduced	in	England.	This	quickly	
rose	first	to	3,000	and	then	between	6,000-9,000,	which	most	
universities	charging	maximum	fees	to	not	appear	‘cheap’.	Due	to	
Scotland,	Wales	and	Northern	Ireland	having	decision	making	
powers	over	their	education	policies,	fee	policies	differ	within	the	
UK.			
	

 
	
So,	do	we	just	have	tuition	fees	because	of	a	growing	student	
population?	Yes	and	no.	Given	that	the	government	initially	lends	
the	money	for	tuition	fees,	charging	a	large	amount	of	fees	can	be	
worse	than	giving	money	to	universities	directly.	It	is	more	a	matter	
of	who	bears	the	cost	of	the	system:	everyone	or	just	the	people	
who	directly	benefit	from	the	system.	This	situation	has	been	
compared	to	healthcare:	should	the	cost	be	distributed	across	
everyone,	or	should	only	people	who	become	ill	pay	the	cost	of	
healthcare?	While	this	is	not	necessarily	a	valid	comparison	–	you	
don’t	choose	an	illness	while	you	have	a	choice	to	go	to	university	–	
there	is	a	question	of	whether	there	is	a	choice.		
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The	marketisation	of	higher	education	
	
In	the	UK,	the	job	market	is	orientated	towards	graduates,	often	for	
jobs	that	do	not	require	university	education	in	other	parts	of	
Europe	or	the	world	where	apprenticeship	systems	fulfil	that	
aspect.	Basically,	you	either	get	a	degree,	or	you	suffer	on	the	local	
job	market.	Lorna	Finlayson	from	the	University	of	Sussex	argues	
that	the	increasing	privatisation	has	had	detrimental	effects	for	both	
staff	and	students:		
	
‘Over	a	few	short	years,	marketisation	has	transformed	higher	
education	to	a	degree	that	is	difficult	to	appreciate	from	the	outside.	
The	competition	for	fee	income	has	subordinated	university	life	to	a	
never-ending	student	recruitment	drive.	Ever-increasing	resources	
are	ploughed	into	vanity	building	projects	and	branding	initiatives,	
while	support	services	are	cut	or	outsourced.	The	academic	
workforce	is	increasingly	placed	on	casual	contracts,	with	
departments	hiring	and	firing	according	to	the	latest	projections	for	
student	numbers.	While	a	handful	of	senior	managers	and	
professors	rake	in	six-figure	salaries,	most	staff	have	seen	their	pay	
fall	by	20%	in	real	terms	since	2009	as	their	workloads	have	
spiralled.	Students,	living	under	mountains	of	debt,	grasp	at	a	thin	
consumer	power	as	the	only	kind	available	and	wield	it	against	their	
teachers.	In	a	sector	often	regarded	–	and	not	entirely	without	
reason	–	as	relatively	cushy,	the	human	cost	is	considerable.	Stress	
and	mental	illness	are	rife	among	students	and	staff	alike.’	(From:	
Cutting	tuition	fees	in	England	wouldn’t	be	good	news	for	
universities	–	or	students’,	The	Guardian,	8	November	2021)	
	
Are	there	any	alternative	models	that	have	been	proposed?	In	2018,	
the	Universities	and	Colleges	Union	proposed	to	fund	higher	
education	through	‘taxation,	including	an	increased	contribution	
from	business’	(Matt	Waddup,	UCU	2018).	This	is	a	bit	similar	to	the	
German	model,	which	complements	its	state	funding	with	industry	
money.	However,	as	with	the	shift	from	independent	private	
universities	to	state	funded	universities,	which	caused	major	
worries	at	institutions	such	as	Oxford	and	Cambridge	post-WW1	
about	accountability	to	the	state,	getting	businesses	more	involved	
in	university	financing	is	likely	to	shift	decision	making	power	and	
accountability	as	well.		
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Is	it	even	possible	to	strike	in	a	privatised	university?		
	

Strike	at	Imperial	
Typewriters,	
undertaken	by	the	
mostly	Asian	
workers	in	1974	
(Image:	University	
of	Leicester).	The	
strike	is	famous	for	
sparking	a	debate	
about	UK	union	
racism.	
	
	

Indeed,	the	progressive	privatisation	of	universities	makes	public	
debate	and	also	union	intervention	difficult:	how	do	you	agree	on	
terms	with	multiple	private	institutions	rather	than	a	centrally	
regulated	body?	There	are	lots	of	debates	about	the	effectiveness	of	
strikes.	Some	feel	that	economic	pressures	on	both	employees	and	
employers	make	it	increasingly	difficult	to	achieve	satisfactory	
results.	Others	feel	that	there	is	limited	public	support	for	strikes,	as	
so	many	others	are	unemployed	or	working	in	worse	conditions.	At	
the	same	time,	strikes	are	good	at	giving	visibility	to	a	general	
decline	in	rights	and	working	conditions,	and	people	are	looking	
towards	strikers	with	hope	for	a	betterment	of	their	own	living	and	
working	conditions.		
	
The	strikes	by	London	Transport	Workers,	for	example,	are	
frequently	cited	as	examples	of	workers	who	have	fought	hard	for	
their	working	conditions.	Moreover,	unions	from	around	the	world	
are	in	communication	with	one	another	and	often	share	
experiences.	The	teacher	strikes	in	Arizona	and	West	Virginia,	
which	drew	huge	public	support	and	resulted	in	substantial	gains,	
and	student	strikes	in	South	Africa,	for	example,	have	also	renewed	
people’s	faith	in	this	method.	In	the	case	of	the	university	strikes,	
lecturers	are	also	drawing	attention	to	the	increased	
commodification	of	education,	which	not	only	affects	them	but	all	
university	workers	(administrators,	caterers,	cleaners	etc)	and	you	
as	fee-paying	students.	These	struggles	therefore	raise	a	wider	
question:	what	kind	of	university	do	we	want?		
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Why	your	lecturers	are	striking	specifically	
	
The	current	dispute	partially	follows	on	from	the	previous	dispute	
over	pensions.	For	pretty	much	everyone	affected	by	the	pension	
cuts,	it	is	clear	that	a	miscalculation	is	deliberately	being	made	to	
minimise	risk	to	employers	and	place	greater	risk	onto	staff.	Worse,	
academics	do	not	have	any	say	in	relation	to	pension	decision	
making,	because	they	cannot	make	decision	about	board	
membership.	Academics	who	were	invited	as	advisors	and	who	
presented	opposing	evidence,	such	as	the	statistician	Jane	Hutton,	
were	fired	from	the	evaluation.	The	rather	technical,	but	very	
informative	USS	Briefs,	put	together	by	academics	during	earlier	
strikes	(link	in	Resources	section;	graph	taken	from	Neil	Davies,	
University	of	Bristol,	2021),	gives	a	more	detailed	update	and	
explanation	of	the	issues.		
	

	
	
In	addition	to	striking	over	pensions,	the	union	has	decided	to	make	
the	strike	also	about	wider	issues	with	worsening	working	
conditions	termed	‘The	Four	Fights’:	casualisation,	pay	decrease,	
pay	gaps	and	workload.		
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As	mentioned	earlier,	lecturers	across	the	country	often	work	
nearly	twice	the	amount	of	hours	that	they	are	contracted	because	
universities	are	saving	on	staff	costs	and	are	increasing	admin	loads.	
Further,	around	a	third	of	people	teaching	at	universities	and	
colleges	are	employed	on	short-term	contracts.	This	seriously	
affects	the	ability	to	plan	not	just	one’s	finances,	but	also	one’s	life,	
and	also	adds	workload	in	terms	of	job	applications.	In	terms	of	pay,	
not	only	has	pay	fallen	against	inflation	–	around	20%	over	the	last	
ten	years	–	but	there	is	also	a	race	and	gender	pay	gap.	Female	
academics	and	academics	of	colour	are	paid	significantly	less	
overall.	If	you	happen	to	be	Black	and	female,	you	are	doubly	
penalised.		
	

 
 
Considering	that	there	are	multiple	issues	at	play,	this	strike	is	not	
as	straightforward	as	the	pension-only	one.	Here	at	the	University	
of	Leicester,	there	was	a	not	only	a	rage	at	Universities	UK	(UUK)	–	
the	body	representing	their	employers	–	but	also	against	the	
previous	VC,	Paul	Boyle,	who	many	felt	had	made	some	hugely	
problematic	decisions	regarding	the	university’s	management	and	
finances.	In	the	view	of	many	staff	members,	these	decisions	had	
resulted	not	only	in	a	‘drop	in	the	league	tables’,	but	in	worsening	
working	and	learning	conditions.	Right	now,	lecturers	are	angry	at	
the	new	VC,	Nishan	Canagarajah,	who	has	overseen	additional	job	
cuts	to	both	student	services	and	teaching	staff	who	also	happened	
to	be	engaged	in	critical	management	studies	AND	union	leadership.	
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The	process:	How	your	lecturers	are	striking	
	
Every	month,	lecturers	and	other	people	teaching	at	universities	
and	colleges	–	from	postgraduate	students	to	Professors	–	pay	a	
certain	percentage	of	their	salary	to	the	union	(UCU).	This	money	is	
used	for	campaigning	and	emergency	strike	pay	(this	is	not	much,	
but	can	be	very	helpful,	especially	for	staff	on	low	salaries	and	
insecure	contracts).	The	current	union	president	is	Dr	Jo	Grady,	a	
former	lecturer	at	the	University	of	Leicester.	The	union	has	issued	
its	members	with	strike	guidelines,	which	are	usually	tailored	to	
local	contexts	by	the	local	union.	You	can	find	the	link	to	Leicester	
UCU’s	strike	handbook	at	the	end	of	this	zine.		
	
During	the	strike,	Lecturers	will	not	be	in	their	offices	or	even	
online	(email,	Blackboard).	In	fact,	they	will	be	deleting	emails	sent	
to	them	during	the	strike	period	UNLESS	THEY	WERE	SENT	BY	
STUDENTS.	These	emails	will	be	answered	after	the	strike.	
Lecturers	will,	however,	be	making	noise	on	Twitter	and/or	
communicate	with	each	other	through	other	social	media,	
messengers	and	personal	emails.	You	can	use	Twitter	to	get	some	
great	updates	on	the	strike,	following	the	hashtag	#UCUstrike.		
	
Instead	of	their	lectures,	staff	will	attend	“pickets”	outside	the	
university	(they	cannot	enter	university	buildings	during	the	strike,	
apart	from	the	Student	Union).	This	means	standing	in	front	of	the	
university	in	the	cold,	with	homemade	or	union	issued	protest	
signs,	sustained	by	aforementioned	snacks	and	dodgy	music.	Pickets	
at	the	university	start	from	7.30am	and	officially	last	until	11.30am,	
but	strikers	may	decide	on	other	actions	during	or	beyond	this	time,	
which	may	include	anything	from	demonstrations	in	front	of	
management	buildings,	renaming	or	occupying	buildings,	singing	
protest	songs	with	the	Red	Leicester	Choir,	or	weird	dancing	with	
inflatable	props.	Since	staff	are	not	getting	paid	or	have	any	
certainty	about	the	outcome	of	the	strike,	but	also	have	awareness	
of	other	strikers	around	the	country,	the	world,	and	across	time,	
mood	levels	can	range	from	muted	to	joyful.	Afterwards,	staff	will	
plan	the	next	strike	day.	Because	this	is	one	in	a	long	series	of	
strikes	at	the	university,	and	in	the	middle	of	a	pandemic,	the	
atmosphere	is	a	bit	more	muted	than	usual.		
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Support:	what	you	can	do	
	
Many	student	unions	recommend	that	you	visit	the	picket	lines	at	
least	once,	whether	to	get	a	sense	of	what	a	strike	is	like	and/or	to	
show	‘solidarity’	(meaning:	a	show	of	support).	Leicester	UCU	are	in	
regular	contact	with	Leicester	Students’	Union.		
	

You	can	also	email	university	management	and	protest	conditions,	
whether	for	yourself	or	for	people	working	at	the	university	(it	is	
not	just	lecturers	who	are	affected,	but	also	admin	staff).		
	
Note:	do	not	put	yourself	at	risk	during	the	strike,	especially	if	you	
are	on	a	visa.	Most	importantly,	try	to	see	this	not	as	a	stressful	
time,	but	an	opportunity	to	learn,	and	hopefully	also	have	some	fun!		
	
	
Resources	
	
Leicester	Student	Union	statement	2021:	
https://www.leicesterunion.com/voice/strikeaction/		
	
Leicester	UCU	Guidelines:	
https://web.uculeicester.org.uk/strike-faqs/		
	
USS	Briefs:	
https://medium.com/ussbriefs		
	
The	Convention	for	Higher	Education:	
https://heconvention2.wordpress.com/		
	
Monisha	Issano	Jackson	(2020)	What	are	the	demands	of	decolonising	
UK	universities?	
https://monishaissano.medium.com/what-are-the-demands-of-
decolonising-uk-universities-291a986c27a4		
	
Contact	Dr	Angela	Last	or	consult	University	of	Leicester	library	
catalogue	for	readings	on	early	universities.		


