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Abstract 
 

This dissertation investigates the repercussions of contemporary higher 
education reforms in Finland on daily university life. More precisely, it 
examines how ‘global knowledge economy’ policies affect the dynamics of 
social relations at the University of Helsinki. These policies, I argue, enact 
an ideological model that combines the neoliberal emphasis on the 
‘enterprise form’ with the older principles of the ‘scalability design’ that lies 
at the heart of capitalism. Fusing the two, the enterprise-cum-scalability 
model entails reducing the totality of social life to first-hand, market-
oriented exchanges of knowledge assets, which are now understood to 
happen on a ‘global scale’. Its enactment in the landscape of Finnish higher 
education in general and doctoral education in particular creates a friction 
that could clearly be observed in daily university life. This is a typical 
outcome of the encounter between universal aspirations and the 
specificities of a particular social and cultural setting. Such frictions 
inevitably disturb the old forms of social life, but they also tend to trigger 
new social formations, designated here as ‘weeds’, which I have followed 
through the mobilisation endeavours of doctoral candidates. Finally, these 
new forms of university sociality are a product of disjunctures in both 
exceptional and mundane circumstances, as the experiences of 
international doctoral candidates distinctly show. 

My thesis draws on several years of ethnographic fieldwork, which I 
have conducted at Finland’s oldest and largest higher education institution. 
While my ethnography stretches between autumn 2013, when I began 
doctoral studies at the University of Helsinki, and spring 2021, when I 
completed the thesis manuscript, most of the observations presented in this 
thesis come from the period between September 2014 and January 2016, 
when ethnographic fieldwork was my primary activity. My material is highly 
heterogeneous, covering the circumstances of higher education in general 
and developments particular to doctoral education that come together in 
the everyday lives of doctoral candidates, which serve as a vantage point for 
studying university sociality as a whole.  

The thesis makes two key contributions. First, I aim to broaden 
anthropological understandings of contemporary higher education reform 
by not only paying close attention to the enactment of the enterprise-cum-
scalability model but also going beyond it in my granular explorations and 
nuanced explanations of daily university life. Second, by focusing on the 
dynamics of social relations, I seek to highlight the particular value of the 
anthropological contribution to critical higher education studies. 
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Chapter 1 

University - A Broken Community? 

 

  

On a gloomy Wednesday morning at the end of October 2017, 

approximately fifty people affiliated with the University of Helsinki came 

together in one of its central auditoriums in the heart of the Finnish capital. 

This gathering, held in a recognizable city landmark, signalled the release 

of a report that summarised a review of the downsizing and restructuring of 

the university in the previous two years. The review was conducted by a 

group of people with certain ties to the University of Helsinki but who were 

external enough for the process to be considered independent: two 

professors from the United Kingdom, the director of a Danish university 

and the president of a Finnish research institute. The report was written by 

the chair of the review group, Professor Sue Scott, who also took on the task 

of presenting the main findings at the gathering. 

The atmosphere in the stuffy auditorium was tense but not 

explosive. Several senior staff members, whom I have observed to oppose 

developments at the University of Helsinki many times before and since, 

were predictably restless. They occasionally stood up, holding extended 

protest monologues or engaging in skirmishes with the senior management 

and with Professor Scott, who otherwise acted as a mediator. Some of these 

‘usual suspects’ later expressed their uneasiness with the review also in the 

digital environment, stating that it was intrinsically conservative. This was 

not surprising for them since they considered Professor Scott to be part of 

the ‘new university establishment’. Still, they found the report worth 

reading and shared it through their blog, from which I retrieved it 

(Yliopistokäänne 2017). 

Most of the other meeting attendees followed the proceedings with 

a certain degree of resignation. They sat passively on the uncomfortable 

wooden benches and broke their silence only occasionally, mostly by 

muttering what could perhaps best be described as distilled despair. The 
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sense of disillusionment that had permeated the entire University of 

Helsinki in the previous two years was unsurprisingly the main sentiment 

on that October morning, too. It was also captured by the report itself:  

 

Put simply, the University of Helsinki seemed to be a rather 

confused place during our visits and there was a good deal of anxiety 

and some obvious unhappiness. The strong image that has emerged 

from listening to staff and students is the shift from the idea of the 

University as ‘Our University’ to its more distant representation as 

‘The University’. (Scott 2017, 6) 

 

For its part, ‘The University’, which for many staff and students in Helsinki 

and beyond gradually came to mean its senior management, also did not 

appear to be enjoying a field day. Perhaps most conspicuously, the rector, 

who was throughout these turbulent years the main target of the finger-

pointing, was not behaving in his usual jovial manner. Seemingly overnight, 

he exchanged the robes of a master with those of a servant. The reviewers 

themselves perceived the senior managers as  

 

also, to some extent, disappointed, frustrated and concerned about 

the difficulties of the change process. They feel that they have been 

trying to do the best thing for the University in a very difficult 

financial context and under the pressure of increased demands from 

Government in relation to the student experience and its outcomes 

as well as dealing with the pressures to perform well in the 

University Rankings in order to reap the rewards of being seen as an 

excellent global university. (Scott 2017, 7) 

 

While recognising that the review process was bound to draw out the 

disaffected, the reviewers were confident that the way in which they 

designed the process would mitigate biases to a certain degree (Scott 2017, 

6–7). Namely, between January and June 2017, they arranged public 
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hearings, small meetings and individual interviews to accompany personal 

email exchanges and anonymous feedback forms. Still, acknowledging that 

this might not have been enough to completely remove all biases from their 

review process, the reviewers explicitly stated that at least ‘several hundred 

employees across the University of Helsinki are some combination of 

unhappy, angry, disappointed, anxious or frustrated’ (Scott 2017, 7). 

Whether representative or not, these negative sentiments should not, in 

their opinion, be ignored. The purpose of the review, therefore, was also to 

propose a path towards restoring some sort of equilibrium. 

Setting aside the issues of whether that equilibrium ever existed, 

whether the action points proposed by the reviewers were adequate for that 

task and whether the university’s senior management took the reviewers’ 

suggestions seriously, the words in the report paint a picture of a shattered 

community. This was expressed in relation not only to the process of staff 

reduction but also to the centralisation of administration and, particularly, 

to the reconfiguration of academic structures from degree programmes and 

disciplines to departments and faculties. As one of the reviewers’ 

interviewees put it:  

 

The University used to be communities, which you felt part of and 

created loyalty. Now you can no longer see the science in the 

curriculum, there are several bodies deciding on the curriculum and 

you can no longer identify with a community. The University should 

think seriously about this. People do not and cannot belong to such 

large communities as in the new system. (Scott 2017, 33) 

 

This depiction of a ‘community in distress’ forms the backdrop of my 

doctoral research. More importantly, it points towards my main interests. 

The question that guides this dissertation is both simple and complex: How 

do the recent higher education reforms affect the dynamics of social 

relations at the University of Helsinki? To answer this vital question, I draw 

upon several years of ethnographic fieldwork conducted during the second 
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decade of the twenty-first century at the University of Helsinki. I first zoom 

into the disturbance that Scott’s report captured. I then move away from the 

big dramatic public events that framed my study into the mundane life of 

doctoral candidates, who–being simultaneously students and researchers 

and occasionally even teachers–provide a vantage point for a 

comprehensive investigation of university sociality. In the latter part of the 

thesis, I look into different ways in which doctoral candidates attempt to 

mobilise social ties and their successful, partial and failed efforts to 

establish and maintain themselves as a social group. 

The argument that I make in this dissertation is that the disturbance 

generated by the recent reforms at the University of Helsinki resulted from 

tampering with social relations. The relational cuts that the top-down 

administrative reforms entailed not only created distress among ‘old 

communities’ in Helsinki but also triggered new forms of university 

sociality. These new forms of social life are the product of disjuncture in 

both mundane and exceptional circumstances. To substantiate these claims 

and–more importantly–explain their significance, I first provide detailed 

background information about my study. I begin by exploring broader 

contemporary university trends. 

 

 

Reconfiguring University Relations 

 

In the past few decades, universities across the world have been undergoing 

extensive transformations. This is not an unprecedented phenomenon; 

indeed, it is quite the opposite. Throughout the centuries, universities have 

gone through many profound changes (Wright and Rabo 2010, 1). At the 

same time, each university reconfiguration took a distinct shape, and this 

has also been the case with the contemporary one.  

The recent university reform has been well documented. Still, apart 

from the immense contribution of a few prominent anthropologists upon 

whose work my thesis extensively draws, others have mostly had an only 
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sporadic interest in theorising on university developments, even though 

many have followed and occasionally actively participated in what has been 

happening ‘on the ground’ (Heatherington and Zerilli 2016). The general 

lack of ‘rigorous, systematic studies of the institutions in which academic 

anthropologists spend so many of their waking hours’ has led Hugh 

Gusterson (2017, 436) to claim that ‘anthropologists have not been doing 

enough homework’. As a result, the mainstream scholarly debates have not 

only been mostly populated by the voices of scholars from other academic 

fields, but the terms of these debates themselves have also largely been 

shaped outside anthropology. 

Rather than constructing my own account of contemporary 

university reform by invoking reified processes such as ‘marketisation’, 

‘privatisation’ or ‘commodification’ of higher education, I turn to ‘one of 

anthropology’s central tools of inquiry and a prime target of anthropological 

knowledge’: a relation (Strathern 2020, 2). As Marylin Strathern (1995, 6–

15; 1996a, 2014, 2018a, 2018b, 2020) points out, ‘relations’ in English 

gradually came to connote the associations – and dissociations – that 

sustain life (see also Lebner 2017). They are in certain contexts imagined as 

forming between pre-existing entities, while in others, entities are 

conceptualised as relations. Likewise, relations can be seen as impersonal 

or personal. Most importantly, they are recognised in anthropology as 

pertinent to both abstract concepts (logical relations) and concrete beings 

(social relations). It is precisely this ‘duplex property’ that makes relations 

central to a study of social life within an institution whose core functions 

revolves around the production and transmission of knowledge.  

The starting point of my inquiry involves certain observations about 

(social) relations that have already been (logically) related within the 

literature about contemporary higher education reform. The specificity of 

my ethnographic context skews this account towards Euro-American1 

public universities. Unsurprisingly, most descriptions of contemporary 

                                                
1 Following Strathern (2005a, 163), I refer by this term to the intellectual offsprings of 
religious and rationalist movements that arose in northern Europe during the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries, which then spread across the Atlantic. 
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changes to public universities revolve around their relations to the state. 

These relations, as many have observed, are simultaneously becoming 

looser and tighter.  

On the one hand, public universities are being ‘set free’ from the 

state, usually by acquiring a new legal status. This enables them to engage 

in a set of activities, searching for new income streams in order to 

compensate for progressive government disinvestment in higher education, 

which is itself a clear manifestation of the weakening of ties between public 

universities and the state. Such activities are often seen as instantiations of 

‘academic capitalism’ (Slaughter and Leslie 1997; Slaughter and Rhodes 

2004), which can take numerous forms. Some of its most common 

renderings are as follows: the introduction of or increases in tuition fees, 

particularly those paid by international students; attempts to secure 

additional funding from various public and private sources within 

individual researchers’ national contexts, and even more from abroad; 

higher education export activities; the commercialisation of university 

intellectual property; the creation of spin-off companies; and the 

maximisation of university assets (Shore and McLauchlan 2012; Shore and 

Wright 2017, 3–4, 8–10).  

On the other hand, ties between the state and public universities are 

being tightened by turning into contractual ones, with the help of increasing 

performance and output measurement instruments that combine financial 

and moral perspectives and aim to simultaneously foster ‘economic 

efficiency’ and ‘good practice’ at public universities. Their proliferation is 

tied to the rise of ‘audit cultures’. The origins of audit cultures were first 

associated with the Britain of the 1980s, but by the end of the following 

decade, systems of public sector ‘quality assurance’ of all kinds could be 

observed in many other countries (Shore and Wright 1999, 2000, 2015a, 

2017, 4–5; Strathern 2000a, 2000b; Wright and Rabo 2010, 6–7).   

‘The seductions of quantification’ (Merry 2016)–a strong appeal to 

numerical indicators–have played an important role in this process (Shore 

and Wright 2015b), making ‘indicator culture’ an important dimension of 
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the audit one (Merry 2016, 9–10). With the emergence of global rankings in 

2003, indicator culture reached unprecedented levels in the university 

context (Hazelkorn 2012). The rankings are based on a zero-sum game that 

is designed to produce winners and losers. Moreover, their indicators are 

clearly skewed towards Anglophone contexts. Still, numerous national 

governments across the world began aspiring to have top-ranked 

universities and to push their higher education institutions in that direction 

(Altbach 2004, 2012).  

The change in relations between the state and public universities is 

to some degree tied to a transformation of the conception of higher 

education; namely, the latter’s social status as a public good has been 

powerfully challenged since the 1990s. Conceptualising higher education as 

a private good is based on the ‘new human capital theory’, which postulates 

that individuals–in place of the state–should take responsibility for 

continuing to invest in their education in order to be ‘competitive’ in the 

labour market (Shore and Wright 2017, 9–10).  

Likewise, the social status of higher education institutions 

themselves has been evolving. Rather than sites that were primarily 

supposed to ‘foster social cohesion, improve social mobility and challenge 

received wisdom’ (Shore and Wright 2017, 1), as public universities came to 

be understood in the period after World War II, they are now increasingly 

being evaluated in economised or, more precisely, financialised terms. This 

trend is most conspicuously observable in the growing number of activities 

pertaining to the ‘third mission’ of universities.2 In its contemporary 

rendering, this third mission or ‘third stream’ entails above all a process of 

translation of academic endeavours into revenue streams (Shore and 

McLauchlan 2012). 

In addition to affecting their institutional basis, changes in the 

relations between public universities and the state also imposed 

organisational changes in those institutions (Wright and Rabo 2010, 5–6). 

                                                
2 It is called the third mission because it has been added to the research and teaching 
missions that modern universities have pursued since the nineteenth century. 
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These, in turn, affected internal university relations. First, it is possible to 

observe the rise of university managers and administrators at the expense 

of teaching and research staff. They have grown not only in numbers, but 

also–and more importantly–in terms of power (Wright and Shore 2017, 5–

7). University leaders have started to assume strategic and executive 

authority, which is exactly how they came to stand for the university 

(Williams Ørberg 2007; Wright and Rabo 2010, 5–6), a peculiarity that the 

review report from the ethnographic vignette at the beginning of the 

introduction also highlighted. 

In addition to the reconfiguration of relations among university 

employees, a change in the relations between different university structures 

is also conspicuous. These are being joined to form clusters. In academic 

terms, this trend finds expression in a push for the creation of 

interdisciplinary units at the expense of disciplinary ones. Moreover, entire 

higher education institutions are increasingly being aggregated by merging 

with other ones. Mergers play an important role in rounding up public 

universities and strengthening state control over them. The number of 

higher education mergers in recent years has, in fact, been so conspicuous 

that it prompted talk about ‘merger mania’ (Pinheiro, Geschwind, and 

Aarrevaara 2016). 

 

 

Knowledge through Entrepreneurship 

 

The latest changes to public universities are often associated with 

neoliberalism, an ideological3 and philosophical movement whose 

beginnings are located in interwar Europe. Tejaswini Ganti (2014, 91–92) 

points out that the term ‘neoliberalism’ first appeared in 1925 in a book by 

Swiss economist Hans Honegger and that the movement was placed on a 

stronger footing only a decade later. This happened with the publication of 

                                                
3 By the concept of ideology, I refer to a taken-for-granted conceptual (mis)representation of 
reality. For an argument regarding its present-day analytical relevance, see Narotzky (2016). 
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Walter Lippmann’s An Inquiry into the Principles of the Good Society in 

1937 and with the organisation of a colloquium in Paris the following year. 

The Paris gathering was dedicated to Lippmann’s work and prompted the 

launch of a journal and think tank aimed at promoting neoliberal ideology. 

The outbreak of World War II, however, temporarily halted these 

endeavours.  

The key moment in the formulation of neoliberal philosophy dates 

to 1947, when Austrian economist Friedrich August von Hayek organised a 

conference in the Swiss village of Mont Pelerin, to which a group of 

economists from Europe and the United States–including several who 

attended the 1938 Paris colloquium–were invited. In order to build a 

transnational network of intellectuals who would promote neoliberal ideas, 

economists that gathered at the conference founded the Mont Pelerin 

Society. The final statement issued from the 1947 conference makes it clear 

that the society was formed as a reaction to a particular historical moment 

that was shaped by the prevalence of Keynesian ideas of the state as an 

important economic actor, to which an alternative was understood to be the 

Soviet Union’s economic paradigm. The original members of the Mont 

Pelerin Society found the disregard for private property and competitive 

markets in both paradigms not only disturbing but also a threat to ‘the 

central values of civilisation’, especially ‘freedom’ (Ganti 2014, 92). This 

explains to some degree why this notion occupies such a central position 

within contemporary university reform. 

Just like classical liberalists, proponents of neoliberal philosophy 

share a belief in markets as a more efficient source of information about 

supply, demand and prices; unlike the former, however, neoliberals do not 

think that a good society is an inevitable outcome of market forces. Rather, 

such a society must be brought about through political endeavours. 

Neoliberal adherents, therefore, do not reject the state completely but 

rather seek to redefine its nature and functions (Ganti 2014). As Loïc 

Wacquant (2012, 6) has persuasively argued, what is ‘neo’ about 

neoliberalism is ‘the remaking and redeployment of the state as the core 



 

 
10 

agency that actively fabricates the subjectivities, social relations and 

collective representations suited to making the fiction of markets real and 

consequential’. That explains why neoliberal ideas have had such a strong 

impact on public universities.  

Anthropologists started to become increasingly interested in 

neoliberalism during the first decade of the twenty-first century (Ganti 

2014, 90), not only in their attempt to make strange this ideology, which 

seemed familiar for many (Harvey 2005), but also because of the 

devastating effects of the actualisation of neoliberal ideas they observed in 

field sites around the world. Evocations of neoliberalism gradually became 

commonplace among anthropologists, who occasionally used it more as an 

epithet than a concept (Guyer 2007). This practice has unsurprisingly 

attracted a fair share of criticism (e.g., Clarke 2008; Elyachar 2012; 

Ferguson 2009), to the point that the 2012 Manchester meeting of the 

Group for Debates in Anthropological Theory revolved around the motion 

that ‘the concept of neoliberalism has become an obstacle to the 

anthropological understanding of the twenty-first century’ (Eriksen et al. 

2015). 

Ganti (2014) points out that the vast anthropological literature on 

neoliberalism can be divided into two main strands. The first, shaped by 

Marxist ideas, emphasises questions of political economy and deals 

predominantly with structural adjustments, the dismantling of the welfare 

state and the privatisation of the public. The second is driven by a 

Foucauldian focus on technologies of self and governmentality. There is, 

nonetheless, a smaller but growing body of scholarship seeking to 

intertwine the two approaches by examining the agents and institutions 

articulating or mediating neoliberal practices and ideology. It is to this 

strand that a study of contemporary university changes belongs.  

Since I have already outlined some of the most widespread political 

changes to public universities caused by changes in their relations to the 

state, I focus in this section on their ideological basis. Here I refer to what 

Susana Narotzky (2016)–inspired by Antonio Gramsci and Michel 
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Foucault–has called ‘the hegemony of form’. By this, she refers to an 

ideological model that came to stand for ‘reality’ in the 1990s but which 

economists central to the neoliberal movement, particularly Hayek and 

other members of the Austrian School, had already coherently developed in 

the 1940s and 1950s (Narotzky 2016, 267). The key features of the model 

itself grew out of the early twentieth-century debate on ‘socialist 

calculation’, which was related to the question of achieving market 

coordination. Pertaining to it, the representatives of the Austrian school 

discarded premises of the neoclassical model that real market situations 

were based on perfect knowledge and instead posited that knowledge about 

possible demand must be elicited from ‘dispersed bits of incomplete and 

frequently contradictory knowledge’ (Hayek, 1948, 77, quoted in Narotzky 

2016, 267).  

Discovering this tacit knowledge, understood to be fragmented 

between autonomous social entities, was thus treated as crucial to the 

model of market operation, according to the proponents of the Austrian 

school (Narotzky 2016, 267–68). In fact, for Hayek, the division between 

what Alberto Corsín Jiménez (2011) has termed ‘the happening of 

knowledge’ and ‘the cognizance of knowledge’ was a fundamental societal 

problem, ‘which is quite analogous to, and at least as important as, the 

problem of the division of labour’ (Hayek 1937, 49, quoted in Corsín 

Jiménez 2013, 138). The key role in bridging the knowledge gap–according 

to the key economists of the Austrian School and other theorists that ended 

up shaping neoliberal philosophy, most notably Joseph Schumpeter–was 

played by competition. The mobilisation and coordination of incomplete 

and contradictory knowledge occurred through entrepreneurship. By 

competing against one another, entrepreneurs would supposedly elicit 

knowledge about possible demand. To gain an instantaneous market 

advantage, they would also have to continuously innovate (Narotzky 2016, 

268; Sum 2009, 187; Sum and Jessop 2012, 26–27). 

Within the ‘enterprise form’ (Foucault 2008 [1979], 148), 

knowledge, market and society are thus mapped onto one another (Corsín 
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Jiménez 2008/2009). What effect this has on the understanding of 

subjectivities, social relations and collective representations is spelled out 

by Ilana Gershon (2011). First, Gershon points out that people start to be 

conceptualised as collections of knowledge assets who exercise their agency 

through choice. Second, social relations are reduced to mere instruments 

for gaining a market advantage. They are reflexively forged between entities 

of various kinds and sizes (people, communities, organisations, 

corporations, states and so on) as if they were all (equal) market actors. 

Finally, collectivities themselves end up being conceptualised as collections 

of choices that entities make, which again generate market knowledge. In 

other words, social life is reduced to the management of knowledge assets 

(see also Strathern 1992, 128–84). 

Anthropologists, Gershon claims, could offer a particular challenge 

to the hegemony of the enterprise model by showing that the process of 

engagement with neoliberal premises is always that of an incessant 

translation ‘in which people continually struggle to make neoliberal 

principles liveable given their other understandings of how one is social’ 

(2011, 544). To investigate how the enterprise form travels, she proposes 

that anthropologists pay attention to their core interests, social organisation 

and epistemological differences from their particular ethnographic 

perspectives. This could reveal the inadequacy of explaining the entirety of 

social life in terms of market knowledge and open pathways for exploring 

alternative understandings of living (Gershon 2011, 545–47). It is exactly 

these two purposes that I hope my thesis will serve.  

 

 

Expansion through Scalability 

 

There is another process with which contemporary changes to public 

universities are often associated: globalisation. Although there are many 

ways to conceptualise globalisation, following Anna Tsing (2000b), I 

approach it as a scale-making endeavour. As such, globalisation is just one 
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among many comparative and contrasting activities of social actors, who 

use scales they conjure ‘to organise, interpret, orient, and act in their worlds’ 

(Carr and Lempert 2016, 3). Any scale-making endeavour is thus a 

relational one, but when it comes to globalisation, this becomes very clear 

due to its tendency to entail a futurist orientation, the conflation of varied 

agendas and a rhetoric of linkage and circulation (Tsing 2000b).  

While its beginnings are usually tied to the end of the twentieth 

century, globalisation is to a significant degree premised on a much older 

ideological model, a model that is just as important to my understanding of 

contemporary university changes as the enterprise form. I refer here to ‘the 

naturalisation of expansion as the way for humans to inhabit the world’ 

(Tsing 2012, 506, emphasis in the original). A key role in this conceptual 

model has been played by a specific design feature, for which Tsing (2012, 

2015b) uses the emic term ‘scalability’ from the corporate world: that is, ‘the 

ability to expand–and expand, and expand–without rethinking basic 

elements’ (Tsing 2012, 505).  

To obtain this ability takes a lot of work, but the hegemonic status 

that this design has enjoyed for so long makes many take it for granted to 

this day. The scalability model has always been at the heart of capitalism. It 

has shaped the processes of industrialisation and modernisation fuelled by 

the Eurocentric aspirations for ‘progress’. The latter entails conjuring all 

parts of the world within a singular line, on which some are more advanced 

while others must catch up (Ferguson 1999; Massey 2005; Tsing 2005, 

2012, 2015b). Of course, people do not simply take on pre-established scales 

but actively participate in their (re)making, which is why anthropologists 

prefer to approach scales as process rather than product (Carr and Lempert 

2016, 4). 

Tsing (2012, 510–15) traces the emergence of the scalability model 

to the period between the fifteen and seventeenth centuries and ties it to 

European colonial undertakings. Drawing on the example of sugarcane 

plantations, she shows that scalability is actualised by tampering with the 

existing socio-material formations of the landscapes, turning the latter into 
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self-contained and interchangeable units ready for expansion. Making a 

landscape scalable requires a standardisation of all its components. This, in 

turn, presupposes eliminating social relationships. For Tsing (2012, 510), 

relationships are ‘encounters across difference’ and thus have ‘a quality of 

indeterminacy’ and a transformative potential that scalable design cannot 

and does not tolerate.  

Scalability is actualised in three steps. First, landscapes are cleared 

of their existing relationships. Next, newly emptied environments are 

prepared for alienation and control. Finally, landscapes modified in this 

manner are repopulated with elements transplanted from elsewhere. Tsing 

calls these ‘nonsocial landscape elements’ or ‘nonsoels’.4 Cut off from their 

formative relationships and displaced into cleared and prepared 

environments, these elements are gradually turned into abstract units, 

standardised and regularised, ready for expansion without change (Tsing 

2012, 507–13; 2015b, 38–39).  

What distinguishes scalability from some other scale-making 

endeavours is its potential to conjure countless scales simultaneously and 

to organise them such that they could be nested inside one another like 

Russian dolls. Tsing has labelled this process the ‘precision nesting of 

scales’, and it is only possible because all scales conjured with the help of 

the scalability model are uniform modules that are supposed to expand. In 

doing so, scalability flattens the world in theory, which in practice only 

contributes to exacerbating already existing asymmetries and usually leaves 

ruins behind. Scalability is a form of design that has long participated in the 

perpetuation of global power asymmetries, but it disguises such effects by 

fixing people’s gaze on the uniform blocks while simultaneously pushes all 

heterogeneity out of their view (Tsing 2012, 505–06; 2015b).  

While the belief in general progress has now diminished nearly to 

the point of vanishing, its expansive component continues to thrive in 

                                                
4 This neologism that Tsing (2012, 508) coined is inspired by the pixel, which presents a 
combination of the abbreviated versions of the words ‘picture’ (‘pix’) and ‘element’ (‘el’). 
Analogously, ‘nonsoel’ a combination of the abbreviations of ‘nonsocial’ (‘nonso’)  and, once 
again, ‘element’  (‘el’). 
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particular categories and assumptions about improvement (Tsing 2015b, 

20). Under neoliberal ideological influences, scalability is increasingly 

being reduced to a technical problem (Tsing 2015b, 42). At the same time, 

scalability design has shaped the enterprise form; namely, neoliberal 

entities are not merely conceptualised as collections of knowledge assets. 

Rather, they are ‘collections of improvable assets’ (Gershon 2011, my 

emphasis)–or, more precisely, expandable ones (Strathern 1996/1997)–

‘that must be continually invested in, nurtured, managed, and developed’ 

(Martin 2000, 582). Moreover, as I have indicated above, this is envisioned 

to happen through relations with entities occupying various positions 

across the scales (Gershon 2011). Within the enterprise-cum-scalability 

model, the fact that entities expected to pair in order to aid each other in 

expanding their market knowledge assets are not of the same size or kind 

does not matter because within the scalable design, all units are expandable 

and interchangeable. 

 

 

Scalable University Enterprise 

 

One of the most conspicuous conceptual instantiations of the intertwining 

between the enterprise and the scalability ideologies has found expression 

in the notion of global competitiveness, which in turn has served as a 

primary driver for contemporary university reform and finds its clearest 

expressions in the trope of the ‘global knowledge economy’. A particularly 

important role in the spread of this trope is played by the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), a service-oriented think 

tank for the richest countries in the world, which–at the end of the 1990s–

picked up the Hayekian concept of a knowledge economy and scaled it up. 

The argument extensively promoted by the OECD was that capital was 

being reorganised within transnational circles, and the crucial role in 

staying ahead was assigned to knowledge. Thus, to gain a competitive 

advantage in the global marketplace, countries were supposed to speed up 
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the way in which knowledge was exploited. They were also expected to 

develop a highly educated workforce, which would meet the presumed 

requirements of reconstituted, ‘knowledge-driven’ industries (Wright and 

Rabo 2010, 2–3). 

A particular role in the institutionalisation of the global knowledge 

economy discourse was played by policies, which–as Chris Shore and Susan 

Wright (1997, 2011) argue–have become central instruments of governance 

in contemporary societies. In Finland, practically every government since 

the 1990s has operated under the premise that intangible assets and related 

innovation capital are the primary drivers of economic growth and national 

success (Moisio 2018, 8; Nokkala 2007, 37). This makes the Finnish context 

particularly conducive to the study of global knowledge economy policies. 

The same could be said for the university context in general since it is 

precisely this policy strand that has fuelled the latest reforms in higher 

education systems across the world (Shore and Wright 2017; Wright and 

Rabo 2010). 

Combining the principles of the enterprise and scalability models, 

the global knowledge economy first entails reworking higher education 

landscapes, clearing them of their prior social relationships and creating 

conditions for market-oriented exchanges of knowledge assets, which are 

now presumed to occur on a global scale. This process found one of its 

strongest expressions in the image of the ‘world-class university’ (Altbach 

2004; Deem, Mok, and Lucas 2008). Appeals to this concept are made 

worldwide, although its meaning is not fixed but highly contingent. In a 

non-Anglophone context like Finland, the concept of a world-class 

university is usually conflated with ‘international’, and the latter 

predominantly indexes Anglo-American criteria for academic excellence. In 

many parts of the world, the notion is also often related to an institution’s 

position in the global university rankings, which is why the term ‘world-

class university’ can sometimes be interchangeable with the concept of ‘top 

university’, as is the case in Finland. 
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As noted above, redoing landscapes is only the first step in achieving 

scalability. To render its knowledge assets available for instantaneous 

exchanges within the global marketplace, the world-class university needs 

to be prepared for knowledge exploitation and then repopulated with two 

nonsoels: ‘new knowledge’ and 'new knowledge workers’ (also referred to as 

‘top talents’). As is usually the case with nonsoels (Tsing 2012), these are 

created through displacement and the severing of formative relationships. 

That is attempted through two sets of policy targets. The first pertains to 

knowledge production, promoting the transition to what is called ‘Mode 2’ 

knowledge, created within broader interdisciplinary, intersectoral and 

international contexts (Gibbons et al. 1994). The second set of policy targets 

is directed towards the production of knowledge workers, who are also 

supposed to detach from the disciplinary backgrounds, academic contexts 

and geographical locations that shaped them (Farrell and Fenwick 2007; 

Wright and Rabo 2010). 

These developments are clearly visible in the European context, 

where the global knowledge economy has been placed at the centre of the 

modernisation agenda for higher education. Namely, universities in Europe 

are perceived by most local politicians and bureaucrats–along with 

university managers–as lagging behind their counterparts from the US. 

That thesis is supported by not only the global university rankings but also 

other indicators. Therefore, in order to become competitive (again) on a 

global scale, European universities, according to this line of reasoning, must 

change (Olsen and Maassen 2007). 

To aid university reform processes in Europe, the European 

Research Area (ERA) and European Higher Education Area (EHEA) were 

established. The ERA is a European Commission initiative, formally 

decided by the Lisbon European Council in March 2000. It presents a key 

component of the ‘Lisbon Process’ (also known as the ‘Lisbon Strategy’ and 

‘Lisbon Agenda’), the launch of which signalled the moment at which 

universities were brought to the centre of attention in the EU.5 From then 

                                                
5 Finland became an EU member in 1995. 
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onwards, universities were to play a key role in the construction of the 

Europe of Knowledge (Gornitzka 2007, 155; Magalhães and Veiga 2017, 4). 

The Lisbon Council offered a governance template for member 

states called the ‘Open Method of Coordination’, which enabled the EU to 

steer higher education policies without legal competencies and budget 

means. The Open Method of Coordination entails the process of setting 

common objectives, translating them into policies and monitoring their 

performance through indicators and benchmarks (Gornitzka 2007, 155). 

The main aim of the Lisbon Process has been to create a single market for 

scientific and technical knowledge and to mobilise knowledge workers in 

Europe. Although the Lisbon Process recognises aspects beyond merely 

economic factors, the main conceptual product of the intertwining of the 

enterprise and scalability models–global competitiveness–nevertheless 

remains at its core (Gornitzka 2007, 155; Olsen and Maassen 2007, 6–9; 

Olsen 2007, 39). 

The EHEA was set up a full decade after the ERA, with an official 

launch in March 2010 during the Budapest-Vienna Ministerial Conference. 

It is, however, tied to a pan-European process that started in 1999, when 

ministers of education from 29 European countries signed the Bologna 

Declaration. Since that point, representatives of countries participating in 

the process (‘members’) have met approximately every two years to discuss 

and agree on developments. These would be put in communiqués, relatively 

loose documents that are not legally binding but have still significantly 

shaped reforms of the members’ higher education systems. The main aim 

has been to rework higher education landscapes across Europe by turning 

universities into entities for the exploitation of knowledge resources, which 

in turn is envisaged as enhancing the competitiveness of European higher 

education as a whole (Corbett 2005; Olsen 2007, 38–39; Neave and 

Maassen 2007, 135; Zgaga 2014, 3; 2018, 9). 

The Bologna process started as an intergovernmental initiative, but 

its roots can be found in academic mobilisation endeavours around the 

Magna Charta Universitatum, a statement promoting ‘academic freedom’ 
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and ‘university autonomy’ first endorsed in 1988 in Bologna. A direct 

predecessor of the 1999 Bologna Declaration is the Sorbonne one, signed in 

1998 by the British, French, German and Italian ministers responsible for 

higher education, who gathered in Paris to celebrate the 800th anniversary 

of the oldest university in France. Likewise, even though the Bologna 

Process has remained primarily an intergovernmental endeavour, it 

gradually incorporated actors, known as ‘partners’, besides ministers from 

member countries. These include representatives of universities (i.e., the 

European University Association, or EUA), university students (through the 

European Students’ Union) and doctoral candidates, as constituted by a 

body known as EURODOC (Corbett 2005; Garattini 2014; Neave and 

Maassen 2007, 135; Olsen 2007, 38–39; Zgaga 2014, 3). 

The role of the European Commission in the Bologna Process also 

changed over time. While that process was initiated as a countermove to 

developments in the EU, the lack of stable human and financial resources 

left room for the Commission’s influence and vision for university reform. 

Thus, even though the Bologna Process initially had a very different starting 

point than the Lisbon one, the two blended over time (Neave and Maassen 

2007, 136–53; Olsen 2007, 39; Olsen and Maassen 2007, 9–10, 21). 

 

 

PhD Unbound 

 

Doctoral education occupies a central position in the global knowledge 

economy, as it is a source of both new knowledge and new knowledge 

workers. PhDs, thus, become too important to be left in the hands of 

professors and departments and are instead turned into targets of 

policymakers at the institutional, national and supranational levels (Nerad 

2014, 1). Two general trends across many different contexts have been 

observed over the past two and a half decades. These pertain to the 

expansion and the enhancement of PhD knowledge assets, in accordance 

with the enterprise-cum-scalability hegemony (Kehm 2007; Nerad 2014; 
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Nerad and Trzyna 2008; Nerad, Trzyna, and Heggelund 2008, my 

emphasis).  

Like higher education in general, doctoral education has 

periodically undergone transformations since its beginnings in medieval 

times, when it primarily fostered communities of scholars writing textbooks 

and teaching at Europe’s first universities. Nonetheless, since the 

nineteenth century, doctoral education has mainly been in the service of 

research and research-based teaching. As such, it has been predominantly 

driven by curiosity and based on an apprenticeship model, revolving around 

the relationship between an established academic and a novice (Bernstein 

et al. 2014, 7; Kehm 2007, 314). 

It is precisely this old apprenticeship model that contemporary 

policymakers target, attempting to reconfigure doctoral education to better 

fit into the model of scalable enterprise. The tutors of an earlier age are 

replaced by multiple supervisors, doctoral degree programs and 

committees of examiners. The handful of research disciplines in which 

doctoral degrees were awarded has expanded to almost eighty fields and 

counting. Likewise, a once privileged minority in a small number of elite 

universities grew to tens of thousands of doctoral students, dispersed across 

hundreds of institutions (Bernstein et al. 2014, 7). 

The exponential increase in the number of doctoral candidates and 

doctoral degrees awarded has prompted discussions of mass doctoral 

education. Irrespective of whether we can actually talk about PhD 

massification, it is certain that just a fraction of new doctoral holders is 

envisaged by policymakers as staying in academia; the others are expected 

to seek employment elsewhere. This development, according to the global 

knowledge economy discourse, would improve global competitiveness, 

supposedly leading to economic growth and innovation. In order to make 

this happen, however, changes to doctoral education are posited by 

policymakers as necessary, expanding it beyond its research and teaching 

orientation (Balaban and Wright 2014; Bernstein et al. 2014, 15; Kehm 

2007, 314–15; Nerad 2014, 1). 
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Within the global knowledge economy policy framework, both PhD 

degrees and PhD holders become conceptualised as collections of 

knowledge assets that can be separated from their formative relationships. 

To enact this idea, PhD landscapes need to be transformed according to the 

principles of Mode 2 knowledge production, promoting mobility between 

disciplines, sectors and countries. Moreover, to ensure segregation and the 

interchangeability of PhD nonsoels, doctoral education needs to be 

stabilised and standardised, which is why we observe trends towards 

establishing a common global model of doctoral education. Finally, since 

the moulds for it are found in the top-ranked private US universities, the 

language of the PhD in many universities has become English (Evans 2014; 

Nerad and Trzyna 2008, 303–07).  

The crucial role in standardisation endeavours is played by audit 

instruments, which are presumed to vouchsafe the quality of doctoral 

degrees. As with the knowledge economy in general, these are widely 

skewed towards the science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 

(STEM) fields, whose knowledge assets could by default be more easily 

exported to and thus exploited by the global marketplace. To accelerate this 

process and downplay the fact that knowledge in many STEM fields quickly 

becomes obsolete, there is a tendency in many contexts to replace book-

length PhD dissertations with a series of journal articles (Evans 2014, 211; 

Nerad and Trzyna 2008, 306–08). 

Doctoral candidates themselves are no longer considered by 

policymakers academic apprentices; they are entrepreneurs in the global 

marketplace, systematically assigned a categorical identity of global 

knowledge workers’ (Balaban 2016, 2017; Balaban and Wright 2014). They 

are expected to enter PhD programmes with an established set of 

competencies pertaining to research, disciplinary knowledge and the 

academic profession in general. These competencies should be improved 

during their doctoral studies but also enhanced by a range of ‘transferable 

skills’ that are supposed to help them move smoothly between different 

contexts (Bernstein et al. 2014, 12–19, my emphasis). 
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In Europe, doctoral education has furthermore been conceptualised 

by politicians and bureaucrats as the key link between the two goals of 

creating an EHEA and ERA to improve the global competitiveness of 

European higher education. As such, it has great importance for the 

construction of a Europe of Knowledge. This is why doctoral studies have 

been at the top of the European policymakers’ agenda in the past two 

decades (Kehm 2007, 307).  

Initially, ministers participating in the Bologna Process did not 

address doctoral education, leaving debates about it to the EUA, one of their 

partners. References to it in the official Bologna documents were marginal 

at best. That would change starkly in 2003 with the third Bologna Process 

meeting and the Berlin Communiqué that resulted from it. This is when the 

doctoral level was added to the Bologna process. The EUA was still 

encouraged to continue its work pertaining to doctoral education and was 

awarded funding by the European Commission through the Socrates 

Programme to launch a research project, the Doctoral Programme for the 

European Knowledge Society. This project ran from 2004 to 2005 and 

involved 48 universities from 22 countries, including Finland (Zgaga 2014, 

4; 2018, 19–20; Bernstein et al. 2014, 6; EUA 2005; Kivistö, Pekkola, and 

Siekkinen 2017, 293). 

The project results were discussed in February 2005 during an 

official Bologna Process seminar in Salzburg. Based on these, a document 

known as the Ten Basic Principles was published; it provided general 

guidelines for doctoral education reforms in many European countries. The 

Salzburg Principles–reaffirmed and expanded in 2010 as the Salzburg II 

Recommendations–clearly spell out the intention to turn doctorates into 

scalable enterprises. This was to be accomplished by several initiatives: (1) 

adding the perspective of the job market to the core research component of 

a doctoral education; (2) making universities accountable to seeing this 

through; (3) including quality assessments; (4) recognising doctoral 

candidates as knowledge workers; (5) turning the relationship between 

doctoral candidates, their supervisors and their universities into a 
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contractual one; (6) developing doctoral programmes across different units, 

institutions and countries; (7) limiting the duration of doctorates to three 

to four years; (8) ensuring the acquisition of interdisciplinary knowledge 

and transferable skills; (9) promoting geographic, sectoral and disciplinary 

mobility; (10) and by providing appropriate funding for doctoral education 

(Bernstein et al. 2014, 6; Kivistö, Pekkola, and Siekkinen 2017, 293–94; 

Zgaga 2014, 5). 

Nine of ten recommendations coming out of the Salzburg meeting 

became part of the proceedings from the following Bologna Process 

meeting, held in 2005 in Bergen. The Bergen Communiqué excluded only 

the principle of ensuring funding for doctoral education since the ministers 

gathered there did not have the power to make financial decisions at the 

international level. Research careers outside academia within the EHEA 

were explicitly promoted. Doctoral candidates themselves were framed as 

both students and early-stage researchers (Zgaga 2014, 6). 

As with the Bologna Process in general, the role of the European 

Commission in doctoral education increased over time. It continued 

funding a series of doctoral projects launched by the EUA, which brought 

about the creation of the Council of Doctoral Education in 2008, which 

today involves 266 universities in 36 countries. The Commission also 

provided funding for joint European projects through which it affected the 

shape that doctoral studies would take. Finally, the Commission continued 

to publish documents on the modernisation of universities, which 

prompted reforms of doctoral education across EU countries (Kivistö, 

Pekkola, and Siekkinen 2017, 295; Magalhães and Veiga 2017, 4; Zgaga 

2018, 6, 22–24). 

 

 

Friction and Weeds 

 

Policies, as Shore and Wright (2011, 3) point out, are never static or 

monolithic but tend to migrate into new environments and acquire lives of 
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their own. As such, they are genuine exemplars of Bruno Latour’s (2005) 

‘actants’; that is, things imbued with the agency to transform social action. 

Like actants, all policies–including university ones–become part of an 

assemblage in which they engage with other actors, both human and non-

human (Shore and Wright 2011, 3). Thus, there will always be unintended 

policy outcomes. 

This is not surprising. Abstract principles, as Tsing (2005) argues, 

are produced in cultural dialogues, which is why they never make 

everything everywhere the same. The global knowledge economy, a 

universalist aspiration for a world consisting of scalable university 

enterprises necessarily gets caught in ‘the sticky materiality of practical 

encounters’ (Tsing 2005, 1). Tsing uses the term ‘friction’ to describe ‘this 

practical, engaged universality’. Friction is not simply a side effect of the 

relation between universals and particulars. On the contrary, it is the very 

precondition for the charge and enactment of universalist aspirations. This 

is what enables it to serve as a guide ‘to the yearnings and nightmares of our 

times’ (Tsing 2005, 1). Scalability, which is combined today with the 

entrepreneurial form, always leaves behind ruins, so it is no surprise that 

the latest university transformation has been already a while ago described 

in precisely those terms (Readings 1996). 

Besides generating what Eriksen calls ‘overheating’ (2016), friction–

as a ‘historical contingency, unexpected conjuncture’–can also produce new 

agendas (Tsing 2005, 5; 2012, 510; 2017). The inevitable destruction that 

any scalability endeavour, including an entrepreneurial one, generates does 

not result in the complete eradication of life; it also triggers interdependent 

survival endeavours. In fact, disturbance ‘realigns possibilities for 

transformative encounter’ (Tsing 2015b, 152), which is why scalability is 

always incomplete (Tsing 2012, 515). 

Tsing calls the forms of life that spring out of the ruins ‘weeds’ (2012, 

2015b, 2017). It is precisely these weeds within the distressed landscape of 

the University of Helsinki, in addition to the friction itself, that I investigate 

in this thesis. The weeds this thesis focuses on are those of social relations. 
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Moreover, I pay attention to the new forms of university sociality that rose 

out of the landscape disturbance. In doing so, I seek to make a modest 

contribution towards the rejuvenated anthropological interest in explaining 

what makes human beings social (Long 2015; Long and Moore 2012, 2013). 

According to Long and Moore (2012, 2013), the main problem with 

most anthropological writing on sociality since the late 1980s is that their 

authors invoke the concept in a highly divergent manner, reflecting the 

peculiarities of specific ethnographic contexts that those authors studied. 

What made the situation even more confusing was the simultaneous 

popularity of the term in non-anthropological scholarship, including 

philosophy, animal behavioural science, evolutionary biology, 

developmental psychology and literary theory. It is only in the past decade 

that one can observe efforts within anthropology to synthesise this varied 

body of work. Based on these endeavours, Long and Moore propose 

conceptualising sociality ‘as a dynamic relational matrix within which 

subjects are constantly interacting in ways that are co-productive, and 

continually plastic and malleable, and through which they come to know the 

world they live in and find their purpose and meaning within it’ (Long and 

Moore 2012:41). 

The growing interest in sociality over the past decades has been 

paralleled with an attempt to decentre human subjects from studies 

conducted within the humanities and social sciences. Reflecting these 

developments, the theory of sociality that Long and Moore advance is not 

anthropocentric but nevertheless remains focused on human beings. In 

other words, theirs is a theory of human sociality that does not dismiss the 

significance of other entities but rather keeps the distinction between 

humans and others while discarding the hierarchical relationship that long 

formed the basis of that kind of distinction (Long and Moore 2012, 40–41; 

2013, 1–2). 

Long and Moore’s conception of sociality builds on the 

contributions of Marilyn Strathern and Christina Toren to the 1989 

Manchester debate on anthropological theory. There, Strathern (2005b, 53) 
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proposed approaching sociality as ‘the relational matrix which constitutes 

the life of persons’, who are understood as ‘simultaneously containing the 

potential for relationships and always embedded in a matrix of 

relationships with others’ (2005, 55). This makes social relations intrinsic 

rather than extrinsic to human existence. Both social relations and sociality, 

Toren (2005, 61–62) subsequently argued, ‘denote dynamic social 

processes in which any person is inevitably engaged’. 

Formulating their theory of sociality two decades later–and 

reflecting on intellectual developments over that period–Long and Moore 

expand Strathern and Toren’s original attention to the dynamism of the 

relational matrix in which humans are embedded to include ‘the ways in 

which, and the extent to which, humans in any given context come to reflect 

upon that matrix, and might be driven to act upon it’ (Long and Moore 2012, 

43). The latter was a primary concern of Foucault’s late writings on ethics 

and was subsequently taken up, particularly in queer theory, in an attempt 

to imagine non-heteronormative understandings of how inevitable but 

unequal relations with others might be acted upon or managed. The 

recognition of human sociality as a dynamic matrix thus has not only 

ontological and epistemological dimensions but also ethico-political ones 

(Long and Moore 2012, 43; Moore 2011).  

Human beings can–at least to a certain degree–mould their 

sociality, which in turn shapes them throughout their lives. This might 

involve processes of conscious reflection and thought, or it might entail 

affective and highly embodied engagements with forms of unknowing and 

incomprehensibility, which Moore (2011) elsewhere calls the ‘ethical 

imagination’. A key aspect is how we act within and attribute value to the 

dynamic matrix of sociality. Theorising human sociality, Long and Moore 

(2012, 43) argue, ‘requires a sophisticated account of agency, motivation, 

intentionality and desire: in short, an understanding of the human subject 

as he or she exists in a given place and time’. 

Finally, Long and Moore (2013, 3) highlight that human sociality 

should not be reduced to affectivity or relationality, although these ideas 
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contribute to understanding the world in which sociality unfolds. Theories 

that emphasise material co-presence are not enough to account for the 

importance of imagination and anticipation, and neither can the notion of 

a dynamic network of diverse actants with distinctive agencies. As Long and 

Moore point out, ‘human subjects, whether uniquely or not, possess an 

ethical imagination and intersubjective capacity, set within a material and 

multispecies world, that is of paramount importance for understanding the 

forms of sociality in which we are engaged, and one that is part of our 

materiality as biologically social beings’ (2013, 17). It is only through a 

broad definition of human sociality as a dynamic matrix of relations 

through which persons are constituted in interactive and mutually 

constitutive ways, Long and Moore argue, that we can understand why 

human sociality has so many forms and why it is always being taken in new 

directions. 

 

 

Community and Disjuncture 

    

In her introduction to the edited volume Thinking Through Sociality: An 

Anthropological Interrogation of Key Concepts, Vered Amit highlights the 

significance of the ‘mid-level concepts’ that are ‘good to think with’, 

precisely because they are not too narrowly defined or too sweeping (Amit 

et al. 2015). They open up an inquiry into sociality instead of closing it 

down. Thus, as Amit (2015, 5) specifies, ‘the question is less one of method 

versus theory than what level of abstraction works most effectively to deal 

with different kinds of questions or domains’.  

Community, an instantiation of sociality featured in the opening 

section of my thesis, is one such mid-range abstraction. While generally 

invoking mobilised social relations, ‘community’ has different connotations 

in different contexts. This is why it is no surprise that many social theorists 

have questioned whether the notion of community is of much use at all. At 

the same time, it is exactly these multiple purchases on ‘community’ that 
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secure the persistence of this notion, prompting social scientists to continue 

engaging with it. Rather than using it as a ready-made social unit, Amit 

advocates that anthropologists should investigate the invocations of 

community sceptically, since–within public rhetoric–there is a continuous 

tension between experiences of or impulses towards sociality and platitudes 

of classificatory fellowship (2002b, 13–14). The ambiguity associated with 

numerous references to the community does not necessarily need to be 

conceived as an impediment to investigation, as it might also serve as a 

useful means for thinking about sociality (Amit et al. 2015, 4–6).  

Anthropology as a discipline has from the outset privileged 

collectivities as the primary agents of sociality, so it is unsurprising that 

invocations of the concept of community among anthropologists abound. 

However, the discipline also tended to conflate place, people, identity and 

culture for much of its history, which shaped the anthropological 

understanding(s) of the notion of community (Amit 2002b, 14–15). It was 

only in the 1950s and 1960s that this was problematised by anthropologists 

from the Rhodes-Livingstone Institute and the University of Manchester 

who were working in the towns in Copperbelt Province. Their focus on 

urban locales led them to distinguish the concept of community from 

categorical identities, with the latter no longer seen as the overarching 

feature in the structure in a town’s social relations but simply one of its 

constituents (Amit 2002a, 3–4). 

The next phase in the development of the concept happened in the 

early 1980s, near the end of the interpretive turn within anthropology. 

Focusing on British rural localities, Anthony Cohen became interested in 

the meanings people attribute to community and their membership in it. 

Through his work, the concept was transformed into a self-conscious form 

of ‘peoplehood’ which was intrinsically relational. Gradually, community 

stopped being necessarily seen as a result of actual social relationships and 

institutions; rather, it was turned into a symbol for collective identity, 

mediated by individual subjectivity (Amit 2002a, 4–6; Amit 2002b, 16–17). 
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This process of decoupling the conceptualisation of community 

from an actualised social form was finalised in the work of Benedict 

Anderson (1983), for whom community became a means to explain the 

affective charge that nationalism offered. According to Anderson, the rise of 

print capitalism in the sixteenth century played a central role in this 

process, as it enabled dispersed masses of people to develop a sense of 

commonality and mutual identification. The community thus became an 

‘imagined’ one, reduced to an idea or quality of sociality and ignoring actual 

efforts to mobilise social relations (Amit 2002a, 6–7; Amit 2002b, 17–18). 

This approach has been wholeheartedly endorsed by many 

anthropologists of globalisation, but Amit (2002b) observes a couple of 

conceptual problems in this body of literature. She notes the analytical 

slippage between imagined categorical identity and social groups. This 

distinction is, however, crucial since ‘the assignation ‘[sic] of membership 

in a particular cultural category does not tell us, in itself, which categories 

will actually be drawn on for the mobilisation of social relations’ (Amit 

2002b, 18).  

Similarly, there is an equally problematic tendency to conflate 

personal social networks with social groups, even though the two often 

overlap in practice. Personal networks arise through the efforts of a 

particular individual and thus tend to stretch across many categories and 

situations. As this form of social relation is not institutionalised, it is highly 

sensitive to changes in context and hence extremely fragile. Social groups, 

on the other hand, do not rely for their existence on any individual since 

their basis for mobilisation is institutional or communal. If not personally 

connected, the members of these groups are at least organisationally 

interrelated through their performance of the roles on which the 

reproduction of these groups relies. As long as there are enough people 

willing to operate in these roles, a group’s existence is secured (Amit 2002b, 

22–24). 

The conceptual slippages between personal networks and social 

groups and between categories and collectivities minimise the considerable 
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difficulties of various kinds that accompany the construction of actual as 

opposed to imagined communities. Likewise, such slippages can 

underestimate the care work put into sustaining these. Failing to account 

for difficulties in the construction and maintenance of communities results 

in the inadvertent support of the enterprise-cum-scalability model to treat 

human beings as interchangeable collections of knowledge assets. In other 

words, paying attention to community vulnerabilities could be perceived as 

a straightforward way to criticise endeavours to premise entities, relations 

and collectivities on the scalable enterprise model, as proposed by the global 

knowledge economy discourse (cf. Amit 2002b, 25; Gershon 2011; Puig de 

la Bellacasa 2017). 

While ‘the imagination of community is always fundamentally 

oriented towards the mobilisation of social relations’ (Amit 2002a, 10), 

whether those will actually take place and to what degree is uncertain. 

Moreover, the category being invoked in the name of the community and 

the social relations mobilised for that purpose are never completely 

commensurable; indeed, they are often in tension with one another. It is 

precisely in these ambiguities in the interaction between the idea and 

actualisation of sociation in which anthropological contributions to 

theorising the concept of the community could lie (Amit 2012). 

Finally, it is important to state clearly that communities are not 

comprehensive entities. As Amit (2002a, 18) points out, ‘the essential 

contingency of community, its participants’ sense that it is fragile, changing, 

partial and only one of a number of competing attachments or alternative 

possibilities for affiliation means that it can never be all-enveloping or 

entirely blinkering’. Its relational character, therefore, does not result only 

from comparison with other collectivities but also from the multiple 

attachments of its members (Amit 2002a, 16). 

In addition to the concept of community, another mid-range 

abstraction–disjuncture–is featured both in my opening vignette and in the 

dissertation’s central arguments. It is actually this concept that Amit (2015) 

examines in the edited volume on sociality. Unlike early social theorists 
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such as Emile Durkheim, Ferdinand Tönnies and Georg Simmel, who used 

disjuncture to describe the historical discontinuities that the process of 

modernisation brought, or how those writing a century later use 

globalisation (for instance, Ulrich Beck, Zygmunt Bauman and Arjun 

Appadurai), Amit does not conceive disjuncture as a challenge to social 

reproduction. Rather, she sees the discontinuities in social relations as 

equally important for the organisation of sociality as their continuities. In 

this view, Amit joins a conceptual lineage starting with Fredrik Barth and 

culminating in Victor and Edith Turner.  

At the same time, Amit insists on moving beyond the focus on 

exceptional breaches that characterised all earlier writings on disjuncture, 

since most of the severing of social relations go almost unnoticed in people’s 

daily lives. She proposes ‘treating disjuncture as a starting point for analysis 

of social interaction rather than as a digression from the norm’; failing to 

do so, Amit argues, poses impediments to an investigation into the nature 

of social reproduction and change (Amit 2015, 22). 

The human capacity for detachment is universal, as is the one for 

attachment. Detachment is what enables people to handle the 

inconsistencies in their everyday lives, changes in their life cycles and the 

equally inevitable, albeit less predictable, social changes that arise. As much 

as attachment, detachment is necessary for constructing community, which 

is also what relational definitions of it speak to. Thus, as Amit (2002a, 12) 

argues, ‘what is at issue in the interaction between change and communities 

are the ways in which the construction or deconstruction of the latter 

provides a means for people to apprehend and locate themselves within a 

world that never stands still’. 

 

 

Empirical Foundations 

 

The University of Helsinki, which is at the centre of my ethnographic gaze, 

is the oldest and largest Finnish higher education institution. It is divided 
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into eleven faculties, clustered in four campuses spread across different 

neighbourhoods of Helsinki. The City Centre Campus lies in the heart of the 

Finnish capital and hosts a multitude of disciplines in the humanities and 

social sciences, including anthropology. City Centre is the largest campus, 

accommodating more than half of the university’s students. The offices of 

the university’s senior administrators are also situated there. The medical 

campus (Meilahti) is located some four kilometres north-west, tucked 

among numerous apartment buildings built between the two world wars. 

The campus of exact sciences (Kumpula) can be found approximately five 

kilometres north-east of City Centre and was built on a hill at the turn of the 

millennium. Continuing another five kilometres in the same direction, one 

encounters Viikki, the biosciences campus, which grew over the second half 

of the twentieth century next to some of Helsinki’s most picturesque 

meadows. In addition to faculties and hospitals in Meilahti, all the Helsinki 

campuses host a variety of research centres and institutes. Finally, the 

university has several research stations dispersed across Finland and one in 

Kenya. 

My ethnographic fieldwork was conducted in the four urban 

campuses and in some ways lasted from the moment I started my doctoral 

studies in autumn 2013 to the moment I handed in my thesis for 

preliminary examination in spring 2021. Nonetheless, the material 

presented in this thesis largely dates from September 2014 to January 2016, 

when conducting fieldwork was my primary activity. Occasionally, I include 

ethnographic observations, such as the opening vignette, made before or 

after the central time frame. 

In terms of format, my material consists of five notebooks of 

fieldnotes I generated and a large pile of hard copies (official strategies, 

brochures, promotional material, handouts, etc.) I obtained from the field 

site. I have also amassed other material artefacts: badges, cups, and so on. 

Most of my material, however, is digital. I have generated nearly 140 

gigabytes of digital files that are comprised, inter alia, of audio recordings 
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and photographs, video recordings, press clippings and all sorts of accounts 

on the Internet.  

The material I draw upon is extremely miscellaneous, but I cluster 

it here for the sake of clarity into three groups. The first revolves around the 

central object of my inquiry–the University of Helsinki–and the general 

developments there. This is the biggest and most heterogeneous group; the 

material included here pertains, inter alia, to the happenings in relation to 

the celebration of the university’s anniversary in 2015, sessions on the 2014 

audit process, 2015 Finnish general election panels, student campaigns 

organised during 2015 government negotiations, events that sprung out of 

the austerity measures launched by the Finnish government formed in 

2015, sessions related to the latest university degree renovation, sessions 

related to the University of Helsinki’s 2017–2020 strategy, planning 

sessions for the introduction of international student tuition-fees and 

sessions pertaining to international barometers.  

The second group pertains to my interest in developments in the 

context of doctoral education. I have participated in and observed 

numerous events arranged for PhD candidates at all four campuses, such as 

courses, orientation sessions, kick-off sessions, seminars, conferences and 

PhD defences. In addition, I followed non-formal gatherings of doctoral 

candidates, primarily organised by a PhD Students Association. I closely 

observed the activities of this association and actively participated in its 

work. Through this role, I also ended up meeting and chatting with senior 

university administrators (the Rector, Vice-Rector for Research and 

Doctoral Education, Director of Administration and Heads of Research and 

Academic Affairs) and with mid-level administrators.  

The third group of material pertains to international staff and 

students, in which I have had a particular interest from the outset. This 

material is also largely generated from my involvement in another 

university association, where I engaged in an almost identical set of 

activities to those in the PhD Students Association: attending its informal 

gatherings, meeting with university managers and administrators and 
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conducting a survey. As a vice-chair of the international student group and 

a deputy member, I was also able to closely observe the workings of the 

Student Union and its Representative Council. I also followed the workings 

of other social formations that pertained to international students and staff 

and attended official university events for international staff and students. 

Finally, I selected a group of international doctoral candidates from several 

academic fields with whom I regularly interacted for several months or 

several years. I met a number of them through one of the associations and 

got to know the others through courses I attended during the first year of 

my PhD studies or events I observed once I officially started my fieldwork. 

While I lost touch with most of them after their participation in my research 

ended, I developed strong bonds of friendship with a few, and we continue 

to interact regularly to this day. 

 

 

Thesis Outline 

 

This dissertation is divided into nine chapters. Chapter 1 sets the scene for 

the thesis. In it, I introduce the reader to the key theoretical discussions and 

empirical foundations upon which my arguments rest. The next two 

chapters focus on the enactment of universalist aspirations within the 

specific landscape of Finnish higher education and its repercussions on 

forms of social life. Chapter 2 examines the ways in which changing 

university relations have affected the University of Helsinki landscape, 

while Chapter 3 investigates how tampering with that landscape affects 

university sociality.  

Along the same lines, Chapters 4 and 5 pay attention to the friction 

through which PhD reform in Finland is being enacted. Chapter 4 focuses 

on the way in which shifting university relations have shaped the doctoral 

education landscape at the University of Helsinki, and Chapter 5 explores 

the effect that contemporary reconfigurations of the doctoral education 

landscape have had on social formations within that context. 
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The rest of the thesis, prior to the conclusions in Chapter 9, 

examines in detail several weeds of human sociality that grew out of the 

distressed landscape of the University of Helsinki. Chapter 6 follows a group 

of PhD candidates who end up successfully mobilising their social relations. 

Chapter 7 concentrates on grant-funded researchers and their unsuccessful 

attempts to establish themselves as a social group. Chapter 8 focuses on 

international doctoral candidates, their eventual failure to maintain the 

community they found and the disjuncture in their daily lives that prompted 

their mobilisation in the first place.  
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Chapter 2 

Finnish Higher Education Landscapes 

 

  

The University of Helsinki is conjured every autumn as a whole through 

activities related to the opening of the academic year.6 The central to these 

is the ceremony held on the City Centre Campus. It starts a quarter past 

midday, with an academic procession to the Great Hall, situated in the so-

called ‘old part’ of the university’s Main building. The procession’s pathway 

is marked by student ushers positioned along the entrance axis. The 

ceremonial entry to and exit from the Great Hall is signalled by a solemn 

musical accompaniment, which also gives a cue for the audience members 

to stand up. 

The Great Hall is a semi-circular amphitheatre framed by pillars and 

pilasters with Corinthian capitals. The central columns serve as a backdrop 

for a wooden rostrum with golden ornaments. The side and ceiling 

windows, together with the majestic chandeliers, provide light for the room. 

Relief and bust sculptures adorn it. In addition, a large wall painting 

decorates the space above the Great Hall’s main doors. This mural is a 

reconstruction of an early-twenty century artwork created by famous 

Finnish artist Albert Edelfelt. The original wall painting was destroyed in 

the bombing during the Second World War, alongside other artwork 

existing in the Great Hall at the time (Heinämies n.d.; Klinge 1970, 13). 

There are over seven hundred seating places in the university’s 

central amphitheatre, split across six compartments. Furthermore, fifty-

five seats are placed in the back of the Great Hall. The right of the two 

central compartments (and–occasionally–the adjacent one, further to the 

right) is reserved for the members of the academic procession. The left of 

the central compartments is filled by those honorary ceremony attendees 

                                                
6 The opening of the academic year 2019/2020 slightly departs from the description 
presented here, since it had to consider renovations of the University’s Main building, while 
the openings of the academic year 2020/2021 and the academic year 2021/2022 were 
completely reconfigured, as they had to be held online, due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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who did not participate in the initial procession to the Great Hall. Other 

seats are freely occupied. These are predominantly taken by the University 

of Helsinki’s staff and students and some alma mater venerating alumni 

and alumnae. Members of the public might also be present. 

The academic procession, whose forefront to this day consists 

predominantly of middle-aged white men, has a strict, hierarchical order. It 

is headed by two beadles, i.e., ceremony ushers, followed by the university 

chancellor and the rector. They are accompanied by vice-rectors, chairs of 

the university collegium and the board, senior administrators and 

academics, academic and non-academic personnel and invited guests.  

The ceremonial aspect of the gathering was also emphasised in the 

participants’ attire. Student ushers placed along the procession’s pathway 

have shoulder ribbons. Beadles wear white gloves and navy-blue robes with 

golden edges. They carry silver maces in their right hands. The rector is 

wrapped in a red gown decorated with golden ornaments on the black edges 

and bears a thick, gold necklace with medallions around the neck. Men in 

the procession are dressed in dark suits on a white shirt and usually a grey 

or blue tie. Women are often completely in black. Many procession’s 

participants carry silken top hats in their left hand, which are one of the 

Finnish doctoral insignia. A few participants in the procession usually wear 

gowns and carry flat square hats, indicative of Anglo-American universities 

from which they have obtained their PhDs. 

The opening ceremony proceedings always include the rector’s 

speech. This is followed by the addresses of a staff representative (the chair 

of the board of one of the university’s professional associations) and a 

student representative (the chair of the Student Union’s board). All 

speeches are delivered in Finnish, with sporadic intermissions in Swedish 

and, to a smaller degree, in English. Musical (and occasionally dance) 

performances mark the beginning, middle and endpoint of the event in the 

Great Hall. In addition, every fifth year, the gathering in the university’s 

Main building includes the ritual of the rector’s initiation, the latter adding–

as it is generally the case with rituals (Turner 1986 [1967], 93–95)–a 
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transformative layer to the otherwise confirmatory character of the 

academic year opening ceremony. In those instances, the university 

chancellor would complete the process of the appointment of a new rector 

by handing over two gold-plated brass keys.  

The opening day of the academic year continues with the procession 

to the ecumenical service in the Helsinki Cathedral situated across the 

street. A second procession is formed towards the adjacent building of the 

Finnish National Library, where a non-denominational ceremony is held. 

Both processions uphold the same hierarchical order, though they are 

extended to incorporate other attendees of the Great Hall’s ceremony, who 

are now positioned at the very end. The programme in the Cathedral 

consists of sermons connected to the academic year opening’s theme and 

musical performances. When these are over, the procession returns to the 

Main Building, where coffee and cake are served. The non-denominational 

ceremony in the library, the arrangement of which is the annually rotating 

responsibility of staff members from one of the four university’s campuses, 

also consists of talks related to the opening theme and musical 

performances. Its programme is, however, usually shorter and much less 

attended,7 concluding without a formal procession to the reception venue. 

Meanwhile, the opening carnival organised by the University of 

Helsinki’s Student Union begins. Students take possession of the main 

streets of the City Centre campus for that whole afternoon. They usually 

wear their distinctive white caps with black edges, which is in Finland 

obtained upon matriculation. In addition, students tend to be dressed in 

overalls of diverse colours, representing different faculties of the University 

of Helsinki. The overalls are adorned with standardised prints of brands 

standing in for the companies that subsidised their production, which are 

placed next to highly idiosyncratic, hand-sewn patches. 

Some students might dance to the rhythm of noisy music, usually 

played by DJs. Many have cans of beer or cider in their hands, which they 

                                                
7 This remained the case even when–during the COVID-19 pandemic–both of the 
ceremonies were held online. 
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often bring in bulk. If dancing and drinking at any point made them hungry, 

they could visit one of the several food trucks brought in by the organisers 

and parked within the festival area. The workers of the cafeteria chain 

owned by the Student Union also serve complimentary treats at several 

checkpoints where long queues tend to form. 

Both the Student Union’s officials and those representing its 

numerous associations take the opportunity to present themselves to 

newcomers, mostly by handing out fliers and candies. The Student Union’s 

stands are placed on the streets, while the associations’ stands are usually 

situated in the foyer of the so-called ‘new part’ of the Main University 

Building on the opposite side of the Great Hall. Outside the foyer, few tables 

are often installed, where novices get a chance to have a sneak peek on 

sitsits, i.e., dinner parties that student associations organise all year round. 

Dining is, however, not the main activity of sitsits, but singing (and 

toasting). The songs sung on these occasions commonly combine typical 

student bohemian content with the nationalistic one, and they are usually 

performed in Finnish or in Swedish, but songs in other languages might 

sometimes be sung as well.8 

This description of the academic year opening is a snapshot of the 

University of Helsinki’s landscape, with which I have been interacting since 

2013, when I first arrived in the Finnish capital. From the very beginning, 

autumn ceremonies captured my fascination, as I had never seen anything 

like that before, but gradually, I came to understand them as a vantage point 

to explore the university’s significant social relations, of which any 

landscape consists (Ingold 2000). In this chapter, I investigate how 

changing the university’s external relations, particularly those with the 

state, have affected the University of Helsinki’s landscape. To do that, we 

embark on a historical journey through Finnish higher education, starting 

with its beginnings during Swedish rule and ending with present-day 

Finland. Drawing on anthropological approaches to landscapes (Berglund, 

                                                
8 For instance, many sitsits entail performing in Latin the famous academic hymn ‘On the 
Shortness of Life’ (De Brevitate Vitae), all with standing-up bits when the part of the hymn 
addressed to professors is sung. 
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Lounela, and Kallinen 2019), I consider different conceptual and material 

markings that emerged over time. I also highlight how current landscape 

reconfigurations make a departure from those preceding them. 

 

 

The Royal Academy of Turku 

 

The Finnish territories belonged to Sweden from the 12th to the 19th century. 

Approximately in the middle of that period, a great upheaval occurred in 

the Kingdom of Sweden, as in the rest of Europe. The upheaval manifested 

most clearly in the changes in relations within the state and between the 

state and the church. In the first half of the 16th century, the Swedish 

Kingdom was detached from the medieval Scandinavian Kalmar Union and 

the Catholic Church. This happened under the rule of King Gustavus (I) 

Vasa, whose reign also saw the centralisation of the Swedish state and the 

development of its administration (Klinge 2010, 17–19). 

The centralised government required a competent civil service, but 

there was a shortage of it. In Sweden, as elsewhere, this was caused by the 

disappearance of the old ecclesiastically oriented university. The problem 

was temporarily resolved by importing administrators from Germany, but 

the necessity of filling these posts with Swedish-trained officials was evident 

in the long run. Many attempts by Gustavus Vasa to tackle the new situation 

illustrate well the educational impasse in the Kingdom (Klinge 2010, 19–

20). 

The Reformation in Sweden was initially a political takeover, more 

than anything else. However, during the following decades, key steps 

towards creating an Evangelical Lutheran national church have been taken. 

The consolidation of power of the younger branch of the Vasa family in the 

first half of the 17th century was crucial for setting Sweden’s course towards 

a centralised, Protestant state. It was also during this period that the 

conditions were created for the establishment of the institution that would, 
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three centuries later, start carrying the name of the University of Helsinki 

(Klinge 1988, 8; 2010, 21–24).  

The first university in the Swedish realm was founded in the late 

15th century in the old religious centre of Uppsala. The Reformation, 

nevertheless, disrupted its activities, and Uppsala University was 

permanently re-established only at the very end of the 16th century. Its 

economy and organisation were stabilised a few decades later, and–as a 

result of these endeavours–by the 1630s, Uppsala became one of the largest 

universities in Europe at the time (Klinge 2010, 25–33). 

These developments are related to the reign of King Gustavus II 

Adolphus, who faced the same problem of a lack of competent civil servants 

as his grandfather, Gustavus Vasa. Being dissatisfied with both schools and 

the university in 1620, Gustavus Adolphus started discussions with his 

advisors and the clergy about remodelling the country’s educational system 

as a whole. In the policy that came from these discussions, a new idea of 

education was formulated. Teaching was to be freed from church 

hegemony, and history and natural sciences were to replace theology and 

Latin-dominated pedagogy (Klinge 2010, 40).  

Besides the reorganisation of the University in Uppsala, the 

educational reform also included setting up gymnasia, i.e., grammar 

schools in cathedral towns. This is how the gymnasium in the Finnish 

administrative centre of Turku (Swedish, Åbo) came to be established in 

1630. Upgrading it into an academy a decade later marks the beginning of 

higher education in Finland (Klinge 1988, 8; 2010, 46–47). 

The Royal Academy of Turku was founded in 1640 in the name of 

the underage daughter of late King Gustav II, Queen Christina. It was the 

third university in the Swedish Realm following the conversion of the 

grammar school in Tartu (Swedish, Dorpat) to the academy as well. Few 

years after the academy in Turku, the University of Lund was founded. The 

three new universities were initially equal in size and reputation but inferior 

to the University of Uppsala. This distinction, however, vanished by the end 

of the 18th century (Klinge 2010, 61–66). 
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According to historian Matti Klinge, Finland’s governor-general, 

Count Per Brahe, played a pivotal role in establishing the Royal Academy of 

Turku. Moreover, Brahe became the academy’s lifelong patron and 

protector. Klinge also regards the president of the Turku Court of Appeal 

and the bishop of Turku as the academy’s co-founders and co-patrons. The 

former was crucial for the introduction of jurisprudence as one of the taught 

subjects. For the bishop, the new academy, which was to be erected next to 

the cathedral, was an extension of his efforts to reform and strengthen 

Finnish church life and enhance the prestige of his diocese (Klinge 1988, 8; 

2010, 65–66, 73–76, 150). 

There were several reasons for establishing the Royal Academy of 

Turku. It was at least partially seen as a means for developing Finnish 

territories as a part of the Empire’s expansion towards the east and the 

trading opportunities that Count Per Brahe envisioned. Soon after he was 

made governor-general of Finland in 1637, Brahe conducted an inspection 

journey of the inland and eastern parts of the country, from which he 

published memoranda in 1638 and 1639. In these memoranda, Brahe also 

noted what he thought to be ‘shortcomings’ of the population in the 

territories he inspected, such as superstition, gluttony and slothfulness. The 

only way to eradicate these, Brahe claimed, would be if educated people 

were setting an example to be followed. The academy’s foundation charter 

also indicates that fostering ‘a proper Knowledge of God’ and virtuous 

behaviour of common people was the key responsibility of clergymen, 

schoolmasters, burgomasters and other leading figures coming out of this 

institution. Moreover, the existence of education nobility itself came to be 

understood as a ‘modernising’ societal force (Klinge 2010, 67–69, 85–87). 

The final impetus for establishing the Royal Academy of Turku came 

from the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648). Thus, German universities–

hitherto Sweden’s primary pool of the educated elite–stopped being seen as 

fertile grounds for providing tools for the ‘advancement of a civilised 

society’. The boorish student culture that developed there was a case in 

point. Bearing in mind the religious cause of the war, the founding of new 
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gymnasia and academies in the Swedish empire was also seen as part of a 

defence policy, above all of Protestantism. It does not come as a surprise, 

then, that all staff of the new academy were men of Swedish origin. They 

came from different corners of the country, but only a few were from the 

Finnish side of the Gulf of Bothnia, reportedly due to the scarcity of 

competent candidates in that part of the Swedish empire. Nonetheless, the 

new academy soon became a site of inbreeding, where kin ties played an 

important role (Klinge 2010, 70–72, 164–84). 

In an exchange of letters between Brahe and the members of the 

government before 1640, two things were emphasised. One concerned 

logistics preparations for the establishment of the academy. The 

government oversaw procuring the foundation charter and two silver maces 

to be used in the inaugural ceremony. Both have survived through the 

centuries, comprising the oldest university insignia today (Klinge 2010, 84–

89). The foundation charter is displayed every March 26, which is the 

anniversary day of its signing, commemorated at the University of Helsinki 

since 1977. The silver maces–symbolising the university’s independence 

and juridical power–are the same ones that beadles still carry in the 

academic year opening ceremony every autumn. The annual gathering at 

the university’s Main building is, in fact, an emulation of the inaugural 

procession of the Royal Academy of Turku, which occurred on July 15, 1640 

(Klinge 2010, 82–97). It is this original procession that also came to be 

depicted in the mural hanging above the main doors of the Great Hall. 

The second issue emphasised in the correspondence between Brahe 

and government members before the establishment of the academy was 

new professorial appointments. There were nine positions to be filled in 

total, divided among four faculties. Three professors were in theology, four 

in philosophy and one each in law and medicine. Most of the first 

appointments studied both in Sweden and abroad. The majority of them 

had master’s degrees, while only two had doctorates. The university 

teaching in the oldest Finnish higher education institution consisted of 

public lectures, which were tuition-free. In addition, private tutorials were 
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arranged for which a fee was charged (Klinge 2010, 77–81, 156–157; 

Välimaa 2001, 13–14). 

The main income of the academy for nearly two centuries, however, 

came from the tax enfeoffment awarded in 1644. The Royal Academy was 

granted regular state taxes from over 300 farms, which this institution had 

to collect on its own. This meant that the academy’s income was directly tied 

to agricultural fortunes and misfortunes. That, in turn, shaped the temporal 

cycle of academic life, whose remnants–with the opening of the year in 

autumn–remain to this day (Klinge 2010, 135–163). 

Another old marking in the contemporary university landscape is 

found in the observance of an extra quarter to an hour at the start of the 

ceremony. Namely, because people did not have personal watches for a long 

time, they could tell the time in Turku–and elsewhere–by looking at the 

clock tower. Once the clock on the adjacent Turku Cathedral would ring, 

there would be about 15 minutes extra for everyone to gather in the lecture 

hall so the session could begin. The same tradition was observed at other 

European universities, inducing the ‘academic quarter’, which is still 

observed at the University of Helsinki and in many other places. 

During the Royal Academy’s first year, there were two hundred fifty 

students, but by the end of the 17th century, the student population rose to 

almost four hundred. The founding group of students came from Uppsala 

and Tartu, enticed to join the new academy by promises of scholarships and 

other inducements. Undergraduates played the principal part in 

celebrations revolving around the inaugural ceremony, as they do in its 

annual repetitions nowadays. Students brought with them specific 

traditions. These included free-spirited welcomes arranged for newcomers 

(Latin, depositio), whose remnants continue to thrive. Another residual 

element that was initially introduced by former Uppsala undergraduates is 

the local system of nationer, that is, student associations formed based on 

regional affiliations. Initially, nations had an important role in supervising 

students’ studies and social life, but they gradually lost that function over 

time (Klinge 1988, 14; 2010, 81, 94–95). 
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The new academy was governed by the Academic Senate (Latin, 

Consistorium Academicum) and the Cathedral Chapter (Latin, 

Consistorium Ecclesiasticum). The Senate was led by a rector, who held an 

annually rotating position between faculties. The bishop of Turku, who was 

elected for life, headed the Cathedral Chapter. He was usually occupying the 

position of vice-chancellor as well. The chancellor’s spot was regularly filled 

by one of the councillors of state from Stockholm, Count Per Brahe being 

first in the line. The chancellor represented the king and mediated the 

relationship between the university and the state (Klinge 1988, 10; 2010, 

104, 111–116). Traces of such a function could still be observed from the 

special provisions of the Universities Act, following which the chancellor of 

the University of Helsinki ‘has the right to be present and speak at the 

government sessions which deal with matters pertaining to the University 

of Helsinki’. Markings of the original imperial and ecclesiastic ties of the 

university otherwise carry on in the crown and the cross decorating the pair 

of keys that are handed over to the newly appointed rector during the 

initiation ritual. 

The education originally offered at the Turku Academy was of a 

general nature, and it was delivered in Latin. The first reform of Finnish 

higher education occurred in the 18th century. The reform aimed to align 

the education system with more practical objectives. It involved changes in 

teaching and the modification or development of new programmes. Medical 

training in hospitals was established, a special examination qualifying for 

civil servants was introduced, and training in theology and education was 

developed (Klinge 1988, 6–10). 

 

 

Imperial Alexander University  

  

The relations between Sweden and Russia had great repercussions for the 

Royal Academy. First, the conflict at the beginning of the 18th century 

caused a halt to the university’s activities–and even though the Academy 
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was reopened in 1722–it took a long time before it reached its former level. 

Then the Swedish loss of the Finnish territories to the Russian Emperor 

Alexander I in 1809 radically changed the trajectory of the oldest higher 

education institution in Finland (Klinge 1988, 10–11; 2010; Välimaa 2001, 

17). The Treaty of Hamina, which concluded the war, gave the country the 

status of an autonomous Grand Duchy within the Russian Empire. The 

central government administration was established, requiring additional 

civil servants. For this purpose, in 1811, the academy was significantly 

enlarged, being awarded six new professorships and nine assistant 

(associate professor) positions. Also, funds were awarded for completing 

the monumental main building of the academy, observatory and clinical 

hospital (Tommila 2009, 48; Wickberg 1989, 10). 

In the autumn of 1827, Turku was hit by the greatest fire in its 

history, which almost destroyed it completely. The academy’s new main 

building was also damaged but was not entirely ruined, and for a while, it 

seemed that the academic work could continue in the town. At the end of 

October 1827, however, an Imperial manifesto came from St. Petersburg, 

communicating a decision to move the academy eastward to the newly 

established capital of Helsinki. The academy was to begin its work there by 

autumn next year. The official reason given by the emperor for transferring 

the academy from Turku to Helsinki was to develop closer relations with the 

new authorities–the unofficial one was to weaken ties with Sweden. This 

was further emphasised in the academy’s new name, Imperial Alexander 

University. Also, educating youth in the service of the native land became 

one of the explicit tasks of the university in its new statutes adopted in 1828, 

whose remnants still hold their power (Pöykkö 1989,14). 

The Russian conquest of the Finnish territories was also reflected in 

the university bodies. The post of vice-chancellor hitherto occupied by the 

bishop of Turku ceased to exist at the end of the 1810s. Instead, a special 

position of deputy chancellor was created in 1822. The duty of the deputy 

chancellor was, above all, to ensure order and loyalty to the monarchy at the 

university. This explains why neither bishops nor scholars were appointed 
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to this new post, but soldiers, administrators and later professors with state 

affairs experience. Furthermore, the post of the chancellor was regularly 

filled by persons with close ties to the emperor since the mid-1810s, first by 

the emperor’s brother, then by the heir apparent, before eventually 

becoming the responsibility of the Secretary of State for Finland (Klinge 

1988, 10–11).  

The university’s tight relations with the Russian authorities were 

perpetuated by the new buildings in Helsinki, which have been presiding 

over the city’s landscape ever since. These were designed in a neoclassical 

style by German architect Carl Ludwig Engel as a part of his plans for a 

monumental centre of the new capital. The university’s Main building–

more precisely its ‘old part’, in which the academic year opening ceremony 

is annually held–was inaugurated in 1832. It flanked from the west side the 

most grandiose piazza in Helsinki (known to this day as the ‘Senate 

Square’), together with the Cathedral in the north and the Senate (today the 

Government Palace) in the east. The university’s building is almost a mirror 

image of the Senate’s one sitting opposite it, with the distinction that the 

former has Greek columns to symbolise scholarship, while the latter has 

Roman columns, which represent administration (Setälä 1999, 27; Vuori 

1999, 17). 

The university statutes of 1828 were already being prepared from 

the early 1820s. The committee for drafting them was studying universities 

in various European countries, particularly Germany. There, a new idea of 

the university was being developed, which found its most coherent 

expression at the University of Berlin, established in 1810. The key change 

was the emphasis on scholarship. Namely, the Faculty of Philosophy, which 

previously offered general studies, became at the University of Berlin a 

faculty of research. Likewise, the research component started to be 

highlighted in teaching, studies and filling in official positions. Wilhelm von 

Humboldt played a crucial role in the establishment of the University of 
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Berlin.9 He is also known for developing the concept of Bildung, the process 

of self-formation (Dumont 1994), which found its expression in the new 

educational institution. If the university hitherto aimed at ‘civilising 

sovereign’s subjects’, as I have indicated above, from now on, it would strive 

to ‘civilise human beings’ (Tommila 2009, 48). 

The ideas embodied at the University of Berlin rapidly spread to 

other countries as well. In Finland, the concept of Bildung was translated as 

sivistys, the notion that even more strongly foregrounds its built-in 

‘civilising’ purpose. The Finnish term started circulating in the 1820s. The 

primary task of the university, defined by the new statutes of 1828, became 

developing liberal arts and the sciences. The academic circle in Helsinki, 

nevertheless, remained small. During the second quarter of the 19th 

century, forty-eight persons worked as professors and forty-two as 

assistants. Some fields had curators, and most had docents living on a 

stipend or attaining employment elsewhere. Academic personnel also 

worked in the library and the hospital (Klinge 1988, 12; Tommila 2009, 49; 

Välimaa 2001, 17–21). 

The first changes in university teaching occurred in the 1840s, while 

the extensive university reform occurred in the 1850s. The aim was to 

improve the quality of teaching and research. The restructuring of the 

instructions enabled specialisation. The scholarly activity at the university 

was additionally strengthened at the turn of the century. Following 

international trends, new disciplines emerged at Imperial Alexander 

University, while older fields were divided and specialised. Laboratory work 

in the sciences became established, and likewise seminars in humanistic 

fields. The number of doctoral dissertations multiplied (Klinge 1988, 12; 

Tommila 2009, 57; Välimaa 2001, 17–21;). 

The rise of scholarly activity at the university soon found its 

expression in the cityscape. First, the Chemistry Laboratory (nowadays the 

                                                
9 It is, however, important to bear in mind that the ‘German model’ emerged from 
interventions both preceding and following the establishment of the University of Berlin and 
it is not only tied to the work of Humboldt, though nowadays it often carries his name 
(Anderson 2004, 51-65). 
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Finnish Government’s Administrative Unit) and the Department of 

Pathological Anatomy (presently hosting the Institute of Criminology and 

Legal Policy and Centre for Consumer Society Research) were added to 

Engel’s buildings. Then at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of 

the twentieth century, the university architect Gustaf Nyström designed 

department buildings for physics and physiology (today the Faculty of 

Educational Sciences), expanded premises of the Botanical Garden, and 

extended the University Library and the Department of Anatomy (Vuori 

1999, 17). 

Besides neo-humanistic notions manifested in the new conception 

of the university, premises of national romanticism were also very 

prominent in nineteenth-century Europe. Maintaining that a nation’s 

character was reflected in its history, language and folklore, romantic ideas 

found very fertile ground in Finland. There, the Russian authorities 

supported the development of national consciousness, hoping that the 

latter would help eradicate remaining ties with Sweden. Imperial Alexander 

University played a crucial role in this process, as all the key figures of 

national romanticism were associated with it. One of them was A. I. 

Arwidsson, who in 1832 published the first extensive history of Finland. The 

national epic of Kalevala was collected and compiled by Elias Lönnrot, 

another University offspring. University’s docent Johan Ludvig Runeberg 

wrote a hymn titled Our Country (Finnish, Maamme), which serves as the 

Finnish national anthem today (Klinge 1988, 10–12; Siikala 2006; Tommila 

2009, 49–51). 

However, the nationalistic tendencies in Finland found their 

culmination in idealism rather than romanticism through the thought of 

Johan Vilhelm Snellman. Snellman also worked for a while at Imperial 

Alexander University as a professor of philosophy but became a leading 

authority for several other disciplines. In his works on political science, he 

conducted an enquiry into the nature of a state and its citizens, inspired by 

Hegel’s teachings. However, unlike Hegel, Snellman was more interested in 

the philosophy of the nation than of the state. In this way, he played a crucial 
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role in giving a political dimension to the Finnish nationalist movement. 

For Snellman, nations were the leading forces of history, and they were 

guided by a living ‘national spirit’ (Finnish, kansallishenki). The national 

spirit presumed unity of origin and language, which was crucial for 

strengthening the position of Finnish. This was a radical cultural statement 

since Snellmann, like most of the highly educated people in Finland at the 

time, spoke Swedish as his mother tongue (Klinge 1988, 12; Tommila 2009, 

51–52; Välimaa 2001, 22). 

After Snellman, Georg Zakarias Forsman, also a professor at the 

university, continued the project of strengthening national consciousness. 

Forsman even learned Finnish and adopted it as his language of learning. 

He also started using a Finnish pen name, Yrjö Koskinen, under which he 

is mostly known today. The rise of the Finnish language was reflected at the 

university. In 1850, the first professorship in that language was provided. 

Several years later, the first doctoral dissertation in Finnish was defended. 

The Faculty of Theology was the first to adopt the Finnish language as the 

language of instruction. It, nevertheless, took several decades before 

Finnish became predominant in the university administration, among the 

faculty, or as a language of scientific and scholarly publications. The first 

generation of Finnish-speaking academics entered the ranks of professors 

only in the 1920s (Tommila 2009, 58). 

Besides the university’s professors, students–whose body was 

growing from the second half of the nineteenth century onwards, gradually 

expanding beyond the original Swedish-speaking upper-class male 

constituency–played an important role in the national movement (Klinge 

1988, 14–15; Nevala 2009, 110–111; Tommila 2009, 58). The 1840s were 

turbulent years in Finland, as in the rest of Europe. New university statutes 

issued in 1852 were, to some extent, concerned with restoring discipline 

among students. Identifying them easily played an important role in such a 

task, and remnants of this practice live in the conspicuous student outfit to 

this day. However, the student enthusiasm towards social criticism in the 

Finnish case managed to be predominantly converted into nationalistic 
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sentiments, the markings of which are to a degree still noticeable in songs 

performed during the mentioned dining-singing-toasting parties, i.e., 

sitsits, but also in many other student activities I could observe over the 

years (Klinge 1988, 12–13; 2010, 394–395). 

During the nineteenth century, student nations also started 

increasingly assuming ideological duties. With the constitution of the 

Student Union in 1868, they came to operate as parties within. The party 

division of the students paved the way for the party system at the national 

level (Klinge 1988, 14). The link between the student and national politics 

is visible to this day, and–as I was repeatedly told during my fieldwork–

some students ‘use’ the Student Union, more precisely its Representative 

Council and the board, as a ‘prep school’ for their future political career at 

the national and even international level.10 

The rise of nationalistic tendencies at the university prompted 

numerous language disputes from the turn of the century onwards. Russian 

never gained a prominent foothold in Finland, so these disputes were 

predominantly between Finnish language supporters (Fennomans) and 

Swedish supporters (Svecomans). Power struggles prompted the parallel 

development of Finnish- and Swedish-speaking learned societies in many 

disciplines. Student newspapers in Finnish, Ylioppilaslehti, which 

continues to play a salient role as the Student Union’s information channel, 

were founded in 1913, in the wake of the initially very prominent but 

nowadays more marginal student outlet in Swedish, Studentbladet (Klinge 

2010, 558).  

 

                                                
10 The important role that the University of Helsinki’s Student Union plays in Finnish society 
to this day is not only a product of this relation between the student politics and the national 
one, but it is also a result of the autonomy the Student Union enjoys. This is to a significant 
degree due to financial reasons, as the University of Helsinki’s Student Union is among the 
richest in the world. Like other Finnish student unions, the one in Helsinki benefits from a 
mandatory membership of all bachelor’s and master’s degree university students in Finland, 
but it derives most of its wealth from the real-estate properties at the heart of the Finnish 
capital, upon which its highly elaborated corporate activity rest. Namely, by historical 
contingency, a piece of land situated at what was then the outskirts of the city (approximately 
kilometre away from the Senate’s square) and given to the Student Union in the second part 
of the 19th century for their premises, ended up in the 20th century forming the Helsinki 
downtown. 
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Higher Education in Independent Finland 

  

The disputes between Finnish and Swedish language supporters also 

continued after Finland obtained its independence in 1917. As neither of the 

camps felt fully comfortable with the developments at the old university, 

two additional universities were established. Those who felt that the 

University in Helsinki was gradually becoming completely Fennicised 

found their refuge in the Swedish-speaking Åbo Academy, set up through 

the support of leading businessmen in Turku. Those who felt that the 

language changes at the old university progressed too slowly moved to the 

new Finnish-speaking University of Turku, established based on a 

nationwide collection of funds and the bequest of the financial magnate 

Alfred Kordelin (Eskola 2009, 73; Tommila 2009, 52, 58). 

At the University of Helsinki, which started carrying its current 

name in 1919, language disputes were not settled until 1937, when an act 

was passed decreeing Finnish as the language of administration and 

teaching. The new act, nevertheless, also guaranteed the right of the 

Swedish speakers to use their mother tongue at the university, requiring 

that the staff be proficient in both languages. In addition, fifteen Swedish-

speaking professors were established (Eskola 2009, 75; Tommila 2009, 52, 

58). The stipulation of both bilingualism and Swedish-speaking 

professorships is still guaranteed at the University of Helsinki. 

Despite the expansion of the higher education system, in the first 

decades of independence, the University of Helsinki maintained its status 

as primus inter pares. Its special position was recognised in the 

constitution of the newly founded Republic. Through the Act of 1923, the 

University of Helsinki retained its right to self-government, and its duties 

remained unchanged. The chancellor started being appointed by the 

president of Finland, who would receive three nominations from the 

university. The university operations were run by the council, formed by the 

rector, vice-rectors, deans and vice-deans. There were only a few 

administrators. The university’s scholarly activity was managed by the 
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Senate, which consisted of all regular professors at the university, each of 

whom represented their discipline. The Academic Senate continued to elect 

the rector (Välimaa 2001, 27–28). 

The University of Helsinki’s professors retained an important place 

in national politics during this period as well. The first president of Finland, 

Kaarlo Juho Ståhlberg, was a former professor of law. By the end of the 

Second World War, ten out of twenty-two prime ministers came from the 

University of Helsinki, seven of whom were professors. Diplomats in the 

foreign affairs administration of the newly established Republic were 

recruited from the faculty members as well (Eskola 2009, 71–73). 

Meanwhile, scholarly activity in Helsinki continued to thrive. 

During the interwar period, the premises of the Department of Dentistry 

(which did not change its function) were built. The Department of Zoology 

acquired new facilities (hosting today economic sciences of the University 

of Helsinki and two other institutions), and an extension to the University 

Main Building was constructed, inside and outside of which students 

nowadays gather for the academic year opening carnival. The Forestry 

Building (Finnish, Metsätalo)–whose initial inhabitants are still reflected 

in its name–was completed just before the Second World War, while the 

Department of Biochemistry (presently hosting the discipline of 

anthropology, among others) was built a couple of decades later (Vuori 

1999, 17–23).  

Higher education in the service of the young nation–state and the 

special place of the University of Helsinki in it, however, found its fullest 

expression in the Porthania building, which is exactly where the discussion 

of the university change review process–described at the beginning of my 

thesis–was held. Named after a prominent Finnish 18th-century scholar, H. 

G. Porthan, this exemplar of Finnish modernism was built near the 

University’s Main Building and across from the National Library. Finished 

in 1957, Porthania was the first University of Helsinki’s building erected 

after the Second World War, but it was linked to the grand schemes of the 

early years of independence. Envisioning a significant influx of students, 
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Porthania ended up comprising four large and ten small auditoriums, a 

great dining hall, a gymnasium and health care facilities. With its seven 

floors, which accommodate numerous rooms and offices for different 

departments and seminar libraries, Porthania was designed to ratify the 

University of Helsinki’s leading position in the country (Knapas 1989). 

The teaching and research activities in all higher education 

institutions in Finland were interrupted in the autumn of 1939 when the 

Finnish-Soviet conflict broke out. The work was restarted in the following 

academic year, only to be stopped again in the subsequent one. The 

university communities paid a high toll on the war period, losing several 

working years and numerous young researchers who died in the front. The 

Finnish-Soviet conflict finally ended in 1944, when the peace agreement 

was reached. According to it, Finland maintained its independence but lost 

a significant part of its eastern province, Karelia. Practically overnight, 

some four hundred thousand people needed to be evacuated from the ceded 

parts and resettled. In addition, Finland was obliged to make war 

repayments to the Soviet Union (Eskola 2009, 76). 

Post-war political developments had a particular impact on the 

position of the Finnish universities. Namely, parties that had their basis 

among the elite segments of the population lost their foothold in the 

national arena. This brought an end to the reign of upper-class professors 

from Helsinki in Finland’s politics. From that period onwards, the higher 

learning targets were to incorporate other social classes–and other parts of 

the country–as well (Eskola 2009, 77). In fact, it was in this period that 

Finnish higher education institutions came to be understood as a channel 

for social mobility, the idea that continues to hold its power (Klinge 1988, 

15). 

The establishment of the University committee in 1952 was the first 

instantiation of treating the Finnish higher education system as a whole. 

The committee’s published report several years later highlighted the 

importance of establishing additional institutions of higher learning 

throughout Finland, and this process continued in the following decade as 
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well. The expansion of the Finnish university system was stimulated by the 

baby-boom generation and the massification of secondary education. The 

parliament passed an act on developing higher education, and the Ministry 

of Education received a section for university and research affairs. These 

developments were steered by regional policies and party politics, and they 

were not regarded favourably by those affiliated with the old universities 

(Eskola 2009, 78–81). 

Struggle over the administration of universities came to characterise 

the end of the seventh decade of the twentieth century and the beginning of 

the following one. The expansion of higher education no longer suited a 

system in which university affairs were decided by a handful of permanent 

professors at the university. Despite the attempt to establish the ‘one 

person–one vote’ rule, which would ensure representation for each 

university member, collective modes of representation clustering all 

members into three or four groups were adopted by most of the higher 

education institutions in Finland. Students were the main supporters of the 

one person–one vote principle. The Finnish contribution to the 

international uprising in 1968 also targeted the student establishment since 

the latter did not seem to reflect the diversification of its own body. Hence, 

it is symptomatic that students in Helsinki did not occupy the university 

building but the Student Union’s Old House (Eskola 2009, 88–93; Välimaa 

2001, 25–32). 

Degree reform was another major point of contention in this period. 

Its main target was standardisation. The dispute, which was primarily 

between the Ministry of Education and the universities, was eventually 

resolved with a compromise among the opposing parties. The eighth decade 

of the twentieth century also saw the state’s nationalisation of Finnish 

private universities, which is when the whole higher education system 

became tuition-free. Decentralisation is another hot topic. The Academy of 

Finland, which ended up being restructured after only a couple of decades 

of activity, became a focus of power struggles between those arguing for the 
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importance of societal relevance of research and those advocating for 

scholarly relevance (Eskola 2009, 93–102; Välimaa 2001, 25–32). 

Many of the disputes shaking the higher education field in the post-

war decades affected the University of Helsinki only indirectly, as it retained 

the right of self-government. The impact of massification was, nevertheless, 

quite palpable. Due to the increasing number of students and staff, the 

problem of the lack of space at the University of Helsinki became again very 

acute. To ameliorate this, the university embarked on various building 

projects throughout the city from the 1970s onwards and complemented 

this by buying and renting real estate. The university also started spreading 

to the outskirts. It took, however, a few decades before the idea of four 

present-day campuses was materialised in full (Vuori 1999:17–25). 

The growing number of students also prompted the expansion of the 

University of Helsinki’s administrative apparatus. By the 1970s, the 

increased usage of space in the Main Building by the central university 

administration was perceived to be on the verge of disrupting teaching and 

ceremonial activities, for which that building was to serve primarily. 

Therefore, it was decided to erect a separate administration building. The 

latter was to be built in-between the Main Building and Porthania, so it 

would serve the university’s needs in the best possible manner. However, 

unlike the two older buildings, the Administration building was not meant 

to be monumental in character. Its utterly plain features were to reflect the 

egalitarian principle the building was supposed to serve (Teräsvirta 1989, 

153). 

 

 

Finnish Universities in the Global Knowledge Economy 

  

The contemporary reform of Finnish higher education, which started in the 

last decade of the twentieth century, entails many of the changes to public 

universities observed across the world. Incorporating the principles of 

enterprise form and scalability design into universities has been at its core. 
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This rationality was partially introduced by the Higher Education 

Development Act of 1986 and decisions related to it. The situation was 

initially seen as being positive. The guaranteed university funding even 

pledged a fifteen percent annual rise in appropriations. Although this 

promise never fully materialised, such circumstances were exceptional in 

Europe at the end of the 1980s, as higher education budgets in many other 

countries were already declining (Välimaa 2001, 33). 

Budget cuts in 1993, prompted by the economic depression Finland 

went into after the collapse of the Soviet Union, induced the repealing of the 

Higher Education Development Act. For the next two years, there was no 

law to regulate the development of the higher education system, which was 

in the Finnish circumstances quite extraordinary. In 1995, the Ministry of 

Finance launched a programme to facilitate the country’s recovery by 

exploiting intangible assets. The ‘global knowledge economy’ policies in 

Finland were introduced within the narrative of a ‘small country’ facing yet 

another historical hardship (Nokkala 2007; Välimaa 2001). 

Just as elsewhere, Finnish higher education has played a prominent 

role within the discourse of the ‘global knowledge economy’ from the onset. 

Among policymakers, universities started to be increasingly perceived as 

‘centres of innovation’ (Nokkala 2007, 36-37). To enact such ideas, the 

university funding base was to be diversified. This was triggered through 

state disinvestment, as has also typically been the case in other countries. 

Already in the last decade of the 20th century, the proportion of higher 

education funding provided by the Ministry of Education declined from 

84% to 63%, while external funding from both private and public sources 

increased almost six times. There was even a proposal to start collecting 

tuition fees in 1993 from the students who had studied for more than seven 

years, but this proposal was eventually discarded (Välimaa 2001; Weimer 

2013, 76). 

The shift in funding structures affected working conditions at the 

universities as the temporary contracts tied to the external funding 

proliferated. The number of permanent academic staff has fallen, while the 
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number of those employed on fixed terms gradually increased. By the end 

of the first decade of the 21st century, the temporary academic staff started 

to constitute a majority. Also, the student-teacher ratio grew as the number 

of students continued to rise, while the number of university teaching staff 

stayed the same or even declined. Finally, the power of academic leaders 

began to increase (Välimaa 2001, 35–37; 2012, 105–107). 

In addition, just as in the transnational context, relations between 

the state and universities in Finland started taking a contractual form. 

Already during the 1990s, an audit instrument called ‘management by 

results’ (Finnish, tulosjohtaminen) was established, including budgeting by 

results, lump-sum budgeting and a result agreement between the 

universities and the Ministry of Education. In fact, Finland was the first 

Nordic country to introduce contractual arrangements between universities 

and the Ministry of Education into its higher-education system. Finland was 

also the first in the Nordics to issue new university regulation, with a 

proclaimed aim of ‘strengthening institutional autonomy’ (Gornitzka and 

Maasen 2014; Välimaa 2001). 

The Universities Act of 1997 made the recruitment of the 

professors–previously under the jurisdiction of the President of the 

Republic–easier. The same trend could be seen in university organisational 

matters, such as establishing or discontinuing units and departments, 

which were hitherto decided by the Ministry of Education. The universities 

were also allowed to introduce external members to their boards. The ‘third 

mission of universities’ became one of the university’s objectives in 2004 

through the amendments of the law. A couple of years later, universities had 

the right to establish their funds. Likewise, it was allowed to charge 

education to students from outside the European Union (Välimaa 2012, 

108), an opportunity that was finally fully realised a decade later. 

The Universities Act of 2009 could be considered a culminating 

point of the legislative process aiming to turn Finnish universities into 

‘scalable enterprises’. Through it, universities became public corporations, 

allowed to make their contracts and run economic activities. They could 
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now own properties, receive donations, make investments and use these 

freely. The academic staff were stripped of the status of civil servants, 

forming from now on a regular contractual relationship with the university 

as an employer (Aarrevaara 2012, 82–83; Välimaa 2012, 108–109). 

The university board became the most important decision-making 

body, with a minimum of 40% of external representatives.11 The Act also 

introduced the university collegium as a new internally composed decision-

making body whose scope of activities ended up exceeding the ones from 

the original proposal but remained far less significant than that of the 

board. The Academic Senate–a governing body that had been, since its 

establishment in the 17th century regularly, assembling professors to 

discuss important academic affairs–ceased to officially exist (Välimaa 

2012:109). 

University rectors, who were now elected by university boards, 

received even more executive power. They ended up overseeing the 

university management, the preparations of the university policies and the 

execution of the university board decisions. Universities were further 

expected to create more downstream organisational models in which 

rectors were to nominate deans and deans head of departments (Välimaa 

2012, 109–110). 

Changes in the relations between higher education institutions in 

Finland predictably followed as well. To meet the perceived demands of 

students and the ‘labour market’, and to make the Finnish higher education 

system both ‘more competitive’ and ‘more collaborative’, the higher 

vocational educational sector (so-called ‘Universities of Applied Sciences’, 

i.e., polytechnics) got established in the 1990s (Välimaa 2001, 35–37; 2012, 

106–107). It was, however, merger activities in the second decade of the 

twenty-first century that reconfigured the Finnish higher education 

landscape as a whole. 

                                                
11 The percentage of external representatives, according to the original proposal, was 
supposed to be 50, but this was deemed a violation of the Constitution of Finland, which 
guarantees universities autonomy in all their internal matters (Välimaa 2012, 109). 
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The most extensive and famous among mergers in Finland–Aalto 

University–took place in the Finnish metropolitan area. Combining 

business, technology and design, Aalto University was a direct outcome of 

the government’s explicit goal to establish a ‘world-class university’. To 

facilitate this endeavour, the government officials promised half a billion 

euros to the new university if its employees managed to fundraise at least 

200 million from the private sector. This unsurprisingly upset 

representatives of other Finnish universities–not the least the University of 

Helsinki–and eventually, the government had to extend the same policy 

principle to all of them (Välimaa, Aittola, and Ursin 2014, 45–47). 

 

 

World-Class University of Helsinki 

  

Contemporary higher education reform in Finland has directly impacted 

the University of Helsinki since the oldest university in the meantime lost 

its right to self-government. Likewise, the establishment of Aalto University 

has–for the very first time in history–profoundly challenged the University 

of Helsinki’s dominant position within the Finnish higher education 

landscape. To try to reclaim it, the University of Helsinki’s managers started 

forcefully enacting the idea of the ‘world-class university’, inter alia, by 

engaging in several big projects over the past decade. Few of these were 

related to the promotional celebration of the City of Helsinki as the World 

Design Capital in 2012. In the words of one of the university’s vice-rectors 

serving at the time, this manifestation provided to the University of Helsinki 

‘a means to strengthen its global visibility and international brand, to 

approach the level it deserves on the basis of its performance in research 

and education’. 

Related to the Helsinki World Design Capital project, the 

University’s rector and the director of properties sent an official request to 

the city to rename one of the Helsinki metro stations into the university’s 

name. This was to be for mutual benefit, the university’s petition claimed. 
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There, it was stated that all the important metropolitan cities had 

universities recognised in their metro station names, while the name change 

would also aid growing international staff and students in Helsinki to better 

orient. During my fieldwork, however, I also heard a rumour that the 

university managers pushed for the metro station name change only 

because it was already decided that the rival Aalto would get their stop once 

the metro line was extended to the neighbouring city of Espoo, where that 

university was gradually entirely concentrated. In any case, it took a couple 

of years before the name change materialised and ended up being a 

particularly controversial endeavour (Trifuljesko 2015a, 2015b, 2017). This 

does not come as a surprise, since – as Eeva Berglund, Anu Lounela and 

Timo Kallinen (2019, 9-10) point out – landscapes are ‘often forms of 

remembrance of past generations; tampering with them can equal collective 

violence’. 

Another conspicuous actualisation of the university’s participation 

in the World Design Capital is the new Main Library–so-called Kaisa House 

(Finnish, Kaisa-talo)–which eventually merged all field-specific libraries 

hitherto dispersed across the City Centre campus. Rising on top of the 

above-mentioned metro station and stretching over the ten-stories of a 

gutted and then reconstructed building, Kaisa is a genuine architectural 

masterpiece. In addition, it is populated with highly expensive designer 

furniture. Combined with its panoramic view of the Helsinki cathedral on 

the top, the Kaisa House almost instantly started attracting a significant 

number of tourists, who usually came there to take selfies, occasionally 

posting them to their social media accounts. This activity is viewed very 

favourably by the university managers and communication officers but less 

so by the students and researchers working in the library, as it added a layer 

of disturbance to the general disorder created by the overcrowdedness that 

came due to aggregation. 

The last venture that I would like to mention concerning the 

university’s participation in the Helsinki Design Capital project is Think 

Corner (Finnish, Tiedekulma; Swedish Tankehörnan). Think Corner–
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which is perhaps one of the most conspicuous manifestations of the 

enterprise-cum-scalability model–was originally established in 2012, with 

the aim of making university activities ‘more accessible’ to non-academics. 

To actualise this idea, a university-owned property situated within the 

principal shopping street in Helsinki was repurposed. During the next 

several years, Think Corner moved across the university’s downtown 

premises a couple of times before finally getting its current grandiose 

proportions in 2017. 

To make this happen, the university’s Administration building was 

gutted and reconstructed. Only university sports services on the 

underground floors kept their activities in what now became the former 

Administration Building, as the administration staff permanently moved 

out. Moreover, most of the building premises have been rented out ever 

since to cash out on the University of Helsinki’s real estate assets. The 

ground floor, the floor below and a part of the floor above, however, 

continued to be occupied by the university, predominantly hosting the 

premises of the mentioned Think Corner. 

Unlike the former Administration Building, whose unassuming 

character was reinterpreted by the renovation designers as ‘uninviting and 

isolated’, the Think Corner was to express ‘the open philosophy of the 

modern University of Helsinki’, as one could read from its website. Its large 

windows, which let passers-by see inside the space, play an important role 

in this. They allowed the workings of the university to be put on display, 

which was the main goal. 

Just like the library, Think Corner as a whole is an architectural state 

of the art. Expensive designer furniture fills the space that is imagined 

accommodating many categorical identities: students, researchers, 

business partners and members of the general public. Think Corner is 

envisioned by its designers as ‘an open workspace where anyone can come 

to work on their project’ (Hiisivuori 2017). It consists of several ‘event 

spaces’, pompously designated as ‘Stage’, ‘Fönster’12 and ‘Think Lounge’, 

                                                
12 Fönster means window in Swedish. 
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available for rent to those hosting academic conferences, public debates or 

business gatherings. All three ‘event spaces’ can be used for individual and 

group work free of charge when unoccupied by paying customers. The space 

called ‘Basement’–for its location in the building–serves exclusively for 

work and could always be used freely. Three meeting rooms on the second 

floor, labelled S, M, and L to distinguish between their sizes, are available 

only for rent. Besides rooms, additional services, such as cleaning and 

catering, are charged separately by ‘Think Corner’s business partners’. 

In addition to event and meeting spaces, Think Corner hosts a coffee 

house, which is operated by one of the largest corporations in the Finnish 

food industry. Think Corner Shop, run by a Finnish bookstore chain, sells–

besides books–university-branded merchandise, such as caps, t-shirts, 

hoodies, bags, bottles, socks, umbrellas, reflectors and so on. The amount 

of university merchandise is still insignificant when compared, for instance, 

to US universities, but it has gradually increased over the years. The former 

Administration building also accommodates today the central premises of 

the ‘Helsinki Think Company’, an initiative set out in 2014 by the city and 

the University of Helsinki with an explicit aim to promote entrepreneurship 

among university students and staff. 

Besides finding its expressions in exceptional projects, the ‘gutting 

and reconstructing’ logic has also affected the everyday life of researchers 

and teachers, particularly on the City Centre campus. Over the several years 

I have been conducting my fieldwork in Helsinki, most of them were 

reshuffled to simultaneously repopulate the newly renovated premises and 

give way to the renovation of the premises they hitherto occupied. Besides 

bringing the nuisance of packing and unpacking, the move to the new 

premises of ever more open design would also entail a reduction in usable 

space, since a portion of it in many cases ended up being rented out. The 

disruptions to daily university activities would be the most palpable in 

mundane things, such as the lack of sufficient bookshelf space or curtains 

preventing the sun from hitting straight into one’s computer screen. While 

clearly negatively affecting the work itself, these issues would nevertheless 
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be rectified only after engaging in a long-term struggle with the renovation 

designers, who would deem the changes unnecessary and detrimental to the 

overall aesthetics, in which highly expensive furniture and decoration 

featured a prominent role yet again. 

 

 

Conclusion 

  

In this chapter, I started outlining the dynamic relational matrix shaping 

Finnish higher education institutions by observing distinct conceptual and 

material markings that have been left in the University of Helsinki’s 

landscape in different historical periods. What seems to distinguish 

contemporary landscape reconfigurations from previous ones is an attempt 

to place the new markings on top of the old ones instead of alongside them, 

as was the case hitherto. Moreover, whereas the old markings were clear 

manifestations of the university’s relations, particularly those with the state, 

the new ones seemed to be self-referential, albeit tied to transnational 

corporate imagery. A ‘world-class’ aesthetic thus starts playing a pivotal role 

in an attempt to turn the University of Helsinki into an actor trading 

knowledge resources in the ‘global marketplace’. The contemporary process 

of landscape reconfiguration, however, is doomed to be only partially 

successful since many of the old markings remain very much alive, as the 

academic year opening ceremony demonstrates. 
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Chapter 3 

Helsinki Frictions and Weeds 

 

 

Changes to Finnish higher education institutions over the past two and a 

half decades seemingly had no impact on the ceremony of the academic 

year’s opening held annually at the University of Helsinki. For several years 

that I sat in the Great Hall observing it, my impression of the ceremony’s 

permanence only intensified. However, there was one year–2015–that was 

in many ways exceptional and made frictions generated by the 

contemporary higher education reform explicit. In this chapter, I depart 

and occasionally return to the extraordinary opening of the academic year 

2015/2016 to continue exploring the dynamic relational matrix shaping the 

oldest Finnish higher education institution. What I am investigating here is 

how tampering with the University of Helsinki’s landscape affects internal 

university relations. 

The 2015/16 academic year opening ceremony looked in many ways 

like any other observed before or afterwards.13 The day started with the 

procession to the Great Hall. It continued with the programmes in the 

Cathedral and the National Library and with the subsequent coffee and cake 

reception back in the university’s Main building. Student festivities, which 

ran the whole afternoon and evening, closed the day. 

Nonetheless, there were several conspicuous moments of friction. 

For instance, lights behind the central columns in the Great Hall, which 

were usually neutral, in 2015 emitted purple colour. Even more 

extraordinary was the choice of music. The melodic repertoire of the 

opening ceremony is usually quite conventional, but in 2015, it comprised 

an American jazz piece, an instrumental rendering of a Finnish soul 

composition, and of a Brazilian dance lambada. The oddness of music was 

explicitly mentioned to me by a Student Union interlocutor I was talking to 

                                                
13 The ceremony – as it is common nowadays – was streamed and saved for later viewing, so 
I was able to revisit its recording many times afterward and continue adding observations to 
the notes and photos I have taken in situ. 
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in the ensuing coffee and cake reception, but it was already apparent during 

the event. Namely, since the musical repertoire comprised popular 

compositions, which are usually rather short and often have a clearly 

defined beginning and end, it happened so that the introductory tune 

stopped in the middle of the academic procession. Thus, almost half of the 

procession’s participants ended up entering the Great Hall in awkward 

silence, occasionally disrupted by a few coughs coming from the standing–

and slightly confused–audience. 

Perhaps the biggest difference was inviting the Finnish Prime 

Minister and the EU Commissioner for Research, Science and Innovation 

to give speeches during the opening ceremony. The incorporation of the 

prime minister and the commissioner also prompted their inclusion in the 

academic procession immediately after the university chancellor and the 

rector. This, in turn, created a bit of confusion during the ceremonial exit 

from the Great Hall when one of the vice-rectors, who was temporarily 

being displaced by the two politicians, bumped into them. The visit of the 

EU commissioner itself resulted in the extension of the official opening day 

activities with the ‘Citizens Dialogue Event’, which was titled in a genuine 

spirit of the Austrian school of economics ‘Open Science–Open Data–Open 

Innovations’. 

The described changes in the programme of the 2015 academic year 

opening ceremony were symptomatic of the overall aspiration to recast the 

University of Helsinki’s landscape in novel terms. In fact, the annual 

repetition of the inaugural event from 1640 was particularly fertile ground 

for that. As Marshall Sahlins (1985) argued several decades ago, history is 

ordered culturally, and cultural forms are ordered historically. The 

significance of people’s actions is born out of an existing understanding of 

the cultural order. Concurrently, conventional schemes are reassessed 

every time they are enacted. That is, cultural meanings expressed by the 

academic year opening ceremony are at risk every autumn in Helsinki. 

In 2015, this became particularly evident. The theme of the 

ceremony–future–provided itself with a powerful discursive opportunity to 
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communicate the new conception of the university. It was most vigorously 

exploited by the rector in his speech: ‘Universities must be pioneers, 

producers of new knowledge and understanding, as well as the cornerstones 

of the nation’s regeneration. When the world changes, we must drive 

change, not just to react to it.’ 

Some of the described alterations to the proceedings of the opening 

ceremony in 2015 were prompted by another historical reference, that is, 

the founding of the University of Helsinki–or, more precisely, of the Royal 

Academy of Turku–whose 375th anniversary was marked that year. As I 

have previously argued (Trifuljesko 2019), this jubilee played an important 

role in the overall attempt to recast the landscape of the oldest Finnish 

higher education institution in the image of ‘the world-class university’. 

Hence, it provides a great entry point to start exploring the effect of 

landscape reconfiguration on university internal relations. Therefore, 

before I continue with my description of the academic year opening 

ceremony in 2015, I pause to highlight the developments regarding the 375th 

anniversary. 

 

 

University of Appearances 

  

The markings of the anniversary celebration were visible throughout the 

University of Helsinki. Different promotional jubilee posters, each stamped 

with the <375> label, hung in prominent places on the four campuses. 

Posters also contained the anniversary slogan ‘Power of Thought’. In fact, 

the activity of reasoning seems to hold a central discursive place in the 

Helsinki version of the ‘world-class university’, turning into yet another 

‘weasel word’ (cf. Wright and Rabo 2010, 5). As a result, a famous Finnish 

ceramics company started producing mugs with the inscription ‘Think’, in 

Finnish, Swedish and English, placed next to the university’s logo and 

name. These became a part of the regular university merchandise, being 

sold at the ‘Think Shop’, adjacent to coffee and tea packages branded by the 
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anniversary imagery. Another jubilee memorabilia I collected were 

cardboard cups, indicating with their prints that the ‘Power of Thought’ 

could be found in a coffee bean. Such cups were available to anyone who 

would buy a hot drink from ‘Think Cafe’. It was also possible to get them for 

free while attending one of the numerous events arranged in ‘Think Corner’ 

during 2015, where complimentary breakfast or brunch that was giving ‘a 

taste of the world-class university’ would also be served. 

More explicit manifestations of the ‘world-class university’ were 

present in the anniversary-related events. That such a university is a matter 

of particular style above all (cf. Strathern 1992, 145) was clearly indicated in 

the opening event of the anniversary year. The latter was held in January 

2015, just a day after the ceremonial renaming of the Helsinki metro station 

into the university’s name. In fact, the event was arranged above the metro 

station in question in the Main University Library, i.e., Kaisa House. As 

mentioned in the previous chapter, Kaisa itself is an architectural 

articulation of the new university conception; therefore, hosting the 

anniversary opening event there completely made sense.14 Still, for the 

opening event of the 375th anniversary, the library space was further–if 

only temporarily–spiced up. The main stage was set on the entrance floor 

below a four-floor-high oval opening, and it was showered with changeable 

red, green, yellow, orange and purple lights. The entrance floor additionally 

hosted two buffets, one of which was reserved for those who opted for a 

‘special diet’ (vegan or gluten-free). Regular buffets and wine served from 

the custom-made <375> bottles could be found on that and two other floors 

as well. The top floor was slightly reworked to host the auxiliary programme 

activities. Other library floors were closed. 

The event, which lasted from 4:30 pm to 10:00 pm, was of a semi-

open type. There was a possibility for the University of Helsinki’s students 

and staff to register their attendance, but the number of attendees was set 

to thousand. The places filled in quickly, and many people ended up being 

                                                
14 As far as I could observe, the university’s Main library served as a favourite venue, until 
autumn 2017, when Think Corner was reopened in the former Administration building and 
most of the university’s high-profile events were moved there. 
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on the waiting list. I managed to get a spot only by setting the alarm in my 

digital calendar five minutes before the start of registration, a practice I 

commonly exercised throughout my fieldwork. All attendees were asked to 

print out the registration confirmation letter and bring it along, which we 

then needed to show to the security personnel before being allowed to enter 

what was otherwise a public space. 

Through the confirmation letter, the attendees were also informed 

that they were expected to dress in a ‘smart casual’ manner, which left much 

free space for interpretation, as I could observe at the actual event. In 

addition, we were notified that the hashtag associated with the anniversary 

year was #helsinki375. Many apparently noticed it. This I was able to 

conclude from numerous photos displayed on the walls framing the oval 

opening that encloses the library’s entrance floor, which originated from 

people’s social media accounts where they were published along with the 

indicated hashtag. 

Straight at the entrance, we were offered to take one of the badges 

made especially for this occasion, and many of the attendees wore them 

during the event. All badges had the <375> tag, but, in addition, they also 

contained various nouns and adjectives in Finnish, Swedish and English, 

which referred to the features deemed to be crucial for the University of 

Helsinki, as we were told during the event. The inscriptions on the badges 

were predominantly in Finnish and included terms such as doer (tekijä), 

challenger (haastaja), critical (kriittinen), edified (sivistynyt) and excited 

(innostunut). The last term also appeared on the badges in English, while 

curious (utelias) was written in Swedish (nyfiken) too. Indicatively or not, 

when I looked at the baskets towards the end of the event, only the badges 

with the term ‘critical’ printed on them remained, in addition to a single 

badge with the inscription ‘challenger’. 

Other promotional material included a roll-up related to the 

university’s fundraising campaign that was active at the time, with the 

Finnish inscription Tekoja maailman parhaaksi, i.e., ‘Deeds for the best for 

the world’. ‘The best for the world’ is precisely what the University of 
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Helsinki was apparently aiming at, at least following its strategy at the time. 

Another roll-up was promoting the Helsinki Challenge, a ‘science-based 

competition’ launched in 2015 to find ‘local solutions’ to the ‘global 

problems’. Helsinki Challenge was featured on a poster through an 

inscription connected to the university’s strategy (‘Mind-blowing ideas for 

the best for the world’), only this time written in English. A roll-up–which 

was depicting the upper part of a blonde woman’s face, who also wore a 

Viking helmet formed of red, orange and yellow cubes, partially covering 

the 375 tag–advertised the anniversary celebration itself. Likewise, full-size 

face-in-the-hole boards promoted three of the five-anniversary year 

themes, which were also focused on the ‘grand challenges’ that the 

university’s researchers were supposed to solve. These included ‘future 

learning’, ‘new world view’, ‘climate change’, ‘health and wellbeing’ and 

‘global Helsinki’. 

Finally, from a big screen behind the main stage, the audience was 

flashed throughout the evening with additional anniversary promotional 

imagery, accompanied by announcements in Finnish, Swedish and English. 

These outlined the schedule of the anniversary events. Furthermore, a 

photo of the signpost for the University of Helsinki’s metro stop with the 

Main library’s entrance in the background was displayed. The photo 

promoting new ‘meeting points’ for students to hang out, launched on the 

campuses of Meilahti, Viikki and Kumpula on that very same day, would 

occasionally pop up as well. 

The evening was officially opened by ‘Helsinki University Chorus’ 

(Finnish, Ylioppilaskunnan laulajat), a male choir, which is also the oldest 

Finnish language choir, originally founded in the second half of the 

nineteenth century. They sang a cappella, first a song in Swedish, ending it 

with a cheer (Swedish, skål) and dedicating it to the memory of the Royal 

Academy. Next, the choir sang a song of the US rock band Turtles–‘Happy 

Together’–which, as one of the performers explained, was meant to 

represent the time in the university’s history marked by the Finnish eastern 

neighbour. This statement gathered some laughs, which was hardly a 
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surprising reaction, considering that Finland’s relations with Russia have 

been nothing but ambivalent. Finally, the choir members sang a popular 

Finnish song in the unusual arrangement, also appearing as such on their 

newly released album called ‘domestic fuel’ (Finnish, kotipoltto), which–we 

were told by the same choir performer–is a notion applicable also to 

academic life in Finland, being therefore conceptualised as just another 

Finnish resource. 

The programme on the main stage continued with two brief panel 

discussions held mostly in Finnish, with occasional interceptions in 

Swedish and English. After panels ended, a more entertaining part of the 

evening–comprising musical and theatre performances, socialising over 

food and drinks, and lots of dancing–started. It was designed to reinforce a 

particular ‘experience’ that the ‘world-class university’ came to stand for, 

whose features were explicitly indicated during the panel discussions. 

The first panel revolved around the topic of the University of 

Helsinki being ‘one of the best in the world’, a phrase that was continuously 

repeated during the opening event. The Chancellor mentioned that Finns 

had always had a problem understanding how good they were and that it 

was why the top position of Helsinki in the global university rankings was 

such a surprise. The rector–who throughout my fieldwork behaved more 

like a household manager rather than the head of a public institution (cf. 

Strathern 1992, 144)–spoke about the university’s capacity to ‘renew itself’, 

which he deemed to be as important as keeping up with traditions. He 

would continue to rehearse this argument throughout the anniversary year, 

which could already be sensed from the excerpt of his speech during the 

academic year opening ceremony, quoted at the beginning of this chapter. 

The components of what makes a ‘world-class university’ were 

further discussed in the second panel by those who were understood by the 

university administrators to be customers of the services they provide (cf. 

Strathern 1992, 161). These were three random individuals, speaking, 

nonetheless, on behalf of all students, researchers and company 

representatives, who were invited to tell what kind of future they would 
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choose for the university. As if scripted, they mentioned financial 

contributions, boundary-breaking cooperation between universities and 

academic fields, and between the University of Helsinki and companies. 

The panel discussions were facilitated by a pair of the event’s hosts. 

The male host–whom I had not seen at the university before or after–

introduced himself as a student from the Faculty of Social Sciences. On his 

public profile on one of the social networking websites, however, I could 

read that he was also a professional entertainer, among other things. The 

female host was the University of Helsinki 375th Anniversary’s Project 

Manager, who previously acted as the project manager of the university’s 

activities related to the Helsinki World Design Capital. She was also at the 

time the project manager of the above-mentioned Helsinki Challenge and 

the project manager of the Helsinki Think Company, in addition to her more 

permanent role in the university’s communications department. 

Unsurprisingly, I kept bumping into her on numerous occasions during my 

fieldwork. 

The university’s communication officers played a crucial role in the 

anniversary conceptualisation and materialisation. In fact, it was their hard 

work that turned this seemingly insignificant jubilee into a full-blown 

spectacle, occasionally in a makeshift manner, using whatever was at hand. 

This also gave communication officers a prominent role in the university’s 

activities, which baffled many among the research and teaching personnel 

with whom I communicated. Although all this spectacle had little, if any, 

effect on the daily life of the staff and students, its contribution to recasting 

the University of Helsinki in the ‘world-class style’ that came to stand for its 

essence was enormous. 

Already three decades ago, Andrew Wernick (1991) wrote about the 

rise of the ‘promotional culture’, which he also observed at universities. The 

promotional university activities in the meantime skyrocketed (Hearn 

2010). Branding was deemed particularly important in constructing a 

Finnish ‘world-class university’, as several researchers have already 

documented in the example of Aalto University (Aula 2015). 
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The rise of promotional activities at universities in Finland and 

elsewhere could be understood as the ‘economy of appearances’. With this 

concept, Tsing refers to a specific feature of late capitalism, resting on the 

assumption that ‘self-conscious making of a spectacle is a necessary aid to 

gathering investment funds, […] the possibility of economic performance 

must be conjured like a spirit to draw an audience of potential investors’ 

(Tsing 2000b, 118). For a scalable university enterprise, constantly aiming 

to attract external funds, promotional activities become extremely 

important, and so do the people who end up performing them.  

 

 

Global Impact in Interaction 

  

Less splashy but more pertinent to daily life at the university were 

happenings related to formulating the Strategic Plan for 2017–2020. In 

fact, during his speech at the 2015/2016 academic year opening ceremony, 

the rector flagged the new strategy as being crucial for both the university’s 

and Finland’s future. If the anniversary celebration was meant to 

communicate the experience that the university–understood in this context 

to be a ‘service provider’–offered to its ‘customers’, the strategy attempted 

to reflect the customers’ assumed ‘service preferences’ back to the 

university. 

The strategy process started in January 2015, like the 375th-

anniversary celebration, but in a much less conspicuous way–by the 

university board adopting the proposal for the strategy formulation. The 

next milestone was the ‘development of scenarios’ and the ‘analysis of the 

operating environment’ performed by the representatives of the senior 

university management in Spring 2015. These were reportedly based on in-

depth interviews and an online survey conducted in the first quarter of the 

year, added to the discussions in various committees and working groups, 

and a round table debate, ‘Future Universities’, organised as a part of the 

jubilee. This roundtable was composed of foreign visitors (among others, 
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the Pro-Vice Chancellor of Oxford University), who came for the main 

anniversary event organised on the day commemorating the signing of the 

university’s Charter on 26 March 1640. 

Once the university’s managers had conducted the assessment, the 

proposal of strategic choices was made, and the strategy blog was launched. 

It is at that point that the university rector and his entourage, consisting of 

the director of administration and the vice-rectors, started touring four 

university’s campuses holding strategy info sessions. I shadowed them. The 

campus sessions were intended for staff, students and ‘interest groups and 

partners’, including alumni, as attendees were told at these events. The first 

session was held on the campus hosting humanities and social sciences, i.e., 

the City Centre, in the second half of May 2015. The last one was organised 

on the Kumpula campus of natural sciences at the beginning of the next 

month. In addition, thanks to the lobbying activities of the University of 

Helsinki’s Student Union, a separate strategy session for students was 

organised at the City Centre Campus in the second week of June 2015. 

The campus gatherings, predominantly held in Finnish,15 lasted 

approximately two hours and had an identical structure. They would begin 

with a coffee and cake reception in front of the venue. Then the attendees 

would move to the lecture hall, where the rector would start with his talk, 

which took approximately half of the session’s time. The content of the 

rector’s talk–yet another manifestation of the ‘global knowledge economy’ 

discourse–would more or less remain the same in all the campus sessions. 

The only variation could be found in the fact that in each of the subsequent 

sessions, the rector would include his commentary on the most burning 

concerns raised in the one(s) preceding it, in attempt to pre-empt further 

criticism. 

The rector would start by explaining the whole process of the new 

strategy formulation and continue to review the previous university’s 

strategy16 and the vision for 2020, which he would then compare with 

                                                
15 The PowerPoint slides were both in Finnish and English. 
16 This strategy, created for the strategic period 2013–2016, with the vision of University of 
Helsinki being by 2020 ‘Excellence for society’ (Finnish, Huipulle ja yhteiskuntaan), aimed 
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visions of the University of Oxford and three other Finnish universities, 

including the rival Aalto. He would then proceed to present the so-called 

SWOT analysis of the present-day operating environment, i.e., the analysis 

of its strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats, reportedly 

constructed based on the discussions with members of various university 

working groups, the Student Union and the Central Administration.17 

After that, the rector would briefly review the funding model of the 

Ministry of Education, paying special attention to which targets had not 

been achieved (and should be, thus, emphasised) and the targets that were 

overachieved (and should be, therefore, reduced). He would, for instance, 

explicitly mention the overproduction of doctoral degrees, stating that some 

PhDs were ‘educated for nothing’–meaning that for them, the university 

does not get money from the ministry upon their graduation since they 

exceed the quota. 

During the strategy info sessions, the rector would also present four 

potential future scenarios for the University of Helsinki, displayed within a 

2 x 2 matrix and constituted by the combination of the following concepts: 

‘global’, ‘local’, ‘economic growth’ and ‘no economic growth’.18 After these 

                                                
to have the university ranked among top 50 universities in the world, to become ‘a 
responsible social force’ and ‘a thriving and inspiring community’, while keeping its finances 
‘on a sustainable footing’. 
17 The opportunities and threats, which were first presented, were organised in the axis of 
low to high impact and short-term to the long one. ‘Economic situation’ was deemed to have 
the highest impact, but this was short-term, while the highest long-term impact had ‘global 
operating environment’ and ‘competition for researchers and students’. The key identified 
strengths were a ‘leading academic position’ and a ‘high social status’ of the University of 
Helsinki in Finland, its attractiveness for Finnish students, staff and funders, and its broad 
scientific base, with many developing opportunities. The main weaknesses that would 
threaten the aspiration to become leading international research Universities were 
‘insufficient funds’, ‘prolonged degree completion periods’, ‘incomplete digitalization’, 
‘organizational fragmentation’ and ‘underdeveloped cooperation’ both within and outside 
the university. 
18 The rector explained what each of them would mean regarding strategy formation. The 
scenario titled Global & No Economic Growth, entailed ‘international profiling’ in 
cooperation with other Nordic universities, ‘global responsibility’, and ‘proactive 
international recruitment’. The scenario labelled Local & Economic Growth involved 
focusing on national projects, closer relationships between students and teachers, and ‘local 
partnerships’. The Global & Economic Growth scenario entailed special attention to 
digitalisation, expertise and competition. Finally, the Local & No Economic Growth scenario 
meant refocusing research ‘to tackle threats against Finland’, reorienting fundraising 
endeavours to private resources and bigger engagement with national politicians and 
decision-makers. 
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were discussed, the rector would introduce a proposal for the new strategy, 

which–as scenarios indicate–was an explicit instantiation of the enterprise-

cum-scalability model. The strategy comprised the ‘Vision for 2024’ and 

four development areas. According to the 2024 Vision, the university was 

to be(come) a channel for ‘Global Impact in Interaction’. The first 

development area was supposed to enable ‘a creative, international 

environment for learning and top-level research.19 The second development 

target was to put ‘the focus on the student’.20 The third development area 

pertained to having ‘Competent staff’21, while the final development theme 

was ensuring enough ‘Finances that enable reform’.22 

Once the rector presented the draft of the new strategy in the info 

sessions, the microphone would be given to the dean(s) of the campus 

faculty(-ies), who expressed their own opinion but spoke on behalf of the 

disciplines their faculties comprised. The student session was slightly 

exceptional since it did not include the speech of the dean(s), but of the 

Vice-Rector for Research and Education, who talked about the degree 

reconstruction process that was underway. The last segment of the info 

sessions consisted of a Q&A part. This was when diverse concerns from staff 

and students would be raised. 

Besides campus sessions, the strategy draft was further discussed 

among administrators, but anyone could also send their feedback 

electronically. Nevertheless, the strategy approved by the University of 

Helsinki’s board in January 2016 was very similar to the draft presented 

during the campus sessions several months before. This only confirmed the 

feelings already harboured among those in Helsinki who were critical of 

ongoing university developments and insisted that–despite all the feedback 

opportunities–there was no genuine space for intervention. The vision of 

                                                
19 It entailed ‘Profiling and Recruitment’, ‘Competitive Degrees’, ‘Digitalisation of Learning 
Environments’, ‘Competitive Research Infrastructure’ and ‘National and International 
partnerships’. 
20 This was to be done by deploying ‘Learning-focused and interactive methods’ and ‘Open 
research and learning forums’. 
21 It consisted of ‘User-friendly services’ and ‘Versatile opportunities for competence 
development’. 
22 It comprised ‘Agile allocation of funding’ and ‘A culture that encourages experimentation’. 
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the University of Helsinki–to be the force for ‘Global Impact in 

Interaction’–remained identical to the initially proposed one; only the 

strategy timeframe was slightly extended (from 2024 to 2025). 

Development targets were kept practically in the original form, just that the 

third and fourth development themes were fused into one, and the content 

of all development targets has been reshuffled between the development 

areas or modified in some other, non-essential way. 

 

 

University Gutting and Reconstructing 

  

Each of the strategy development areas entailed significant modifications 

to the university landscape. The one revolving around the University of 

Helsinki becoming ‘a creative, international environment for learning and 

top-level research’ found its expression in numerous novel infrastructures 

built across campuses based on the enterprise-cum-scalability model. One 

of the earliest of such initiatives was the Helsinki Life Science Centre 

(HLSC), later rebranded by the university communication officers into 

‘HiLIFE’, to the dismay of many researchers that were supposed to become 

affiliated with it, who found the new name unintuitive. Namely, HiLIFE is 

supposed to stand for the Helsinki Institute of Life Science. As described on 

the university’s intranet pages, the Helsinki Life Science Centre was 

established with the aim ‘to consolidate and support the UH life science 

research on all campuses in order to generate an internationally visible Life 

Science hub attracting top researchers as well as public and private 

partnerships’. This was to be accomplished ‘through assessment and 

optimisation of operations and structures regarding research, and by 

collaboration with strategic partners in the metropolitan area’. 

The idea for this initiative was borne already in 2014 by a working 

group comprising all deans and directors of research institutes in the life 

science area and chaired by the Vice-Rector for Research and Education. In 

January 2015, the Helsinki Life Science Centre was listed as one of the main 
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profiling actions of the University of Helsinki regarding the Academy of 

Finland’s call for competitive funding to strengthen the research profiles of 

Finnish universities. An action group and coordinator were appointed, and 

the initiative was evaluated by the university’s international advisory board 

and by the initiative assessor panel, which submitted their 

recommendations to the rector sometime later. The rector then discussed 

these recommendations with life science deans and directors. Meanwhile, 

the initiative received funding support from the Academy of Finland. In 

October 2015, the initial proposal for the HiLIFE mission and organisation 

was submitted to the rector and the university’s board, and in November, a 

‘Town Hall’ session was held at each of the two University of Helsinki’s 

campuses conducting life science research. What became clear to me in 

these sessions was that the initiative appeared to be skewed in favour of 

certain, ‘more attractive’ areas of life science rather than the others. In any 

case, after the feedback loop, the ‘extended initial proposal’ for the mission 

and organisation of HiLIFE was submitted to the rector. The decision about 

the organisation was made by the university’s board in April 2016 and after 

several rounds of research infrastructure assessments and calls for tenure-

track positions and fellowships, HiLIFE was finally launched in January 

2017 as a new research institute of the University of Helsinki. 

The next strategy development area, placing ‘a focus on the student’, 

found its most conspicuous expression in the education reform endeavour 

called ‘Big Wheel’ (Finnish, Iso Pyörä). Its proclaimed purpose was to fully 

realise the ‘Bologna Process’, that is, a pan-European attempt to turn higher 

education programmes into scalable enterprises, as discussed in Chapter 1. 

Despite already being operational for a decade in Finland, the Bologna 

Process at the University of Helsinki was deemed to be only partially 

successful, primarily due to the shortfalls in the interchangeability between 

degrees and the separation between the bachelor’s and master’s degrees. 

This is how the necessity for degree reconstruction was justified. The Big 

Wheel started in the spring of 2015. It was steered by the Academic Affairs 

Council, which was chaired by the Vice-Rector in charge of Research and 
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Education, the very same one who chaired the working group that launched 

the Helsinki Life Science Initiative. According to him, the new degrees were 

to respond to the changing job market. 

Throughout the spring and autumn of 2015, the vice-rector toured 

university campuses to discuss the degree reform, proposing developments 

similar to those already observed at many other European universities.23 He 

would explain the rationale for the change regarding the consumer 

perspective, stating that ‘best students need best degrees’ and that the 

University of Helsinki’s degree programmes ‘must be attractive and 

internationally competitive’.24 According to the vice-rector, the Big Wheel 

was to provide ‘a genuine three tier structure’. At the bachelor’s level, this 

referred to comprehensive programmes ‘that transcend boundaries 

between disciplines, units and faculties’.25 Planning of the master’s degree 

programmes, both national and international, was also to be ‘boundary 

transcending’. All degree programmes were to be considered ‘from the point 

of view of competence and employability’. The Big Wheel plans would 

usually raise numerous concerns among the assembled, especially with the 

blatant disregard of academic disciplines. Still, the process proceeded – 

both in public and behind closed doors – and, in the first half of 2016, the 

new degree programmes were established through a set of the rector’s 

decisions. The programs were to be launched in autumn 2017. A three-year 

transition period was allowed, after which all students had to switch to the 

new degree structure.26  

The final strategy development area was titled ‘Resources for 

reform’, and it found its materialisation in the ‘new service organisation’, 

whose aim was to centralise university’s administration. Pulling together all 

                                                
23 In these presentations, Big Wheel would be depicted as a circle, constituted of six different 
themes: ‘Employability’, ‘Learning outcomes’, ‘Admissions’, ‘Broader bachelor curricula’, 
‘Number of Bachelor programmes’ and ‘Independent masters’. 
24  The vice-rector would also add that the university environment must support studies and 
learning, where ‘expertise for future careers’, ‘employability’ and ‘digitalisation’ should be 
particularly considered. 
25 The number of application options was to be reduced. 
26 The transition period was prolonged in 2020 for several months, due to the outbreak of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, but it reached its conclusion at the end of that year. 
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administrators’ knowledge assets within a single organisational structure, 

the University Services–as the latter ended up being eventually called–were 

to ‘get rid of the overlaps’, ‘take advantage of the staff competencies in a 

more versatile manner’ and ‘reduce administrative costs’. The plans for a 

new service organisation were announced in January 2016, after which 

everything unravelled extremely swiftly. While HiLIFE took three years to 

get established, the Big Wheel took two years to start ‘rolling’; the University 

Services were operational already by May 1, 2016, that is, less than four 

months after being announced. Although the idea to transfer the 

administrative staff into a new service organisation had circulated at the 

university for a while, what provided a pretext for the speed with which it 

eventually became actualised was a set of changes in the Finnish political 

climate. 

 

 

Education Pledge and Kaboom 

  

The year 2015 was not only the anniversary year for the University of 

Helsinki and the year in which its new strategy was formulated, but it was 

also the year of the Finnish parliamentary elections. Parliament elections 

are highly imperative in Finland since the country is, by its form of 

government, a parliamentary republic. The high significance of the Finnish 

elections could also be observed at the University of Helsinki. In the months 

preceding them, various university groups begin deploying different 

lobbying strategies. The main targets by the university management are set, 

and many meetings behind closed doors are held. This was the case in 2015 

and in the most recent Finnish parliamentary elections in 2019. A part of 

these lobbying efforts becomes public. For instance, a few months before 

the opening ceremony of the academic year 2015/2016, in the very same 

(‘Great’) hall, I attended an election panel in which the representatives of 

the main Finnish parties debated about their visions for Finland’s future 

and the place of higher education in it. In another (so-called ‘Small’) hall of 
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the university’s Main building, the Finnish Unions of University Professors 

and University Researchers and Teachers convened a second panel. An 

independent group of researchers set up a third panel outside the university 

premises. 

Students become particularly active in the election period, and that 

was also the case in 2015. For example, in one of the lecture halls in 

Porthania, I attended a panel organised by an association of students of 

social sciences. On another occasion, the board of the University of 

Helsinki’s Student Union kept representatives of Finnish parties outside the 

Old Student House for two hours, despite the particularly cold weather, to 

collect their views on the student issues. The most burning student concerns 

were assembled within a large-scale student campaign titled ‘Education 

Pledge’ (Finnish, Koulutuslupaus), launched by the National Union of 

University Students in Finland (SYL) and the National Union of the 

University of Applied Sciences Students in Finland (SAMOK). As a part of 

this undertaking, representatives from Finnish parties were photographed 

while holding signs in purple–the colour featured throughout the 

campaign–with diversely phrased verbal pledges, through which these 

politicians promised not to impose further education cuts if they became 

elected. 

Students continued their public lobbying activities, even when the 

elections were over. Conversely, their activity only intensified. For nearly 

three weeks in May 2015, students gathered across a one-lane street 

separating them from the building where the government negotiations were 

held. During this period, I visited the venue on several occasions. Students 

shared this space with a few other advocacy groups. As there was no space 

for pedestrians directly across the building in question, all advocacy groups 

would congregate on a bike lane, which occasionally generated angry 

responses from the passing bikers. The atmosphere was, nonetheless, 

predominantly cheerful. Students were mostly singing and dancing. They 

would also occasionally shout out loud slogans, such as ‘Education is an 

investment’ (Finnish, Koulutus on panostus) or ‘Use common sense, 
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education is important’ (Finnish, Käyttäkää järkeä, koulutus on tärkeä). 

Some of the students wore purple as a reminder of the ‘Education Pledge’. 

They would dress up in violet overalls, otherwise associated with the Faculty 

of Theology, which students borrowed from their friends, if they were 

enrolled elsewhere. A few wore purple tricots or shirts. Finally, several 

students were wrapped in a purple fabric that originated from the wedding 

decoration of one of the University of Helsinki’s Student Union board 

members, conveniently repurposed for the new occasion. 

The advocacy activities, when the new government and its 

programme were announced, started at 1 pm. Two days before, as a deputy 

member of the Student Union’s Representative Council, I received through 

the mailing list a message from the chair of the Union’s Board that the 

gathering was cancelled for the following day, as the negotiations were not 

being held anymore. Student politicians already knew that the new 

government’s programme would be released around 2 pm the day after, so 

it was decided to convene an hour before. The day started jolly, with usual 

slogans being shouted out. Assembled students specifically targeted the 

Centre Party, which won most of the seats in the elections. They would shout 

out a slogan composed of the Party’s election catchphrase ‘Getting Finland 

into shape’ (Finnish, Suomi kuntoon) and a student-contrived appendix–

‘through education’ (Finnish, Suomi kuntoon koulutuksella). Some would 

also play through the speakers the Centre Party’s election jingle–revolving 

around the above-mentioned slogan–and sing (and jump) along. Other 

students shouted ‘Educational kaboom’ (Finnish, Koulutus jytky), which 

was a wordplay referencing a phrase uttered by a right-wing populist leader 

regarding the good election results his party received in 2015. 

The mood, however, soon changed. A few minutes after 2 pm, the 

press conference of the newly founded government started. Many of the 

assembled students followed it via their smartphones. One of the devices 

was even plugged into an amplifier. However, due to the traffic noise, only 

people in the immediate surroundings of the loudspeakers could hear its 

sound. Other students tracked updates via official news channels and their 
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social media feeds. The Centre Party ended up forming a coalition with a 

centre–right and a right–wing populist party. This allowed it to enact a set 

of austerity measures listed in their election plans. The programme that the 

new government released on that sunny May afternoon entailed significant 

budget cuts from almost all areas of government. The budget was increased 

only for the military and the police, which was not that surprising when one 

recalls what parties constituted the newly established coalition. 

Immediately the cuts were announced, the students unrolled a huge 

banner with the inscription ‘Hands-off student assistance’ (Finnish, Näpit 

irti opintotuesta), hitherto safely tucked away. I have already come across 

this banner at a student demonstration held in Helsinki a few months 

earlier during the previous government’s term. The content of the cheerings 

changed as well. Some started shouting ‘Disappointment, disappointment, 

disappointment’ (Finnish, Pettymys, pettymys, pettymys). Others began 

singing a popular student song composed of the most common Finnish 

profanity: ‘Oh, devil, oh damn. Oh, goddammit, fuck’ (Finnish, Voi saatana, 

voi perkele. Voi jumalauta, vittu). The printouts of the future Prime 

Minister and ministers, taken as a part of the Education Pledge Campaign, 

were now distributed throughout the crowd and instantly torn apart. I even 

observed one of the University of Helsinki’s Student Union’s board 

members chewing and swallowing the printed image in his possession. The 

shouting became particularly loud as the party leaders came out of the 

building. First, the populist party leader exited, arousing the crowd who 

kept screaming as he drove away. Then came the centre-right party leader, 

who received even louder scorn. The biggest expression of contempt was, 

however, being prepared for the Prime Minister-to-be, but there was no 

sight of him. After a while, we received the information that he had slipped 

out of the building when a bus on the street was blocking the view between 

the demonstrators and his car, upon which the student protest finally 

dissolved. 
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Change Programme 

 

Three months later, the new prime minister was invited to give a speech at 

the academic year opening ceremony 2015/2016. This decision made many 

staff and students very upset at the university management. Some, however, 

understood this was as the last lobbying attempt. The atypical purple lights 

in the Great Hall were, indeed, supposed to remind the new prime minister 

of the ‘Education Pledge’ he gave before the elections. The University of 

Helsinki was particularly hit by the budget cuts. Overall, the administrators 

calculated that the university was to lose 106 million euros for the next four 

years. The rector pleaded with the prime minister during his speech to see 

the senselessness of ‘cutting from the best’–cuts from others were 

reasonable in his view. He added that Finnish international 

competitiveness could not rise from weakening ‘its strongest asset’. 

Nonetheless, the budget cuts remained, and two weeks after the 

event in the Great Hall, the board of the University of Helsinki decided to 

launch the Change Programme, incorporating a plan of reducing the staff 

by at least 1,200. Also, the rector and his entourage, now comprising the 

director of administration and the director of human resources, started 

buzzing around the four campuses, and I inconspicuously went along. 

Unlike the strategy tour over the spring, however, the Change Programme 

could not lend itself to a victorious lap. 

The atmosphere on campuses was characterised by a combination 

of anxiety and despair. In the natural sciences campus, the dean of its only 

faculty continuously conveyed his disbelief and disappointment. After all–

as the dean expressed on numerous occasions–his faculty was an epitome 

of ‘scientific excellence’, so these developments did really make no sense to 

him. In the campus hosting biosciences, the attendees remained throughout 

the session on the edges of their seats. The room in which the event was held 

eventually became so overcrowded that the rector announced that the fire 

code was broken. In the campus of humanities and social sciences, a 

stronghold of the university reform criticism, the info session had 
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unsurprisingly caught the biggest attention. The session ended up being 

moved from one of Porthania’s auditoriums to the Main building’s Great 

Hall to accommodate all those interested in attending it. 

The Meilahti campus, where the last info session in the string was 

held, was the only campus where the atmosphere was more relaxed. I could 

sense this already before the event, when upon my arrival at the building, I 

spotted a reception being arranged outside the venue–which was atypical 

in the new circumstances–all with coffee and cinnamon buns served on 

shiny porcelain plates.27 My first impressions received confirmation inside 

the auditorium, where the university managers, who provoked a strong 

resentment on other campuses, were awarded applause upon the end of 

their talks. As the medical campus significantly rests on external funding, 

the budget cuts did not affect it like others (cf. Hansen 2017). This explains 

why the attendees there followed the managers’ presentations only half-

interestedly while primarily focusing on conference presentations and grant 

applications, which I observed many of them preparing on their laptops. 

Another group that seemed to be quite disassociated from what was 

going on at the university–although this time not by choice–was 

international staff who did not speak Finnish. This was already clear from 

the first info session arranged on the campus of exact natural sciences, 

when, despite having numerous international research personnel who did 

not speak Finnish, it was announced that the session would ‘regrettably’ be 

held in Finnish. After that, all those who could not follow it stood up and 

left. The university managers tried to ameliorate this situation by organising 

a separate info session in English at the City Centre Campus28 but hardly to 

any effect. Namely, since not many were eager to make the trip to downtown 

Helsinki, the number of people who showed up there could be counted on 

two hands. 

                                                
27 Coffee and tea were also served in Kumpula, but in cardboard cups and along with the 
biscuits still placed within their original cardboard boxes. 
28  In addition, a session in Swedish was organised, though this one had more performative 
character, since–as I have already indicated–Swedish-speakers at the university speak 
Finnish as well. 
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In any case, during October and November 2015, ‘cooperation 

negotiations’ (Finnish, yt-neuvottelut) related to the Change Programme 

were conducted between representatives of the ‘employer’, i.e., the 

university’s key administrators and representatives of the ‘employees’, that 

is, the labour unions’ ‘chief shop stewards’, who also presented themselves 

in the campus info sessions. Besides trying to reach an agreement on the 

planned downsizing, the negotiators also discussed the transfer of the 

university’s administrative staff into a new service organisation. As required 

by law, the ‘employer’ issued its report in January 2016, and the university 

administrative leaders presented it in two sessions which they organised in 

the middle and at the end of the month. 

In the first session, the plans for the centralisation of administration 

were discussed. All administrative staff were to be made redundant and 

then had to reapply for a new job if they were to have a chance to continue 

working for the university. In the second session, the number of people ‘to 

be cut’–up to this point a matter of nightmarish speculation–was finally 

announced. During the spring, the university terminated the employment 

contracts of nearly four hundred employees, of whom one–eighth were 

teachers and researchers. By the end of 2016, this number had risen to 

almost six hundred, which meant that the university’s staff was reduced by 

seven percent. 

The shock among university staff was enormous, which does not 

come as a surprise if one recalls that only until five years before–when the 

new Universities Act came into force–the university employees were civil 

servants, understood to be employed for life. The labour unions’ 

representatives immediately organised the protest in front of the old part of 

the Main University Building, on whose steps graveyard candles were lit. In 

April 2016, when the actual firings started, a solidarity protest was held in 

the Senate’s square. It attracted enough people to form a big hand-holding 

circle over the grandiose piazza. The outrage over the downsizing decision 

was also expressed on the Internet, where personal stories started pouring 

out. On Facebook, a post of a university’s employee, who was also a wife of 



 

 87 

another, now-former staff member–fired just three weeks before he was 

due for a pension–began circulating. There she announced plans to change 

their testaments’ beneficiary. As the couple had no children, they had 

pledged to leave everything they owned to the University of Helsinki, which 

was not atypical practice. These new developments, however, made them 

reconsider their initial decisions. 

 

 

Angry Birds from Finland29                           

  

There were many protests in Helsinki even before the budget cuts. In fact, 

2015 turned out to be an exceptionally turbulent year within the boundaries 

of my rather long ethnographic fieldwork. Almost every month or the other, 

I was marching with some of my interlocutors through the Finnish capital, 

demonstrating for various reasons. As indicated by the act of recycling the 

student banner unrolled as soon as the Prime Minister-to-be announced the 

new government programme, the protest activities related to education cuts 

were not limited to the regime formed in May 2015. Likewise, the education 

protests were far from being limited to Finland–in 2015, university students 

and staff were rising practically in any of the continents. However, due to 

the extent of the budget cuts the new Finnish government imposed in the 

second half of 2015, the protest activity in Helsinki was particularly vibrant. 

Just two days after the new government was formed, the first march 

in Helsinki was organised. A group of four female university’s students in 

social sciences–calling themselves ‘Angry Students’30–used social media 

                                                
29 The title is a reference to an internationally known video game developed by a Finnish 
company called Rovio Entertainment Inc., which also lent itself as an inspiration for the 
name of one of the protest groups at the University of Helsinki I present in this section. 
30 I have already come across Angry Students during the 2015 Helsinki May Day labour 
march. These marches are held annually, on May 1, following a heavily drunken student 
night, whose markings could still be found the next day throughout the city. Even though 
well-attended, May Day marches are just one of the activities organised on the day. Most of 
the inhabitants of the Finnish capital use this national holiday to arrange a picnic in one of 
numerous Helsinki parks, with sparkling wine as its sine qua non feature. Every year, as I 
would switch between the two microcosms–of street marching workers and of grass sitting 
bubbly drinkers–I would be powerfully reminded of the intrinsic divisions in Finland, 
manifested most strongly during the civil war at the beginning of the independence period. 
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channels to gather a critical mass of people opposing the new government’s 

plans to introduce tuition fees for non-EU/EEA students. Headed by the 

banner with the inscription ‘Free Education for Everyone Everywhere’ 

(Finnish, Maksuton koulutus kaikkille kaikialla), several hundred people 

walked on a rainy day through the central streets of the Finnish capital, 

shouting out catchphrases that the organisers prepared in advance and 

distributed on printouts to the protest participants. The atmosphere 

culminated when we reached the building of the Ministry of Education. This 

is when the song ‘Fuck you’–co-authored by its singer Lilly Allen as a 

reaction to the rise of the far-right British National Party–was released from 

the speakers stored in the back of a minivan. Many of the gathered people 

dropped their umbrellas and started enthusiastically dancing and singing 

along. A few threw eggs at the Ministry’s building. Once the song was over, 

the protesters started to ‘cool down’, and the programme, comprising 

speeches delivered by the organisers and a few invited guests, could slowly 

begin. As soon as the speakers finished their talks, the protest dissolved. 

A few months later, Angry Students decided to organise another 

demonstration at the same academic year opening ceremony to which the 

new prime minister was invited. Again, using their social media accounts, 

Angry Students invited others to come to the Great Hall and express their 

outrage against the new establishment by disrupting the prime minister’s 

speech. This time only a few people joined, but the outcome of the 

protesting activity was, nonetheless, at least as effective. As soon as the 

prime minister uttered the first words, two of the protest organisers started 

shouting ‘Education Bullshit’ (Finnish, Koulutus kusetus), referring to the 

unfulfilled ‘Education Pledge’. Just like the Student Union officials upon the 

announcement of the result of government negotiations, the protestors in 

the Great Hall held in their hands the prime minister’s photo from the 

mentioned student union campaign.31 The chair of the newly formed 

                                                
Such an understanding of the Finnish society is, however, rarely foregrounded, and many in 
Finland would claim that the country they live in is blind to class (as well as to gender, 
sexuality, race, age, etc.), despite numerous situations proving it to be otherwise. 
31 In fact, these photos were repurposed many times. Sometime after the new government 
had already settled, a page titled ‘The same photo on the educational pledge every day’ 
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government, however, merely looked at them with a smirk, which I noticed 

only from the recording of the video since I was sitting, on the day of the 

ceremony, too far from the stage. 

The Prime Minister continued his speech as if nothing was 

happening. Most of the audience followed the development of events with 

astonishment – this seemed to be once in a lifetime experience. Some of the 

assembled were communicating their support to the protestors non-

verbally by allowing a smile to form in the corners of their lips. Others 

conveyed clear dismay for the expressions of profanity in what they deemed 

to be a quasi-sacred event. The two angry students continued shouting until 

the Prime Minister’s security men came to remove them from the Great 

Hall. 

At that point, three other students on the opposite side of the 

amphitheatre stood up and started shouting out loud the protest phrase of 

the same content. They also held the prime minister’s ‘Education Pledge’ 

photos. The three students kept their protest activity for a while, as the 

security men were already fully occupied, trying to kick out from the 

university premises the two protest initiators, who seemed not particularly 

willing to render themselves available for budging. 

After a few minutes, the situation in the Great Hall returned to 

normal, and the prime minister delivered the rest of his speech unhindered. 

Still, the disturbance that his presence generated turned what is usually an 

extremely solemn moment at the university into a very discomposed one. 

The same could be said about the new government’s austerity measures, 

which casted a shadow on the self-conscious spectacle that university 

managers and communications officers were trying to generate all year 

long.  

 

 

                                                
(Finnish, Sama kuva koulutuslupauksesta joka päivä) appeared on Facebook. Until April 
14, 2019, the day of the new elections, it had been publishing daily a photo of the Prime 
Minister and the initial minister of finance, holding the ‘No education cuts’ sign (Finnish, 
Koulutuksesta ei leikata). 
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University Occupations  

  

Angry Students was only one of many protest groups that sprang out of the 

general disturbance in Finnish higher education landscape, which I–

following Tsing (2012, 2015, 2017)–designate as weeds. Some of these new 

social formations became more permanent, with a stable core, like the 

group of the university senior staff members who were one of the 

protagonists of the story about the university change review process, with 

which I opened my thesis. Others would come together for a certain cause 

and then dissolve before assembling (and disassembling) again. These 

different groups generally supported each other. At times, they would even 

directly collaborate. This was particularly visible during the activity of the 

university occupation, which happened only two and a half weeks after the 

turbulent academic year’s opening. Using a general strike in Finland and a 

massive demonstration in downtown Helsinki to generate momentum, a 

group of university students, teachers and researchers, alongside some 

anarchists, started marching towards–to the reader by now very familiar–

the building of Porthania, which was situated only several hundred metres 

away. 

The atmosphere among the assembled was full of excitement. Even 

fireworks were launched. Angry Students carried two of their widely known 

banners. The first one read in English ‘Get Angry, Get Organized’ [sic]. The 

second one had an inscription in Finnish, which could be translated as 

‘Shove innovations up your arse’ (Finnish, Tunkekaa innovaatiot 

perseeseenne). In fact, the popularity of this second banner was so big that 

on the first occupation night, there was an attempt to steal it. Namely, a 

student I spotted a year before when he was running in the student elections 

representing the centre-right party that formed the new government came 

drunk to the occupied university premises late in the evening. After 

pestering people trying to sleep in one of the auditoriums, he approached 

one of the occupation organisers and me as we were sitting and chatting 

next to the staircase where the banner in question was hanging. The 
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intoxicated student first violently entered our personal space, coming close 

with his face to ours and asking us whether we were anarchists. He then 

tried to pull the illustrious banner, attempting to steal it by running away. 

The anti-protestor was unsuccessful in his efforts, as the bar to which the 

banner was fixed forcefully hit my shoulder, causing him to drop it. The fate 

of the banner in question was, nevertheless, sealed and it mysteriously 

disappeared by the next morning, but a new one with the same content was 

crafted straight away. 

The protestors ended up occupying one of Porthania’s auditoriums 

for over a week, which was unprecedented. Initially, the protest managed to 

attract the interest of the various university groups. The first plenary 

meeting, which was held a couple of hours after the occupation, filled the 

large lecture hall with the capacity of more than five hundred and fifty 

people, and so did the first meeting organised for the ‘whole university 

community’. After a few days, however, the enthusiasm faded, and a 

headcount of people committed to staying during the night needed to be 

made. On the last day, a couple of dozen of the most fervent protesters 

packed the place in peace and headed by a tram towards the Aalto 

University School of Arts, Design and Architecture32, where–in an act of 

solidarity– the occupation was symbolically continued for one more night. 

The fact that the 2015 university occupation was grew out of the 

national labour unions’ general strike determined how it ended up being 

predominantly framed. It is likely why it failed to generate a wider 

mobilisation despite the initial excitement from many university groups. 

The occupation organisers had an unyielding agenda. This became already 

conspicuous during the first plenary meeting when one of my interlocutors 

sitting in the audience kept saying that strikes made sense only for people 

enjoying workers’ rights, and many researchers had no such. She said that 

she could strike all day long, but that no one would care, and if she stopped 

doing her research work and publishing, she would be the only damaged 

                                                
32 Aalto University School of Arts, Design, and Architecture was in 2015 still situated in its 
old premises in Helsinki, but it was later moved to Espoo, joining the other ‘schools’ that 
came to form a part of the Aalto University merger. 
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party. After being repeatedly dismissed by the meeting organisers–

disillusioned–she decided to leave. 

This insistence on launching the strike at the university, which was 

coming from the loudest faction among the occupation organisers, was also 

something other protest groups disagreed on. Few days into the occupation, 

an interlocutor belonging to one of these wrote to me on Facebook: 

  

I actually am feeling thoroughly discouraged. I see that they are 

embracing the rhetoric of general strikes and occupations to resist 

educational cuts etc. I do not feel that this reflects the debate of the 

two meetings that I have attended–I know for a fact that this was 

not discussed and definitely not agreed on in yesterday's meeting, 

and yet it was the approach they adopted in the social media. I wrote 

to the admins saying that I think that this is unwise, to no effect. (…) 

I am starting to feel that I need to distance myself from the occupiers 

and end official support.  I feel very sad, actually. 

 

If strikes were the point of divergence for different protest groups 

assembled by the university occupation, the animosity towards the 

establishment was their point of convergence. This even spilt over their 

attitude towards the University of Helsinki’s Student Union. The Student 

Union was not directly involved in the university occupation, but its board 

members would occasionally attend daily general assembly meetings. On 

one such occasion, one of them brought a cat, which was used as a pretext 

to kick her out–some people, it was said by the meeting organisers, might 

have allergies–but it was clear that she was unwanted there. 

The university leadership, and especially the rector, were, 

nevertheless, the main target of the resentment. In fact, one of the slogans 

shouted during the first protest Angry Students organised in the post-

election period was calling for firing the rector. The same catchphrase was 

chanted during the university’s occupation. The occupiers even constructed 

a makeshift altar to the rector, with a photo of him represented as a saint, 
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accompanied by an equally mocking ‘prayer’. The rector tried to interact 

with the occupiers and came to one of the early occupation assembly 

meetings. The dialogue, nonetheless, soon proved to be impossible, since 

each of the parties was adamant and kept reciting their songs. 

The animosity towards university management preceded cuts, and 

most of the protest groups were against the changes imposed by the 

university management as they were against the government’s cuts. In fact, 

Angry Students already expressed their dissatisfaction in the strategy 

campus sessions. In the first session held on their home City Centre 

campus, they challenged the rector based on the concepts he was using, 

particularly that of ‘international competitiveness’. For the next sessions, 

Angry Students designed and distributed to the audience members so-

called ‘bullshit bingo’ tickets, which were pieces of paper containing the 

majority of the ‘global knowledge economy’ buzzwords.33 The university 

managers eventually became aware of these when the Vice-Rector for 

Research and Education came across a ‘bullshit bingo’ ticket during the 

student strategy info session, as it was sitting on the front-row auditorium 

bench, from which he could read its content. 

Another group of protesters designed their whole activity around 

opposing the official celebration of the 375th anniversary. Under the slogan 

‘Occupy 375!’ (Finnish, Valataan 375!), they organised several protesting 

teach-ins throughout the year, the most prominent being the one held on 

the university’s anniversary day, March 26, 2015 (for more, see Trifuljesko 

2019). In addition, two of the group members developed a full-blown course 

dedicated to the glorification of ‘useless knowledge’, which attracted quite 

an interest.  

The activities regarding the ‘Occupy 375’ initiative culminated in the 

shadow celebration of the anniversary closing event, organised in mid-

December 2015, on the birthday of the Royal Academy’s founder, Queen 

                                                
33  Bullshit bingo is often ‘played’ at the University of Helsinki, especially during the sessions 
arranged by the university administration. The ‘game’ comprised crossing over words from 
the ticket as soon as it would be mentioned, testing whether the speakers would ‘hit’ all the 
fields. In one of the meetings of the Faculty of Social Sciences, I even observed a fellow 
anthropologist crafting one of its own, right there on the spot. 
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Christina. The shadow celebration featured speeches given by the present 

or former university staff members and some highly profiled figures in 

Finland, including a writer who had just become a laureate of the most 

prestigious Finnish literary award, a Green Party’s politician and a famous 

pop singer who previously worked at the university as a research assistant. 

Their differences aside, all the speakers tried to conjure university 

imaginaries alternative to those pushed by the policymakers and the 

university managers. Those were later collected and published, together 

with several additional manuscripts. The publication’s name–Universitas 

Helsingiensis 376–was supposed to signal continuity with the celebration 

of the 350th university’s jubilee in 1990, predating the contemporary higher 

education reform, which was commemorated by the book titled Universitas 

Helsingiensis 350.34 

 

 

Conclusion 

  

In this chapter, I delved deeper into changes in the landscape that the 

enactment of the ‘world-class’ university entails by observing their effect on 

the university internal relations. I have shown that the process of turning 

university into an actor trading knowledge resource in the ‘global 

marketplace’ also entails clearing it out from formative social relationships 

and putting in their place transactional arrangements. However, such a 

disturbance in the higher education landscape also triggers survival efforts, 

                                                
34  The use of Latin in both cases is not insignificant. It relates these endeavours to the elitist 
beginnings of the University of Helsinki, where–for the first two centuries–Latin was an 
exclusive language. In fact, I observed Latin being used a few times during my fieldwork, as 
a critical statement to contemporary university developments. For instance, on one of the 
May Day, Angry Students’ famous banner against innovation was translated into Latin by 
the members of the same group who organised the 375th-anniversary shadow celebration. At 
one point, my husband and I were given to hold this banner, as its previous carriers got tired. 
A bit down the street, I bumped into an acquaintance – otherwise a Finnish contemporary 
artist – who asked me about the banner I was carrying. I explained its origin, but she was 
not very impressed but rather told me that most of the people with whom I am marching 
cannot understand such an inscription and that it was, thus, working against the logic of the 
whole manifestation, rather than for it. I took her criticism with interest, but it was long 
before I fully realised what she was trying to say to me on that sunny Helsinki day. 
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which, in turn, reinforce some of the old ties or prompt the creation of the 

new ones. The overall effect of all protest activity, nonetheless, ends up 

being of limited power, as different social forms comprising it cannot find a 

strong enough common base for their mobilisation. 

 In the next chapter, I leave behind turbulent changes shaking the 

University of Helsinki’s foundations to address equally significant but less 

highlighted alterations that could also permanently transform the Finnish 

higher education landscape but are less often recognised as such. By this, I 

refer to the changes in doctoral education, which preceded both the highest 

high and the lowest low of the University of Helsinki in 2015. Although 

directly concerned with the social reproduction of academia, doctoral 

education reconfigurations mostly went under the general radar, being left 

mainly to those directly involved to struggle with them, often alone. These, 

nevertheless, might require the biggest attention of all since it is exactly 

through tampering with the formation of the people who are presently 

coming of the academic age that the (future) inhabitants of the (new) 

university landscape are crafted. 
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Chapter 4 

Enhancing Doctoral Enterprise 

 

 

If the academic year opening ceremony aims to annually summon the 

University of Helsinki as a whole, the PhD thesis examination regularly 

conjures the academic communities situated there. Just like the ceremony 

of the academic year opening, the examination of the doctoral dissertation 

is a public event in Finland. Likewise, it is highly structured, starting once 

more with the procession to the auditorium, passing the standing audience. 

This procession, however, consists only of three participants: the defendant, 

known during the ceremony as the respondent (Finnish, respondentti); the 

custos (Finnish, kustos), a chair of the public examination appointed by the 

respondent’s faculty; and the opponent (Finnish, opponentti), a more 

senior academic, whose task is to publicly examine the doctoral thesis in 

detail. 

There are specific prescriptions concerning the attire worn during 

the PhD thesis examination, which can be read on the university’s website, 

though the final agreement on the dress code is up to the respondent, the 

custos and the opponent. Female respondents are advised to wear a short 

black dress with a high collar and long sleeves or a two-piece suit. They 

should not put on hats or prominent jewellery. Male respondents should be 

dressed in a tailcoat and a black waistcoat, combined with black socks and 

shoes, but without a white pocket handkerchief. Alternatively, they could 

wear a dark suit, clerical attire, or a military uniform. Foreign opponents 

might use the doctoral gown of their own university or borrow one from the 

University of Helsinki. Provided that they are doctoral degree-holders from 

Finland, the custos and the opponent should carry their doctor’s hats in 

their hands upon entering and leaving the auditorium and place them on 

the table in front of them during the defence. 

As soon as the members of the procession take their places, the 

custos introduces the respondent and the opponent and declares the thesis 
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public examination open. After that, the audience members take their seats 

while the respondent stands up and starts delivering their introductory 

thesis lecture (Latin, lectio praecursoria) for a maximum of 20 minutes. 

Once the lecture is delivered, the respondent turns to the opponent and calls 

upon them to give a critical assessment of the dissertation. The opponent 

then stands up and provides a short statement on the scientific relevance of 

the dissertation and on the general matters related to it. After this, both the 

opponent and the doctoral candidate take their seats. 

The rest of the public examination consists of a more or less formal 

dialogue between the opponent and the respondent. Opponents prepare in 

advance a set of questions about the dissertation, usually concerning its 

title, theories, methods, research material, and findings. Respondents try to 

answer all these questions as well as possible, defending along the way 

different choices they made during the PhD process. This part of the public 

examination might take up to four hours, but it rarely exceeds an hour and 

a half. However, should the public examination extend significantly, the 

custos–who otherwise mostly sits quietly between the respondent and the 

opponent–has the right to interrupt it and announce a break. 

After all the prepared questions are answered, the opponent and the 

respondent stand up. The opponent then provides a final statement on the 

thesis and usually announces that they will propose to the faculty that the 

dissertation be accepted. The reason for this customary approval is that the 

thesis had already been evaluated by that point not only by the respondents’ 

supervisors and other people involved in its making but also by the two 

external preliminary examiners whom the respondents’ faculty appointed 

on their and their supervisors’ proposal. It is only after the preliminary 

examiners positively assess the thesis that the faculty’s council grants them 

permission to defend the dissertation. Moreover, the PhD thesis 

examination can be arranged several weeks after such permission at the 

earliest in order to allow sufficient time to distribute information on the 

dissertation defence, which underscores its significance as a public event.  
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Once the opponent announces their proposal for the thesis to be accepted 

and sits down, the respondent, still standing, thanks the opponent and 

invites the audience to provide comments or pose questions regarding the 

dissertation by assuming the position of additional opponents. To do this, 

they need to ask permission from the custos to take the floor. While the 

public examination is usually attended by the respondents’ colleagues, 

friends, and family members, it might also attract members of the general 

public. In my experience, this is related to the topic itself, and it correlates 

to whether any comments or questions will be presented during the defence, 

as the custom in many academic fields in Finland is usually against such an 

intervention. In any case, should questions arise, it is the task of the custos 

to make sure that the respondent could reply to each comment and that the 

comments do not digress from the dissertation’s topic significantly. 

The PhD thesis examination concludes with the custos standing up 

and declaring the end. After that, the examination participants leave the 

auditorium in the same order they came in (the respondent, then the custos, 

and, finally, the opponent), passing the standing audience. The audience is 

not supposed to applaud or cheer during the defence or at its end. Instead, 

they might congratulate the respondent and thank the opponent and the 

custos once they are all out of the lecture hall. This usually takes place just 

next to the auditorium’s door. In addition, the defendant might also arrange 

there a coffee and cake reception. 

Just like the ceremony of the academic year opening, the public 

examination of doctoral theses at the University of Helsinki has stayed 

predominantly stable throughout the several years I have been observing it. 

The general importance of ‘keeping up with the traditions’ pertaining to the 

dissertation public examination is so strong in Finland that–in addition to 

the informal instructions of the senior academics and the detailed 

descriptions on the website–a half-day-long course on how to prepare for it 

is regularly arranged at the University of Helsinki. Moreover, even when the 

dissertation public examination was forced to be moved online due to the 

outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, some of the custodes insisted on 
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continuing to perform corporal acts despite them clearly being 

incompatible with the setting mediated by the video-conferencing 

technologies. However, the defences chaired by less zealous custodes also 

kept most of the usual examination elements, including the structure of the 

event and the speech acts that–just as in the regular setting–facilitated the 

transition between different defence parts (Lehtiniemi and Trifuljesko 

2020).35 

In stark opposition to the continuity displayed by the public 

examination stands the transformation of the Finnish doctoral landscape. 

Within the same two and a half decades that were marked by the turbulent 

changes to the higher education system in Finland, a quieter but just as 

radical transformation of the PhD process has been underway. The model 

for the transformation of Finnish doctoral education, I argue, has been the 

same as for the university in general: that of a scalable enterprise. In this 

chapter, I investigate the way in which changing university relations have 

(re)shaped the doctoral education landscape.  

 

 

Academic Rite of Passage 

  

As I have already indicated in Chapter 2, the education at the Royal 

Academy of Turku was of a general nature, so most theses were dedicated 

to issues related to rhetorics, moral philosophy, and natural sciences. In the 

18th century, theses on agricultural and economic topics also became 

common. The total number of theses published in Turku during the Swedish 

era was 3000. Among these, nonetheless, very few were doctorates, and 

only in theology and law. Medical doctorates were not awarded in the 

Swedish realm until the end of the 18th century. In any case, the theses were 

mostly written by professors and given to students who would debate them 

in public (Klinge 1988, 6-10). 

                                                
35 What was significantly modified were unofficial activities preceding and following the 
public examination. 
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It was only when the university was moved to Helsinki and got its 

new ‘Humboldtian’ statutes in 1828 that the doctorate–thereafter clearly 

separated from the master’s and made into the highest degree–became an 

actual demonstration of higher learning. Manuscripts from now on had to 

be written by the candidates themselves, who would then proceed to 

publicly defend them, as this was the custom earlier.36 Both the manuscript 

and the public examination were initially in Latin. From the mid-19th 

century, theses in other languages started to appear as well (Tommila 2009, 

48,58). 

The number of doctoral dissertations began to increase in the 1880s, 

heading toward doubling the number of officially inspected doctoral 

dissertations within the next four decades. By far, the most dissertations 

were in history, followed by literature and mathematics. In 1871, the 

doctorate requirement was removed for all physicians, which meant that 

only those seeking academic careers were writing dissertations in medicine. 

This affected the number of doctorates in the field (which decreased), but 

also their quality (which supposedly increased). Doctoral dissertations on 

theology and law remained rare. The first doctoral dissertation in 

technology was defended in 1911, following the turning of the Polytechnic 

Institute into the Helsinki University of Technology in 1909, which would 

be merged into Aalto University a century later. The first doctor of 

economics defended his doctoral thesis in 1938 (Tommila 2009, 60-63). 

As long as a doctorate was being pursued for an academic career, no 

postgraduate education was organised. Rather, doctoral studies were an 

individual endeavour, carried out under more or less loose supervision of 

the chair-holding professor. The preparation of a doctoral dissertation was 

done alongside other work or with the support of small grants. The Finnish 

Cultural Foundation was founded in the late 1930s to support Finnish-

                                                
36 Since professors could no longer use doctoral dissertations for publishing their work, new 
outlets needed to be created. These circumstances prompted the establishment of learned 
societies in the 1830s and their publication series in the following decade (Tommila 2009, 
48). 
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speaking researchers, who initially had particularly limited opportunities to 

obtain grants (Määttä 2001, 140; Tommila 2009). 

Doctoral studies in this context were understood in terms of the 

apprenticeship model, a meaning that retains at least partial significance to 

this day. From this perspective, the public examination itself could be 

approached as a part of what Arnold Van Gennep (1960) has called ‘rites of 

passage’, the occasions that mark the transitions between well-defined 

social positions. It signals the end of the liminal, ‘betwixt and between’ 

condition and the start of the incorporation phase, in which the ritual 

subject is again in a stable state and expected to behave in accordance with 

certain customary norms and ethical standards (Turner 1967, 94). As such, 

it also plays an important role in the reproduction of particular academic 

communities, which are further strengthened during the post-examination 

festivities. These culminate with a dinner party at the end of the day called 

karonkka, which is not organised in honour of the defendant but the 

opponent, to whom the defendant’s whole academic community has 

become related through the process of public examination. The relevance of 

the communal aspect could, in fact, explain many of the public examination 

components as well as why occasional protocol breaches–such as applause 

at the end–almost always engender dismay, at least among some of the 

assembled. 

 

 

Expanding Finnish Doctorates 

  

It was not before the 1980s that doctoral studies came to the agenda of 

Finnish higher education policymakers, and not until the 1990s that the 

actual changes started happening. As a part of the mentioned endeavour of 

reconceptualising universities as ‘centres of innovation’, graduate schools 

were announced in 1994 and established the next year. Together with the 

centres of excellence that were also launched in 1995, graduate schools were 

seen as tools to bring about doctoral education of high quality and 
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efficiency, in addition to providing its funding. It is this combination of the 

moral and the financial that justifies an understanding of Finnish graduate 

schools in terms of ‘audit cultures’ (Määttä 2001, 140-141; cf. Strathern 

2000a). 

The proposed graduate schools had been scientifically evaluated by 

the Academy of Finland, but the final funding decision was made by the 

Ministry of Education. Universities themselves decided on their 

admissions, and, to do that, faculties and departments created various 

recruitment policies and procedures. In some cases, there were fixed 

application dates and special application forms, whereas in others, the 

application was continuous and more informal. Besides the formal 

eligibility terms, admission was based on various criteria, including the 

content of the proposed research plan, which was occasionally required. In 

most situations, a person interested in postgraduate studies would start by 

contacting a potential supervisor in order to discuss a proposed research 

topic (Ahola 2007, 33-34). This is still the case today. 

The changes in the mid-1990s led to a bifurcation of the doctoral 

education system in Finland. On the one hand, there were graduate schools, 

which were usually inter-institutional and interdisciplinary or subject-

oriented networked programmes. They predominantly offered taught 

courses and some sort of organised supervision to full-time-employed PhD 

candidates37 expected to graduate in four years (Ahola 2007, 33). On the 

other hand, there was a continuation of the previously existing, loosely 

structured doctoral education and supervision provided by institutions and 

departments as part of their general research and teaching activities, which 

was mainly financed by the regular higher education budget. The latter 

provided a pool from which the majority of doctoral candidates came. 

Two overlapping groups could be distinguished among these, the 

first being university employees working on their doctorates alongside their 

other duties, who were a ‘traditional’ source of prospective PhD holders. 

                                                
37 The supervision was still not that good, according to the survey conducted in 1999: one in 
four doctoral students evaluated the supervision they received as unsatisfactory or poor 
(Ahola 2007, 35).  
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The second, newer group were self-funded doctoral candidates or those 

receiving grants from various independent foundations (Ahola 2007:33), 

which was primarily a result of the transformation of funding structures in 

Finland that occurred during the 1970s and 1980s. Namely, besides the 

state budget and a portion received from the Academy of Finland, 

additional funding started pouring in from different ministries for 

university-based applied research. The process intensified in the mid-1980s 

with the creation of the National Technology Agency (Tekes) supporting 

technology-oriented research. Additionally, more and more private funding 

started entering universities as the regulation became liberalised (Määttä 

2001, 140-141). 

As a result of these and above-cited changes, but also of the 

massification of the Finnish higher education system in general, by the end 

of the 1990s, the number of doctoral degrees almost tripled in comparison 

to a decade before (Määttä 2001, 141). Just as the general higher education 

transformation that occurred in Finland, the one pertaining to doctoral 

education was by no means a Finnish peculiarity. During the 1990s, there 

was still no coordinated policy endeavour coming from the EU (Zgaga 

2014), but many European countries had already taken measures to 

‘enhance the performance’ of doctoral education, as indicated in Chapter 1. 

In Finland, the changes were particularly prompted by the OECD review of 

Finnish science and technology policies conducted in 1987, which 

designated postgraduate training there as poorly organised (Ahola 2007, 

29-30). 

There are still some Finnish specificities in this first wave of changes 

to doctoral education, nonetheless. As was the case with changes to higher 

education in general, the ones concerning doctoral education were 

prompted by the economic depression the country experienced at the 

beginning of the 1990s. Graduate schools and centres of excellence were in 

this respect also considered to be a part of the strategy for ‘national 

survival’. The increase in doctoral degrees in the natural sciences, 

engineering and architecture, and agriculture and forestry, in addition to 
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economics and business studies, could be perceived as a direct result of 

Finnish higher education and science and technology policy endeavours 

(Määttä 2001, 142-144). 

An increase in doctoral degrees within fields such as arts, health 

care, and education could also be considered an outcome of policy change 

over the last decades of the 20th century, albeit not one significantly led by 

the preoccupation with ‘innovation’. Doctoral degrees in most subfields of 

arts, such as the fine arts, design, music, and theatre, were, in fact, 

introduced only during the 1990s, and healthcare and education preceded 

this trend only by a decade or two, respectively. It does not come as a 

surprise, then, that the number of degrees in all these fields rose in the last 

decade of the 20th century (Määttä 2001, 144). 

The above-average growth of doctoral degrees in the social sciences 

and the humanities, however, could not be understood in terms of explicit 

policy targets, which were at least neutral in this respect, if not dissuasive. 

Rather, their growth could be explained by a move from a two-cycle degree 

system (equivalent to bachelor’s and master’s) to the single basic degree 

(master’s) at the beginning of the 1980s, which provided a larger pool of 

potential PhD candidates. But perhaps an even stronger reason could be 

found in worsened career opportunities in the 1990s, since the economic 

depression also gave rise to austerity measures and a reduction of vacancies 

in the public sector, which served as the main segment of the labour market 

for graduates in humanities and social sciences (Määttä 2011, 144). 

However, since graduate schools were partly introduced as protection 

against graduate unemployment (Ahola 2007, 30), we could also see the 

growing number of PhDs in these fields as a policy effect, albeit an 

unintended one. 

The rise in the number of awarded doctoral degrees in the last 

decade of the 20th century has been noted in all academic fields, but their 

general distribution is uneven (Määttä 2011). The expansion has been 

particularly noticeable in fields of study that did not have a strong tradition 

of postgraduate education (Ahola 2007, 31). Consequently, the distribution 



 

 105 

of the growing number of doctoral degrees differed between Finnish 

universities. The number of doctoral defences increased more rapidly in 

newer universities, whereas universities in the capital region were clearly 

below average in terms of relative growth. The University of Helsinki has, 

in fact, shown the most modest expansion rates among these; even the 

Helsinki University of Technology had produced only a slightly higher 

number of doctoral degrees when compared to the national average, but it 

was clearly lower in comparison to other technical universities. 

Nevertheless, in absolute terms, the number of doctoral degrees awarded in 

the capital region remained by far the biggest when compared to the other 

parts of Finland. There are multiple reasons for such a situation, among 

which more substantial funding and career opportunities were not 

insignificant (Määttä 2001, 145-148). 

Despite decades of educational policies promoting equal 

opportunities in many European countries, by the end of the 20th century, 

higher education remained socially selective, especially when it came to 

doctoral education. At the turn of the century, doctoral candidates in 

Finland were mostly coming from the ethnic Finnish majority part of the 

population, although the number of theses written in English started to rise. 

Likewise, the sharp distinction between the gender lines continued despite 

the substantial growth of female doctoral degree holders (Ahola 2007, 34, 

36). 

Even though the rationale behind the PhD expansion was the 

increasing number of doctoral degree holders in the private sector, where 

they would be deployed as ‘resources’, by the beginning of the new 

millennium, only a quarter of them found their place there. These were 

predominantly PhD holders from technology fields. The majority of 

doctoral graduates in the fields of humanities and social sciences continued 

working for the public sector, and most of them were still university 

employees (Ahola 2007, 37). Engaging in the ‘full use’ of this ‘highly trained 

workforce’, nevertheless, remained mostly an aspiration rather than a 
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practice and proved to be full of frictional moments, as I show in the next 

chapter. 

 

 

PhDs for the Global Knowledge Economy 

  

The second wave of changes to doctoral education started in Finland as in 

other European countries in the first decade of the twenty-first century, but 

it intensified at the beginning of the second one. In fact, reforming doctoral 

education has been one of the most important topics when it comes to the 

Finnish higher education policy endeavours in the past decade (Kivistö, 

Pekkola, and Siekkinen 2017, 292). Still, the beginnings could be traced 

back to 2005-2006, when the national higher education quality assurance 

body–known at the time as the Finnish Higher Education Evaluation 

Council38–ordered an international review to investigate the strengths and 

challenges of PhD studies in the country. Titled ‘PhD Training and the 

Knowledge-Based Society: An Evaluation of Doctoral Education in Finland’ 

(Dill et al. 2006), the review report also provided a set of development 

targets that were in accordance with those at the EU level, intending to 

incorporate principles of the enterprise-cum-scalability model into the 

Finnish doctoral education landscape. 

The reform process in Finland picked up the pace in 2011 after the 

new Universities Act was already in practice. The Finnish Higher Education 

Evaluation Council launched another–this time national–review in order to 

investigate the implementation of the recommendations previously given 

by the international panel. The national quality assurance body was also to 

evaluate the state of doctoral education at the time. The conclusions drawn 

from this exercise were that the quality of doctoral education was generally 

high but that its delivery was uneven across universities and should be made 

more coherent (Aronen 2013, 4). 

                                                
38 This body has since been renamed the Finnish Education Evaluation Centre. 
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In the same year, the Academy of Finland published its own review. 

This review aimed to give proposals for the development of ‘high-quality, 

transparent and foreseeable doctoral education’. The Academy of Finland’s 

review comprised a set of reform recommendations for Finnish doctoral 

education. These included relinquishing the responsibility for doctoral 

education development to universities, which was to be audited externally; 

setting up the doctoral school(s) to coordinate the unit-level university 

doctoral training; making universities be in charge of the content, profiles, 

quality, and quantity of their doctoral programmes and dissertations as well 

as the process of their evaluation; and, finally, incorporating doctoral 

education funding into the regular university funding model rather than 

having grants allocated for specific doctoral programmes. The Academy of 

Finland’s review group also proposed that the legislation be modified so 

that, on the one hand, doctoral study rights–which last for life in principle 

in Finland–could be terminated in the case of prolonged studies, and, on 

the other hand, detailed regulations on dissertations would be abolished 

(Kivistö, Pekkola, and Siekkinen 2017, 295-296). 

The two reviews from 2011 led to a series of changes to Finnish 

doctoral education that were supported by other, broader policy 

documents, such as the one on the four-stage university career model, in 

which doctoral studies were defined as the initial phase (Kivistö, Pekkola, 

and Siekkinen 2017:292). Finnish policy endeavours pertaining to doctoral 

education continued being aligned with the EU ones. To promote their 

implementation, however, the government has used a set of policy 

instruments specific to Finland. These are only to a small degree of a 

regulative nature (legislation provides only a loose framework for doctoral 

degrees) and are also mostly of a financial and informational nature. 

Namely, a funding model was set up to reward the production of doctoral 

degrees as well as publications and ‘competitive research funding’ awarded 

for projects that doctoral candidates to a large extent end up realising. In 

addition, the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture has occasionally 

been releasing development guidelines, evaluations, and recommendations 
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backed up by performance negotiations and agreements the Ministry 

regularly made with the universities, through which the allocation of the 

strategic funding for universities was set (Kivistö, Pekkola, and Siekkinen 

2017, 296-299). 

The changes in national policies prompted the transformation of 

doctoral education at those Finnish higher education institutions that were 

offering it. At the University of Helsinki, the first steps were made in 2006, 

when the Academic Senate–still existing as the most important academic 

body at the time–published guidelines regarding postgraduate degrees. 

This initiative was expanded two years later, in the seminar of the Academic 

Affairs Council and Scientific Council, where it was agreed to create 

common criteria for doctoral work. But it was only after the new 

Universities Act was enacted that the process of doctoral education reform 

entered a more developed phase.  

In 2010, the rector’s decision (106/2010) established the Committee 

for Doctoral Education for the period from 2010-2012. This was a joint 

committee of the University of Helsinki’s Academic Affairs Council and the 

Scientific Council, attempting to merge issues pertaining to higher 

education with research matters. The Committee’s duties were, inter alia, 

to develop the structure and organisation of doctoral education as well as to 

follow developments in international and national doctoral education and 

identify good education models. In addition, the Committee was to develop 

guidelines regarding education leading to the doctoral degree and the 

related initiatives and recommendations (Aronen 2013:5). The rector’s 

decision (106/2010) establishing the Committee for Doctoral Education 

emphasised that doctoral education was to develop ‘high-level and 

international competitiveness operational models from the university’s own 

departure point’. The Committee for Doctoral Education started preparing 

common doctorate principles in spring 2011, and a year later, it published a 

memo. 

It was, however, in 2012 that the whole doctoral education reform 

process took full speed once the situation at the national level became 
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clearer. At the end of March, the rector of the University of Helsinki 

established a development project for doctoral education (68/2012). The 

proclaimed aim of this project was to clarify–in cooperation with faculties 

and, at the time, operating doctoral programmes–what organisational 

model works the best for the University of Helsinki. It was within this 

project that the proposal for organising doctoral education from 2014 

onwards was made. This was the responsibility of the Committee for 

Doctoral Education, whose term was extended until the end of 2013 

(rector’s decision 233/2012). For this purpose, the Committee met 16 times 

in 2012 and 7 times in the first months of 2013. In addition, the 

development project had a steering group. The steering group discussed the 

Doctoral Education Committee’s proposal throughout the preparation 

process, but its specific purpose was to deal with the principles of funding 

of doctoral studies at the University of Helsinki (Aronen 2013, 5-7). 

Besides discussing the matters internally, the Committee for 

Doctoral Education launched a university-wide debate about the 

reorganisation of doctoral education during the spring of 2012. The 

declared goal of this process was to come up with ‘the best possible way’ to 

organise doctoral education (Aronen 2013, 2). The Committee for Doctoral 

Education prepared material containing multiple models for the 

organisation of doctoral education, which was sent out to the University of 

Helsinki’s faculties to the–at the time still functioning–Academy of 

Finland’s doctoral programmes as well as to the International Advisory 

Board. In fact, two commenting rounds were organised in each of the 

semesters of the academic year 2012/2013. Finally, an open discussion 

event was arranged in autumn of 2012 (Aronen 2013, 2, 6). 

The background for the doctoral education reform at the University 

of Helsinki was the two above-mentioned national evaluations of doctoral 

education conducted in 2011. In addition, the debate was influenced by 

another set of recommendations from the Academy of Finland as well as 

inputs from the University of Helsinki’s International Advisory Board, the 

University’s 2013-2016 Strategy, and the 2012 University Reform Group. 
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All these groups proposed systematisation and unification of 

doctoral education (Aronen 2013:4). Standardising doctoral education, in 

addition to ‘safeguarding its quality’, thus became one of the main 

proclaimed aims of doctoral education reorganisation. Another official aim 

of the reform was to enhance PhD knowledge assets themselves by setting 

up means for the development of the content of doctoral education and the 

quality of the supervision of doctoral candidates. Likewise, the 

improvement of the national and international visibility and 

comprehensibility of doctoral education, as well as its profiling, was at the 

top of the reform agenda (Aronen 2013, 2,7,17,18). Combined, all these aims 

were aligned with suggestions already formulated at the EU level (cf. 

Kivistö, Pekkola, and Siekkinen 2017). 

  

 

Gutting and Reconstructing Doctoral Enterprise 

  

Backing up their decision to a certain degree using the above-mentioned 

recommendations pertaining to doctoral education in Finnish institutions 

in general and the University of Helsinki in particular, the Doctoral 

Education Committee proposed a doctoral school model in the material that 

was sent out for commenting (Aronen 2013, 4). The model with doctoral 

schools was deemed by the Committee to be generally comprehensible, 

internationally known, and widely in use at European universities and some 

Finnish ones. The doctoral school model was also considered by the 

proposers to have better possibilities for obtaining national and 

international funding compared to individual actors (Aronen 2013, 18). 

Finally, the Committee saw this model as applicable to the University of 

Helsinki, which was proclaimed to be particularly important (Aronen 2013). 

During the commenting rounds, participants could choose one of 

the proposed variants (which included models from one to four doctoral 

schools) or make their own proposals. Reportedly reflecting on the 

comments and the feedback that the prepared material received, the 
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Doctoral Education Committee released a white paper at the beginning of 

April 2013. There it was stated that a variant with four doctoral schools 

would be best suited, as only in the four-doctoral school model were actors 

from all fields of doctoral education seemingly able to ‘find their place’.39 

They were to be sorted in the following way: Doctoral School in Humanities 

and Social Sciences, Doctoral School in Natural Sciences, Doctoral School 

in Health Sciences, and Doctoral School of Environmental, Food and 

Biological Sciences (Aronen 2013:2,4). The final decision on doctoral 

schools was made by the University Board at the end of April 2013, who 

approved the structure proposed by the Doctoral Education Committee. 

According to the Doctoral Education Committee’s White Paper, the 

doctoral schools were envisioned to consist of doctoral programmes. To 

enable this, at the beginning of May 2013, the rector issued a decision 

(82/2013) in which guidelines for establishing doctoral programmes were 

set, which led to the formation of 32 programmes in June 2013. Through 

the same decision (126/2013) by which programmes were established, the 

rector also approved the budget for doctoral schools and programmes. In 

August 2013, principles for the organisation and governance of a doctoral 

school and programmes were established through another rector’s decision 

(141/2013). The University of Helsinki’s doctoral programmes and schools 

themselves started functioning several months after that, i.e., in January 

2014. 

From the proposal of the Doctoral Education Committee, we can 

read that the doctoral school structure was to be focused on PhD knowledge 

production, which was, in turn, envisioned as interdisciplinary and 

multidisciplinary. Following the enterprise-cum-scalability model, doctoral 

schools were to bypass already existing faculty and campus relations and 

were to revolve around management of PhD knowledge assets. In the 

structure of doctoral education, it was emphasised as being important to 

take care that no boundaries or ‘cooperation barriers’ were generated. 

                                                
39 More recently, however, the proposal to further centralise doctoral education by reducing 
it to one doctoral school started circulating. 
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Moreover, the structure of doctoral education was to be as administratively 

light as possible, and the organisational model was to be malleable so it 

could be changed once the ‘experience’ from the operation of doctoral 

schools and programmes was generated (Aronen 2013, 2). 

Despite the attempt to thoroughly reconstruct the doctoral 

education landscape, it proved to be impossible to do away with all 

previously existing relationships at once. Thus, according to the Doctoral 

Education Committee proposal, faculties would remain in charge of the 

quality of degrees and grant the study rights and degrees as well as make a 

few other important decisions (Aronen 2013, 2;14). In fact, doctoral 

education in Helsinki was to be restructured according to a ‘three-level 

model’, just as was the case with many other Finnish universities (Kivistö, 

Pekkola, and Siekkinen 2017, 300). The new administrative structures 

(doctoral schools and programmes) were envisioned to form the upper and 

the lower part, with the old structures (faculties and departments) being 

tucked in between. Academic disciplines, however, were obviated in the new 

organisation of doctoral education even though it was within them that the 

actual knowledge production continued to happen. 

The main task of doctoral schools was to manage their doctoral 

programmes (Aronen 2013, 2, 9). Doctoral schools were also understood to 

be intersection points between university’s other units pertaining to PhD 

education, both old and new (i.e., faculties, departments, and doctoral 

programmes). The list of specific duties of doctoral schools in the 

Committee’s proposal was long. They were to obtain funding together with 

its doctoral programmes, participate in allocating resources to doctoral 

programmes, and define criteria for additional funding for doctoral 

programmes (the rector would decide based on criteria prepared by the 

doctoral school). Doctoral schools were also to take care of contacts between 

their own doctoral programmes and other universities in Finland and 

abroad, follow international developments, and advance cooperation 

between doctoral programmes. Likewise, they were to develop doctoral 

education in their fields, offer support in ‘quality management’ to 
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university’s other units involved in doctoral education, plan and realise with 

them ‘general training provision’ to doctoral candidates, and give 

recommendations regarding the faculty’s decisions about 

establishing/discontinuing a doctoral programme. Furthermore, doctoral 

schools were to coordinate application periods and application procedures 

of their doctoral programmes in cooperation with faculties and 

departments; to advertise their programmes nationally and internationally, 

together with faculties, departments, and doctoral programmes; to 

coordinate good practices of their programmes and follow their realisation; 

to support doctoral programmes, faculties, and departments in the 

application of good practices; and to organise, when needed, the education 

of supervisors in cooperation with faculties and departments (Aronen 2013, 

12-13). 

Every doctoral school was to have a director and a steering group, 

which would have representation from all the key actors in the programme 

(e.g., administrators from the faculty, department, and doctoral 

programme belonging to it). In addition, doctoral candidates would have 

their own representatives. Finally, a doctoral school steering group was to 

have a coordinator (Aronen 2013, 13). It was this group of people that was, 

in practice, supposed to realise the numerous objectives set upon the 

doctoral school even though for most, this was on top of their other work. 

The doctoral programmes themselves were also to be focused on 

exploiting knowledge resources. They were to revolve around ‘scientific 

fields’. One ‘scientific field’ was not meant to have more than one doctoral 

programme. The constitution of a doctoral programme was directly tied to 

the production of doctoral degrees: at least ten of these should annually 

come out of it. Hitherto existing social structures were ‘collapsible’ within 

the new doctoral programmes (Aronen 2013, 2, 4, 9-11). 

The ‘scientific communities’ within doctoral programmes–

envisioned to be self-sustaining without any institutional support–were 

‘allowed’ to network with other ‘scientific communities’ within and beyond 

the University of Helsinki on a contractual basis (i.e., written cooperation 
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principles). In ‘networked doctoral programmes’, every doctoral candidate 

was to have a home faculty and a home university in which they would 

pursue a doctoral degree according to the degree requirements. Doctoral 

programmes themselves were to be responsible for network cooperation 

and cooperation principles. Decisions related to cooperation principles 

were to be made by the doctoral programme steering group (Aronen 2013, 

2, 10-11). 

The doctoral programme was to report its activities to the doctoral 

school, faculty, department, and ‘other cooperation parties’. Already 

existing databases of students and researchers were to be developed in 

order to be able to monitor the work of doctoral programmes. All doctoral 

candidates were to belong to some doctoral programme, and each doctoral 

candidate could belong only to one programme. Doctoral candidates could 

be differently funded. They could also work part-time (Aronen 2013, 2, 10-

12). 

Doctoral programmes were to offer doctoral candidates academic 

supervision and teaching. It was envisioned that doctoral candidates could 

also participate in the education of doctoral programmes other than their 

own, in both their and other doctoral schools. A doctoral programme was to 

apply in its education ‘common good practices’ developed by its doctoral 

school. All new doctoral programmes were to be established until further 

notice, meaning that they could be dissolved at any point. Doctoral 

programmes established before 2013 were either to become a part of a new 

programme until they end or they were to form the basis of a new 

programme, which would, according to the reform principles, have a wide 

base (Aronen 2013, 2,10-12). 

Just like doctoral schools, every doctoral programme was to have a 

director and a steering group, which would have representation from all of 

the key actors affiliated with the programme (e.g., administrators from the 

faculty, department, university, ‘research community’). Likewise, doctoral 

candidates would have their own representation there (Aronen 2013, 11). 

Finally, as in doctoral schools, doctoral programmes would also have a 
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coordinator, with the difference being that the doctoral programme 

coordinator might take care of more than one doctoral programme (Aronen 

2013, 12). This, in practice, meant that everyone was bound to be 

overworked. 

 

  

PhD Reform through Friction 

  

Reconfiguration of the doctoral education landscape at the University of 

Helsinki unsurprisingly generated numerous moments of friction, which 

always arise when universalist models are deployed (Tsing 2005). I was able 

to catch a glimpse of these during my fieldwork. For instance, in 2015, I 

participated in a couple of workshops where mid-level administrators–in 

this context designated as ‘doctoral education service providers’–discussed 

serious struggles they have in dealing with gaps between what the situation 

at the University of Helsinki was supposed to be and what it actually was. 

What seemed to be one of the key issues concerned the provision of 

‘common experience’ to prospective doctoral candidates. Particularly 

problematic ‘customers’ in this sense were international doctoral 

candidates, who seemed to be the primary target of the administrators’ 

efforts. In fact, the ‘preferences of international doctoral candidates’ 

reportedly shaped the whole doctoral education reform. Still, over a year 

after the new doctoral schools and programmes were enacted, even the 

basic provision of the information in three languages (Finnish, Swedish, 

and English) and its concentrated distribution, in particular, proved to be 

practically insurmountable challenges due to the highly asymmetrical 

university landscape. This situation only worsened as the university 

landscape itself was thoroughly gutted and reconstructed from 2015-2017 

since a few communication channels that were hitherto functioning were 

removed along the way. 

Other issues with reconstructing the doctoral education landscape 

according to the principles of the enterprise-cum-scalability model also 
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appeared, a part of which was related to the ‘Big Wheel’ project that was 

underway at the same time. Although the effect of the degree reform on 

doctoral education was very mild, especially when compared to the major 

changes it has brought to the bachelor’s and master’s degrees, significant 

frictional moments could be observed there, nonetheless. There were two 

major focus areas for doctoral education within the ‘Big Wheel’. The first 

one pertained to the content and structure of doctoral degrees and 

dissertation general principles. An important part was played by the 

number of extra credits doctoral candidates were supposed to accumulate 

on top of their thesis work. These differed significantly across faculties. 

The initial proposal was to have forty-five credits, and it was mostly 

received without much contention since, in many faculties, the previous 

requirement was sixty credits. The proposal was, nevertheless, received 

with opposition from the Doctoral School and the faculty located in the 

medical campus. As the director of the doctoral school situated there 

explained, their students already had difficulties meeting the requirements 

that they had at the time, which entailed earning 40 credits. Many of them 

worked as clinicians in the University Hospital in addition to working 

toward their PhD, so raising the required credits would make an already 

challenging situation unbearable for them. The lobbying efforts from the 

medical campus eventually bore fruit, which is how the requirement of forty 

credits was set for all the University of Helsinki’s doctoral candidates. 

The other key focus areas for doctoral education within the ‘Big 

Wheel’ were general admission principles and application periods, of which 

the latter proved to be particularly problematic. The initial proposal from 

the Doctoral Education Committee was to have two admission deadlines per 

year. That was in accordance with the practices in the humanities and social 

sciences campus, but not with the other campuses, so this proposal was met 

with even louder opposition. As an interlocutor from the Kumpula campus 

explained to me, the practice in natural sciences was to have continuous 

admission rounds since the employment of PhD candidates depended on 

the funding decisions, and these were happening all year long. When I asked 
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why it would be a problem to wait for a while, I received the answer that the 

people prefer to start working straight away. At the same time, people would 

not want to start their work without admission, as then they would not be 

paid for the work they do. This was such a sharp difference from the 

situation in my own campus, where only a privileged few ended up being 

financially compensated for their work right at the beginning of their 

doctoral studies, and many even managed to graduate without receiving any 

funding at all. 

In any case, standardising admission periods across the university 

proved to be a much more difficult task than unifying the number of credits. 

Eventually, the Doctoral Education Committee’s proposal was dropped 

after strong lobbying endeavours in favour of a hybrid system where two 

application rounds were initially kept in those fields where these were 

already established, and four additional rounds in selected doctoral 

programmes were organised. The process still seems to be undergoing a 

change, as in 2020, the rector made a new decision according to which the 

maximum number of application rounds was reduced to five.  

 

 

Welcome to PhD Makeshift 

  

The incessant tampering with the doctoral education landscape in the past 

several years could be clearly followed through the orientation sessions for 

the newly admitted PhD candidates, which, unlike the thesis public 

examination, has been shifting almost continuously. Moreover, due to the 

ongoing turbulence at the university, the individual organisers also kept 

periodically changing, and the new administrators in charge of the event 

could not rely on substantive prior experience in arranging this event. This 

could already be observed in the orientation session for international PhD 

candidates that was held in the City Centre Campus at the beginning of the 

academic year 2014/2015. Hitherto organised by the faculty staff in charge 

of doctoral education, the session was now passed down to the coordinator 
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of the newly formed doctoral school. What this change of organisers 

resulted in was a series of peculiarities when compared to the session held 

a year before, which I attended as a newcomer to the university. 

First, and most obvious, I could observe the absence of hot 

beverages and buns, which the new organiser, due to his inexperience, 

simply forgot to order in time. This might seem trivial, but it completely 

transformed the overall atmosphere in the room. Lacking the usual smells 

of coffee and cinnamon, the gathering lost an element of intimacy 

characterising a cosy get-together that the orientation session appeared to 

be the year before. 

What further contributed to the orientation session in 2014 feeling 

less intimate than the previous one was the fact that it had more attendees 

since it was held for ‘international doctoral students’ of all faculties in the 

City Centre Campus. This, too, could be explained by the change of the 

organiser. Namely, as the gathering had become a task of the doctoral 

school coordinator rather than a postgraduate coordinator at a single 

faculty, it made sense to invite all international doctoral candidates 

affiliated with it. 

Finally, the change of the organiser led to slight modifications in the 

programme as well. A presentation by a PhD branch of the international 

student association at the University of Helsinki was replaced with a talk by 

one of the recently graduated international doctoral candidates, who shared 

her own experience of doing a PhD in Helsinki. Again, this was because the 

new organiser lacked the ties with the international student association that 

his predecessor established. 

Otherwise, the orientation session in 2014 was almost 

indistinguishable from the one arranged the year before, both being held on 

an already somewhat dark autumn morning. Even the venue of a meeting 

room on the top floor of the university’s Main library remained the same. 

Since both sessions were dedicated solely to international doctoral 

candidates, they were held in English. Apart from the already mentioned 

differences, the programme was practically identical, being delivered by the 
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very same people in both years. An international affairs officer welcomed 

foreign students to the University of Helsinki, sharing with them some of 

the peculiarities about living in Finland. A representative of the student 

services gave the attendees some practical information about their studies. 

A library officer provided newly admitted international doctoral candidates 

with information about the organisation for which she worked. Just like in 

2013, the orientation session organised the following year ended with a 

Q&A session before doctoral candidates went off on their own, 

predominantly to one of the neighbouring student cafeterias, as it was 

already lunchtime. 

The following autumn, the organisation of the orientation session 

for new doctoral candidates in social sciences was passed back to the 

postgraduate studies coordinator at the Faculty of Social Sciences, who, 

however, now joined forces with the coordinator of three doctoral 

programmes hosted by the same faculty. The programme of the event, 

which was this time moved to one of the auditoriums of the university’s 

Main building, was radically transformed. First, it was rescheduled from the 

morning to the afternoon, and it was stretched from less than three to over 

five hours. Also, it was now meant to be for both domestic and international 

doctoral candidates in the doctoral programme. This resulted in a 

compromise. There was no separate event being held in Finnish, but also, 

the part addressing international candidates was condensed to a single 

presentation. 

Most of the afternoon was spent on presentations by various officials 

connected to doctoral education at the faculty, with additional talks related 

to funding and supervision as well as career services at the University. 

Before going to the reception with wine and snacks, I gave a short 

presentation on behalf of the newly established PhD Student Association, 

of which I was serving as a board member at the time. The invitation to 

speak at the event was a product of the ties the association built with the 

doctoral programme coordinator (this is expanded upon in Chapter 6). 
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Besides changing the venue to another university building and being 

slightly shorter, the orientation session went practically unchanged in 2016 

before undergoing another big transformation in the autumn of 2017. With 

a splashy title PhD Kick-off event, the orientation session was now 

organised by the newly formed doctoral education services for all doctoral 

candidates at the University. It was moved to City Hall, and its beginning 

was scheduled for a late afternoon. A two-and-a-half-hour occasion was 

held in English and consisted of brief speeches by the organisers from the 

City of Helsinki, University of Helsinki, and Association of University of 

Helsinki PhD Students, with the latter part of the event being dedicated to 

mingling while having wine and cheese in the midst of info booths 

presenting various associations and initiatives at the University and in the 

City. 

Despite a proclaimed plan to hold the same type of event twice a year 

in the future, the following PhD Kick-off was held only at the end of 

November 2018 and in the Main University Building, not at City Hall. Half 

a year later, at another unrelated event, the head of the doctoral education 

services said that they had problems with attracting PhD candidates to this 

gathering, which is not that surprising considering that they were organised 

by administrative structures that were not rooted in any pre-existing social 

relations (they rose out of the turbulent ‘Change Programme’ discussed in 

the previous chapter). Perhaps this inability to mobilise enough doctoral 

candidates was the reason why I have found no information about any such 

event being organised in autumn 2019. Neither was one organised in the 

autumn of 2020, but that is not entirely indicative of the situation since 

2020 was an atypical year overall due to the COVID-19 pandemic. I did, 

however, notice that the organisation of orientation sessions in 2021, now 

being held online due to the pandemic, was reverted to doctoral schools, 

where more practical information related to doctoral studies at the 

University of Helsinki was reintroduced.  
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Navigating the Frictional Doctoral Education Landscape 

  

What all the changes to doctoral education at the University of Helsinki in 

the past decade led to is turning the binary structure of the system designed 

in the 1990s into a ‘schizophrenic one’ (cf. Shore 2010). This creates a lot of 

problems for the administrative staff dealing with PhD candidates, who, 

being continuously shuffled themselves, seem to always be overworked. 

Likewise, it presents difficulties to the directors of doctoral programmes, 

who are forced to figure out to whom to send a PhD application for 

evaluation, since disciplines, which still provide the most common structure 

for arranging academic work, are erased from the application form. Finally, 

it poses serious challenges to doctoral candidates themselves, as on their 

road to earning a PhD, they are forced to take up the task of navigating the 

frictional doctoral education landscape. 

This becomes clear to prospective PhD candidates when browsing 

admission criteria. Before they can send out their application with a 

research plan, a study plan, a funding plan, and other potential 

attachments, applicants should spend considerable time preparing for the 

application. After determining that they are eligible for doctoral education 

at the University of Helsinki and familiarising themselves with language 

requirements, prospective doctoral candidates should choose one of the 32 

doctoral programmes that would match their research topic and 

background. Since doctoral programmes are clustered in doctoral schools, 

it is this administrative entity that a prospective doctoral candidate at the 

University of Helsinki first comes across. 

Once they have identified a doctoral programme of their choice, 

applicants should immediately start browsing the research profiles of the 

supervisors affiliated with a programme, since many doctoral programmes 

require potential doctoral candidates to have one or even two supervisors 

at the time of submitting their application. Alternatively, the applicants 

might reach out to their previously existing contacts or browse the 
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University of Helsinki’s Research Portal, but then they must pay attention 

to which doctoral programmes those individuals are affiliated with, if any. 

Applicants’ struggle with the administrative structures at that point 

is still not over because even though they apply to a programme in a school, 

prospective doctoral candidates obtain their study right from a faculty. This 

is not a trivial distinction because faculties award different degrees. In the 

case of some doctoral programmes, the situation is fairly simple if a faculty 

completely matches a doctoral programme. For instance, the Doctoral 

Programme in Law is the responsibility of the Faculty of Law, which awards 

the degree of Doctor (or Licentiate) of Laws. In the case of most of the 

doctoral programmes, however, the situation is–for one reason or another–

more complicated. A faculty can host several programmes, but a single 

programme could also be split between several faculties. For instance, the 

faculty responsible for the Doctoral Programme in Plant Sciences is the 

Faculty of Biological and Environmental Sciences, but the programme’s 

partner faculty is the Faculty of Agriculture. So, people graduating there 

might end up with either the degree of Doctor of Philosophy or the degree 

of Doctor of Science. 

Even in cases where one is graduating from the same faculty, the 

situation with a degree might not be straightforward. For instance, the 

Faculty of Theology might award either the degree of Doctor of Theology or 

Doctor of Philosophy to doctoral candidates affiliated with a programme it 

participates in. Similarly, the Faculty of Educational Sciences might award 

a PhD in Education Sciences as well as a PhD in Education, but only to those 

who have completed advanced studies in that field. 

The worst-case scenario is when more than two faculties participate 

in a doctoral programme. For instance, the faculty responsible for the 

Doctoral Programme in Microbiology and Biotechnology is Agriculture and 

Forestry, which partners with three other faculties to deliver the 

programme: Biological and Environmental Sciences, Veterinary Medicine, 

and Medicine. Accordingly, doctoral candidates in this doctoral programme 

might obtain the following titles: Doctor of Food Sciences, Doctor of Science 
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(Agriculture and Forestry), Doctor of Veterinary Medicine, Doctor of 

Medical Science, Doctor of Dental Science, or Doctor of Philosophy. 

A somewhat less labyrinthine but equally frustrating situation 

awaits doctoral candidates at the very end of their studies. Namely, when 

one wants to submit a doctoral thesis for preliminary examination, one 

needs to check out the student pages pertaining to their doctoral 

programme giving general descriptions of the process. From there, 

however, doctoral candidates need to visit their faculty’s pages where 

specific information is found. Moreover, since it is the faculty council that 

appoints the preliminary thesis examiners, doctoral candidates have to 

coordinate with the council meetings if they are to keep some sort of 

schedule. For this, however, they would need extra clicks, since the 

information about actual meetings of the faculty council can be found only 

via the university’s intranet pages. Doctoral candidates would need to pay 

attention to how long in advance they should submit their dissertation since 

the timelines between faculties differ. To make the situation a bit more 

bearable, some programmes started putting the actual submission 

deadlines on their (doctoral) student pages, but this is still not the case for 

every doctoral programme. 

Another round of ordeal starts once doctoral candidates receive 

their permission to defend from the faculty’s council. This is when the loss 

of disciplinary curators, who would take care of the most of practicalities 

prior to the administration reform, becomes particularly palpable to them. 

While doctoral candidates receive some help from the postgraduate 

coordinator at their faculties, they still need to deal on their own with 

publishing their thesis, delivering it on time for a mandatory public display, 

booking the room for the public examination, promoting their defence and 

making a few other practical arrangements for it.  

All this adds extra stress to already distressed doctoral candidates. 

Many of doctoral candidates who reached that stage complained to me 

about it. Being already swamped with their scholarly activity pertaining to 

finalising their dissertations, my interlocutors felt that having to deal with 
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such a heavy bureaucracy at that point almost pushed them over the edge. 

Approaching the same stage, myself, I could not but share their feelings, 

and part of this frustration was certainly channelled through these pages. 

 

  

Conclusion 

  

In this chapter, I have examined the changes that the landscape of Finnish 

doctoral education went through over the last two and a half decades. Just 

like the transformation of higher education in general, the most recent 

reconfiguration of the doctoral landscape was related to the ‘global 

knowledge economy’ policy endeavours and, thus, could be conceived of as 

yet another attempt to introduce principles of the enterprise-cum-

scalability model. These efforts proved yet again to be only partially 

successful, resulting in a landscape haunted by the coexistence of disparate 

or even antagonistic elements that PhD candidates end up navigating. 

  



 

 125 

Chapter 5 

Turning PhDs into Knowledge Nonsoels 

 

  

In December 2015, nearly two years after the launch of the new PhD schools 

and programmes at the University of Helsinki, officials of the Doctoral 

School in Humanities and Social Sciences (also known as HYMY40) 

organised the first HYMY Day. The proclaimed aim of this gathering that 

lasted several hours was to provide a forum for doctoral candidates and 

their supervisors. The first HYMY day was deemed such a success that the 

event developed into an annual occasion, albeit with slight changes to the 

format. 

The 2015 gathering was held in the Porthania building, which I have 

mentioned many times now. In fact, the biggest part of the event was held 

in the last of the three big lecture halls on the Porthania’s ground floor. This 

hall was next to the auditorium where the debate about the review process 

that I used to open my dissertation was held, and across the hall was the 

area squatted by university occupiers as described in Chapter 3. In addition, 

the first HYMY Day stretched to the Porthania ground floor corridors and 

the student cafeteria on the floor above. 

The 2015 HYMY Day started at 2 p.m. with a brief welcome address 

from the doctoral school director. About a dozen doctoral candidates then 

gave short presentations on their PhD research and experiences. This was 

followed by a coffee break and a panel titled ‘The Future of Doctoral Thesis 

in Humanities and Social Sciences’. The day concluded with a food and wine 

reception in the evening that was accompanied by poster presentations 

from doctoral candidates. 

                                                
40 This abbreviation means smile in Finnish, and it is just one example of the way in which 
abbreviations designating new university structures have been used in Helsinki as a 
branding tool. I already mentioned HiLIFE, but there is also SEDUCE (an abbreviation for 
the Doctoral Programme of School, Education, Society, and Culture) and HYPE (an 
abbreviation for the Centre for University Teaching and Learning). 
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The panel session was thematically the most coherent part of the 

day. It lasted approximately one and a half hours and revolved around the 

idea of completing doctoral studies in four years. The pre-set questions 

posed to the panellists were: ‘How does the four-year ideal schedule affect 

doctoral dissertations? Is quality in danger? What kind of expectations it 

casts on doctoral candidates, supervisors and doctoral education in the UH? 

Is the status of doctoral dissertation as publication under change?’. 

The preoccupation with the four-year limit of doctoral studies is not 

something new. It was one of the central ideas behind establishing the 

Finnish graduate school system in 1995. Still, twenty years later in 2015, the 

normative duration of studies continued to be one of the main issues in 

doctoral education reform. In fact, the idea of four years permeated many 

events I attended during my fieldwork. The difference between the other 

events and the event I observed on that unusually warm, wet winter 

Thursday in 2015 was the extent to which HYMY Day elaborated on the 

topic. 

The room in which the panel was held contained one hundred and 

forty seats. Only every third or fourth one was occupied, even though HYMY 

counted nearly two thousand doctoral candidates at the time. Nevertheless, 

those in attendance became quite active during the discussion. Likewise, the 

attending supervisors, most of whom already participated on the steering 

committees for the HYMY doctoral programmes, became quite vocal during 

the event. The majority of the doctoral candidates and supervisors who were 

present at the panel also attended the first part of the HYMY Day 

comprising PhD candidates’ presentations and stayed for the reception and 

poster presentations afterwards. 

In contrast, several leading administrators of doctoral education, 

who were directly engaged in constructing new doctoral programmes and 

schools, came specifically for the panel session. At that point, they were still 

in the Administration building, so popping in for this portion of the 

programme did not require much effort as they only needed to walk a couple 
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of dozen steps across a small square. Nevertheless, their decision to show 

up at all indicated the importance of the issue, especially since the timing of 

the panel extended beyond their working hours. On the other hand, the 

scheduling perhaps caused them to be quite passive and fatigued after a 

long day, which was probably why I observed one of them briefly dozing off 

during the event. 

The doctoral school director acted as the chair and opened the panel. 

Two of the directors of doctoral programmes from the school then delivered 

their introductions. This was followed by brief addresses from two less 

senior academics. One of them was a postdoc and a former supervisee of the 

director of the doctoral school, and the other one was a university lecturer 

and co-author of a Finnish-language manual for completing PhD studies 

published earlier that year.41 Finally, the student representative in the 

doctoral school said a few words before the Q&A part began. 

The director of the doctoral school immediately explained the 

rationale of completing a PhD thesis in four years. She said this was not only 

a dream or a mere expectation of the decisionmakers, but it was something 

very concrete since it would most likely affect the resources of every 

programme in the future. The director explained that she envisioned the 

success of the programmes in the doctoral schools being measured at least 

partially by the amount of time used by every doctoral candidate for 

doctoral training. The panellists were to discuss the means for decreasing 

the completion time for doctoral studies. Completing doctoral studies could 

easily take a full decade but usually took an average of seven to eight years 

at the faculties affiliated with HYMY. 

In this chapter, I investigate the way in which contemporary 

reconfigurations of the doctoral education landscape affect internal social 

formations. I first focus on suggestions that doctoral candidates in 

humanities and social sciences received that afternoon and relate them to 

                                                
41 This same person wrote a Finnish-language manual for completing master’s studies 
several years before the one on PhD studies. 
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the attempts to reconfigure the PhD process according to the model of 

scalable enterprise. I also highlight some of the moments of friction that 

these attempts generated. I then discuss the career advice that doctoral 

candidates have received in different seminars and courses organised by the 

University of Helsinki. I show that both recommendations about academic 

and non-academic careers for PhD holders entail their reconstitution as an 

expandable collection of knowledge resources, deprived of their formative 

academic relationships. I also point out some discrepancies involved in this 

endeavour.       

 

 

Projectification of PhDs       

 

Unsurprisingly, the introduction of the abstract time-reckoning as a 

universal measure of value within capitalism has played an important role 

in the process of transforming doctorates into scalable enterprises. It has 

also generated conflict with concrete experiences of time as is usually the 

case (Bear 2014). Tim Ingold (2000) explained twenty years ago that 

capitalism did not replace socially embedded (i.e., task-oriented) time with 

the abstract time of a mechanical clock but rather introduced a dialectic 

between the two. Within the university context, this dialectic produces 

friction in student lives (Nielsen 2015) but perhaps even more so in the lives 

of researchers.  

The ‘projectification’ of academic work plays a particular role in this 

process, i.e the expansion of the project format as the dominant way to 

organise research endeavours. With its strict boundaries, the project format 

is a perfect instrument for the numerous contemporary scalable endeavours 

in many societies across the world. In academia, a project provides a way to 

realise Mode 2 knowledge production. With its emphasis on breaking 

boundaries between disciplines, sectors, and countries in an attempt to 
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produce knowledge that will give one market advantage, it needs something 

to hold it together. Nevertheless, the project format is embedded in a 

specific temporality (i.e., project time) that conflicts with the temporality 

inherent to the research activity (i.e., process time). Unlike the project time, 

the process time has no strict temporal limits, schedules, linear progress, 

universality, predictability, or single tempo. In contrast, the project time is 

fixed-term, cumulative, context-free, anticipatory, fast-paced, and 

composed of milestones. Just like any of the clock-mediated temporalities, 

the project time is commodified, controlled, compressed, and colonised 

(Ylijoki 2016).  

As is the case with the clock and the task-oriented time in general, 

the project time does not replace the process time in academia but functions 

along with it, producing friction. These moments of friction are observable 

in the lives of all scholars, even though some academic fields, such as STEM 

subjects, are more aligned with them than others. Corina Balaban, who 

conducted a comparative study on the experiences of PhD candidates from 

different disciplines at European and American universities, has already 

observed that recent policy changes resulted in a complete overload for the 

PhD candidates. They are now ‘expected to produce groundbreaking 

research and complete their PhD within the normative time frame of three 

years’ (Balaban 2017, 8). In humanities and social sciences, temporal 

conflicts have been particularly pronounced (Ylijoki 2016), leading to the 

panel organised for the 2015 HYMY Day. 

The first conclusion that all the panellists agreed upon was imposing 

narrower thesis boundaries. If the thesis time is decreased, then the thesis 

itself should also be reduced. One of the doctoral programme directors 

speaking on the panel described her experience: 

  

If I look back to my own thesis, it was far too extensive, because 

when I defended there was a requirement in psychology of at least 

five internationally published articles. So I had six, five published, 
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and one under review. So that’s far too much and that's a ridiculous 

amount of work for a doctoral thesis (…) I’m really glad that the 

rector now stated from three to five, I think three is quite enough for 

four years. 

  

Imposing stricter limits on the PhD was seen as beneficial for reducing the 

pressure on doctoral candidates both during and after their PhD studies. 

This same doctoral programme director stated, ‘It’s really important to keep 

something for the first postdoc years’. Furthermore, reducing the thesis 

requirements was considered crucial to maintaining the high quality of the 

doctorates. However, this had implications for understanding the new PhD 

vis-à-vis the old one. 

That became palpable during the introduction from the other 

doctoral programme director on the panel. He brought with him two 

doctoral theses: one written by a renowned professor at the University of 

Helsinki from the end of the 1980s and another written by an author who 

was (fortunately) not disclosed to the audience from 2015. To explain the 

difference between the two theses, the PhD programme director threw both 

theses in the air and then dropped them, allowing the more boisterous, 

quashing sound from an old monograph twice as thick to speak for itself. 

Just to make sure everyone got the message, the programme director stated 

that the two theses were not comparable for apparent reasons. 

The other doctoral programme director speaking on the panel 

challenged the concept of using the thesis size as a measure of its success. 

She explained that in her career, she had seen many ‘very bad, very long 

PhDs’. The director gave the example of a doctoral candidate who wrote a 

400-page PhD that neither of her two preliminary examiners accepted. 

After considering whether to drop the PhD work, the candidate completely 

rewrote the manuscript and eventually earned the highest possible grade. 

The other programme director immediately conceded that length does not 

relate to quality. However, his message that both the old and the new theses 
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had ‘good stuff’, but the old one had more, continued to ring in the 

auditorium until the end of the event. 

The doctoral candidates were particularly concerned that both the 

old and the new theses were in circulation with the strong ideas attached to 

them and that under the current regime, doctoral candidates were bound to 

fail one way or the other. On the one hand, if doctoral candidates closely 

followed the schedule, at least a few of their senior colleagues would label 

their doctorates as inferior, and this fact would explain all the weak spots in 

their PhDs, which might appear in any academic work. On the other hand, 

if doctoral candidates allowed the thesis to unravel according to its own 

temporal logic and extend the normative period, their PhD studies would 

be marked as unsuccessful by several other individuals. Some of my 

doctoral candidate interlocutors explicitly reflected upon this situation. 

What caused discomfort to their panel representative was the fact that his 

thesis, which was to be completed within the normative period, would be 

evaluated by the grading committee along with theses that were in the 

making for a decade. 

The same doctoral candidate claimed that splitting the thesis into 

co-authored articles would avoid producing an inferior thesis. He argued 

that more work could be accomplished working with other people, and this 

could facilitate more ambitious projects. One of the doctoral programme 

directors thought dividing the thesis into journal articles was a good 

practice in general. While completing her PhD, she cared for three children 

and worked almost full time at the university. Using an article-based 

dissertation, which is a collection of journal articles bound by a summary 

chapter written by the doctoral candidate at the very end, helped her move 

forward with her PhD. She added that this approach may be important for 

current doctoral candidates since it would enable them to divide the thesis 

into subprocesses with clear milestones. 

However, as the other HYMY doctoral programme director on the 

panel mentioned, this option is not available for those doctoral candidates 
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working on monographs, which are single-authored with chapters that are 

updated until submission unlike theses with published articles. At the 

Faculty of Social Sciences, monographs comprise half of the theses written, 

and that number is even higher in the humanities. Nevertheless, over the 

last two decades, the number of theses composed of articles has 

continuously grown at the expense of full-length books in many academic 

disciplines at the University of Helsinki. Some have considered the general 

rise of the article format among academics as a threat to monographs. 

Consequently, the Helsinki Collegium of Advanced Studies, which serves as 

a stronghold of Mode 1 knowledge production at the university, organised 

an entire set of activities in 2015 in defence of monographs. However, 

within the context of doctoral education, the increasing pressure to produce 

article-based PhDs was almost never discussed in intellectual terms (i.e., 

what does it mean for knowledge making) but predominantly in technical 

ones (i.e., how does it affect one’s PhD studies or one’s academic career in 

general). 

Splitting the thesis into co-authored portions or reducing its size 

was not the only, or even the primary, method to finish a PhD within four 

years. According to the panellists, it was crucial to impose a strict 

framework for the thesis work itself. One of the programme directors, said 

‘There is very little room for mistakes within four-year limits’. The PhD 

student representative explained what this meant in practice to the 

audience:  

People are saying stuff like before you took the first couple of years 

thinking and reading (…) and obviously (…) you can’t do anything 

like that now, it’s not even improbable, it’s impossible (…) Let’s 

think (…) do an exercise in math. So, you have to graduate in four 

years (…). At least in social science, (…) the average time it takes 

from when you submit your thesis before you actually graduate is 

nine months. So that actually means you have to be done with your 

thesis in three years and three months. (…) Average length from 
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submission to publishing an article is a year and a half. (…) And you 

have to have three accepts after three years and three months. (…) 

You have to be able to submit your article basically at the moment 

you start doing your work. That is possible, of course, if you did your 

master’s on the topic and hopefully in English and you can adapt it.    

  

One of the postdoctoral researchers on the panel provided a similar 

perspective:  

 

There’s no room to wander around. Master’s process needs to be the 

place where you learn methods, maybe even collect data; no time for 

that [during PhD studies]. Maybe work for four years on something 

that started already earlier. When you’re applying for a postdoc, 

there’s no place to learn new methods either. Master’s should be a 

place where you learn. And your undergraduate studies become 

quite significant—students need to have very clear goals, not just 

doing but also knowing what to do (…) and where does this lead you 

to. 

  

Some of the HYMY doctoral candidates in the audience found this 

perspective on the PhD to be problematic. One doctoral candidate indicated 

that such a view makes a PhD in theology unviable for those who need to 

master classical languages and cover hundreds of years of history on the 

subject. Another PhD candidate said that it was problematic having the 

same requirements for all disciplines. For example, it is sufficient to 

conduct desk research in the field of law, but a PhD in development studies 

or anthropology requires completing fieldwork in another country, 

managing bureaucracy, and possibly having to learn the local language. The 

same doctoral candidate noted that PhD students were actively encouraged 

to work on an interdisciplinary basis, but every time she presented her work 
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to a representative from another discipline, she had to modify it. Therefore, 

to avoid the ‘burnout syndrome’, she argued there should be some flexibility 

in completing a PhD. 

A doctoral programme director in the audience also advocated for 

flexibility in the process. She explained that it was important to keep the 

structure of the supervision flexible and clear, so all parties know what is 

expected of them and so supervision can accommodate various PhD 

trajectories. In her opinion, more frequent meetings between supervisors 

and the supervisees may be required at times, but there may also be times 

when a supervisor would need to leave supervisees alone to resolve issues 

by themselves. Another HYMY programme director in the audience agreed 

in principle but explained that the four-year PhD did not allow for such a 

manoeuvre. This new system does not allow for ‘lone rangers’, which was 

problematic but unavoidable in his opinion. One of the panellists explicitly 

disagreed with the idea of ‘giving your students peace’. As a postdoc, she did 

not have that peace, and this was the current academic reality. In her 

opinion, exposing PhD candidates to a restless environment during their 

thesis work prepared them for the future. 

Despite these disagreements, everyone in the auditorium agreed 

that to ‘imagine a world where Finnish PhD students complete their thesis 

in four years, then the supervision needs to be something that it is not at the 

moment’ as one of the panellists explained. Another panellist mentioned 

that supervisors  ‘have to understand the new rules of the game’, and a third 

panellist elaborated on what this meant in practice. In addition to requiring 

a lot of planning from the student, a four-year PhD may require the 

following from supervisors:  

 

Supervisors need to be really strategic and really alert in the way that 

they are able to monitor how to make the workload during the four 

years as even as possible. It’s a kind of strategic game; I try to 

monitor what journals take too long for reviewing, and then I ban, 
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sometimes for a year or two some journals, and then I keep them in 

my list of possible journals. So it requires a lot of alertness from the 

point of supervisors because doctoral students cannot know these 

things. 

  

Panellists agreed that it was not a given that supervisors would take such a 

stance. The doctoral candidate representative on the panel said, ‘Change is 

still a work in progress, so there’s a lot of glitches’. During the discussion, it 

became clear that part of the problem was structural. Supervisors often have 

too many PhD students, which makes it unfeasible to meet regularly with 

all their supervisees and complete their other work. Everyone in the 

auditorium agreed that a much bigger issue was that many supervisors did 

not accept the change that had supposedly occurred, and they avoided any 

occasion where they may be told otherwise despite numerous discussion 

forums and a full course related to supervision in Finnish, Swedish, and 

English. Therefore, the responsibility fell on the doctoral candidates to 

manage professors like ‘cat herders’ as the student representative on the 

panel described the situation. 

Another structural issue highlighted during the panel was the fact 

that the process for preliminary examination, which is mandatory for all 

academic fields in Finland, takes quite a long time.  At HYMY, this process 

takes at least several months and occasionally takes longer than a year. The 

doctoral candidate representative on the panel explained this was a problem 

because it further shortened the already reduced time available for 

completing a PhD and because Finland is a country where one must have a 

doctoral degree before applying for postdoctoral positions. All the panellists 

found this situation to be senseless. The doctoral school director explained 

that efforts were already underway to ameliorate this situation, but the 

general agreement in the auditorium was that the gap between ‘what is’ and 

‘what should be’ was too wide. 
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PhD candidates with whom I interacted used several strategies to 

navigate the frictional landscape of doctoral education. First, PhD 

candidates seek external supervisors to speed up the process of knowledge 

production, especially when they receive no support from their assigned 

supervisors. As one of the postdocs on the panel explained, doctoral 

candidates should never expect their supervisor to provide them with 

everything they need, and they should be brave and write to other scholars, 

even those who are superstars. ‘If they show no interest in your work, just 

move on’, she advised doctoral candidates attending the panel. The postdoc 

compared the process to dating and explained there are plenty of fish in the 

sea and it is most important to ‘create the community around you’. 

A second approach common to my doctoral candidate interlocutors 

was to completely dismiss any sense of work-life balance. Even though 

widely lauded in the Nordic context, the discourse of work-life balance at 

the University of Helsinki is not given credibility and is regularly challenged 

in practice. In extremely fast-paced fields, such as cancer research, work-

life balance is completely out of the question. One PhD candidate in medical 

sciences explained to me that members of research groups across the world 

perceive themselves as continuously competing with each other, and even a 

minor activity, such as taking a vacation, is seen as a threat for one research 

group to be ‘scooped’ by another. Nevertheless, if they are to achieve a 

scientific breakthrough in four years—an expectation that is still placed on 

PhD candidates—everyone, even those working in fields in which the 

production of knowledge is considered timeless (e.g., mathematics), ends 

up running on a treadmill.  

The same postdoc who compared supervision to dating explained 

that the repercussions of ‘overestimating one’s powers’ can be grave. She 

herself failed to establish a work-life balance. She eventually completed her 

PhD successfully in five years but developed a chronic neck condition, and 

four years after defending her thesis, she still used medication regularly. 
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The third strategy that several of my interlocutors deployed was time 

tricking (Bear 2016, 495-496), which is prolonging their PhD studies by 

working part-time elsewhere. Even though this provided the PhD 

candidates time for reading and thinking not accounted for within the four-

year framework, it also brought new challenges. As an interlocutor in this 

situation explained, working every day and returning home in the evening 

to start working on a PhD thesis soon made one ‘lose sense of the normal’. 

Alternatively, PhD candidates, either willingly or pressed by the 

circumstances, accepted the fact that the PhD thesis was now something 

different than it was before, regardless of the academic norms around them. 

Some of my interlocutors started seeing the thesis as a mere project report. 

‘A good thesis is a finished thesis’ was a comment I occasionally heard 

passed on reassuringly from one doctoral candidate to another. Changing 

one’s idea about the PhD was not enough since doctoral candidates still 

needed to persuade their supervisors to see the thesis in this same manner, 

but it was a start. 

If doctoral candidates did not graduate by the time their finances 

dried up, either because they themselves or their supervisors felt their thesis 

was not ready, then some opted for breaking down their PhD process by 

pursuing a licentiate degree, which roughly equates to half of the doctoral 

dissertation work. This was not the best solution since a licentiate degree is 

not recognised much outside Finland, but at least it allowed doctoral 

candidates to obtain some recognition for the effort they made during their 

PhD studies. It also enabled them to move on with their careers, though not 

in an academic direction. 
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PhDs as Scalable Enterprises 

  

The projectification of PhD work also meant that its function changed. No 

longer considered the ‘cornerstone of one’s academic career’ or even a 

‘substantive scholarly contribution’, the new PhD thesis came to be defined 

by the panellists as ‘a licence’. It was merely ‘a club membership, not worthy 

in itself’. With this perception, the thesis work is just one among many other 

knowledge assets that PhD candidates must accumulate within four years. 

Similar to other workers, the doctoral candidates are thus prompted to start 

seeing themselves as ‘bundles of skills, assets, qualities, experiences, and 

relationships’ that will later enable them to form business partnerships as 

employer-employee relationships shaped under neoliberal ideological 

influences are understood (Gershon 2011, 2017).  

The collection of resources that PhDs were expected to become was 

explicitly foregrounded during a course on ‘Planning, Managing and 

Completing your Doctoral Thesis’ that was arranged for the doctoral 

candidates in social sciences. During two full days of coursework separated 

by two weeks for an intervening assignment, a group of doctoral candidates 

was encouraged to identify the skills they had already acquired during their 

undergraduate studies, such as writing and research (attested to by their 

completion of a master’s thesis). Nevertheless, these skills should be 

continuously enhanced by adding other layers to them. 

For instance, taking a course in academic English in a non-

Anglophone context, such as Finnish, was particularly important, and many 

of my interlocutors completed it. Likewise, brushing up on research ethics 

skills by passing a course was something that became a part of the 

mandatory requirements for PhD candidates after the ‘Big Wheel’. Finally, 

the rapid development of digital technology over the past decades provided 

additional opportunities for improvement. There were endless software 

skills doctoral candidates could add to their bundle, among which reference 

management was considered particularly important. Moreover, a course in 
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information management became a part of the regular PhD student offer, 

prepared by the University of Helsinki’s library staff and delivered to 

doctoral candidates on all four campuses in both Finnish and English. The 

course taught doctoral candidates about not only research data 

management, but also research evaluation and impact, online presence, and 

publishing. 

Publishing seems to be one of the most important skills, if not the 

most important skill, that PhD candidates are expected to acquire for their 

future academic careers. Furthermore, not all academic publishing 

matters—only publishing in international journals. Consequently, during 

my fieldwork, PhD candidates were showered from different sides with 

various seminars and workshops on the topic. In one such seminar, PhD 

candidates and postdoctoral researchers in social sciences were explicitly 

told never to waste their precious materials, and they were advised against 

publishing their research as book chapters because they were difficult to 

distribute and get credit for their work. Moreover, publishing work as 

conference proceedings, heaven forbid, was considered worthless in the 

social sciences unlike in technology fields. The seminar attendees were told 

that the publish-or-perish game had very explicit rules, and only top 

international journals matter. 

To identify the top journals in Finland, doctoral candidates were 

advised to keep checking the Finnish Publication Forum (Finnish, 

Julkaisufoorumi, i.e., JUFO), and pay attention to the changes in it. These 

changes resulted from power struggles between different academic fields in 

Finland as I came to realise during my fieldwork. Specifically, on the JUFO 

website, academic publication channels are rated from zero to three with a 

rating of one being given to those outlets that fulfil the ‘basic level’, and 

ratings of two and three being given to the publication channels marked as 

‘leading’ and ‘top’ respectively. Nevertheless, since only a percentage of all 

publications receive the two highest labels, there is a significant disturbance 
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in the Finnish academic circles every few years when the JUFO 

classification is amended. 

Most of the PhD candidates with whom I talked did not care much 

about these labels, as they learned of the good scientific outlets in their 

fields from speaking with senior colleagues and reading articles. However, 

as the PhDs were explicitly told in one of the publishing seminars, they 

would care about this information in the future as they advanced to the next 

stages of their academic career. In addition, doctoral candidates were 

instructed on another occasion to pay close attention to the academic field 

of the top-ranked publications as this would affect tenure. For example, 

sociology doctoral candidates would not attain tenure even if they had a 

PhD unless they published predominantly in sociology journals. 

Seminar participants were told that publishing internationally 

would also mean avoiding those special issues in Finland ‘that no one 

elsewhere had an interest in’. Likewise, international publishing makes 

doctoral candidates reconsider the use of references in Finnish language. 

On certain occasions, these references are a necessary evil because they 

pertain to research that is not yet published in English. If used in their PhD 

work, doctoral candidates have been told to translate the titles of the 

articles, remember that the readers cannot check those Finnish references, 

and avoid ‘lazy citing’ (i.e., mere name-dropping) by all means. Regardless, 

most references should be in English no matter the topic, and doctoral 

candidates have been warned to never reference articles in Finnish for their 

theoretical arguments. 

The seminar speakers agreed that doctoral candidates should also 

never suggest a reviewer from Finland. This communicates to the journal 

editors that ‘this is me acting as someone coming from this provincial place’. 

Nonetheless, such a rule does not apply if one is based in the United 

Kingdom or the United States, since the term ‘international’ is often 

conflated with Anglo-American (Trifuljesko, Sakhiyya, and Alemu, 

forthcoming). This was obvious from sessions delivered by speakers from 
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these ‘international countries’, who did not make a single reference about 

the context from which one was working but rather provided a generic set 

of criteria for good academic writing. 

Finally, since ideas on ‘internationalisation’ and ‘top international 

journals’ originate from the Anglo-American context, those wanting to join 

from elsewhere have to adapt. PhD candidates were told this means that a 

sociologist researching Finland is expected to provide information about 

the context that would not be required by their colleagues researching the 

United States or the United Kingdom. Furthermore, Finnish sociologists are 

expected to adapt their style of writing to this ‘international audience’. 

Namely, since it is tradition within the Anglo-American context to include 

research findings at the beginning of the article, Finnish academics should 

also consider using this approach, instead of the Germanic style of writing 

‘requiring patience from readers’. 

According to the speaker in the PhD management course, doctoral 

candidates from Finland should also consider adapting their style of 

communicating when presenting at international conferences. They should 

avoid delivering their presentations in ‘the Finnish no-hands version’, i.e., 

without gesticulating. According to the same speaker, this is important 

since international conferences are good forums for acquiring extra skills. 

Conferences provide an opportunity to improve time management skills 

since they set a deadline. Conferences may also provide publication 

opportunities to inexperienced doctoral candidates. International 

conferences may lead individuals to work on their presentation skills, find 

their own style, and become more comfortable with the use of various digital 

technologies and with public speaking in English. As conferences are also 

social gatherings, they provide a venue to work on one’s interpersonal skills, 

but most importantly, conferences are important sites for networking as the 

PhD course lecturer stated. 

As explained by the HYMY panel, networking is very important for 

one’s future academic career. Considering this, spending extended time 
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abroad is even more significant than participating in conferences. Many of 

my interlocutors believed going abroad was a precondition for the 

continuation of their academic careers in Finland. This was explicitly 

confirmed by a few participants on the panel ‘How to survive grad school’, 

which was organised in mid-October 2015 on the campus of natural 

sciences. The panel included professors from the main disciplines of the 

campus, who presented their views on the assets future PhDs needed to 

accumulate. Going abroad is important not only for networking, but also for 

‘broadening one’s understanding of how things could be done’ and 

‘preparing one better for research work’. Such framing is not surprising 

since within the contemporary discourses of internationalisation, 

entrepreneurial aspirations are often paired with the old European view of 

travel as a transformative and self-cultivating vehicle (Amit 2010). 

  

  

‘Jacks and Jills’ of All Knowledge Trades 

  

Doctoral candidates are encouraged to go outside Finland but also outside 

academia. During one of the campus status strategy sessions, one of my 

interlocutors asked the Vice-Rector for Research and Education why 

bachelor’s and master’s students were the centre of the proposed strategy 

but not doctoral students. He replied, ‘Not everyone can stay at the 

university’. The aforementioned panel shared a similar message about PhD 

superfluousness in the campus of natural sciences. When asked whether as 

professors, they were afraid of losing the best people to companies since 

both money and work hours were better there, one of the panellists 

answered that there were ‘plenty of good people, some we keep, some we 

don’t’. Another one said that he enjoyed seeing people pursue a good career 

but was more worried ‘if the whole Finland is losing the best talents abroad’. 

The third panellist thought good PhDs are needed to go to work in industry, 

while the fourth one said she considered working in industry a great 
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opportunity. She posited that people can always return to academia, and 

nowadays, it should be easier to make such a return trip if they published. 

However, this was not that straightforward of an issue for those working in 

industry as the attendees of the same panel also learned. 

In any case, to facilitate the transition from an academic to a 

corporate setting, a semester-long PhD career course prepared and 

delivered by the University’s Career Services was launched in the autumn 

of 2014. The aim of this course was to provide another skillset for PhD 

candidates that specifically pertained to career planning and job search 

skills. The Vice-Rector for Research and Education opened the course, and 

he explained the PhD job search in a non-academic environment using a 

fishing metaphor. As an experienced fisherman, the vice-rector knew what 

was needed to avoid coming back home empty-handed. It was less 

challenging fishing in an old environment since he knew the lakes, but it 

was trickier fishing in a new environment, especially if the weather was 

constantly changing (referring to changes in the labour market). To catch a 

fish under these circumstances, one needed to have good technique, 

equipment, and most importantly, a network. The vice-rector conceded that 

the PhD career course did not provide this network, but in his opinion, it 

provided everything else doctoral candidates needed to succeed in job 

fishing. 

The first PhD career course, which served as a model for future 

course42, was comprised of five three-hour sessions held every other Friday 

morning from the end of September until the end of November 2014. The 

sessions were held in English, but the audience contained both domestic 

and international doctoral candidates. Despite being held on the City Centre 

campus, it was open for PhD candidates from all fields, and nearly 100 of 

them registered. The structure of the sessions varied over the weeks, but 

generally, the course included multiple presentations, a panel discussion, 

                                                
42 This course became a part of a regular university offer, and several of my interlocutors 
have taken the course.  
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and several in-class assignments. In addition, the doctoral candidates were 

given smaller assignments between the classes and two bigger assignments 

that included writing their curriculum vitae for the mid-term assignment 

and interviewing their professional role models for the final assignment. 

The course was facilitated by two career counsellors at the University of 

Helsinki. In addition to the Vice-Rector for Research and Education, the 

course included several other guests, who were all PhD holders working 

outside academia. 

In the first session of the course, PhD candidates were told that 

things were not what they used to be. The female course facilitator 

explained that in the 1960s and 1970s, it was important to have a degree, 

but this was not how it worked currently. Therefore, the old career planning 

theory that divided people according to different personality types no longer 

worked. The participants were told that the new career planning theory 

focused on identities that are changeable and more importantly, adaptable 

to the new circumstances. 

Such a stance is hardly surprising. As Gershon has explained, 

workers are usually told they must bear the biggest brunt of the changing 

economy. As the ‘CEO of Me Inc.’, prospective employees are urged to think 

about themselves in terms of services they can provide to a company. They 

are expected to be ‘jacks and jills’ of all trades, developing a wide range of 

skills that may eventually be useful in a continuously tumbling marketplace 

(Gershon 2017, xi, 1-2). 

The first exercise the doctoral candidates completed was a self-

assessment. They were instructed to list their competencies as PhDs. The 

male course facilitator explained it was ‘all about selling aspects and 

knowing one’s market’. The doctoral candidates were then invited to share 

their identified competencies, first in a small group and then in the plenary. 

During the plenary, a student explained that because doctoral candidates 

mostly meet people from academia, they become blind to their own 

competencies since everyone around them also have those same 
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competencies. Doctoral candidates were also given tips to help them turn 

the problems they had been facing during their PhD years into assets. For 

example, because they had been mostly working alone for several years with 

poor supervision, they had strong self-leadership skills. 

Likewise, having to continuously apply for grants to fund their PhD 

turned doctoral candidates into fundraising experts. One of the doctoral 

candidates even said in the plenary that the financial instability was 

beneficial because it pushed them to develop, but others disagreed. A PhD 

student sitting next to me whispered in my ear that this was like saying that 

serial killers were good because they urge people to run. A similar opinion 

was also expressed in the plenary when a doctoral candidate in her late 

thirties caught a wireless microphone hidden within a brightly coloured 

padded cube43 that was thrown around the room to anyone who raised their 

hand to speak. She said she disagreed with the view that instability is good 

for advancement since it was precisely the unstable funding that inhibited 

the progress of her PhD that she pursued for many years. 

The doctoral candidates were supposed to continue their self-

assessment exercise outside the classroom, so they were handed a list 

during the first session to help them identify their expertise and capabilities. 

This list stretched for two pages and comprised 66 items divided into four 

domains and 12 subdomains. The domains included: (1) knowledge and 

intellectual abilities (i.e., knowledge base, cognitive abilities, and 

creativity); (2) personal effectiveness (i.e., personal qualities, self-

management, and professional and career development); (3) research, 

governance, and organisation (i.e., professional conduct, research 

management and finance, and funding and resources); and (4) engagement, 

influence, and impact (i.e., working with others, communication and 

dissemination, and public engagement). 

                                                
43 ‘Catchbox’, which is commonly used at the University of Helsinki, is an invention of three 
Finnish students. According to the description on their company’s website, they grew 
frustrated with the process of passing around the microphone from speaker to speaker 
during Q&A segments at the university, which they perceived as having a disengaging effect. 
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Doctoral candidates reviewed this self-assessment homework 

within small groups at the beginning of the second session, but the plenary 

was reserved for a guest speaker. This speaker also participated in later 

sessions, but this was her first appearance during the course, so she spent 

the first part of her presentation introducing herself. The speaker recounted 

her numerous meanders in and out of academia during the couple of 

decades of her professional career. Considering herself to be a connoisseur 

of both academic and non-academic contexts, she also thought she was a 

good judge of the main differences between the two settings. 

She claimed that at the university, the focus was knowledge itself 

and building it, but in the research and development (R&D) units, the focus 

was applying knowledge and creating the most innovative products. 

Timelines were also different as the university has long-term cycles and 

business has short-term cycles. At the university, people liked everything to 

be done perfectly, but in industry, they sometimes sacrificed quality. 

Furthermore, according to the speaker, there was also a difference 

regarding confidentiality of findings and acknowledgment. At the 

university, workers received recognition for their individual contributions, 

but this was not the case in the R&D units. People were more loyal to their 

academic communities than to the organisations that employed them, 

which was more applicable in the company setting. Finally, she claimed that 

people in the two contexts were evaluated differently. At the university, 

peers provided recognition but in industry, the focus was on the bottom line 

and individuals were measured according to the profit they generated. 

Throughout the lecture, the speaker was cautious enough to state 

that she put this information rather bluntly, but in explaining this last point, 

she herself started questioning the dichotomy she had explained to the 

students. Challenged by a comment from a doctoral candidate in the room, 

she responded that she had also noticed an enormous change within the 

university context since the last time she returned to academia several years 

ago (at the time of her lecture, she was already working for a company 
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again). The speaker said that she was shocked by how much people 

currently talked about money at the university and that the number of 

conversations about money at the university may exceed the number of 

‘money talks’ in the business sector. 

After outlining the differences between the academic and non-

academic contexts, the guest speaker provided her perception of the non-

academic recruiters’ point of view regarding PhDs. According to the 

speaker, recruiters considered PhDs to be very clever but also overly 

educated, potentially arrogant, cynical, and ‘not fitting to the culture they 

were having in their companies’. The speaker explained that non-academic 

recruiters were also concerned that doctors are specialised in very narrow 

fields, so these recruiters question the ability of PhDs to see beyond their 

particular area of expertise. The recruiters have also questioned whether 

academics can be good team players since they are perceived as being 

solitary. Finally, the ability of PhDs to communicate beyond expert groups 

was a major source of doubt for non-academic recruiters. 

Unsurprisingly, the guest speaker’s personal outlook on the matter 

differed since she herself had a PhD. For her, having a PhD provided 

evidence that individuals were intelligent, hardworking, and ambitious. It 

also signalled that, if given an opportunity to work for an organisation, they 

could provide a high level of thinking. Furthermore, PhDs work in a very 

competitive environment and compete personally.  In her opinion, they 

want to advance in their career and learn more, so they look for innovative 

and exciting career pathways that go beyond their comfort zone. The guest 

speaker was aware that the doctoral candidates had to identify their 

capabilities as part of the course, and in discussing the capabilities of PhDs, 

the guest speaker enumerated self-direction, creative solutionism, thinking 

capability, strong commitment, work excellence, pursuit of high quality, 

high tolerance for uncertainty and change, and the ability to work on a team 

and use relevant equipment. 
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In the speaker’s opinion, PhD holders had already obtained these 

skills in the academic setting, but they needed to show recruiters that these 

skills are transferable. In fact, the biggest asset of PhDs is their capability to 

learn quickly, and she considered it the most precious asset in the business 

sector because companies that learned rapidly were the ones that 

succeeded. Still, it was the task of PhDs to identify capabilities they 

possessed to potential employers because they cannot do the matching. She 

informed the course participants that recruiters ask three questions: (1) Are 

you equipped and do you have capabilities and competences? (2) Can you 

do the job in the specific organisation, and do you have the cultural fit? (3) 

Is this the right time for you to move to that organisation? These questions 

are not surprising since as Gershon (2017, 2) has already explained, hiring 

‘jacks and jills’ of all trades is understood to be ‘a short-term exchange for 

solving market-specific problems’. 

Like other prospective employees, PhD candidates in the career 

course were given standard techniques for representing themselves as 

employable. Having to incorporate heterogeneous backgrounds and goals 

of candidates, these usually generate frustration (cf. Gershon 2017, ix). The 

speaker in the PhD career course explained that ‘you need to be authentic, 

but you need to understand what [potential employers] are looking for’. 

Furthermore, unlike less-educated job candidates, PhDs need to fend off 

specific prejudices about themselves and not come across as arrogant. The 

guest speaker instructed, ‘You need to be confident, but in a humble way’. 

Whether having a PhD was a disadvantage or an asset was a question 

that implicitly popped up earlier during the second session. One of the PhD 

candidates shared feedback that he received from a company where he 

sought employment. He was apparently ‘too expensive as a workforce’. The 

question of whether having a PhD became an obstacle to employment was 

explicitly posed to a panel that was convened in the latter half of the second 

session with other PhD holders who worked in the non-academic sector. 

One of the panellists said that for her, it was perhaps an obstacle in the first 
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years of her professional career outside academia, but it was now a positive. 

She added that it is all about skills and substance. The other woman on the 

panel said that having a PhD was always an asset for the individual, but it 

varied whether it was an asset for an organisation or others. She explained 

there were organisations where she did not mention having a PhD, but other 

organisations were proud of that fact. For the man on the panel, this was 

not that important of a question. In his opinion, having a PhD is a basic 

platform that is a starting point, and it was just ‘one of the things’ that 

employers considered. Being active in student associations mattered almost 

just as much. 

One of the facilitators decided to dig deeper into this issue because 

it seemed to preoccupy many doctoral candidates attending the course, at 

least if one considers the many questions participants sent to the virtual 

whiteboard from their smartphones or from the shared tablets that were on 

each table where the course attendees were seated. The facilitator posed the 

question of whether a PhD holder is an inferior job candidate compared to 

a job candidate with a master’s degree when both competed for the same 

position. One of the panellists said this might be the situation in small 

companies but then explained there may be other disadvantages, such as 

gender. He exclaimed, ‘PhD is just one of the things in life’. Another 

panellist agreed and explained that having a PhD is not an individual risk 

per se, but if people ask for more money because of their PhD, then it may 

prove to be a risk. 

The course facilitator decided to take another question on the topic 

from the virtual whiteboard. The question asked whether people should 

hide their PhDs if it is not required for the job. One of the panellists could 

not understand why anyone would want to do that, but another panellist 

said that for her, it was more a question of self-confidence. She exclaimed, 

‘If you hide it, what’s wrong with it?’ At this point, someone from the 

audience intervened by expressing their concern about being overeducated. 

A third panellist said that in his opinion, the idea of being overeducated was 
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not true, and this was just an academic fear that was occasionally circulated. 

Some of the course attendees looked a bit baffled since in the first part of 

the session, being overeducated was explicitly cited as one of the prejudices 

that haunted non-academic recruiters when it came to PhD holders. 

Perhaps spotting this incongruence as well, the course facilitator 

continued with the topic of overqualification. One of the panellists said, ‘I 

would hire a person happy with a job’. He also explained that to get into a 

company, one may have to take a position at a lower level, but this was 

normal for people wanting to get ahead. Another panellist advised the 

course attendees to indicate to recruiters that they were willing to start with 

the advertised position, even if it was below their qualifications, and then 

show the organisation that they had many more capabilities. 

Continuing to tackle the issue of what makes PhDs employable in 

the non-academic context, the male facilitator took another question from 

the attendees. The question posed was whether PhDs had to add business 

studies to their skillset. ‘No’ was the univocal answer. Panellists continued 

to identify skills that were necessary in their opinion to work in the non-

academic context. One panellist listed teamwork, self-leadership, and 

networking. Another panellist mentioned social skills, communication 

skills, and attitude, which must have been freely interpreted by the course 

attendants because no one asked for clarification. The rest of the panel 

mostly gave concrete advice on how to get a job, despite problems having a 

fragmented CV, using parental leaves, or being well into the fourth decade 

of life when starting a non-academic career. The advice was generic as is 

usually the case (Gershon 2017). 

The third session addressed networking, which the course lecturers, 

just like the vice-rector, deemed to be the most important in ‘job fishing’. 

The course participants were told that most of the vacancies in the labour 

market were hidden, and networking might conjure them to open. As 

Gershon (2017, 101) explains, networking involves ‘nourishing ambiguous 

relationships that are both instrumental and personal (…) requesting 
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favours from people when you haven’t established a sufficient history of 

exchange with them, (…) in short, socialising with the aim to accumulate as 

many weak ties as possible and make these weak ties into connections that 

will hopefully lead to a job’. Branding and establishing an adequate online 

presence are an important part of these networking endeavours, which was 

why the second half of the third session was mostly dedicated to these 

activities. As a result, many doctoral candidates attending the course started 

anxiously sifting through their social media posts and erasing all those 

‘drunk student’ photos that could compromise them. The session closed 

with a small group exercise, in which course participants were tasked with 

reordering different phases of the recruiting process, which were written on 

small pieces of paper. 

The fourth session started with reviewing Finnish labour market 

trends, where it was repeated that most jobs are hidden. Thereafter, the 

discussion moved to job search strategies and job applications. Course 

attendees brought the CVs that they had developed as a mid-term course 

assignment to the session. The participants then circulated their CVs 

around the tables where they were sitting and evaluated each other based 

on the information they had learned during all the sessions. 

For the final session, the PhD career course attendees were divided 

into groups of three or four and provided questions for a ten-minute 

interview they were to conduct with each other. The list contained ten 

groups of questions that related to the interviewee’s background, work 

environment, present job problems, as well as their motivations and 

aspirations, their industry situation, and their understanding of the hiring 

process and the job market in general. The interviewers ended by asking 

whether the interviewees had any advice for them. The rest of the session 

was dedicated to discussing the attendees’ experience with the exercise and 

reviewing everything they learned throughout the course. With the carpe 

diem message ringing in the room, doctoral candidates were dismissed and 

released to the world.  
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Conclusion 

  

In this chapter, I focused on the effect that the global knowledge economy 

policy endeavours had on the daily life of PhD candidates. I have shown that 

both doctoral work and doctoral workers themselves are being deliberately 

cut from their formative relationships in an attempt to turn them into 

interchangeable non-social landscape elements, i.e., nonsoels, which 

enables the enterprise-cum-scalability model to come to life (Tsing 2012, 

2015b). Within such a framework, both PhD studies and PhD holders are 

envisioned as enhanced collections of knowledge resources, either inside or 

outside academic contexts. However, as I have already mentioned several 

times, in practice, the enterprise-cum-scalability model is only partially 

successful and generates numerous disjunctures that PhD candidates end 

up patching.  
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Chapter 6 

The Good Ones 

 

 

On a sunny Monday evening at the end of May 2014, a few dozen doctoral 

candidates gathered in a festive hall of the historical Old Student House in 

the middle of the Finnish capital. This was to be a founding meeting of an 

association for those pursuing postgraduate studies at the University of 

Helsinki. Even though it actually took several months for the association to 

become fully operational, it was this May gathering–crowned by the signing 

of the association’s founding charter–that marked its beginning. 

The meeting in the Old Student House was itself a culmination of 

efforts that had started four months before. At the end of January 2014, just 

a few weeks after the new doctoral schools and programmes were 

introduced, a handful of doctoral candidates with rich experience in student 

and university politics from their bachelor’s and master’s days organised 

the first PhD student forum.44 The aim was to discuss the position of PhD 

students within the new doctoral school and programme structure. Two 

months later, this same group arranged another, smaller gathering 

dedicated specifically to the PhD student representatives on the steering 

committees in which these issues were further discussed. Finally, at the 

beginning of April 2014, the second PhD student forum was held, at which 

the decision to form a PhD Students Association was made. 

In order to prepare for the association’s founding meeting, a 

committee for drafting bylaws was appointed at the end of the doctoral 

candidates’ April gathering. Bylaws are model rules according to which 

associations are governed and are required by the Finnish Patent and 

Registration Office, with which associations are officially registered. In 

addition to drafting bylaws, the committee was also in charge of making 

general preparations for the founding meeting. An agenda was drafted and 

                                                
44 Many were at the time representatives on the freshly formed doctoral school and 
programme steering committees. 
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circulated. The latter task proved to be slightly challenging because mailing 

lists–like doctoral schools and programmes–were brand new and thus not 

fully functional. In addition, the committee drafted an action plan for 2014 

and an accompanying budget. 

The drafting committee charged with preparing documents for the 

University of Helsinki PhD Students Association’s founding meeting was 

composed of all those who expressed interest in participating in it during 

the second PhD student forum. These were, unsurprisingly, some of the 

same people who had started the entire initiative. Nevertheless, there was 

also space for newcomers, and I actively participated in the work of the 

committee, despite not being an initiator or having any experience in 

student politics in Finland (or anywhere else). 

The drafting committee met four times during April and May 2014. 

Although ten people signed up for it, in practice, only half of us were there 

on every occasion. The most active drafting committee members–along 

with a few new arrivals–eventually formed the association’s first board, 

which was elected at the end of the founding meeting. It was this board that, 

according to the bylaws, held the association’s administrative and executive 

power and made the association operational within a few months after the 

founding meeting.45 

Although the aim was to have an equal representation of doctoral 

candidates from the University of Helsinki’s four doctoral schools, almost 

half the board had a background in the humanities and social sciences; 

these fields also dominated the drafting committee. I served on the 

association’s first two boards. There was, nevertheless, a strong presence of 

doctoral candidates from the natural sciences school; they ended up 

comprising a third of the board and taking up the key positions of chair and 

vice-chair. The prominent position of the natural sciences, along with the 

humanities and social sciences, within the association continued 

throughout the years. Doctoral candidates in health sciences had an average 

                                                
45 The list of board activities conducted in this period is long, including registering the 
association at the Finnish patent and registration office, opening a bank account for the 
association, setting up its website, establishing its mailing list and so on. 
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representation on the first board; this, too, did not change much in the years 

that followed. At the same time, those coming from the Doctoral School for 

Environmental, Food, and Biological Sciences had no representation on the 

first board, as not a single student from that school attended the founding 

meeting. This changed slightly in 2015 (with one board member from that 

school stepping in), but their representation in the association remains 

limited. 

Associations are a typical form of sociality in Finland; they can be 

said to form part of ‘cultural intimacy’, which comprise those aspects of 

cultural identity that are considered a source of embarrassment in relation 

to outsiders but serve as an internal assurance of commonality (Herzfeld 

2005, 3). A Finnish colleague once told me a joke about two Finns meeting 

up in one of the country’s countless woods, and–before taking any joint 

action–deciding that they must first form an association. In any case, 

according to the Finnish Patent and Registration Office, there are more than 

100 000 such organisations in the country, with purposes ranging from 

culture and sport to politics and religion. Statistics Finland reports that 

more than half the country’s population is a member of an association. 

The University of Helsinki has long had numerous student and staff 

associations, including doctoral candidate associations. These were formed 

in a particular field or to reflect other kinds of commonalities (e.g., an 

international student association). However, there was no overarching 

association of postgraduate students at the University of Helsinki prior to 

2014. Moreover, before the founding of the University of Helsinki PhD 

Students Association, there were only two postgraduate student 

associations in all of Finland, one at Aalto University and the other at the 

University of Eastern Finland46. Those associations started operating in 

their present form only after the extensive changes these institutions of 

higher learning went through in the process of merging, and it was precisely 

the reconfiguration of doctoral education at Helsinki that prompted the 

                                                
46 In fact, the bylaws of these two other postgraduate student associations served as models 
for the bylaws of the one at the University of Helsinki. 
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establishment of the association there. This should not come as a surprise, 

since a feeling of homelessness is a direct result of the contemporary 

tampering with doctoral education landscapes, as Balaban (2018) has 

observed. It is precisely out of such disjunctures that new forms of 

consociation among PhD candidates can and will arise. 

However, the decision to form a doctoral student association was 

not without its critics. Several oppositional voices came from doctoral 

candidates. As Gritt Nielsen (2015, 218) has pointed out, the aim of 

conjuring a unitary student body is challenging not only because students 

may have different views on their ‘interests’ and how those interests should 

be represented, but also because politically active students take different 

stands on which participatory forms are most effective. 

It was thus unsurprising when one of the people initially involved in 

the discussions and briefly participating in the work of the drafting 

committee decided to detach himself soon after the endeavour began to take 

concrete form. The reason, he told me later, was that he thought that in the 

age of social media, forming a traditional association was an outdated form 

of social mobilisation. In addition, while the Facebook group that served as 

a platform to organise doctoral candidates prior to forming the association 

had hundreds of members, only a small portion of them had shown up at 

the founding meeting and signed the association’s founding charter. Only a 

fraction of the doctoral student body eventually became association 

members. 

Still, by May 2015, when it was celebrating its first anniversary, the 

PhD Students Association was a recognised actor at the University of 

Helsinki. Over the years, its position only strengthened and by its fifth 

anniversary in May 2019, the association was treated by the university 

administration as the representative of all doctoral candidates at the 

University of Helsinki. This was explicitly stated by the head of Services for 

Doctoral Education at the time, who came to the celebration and delivered 

a speech there. 



 

 157 

In this chapter, I explore how a group of people carrying the 

categorical identity of postgraduate students ended up forming a 

community of doctoral candidates at the University of Helsinki. Following 

Amit, I focus on the dynamics of coordination, interdependence and affect 

in mobilising social relations against the backdrop of the disturbed 

university and doctoral education landscape. I also pay attention to the 

ways in which this particular community came to stand for all PhD students 

at the University of Helsinki, ‘embodying’ their hegemonic ‘voice’ (cf. 

Nielsen 2015). 

 

 

Rounding up PhD Candidates 

  

The founding meeting of the University of Helsinki PhD Students 

Association lasted approximately two and a half hours, more than half of 

which was spent on a presentation and discussion of the draft bylaws. The 

first concern that was voiced in the plenary involved the association’s 

official name. Three attendees raised the issue that the proposed official 

name of the association in Swedish referring to ‘research students’ 

(Forskarstuderande vid Helsingfors Universitet) was inadequate. This led 

to a half-hour discussion that resulted in the proposal of an alternative 

name (Doktorander vid Helsingfors Universitet) that more directly pointed 

towards those pursuing a doctoral degree; this version was subsequently 

adopted by a majority vote. 

The original name was suggested because the members of the 

drafting committee had tried to create an inclusive name that would 

encompass the different practices across campuses to include not only an 

individual who has been granted the right to study in a doctoral program 

but also ‘a specialisation degree in medicine, odontology or veterinary 

medicine’ (as written in the bylaws). The suggested name that would 

incorporate this variation, however, was deemed inadequate, as it was not 

widely recognizable by Swedish speakers. 
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The proposed names in two other languages–the official one in 

Finnish (Helsingin yliopiston jatko-opiskelijat) and the unofficial one in 

English (Association for Doctoral Students at the University of Helsinki)–

were adopted as proposed. Two and a half years later, however, the general 

autumn meeting of the same association decided to change its official name 

in Finnish. Since my involvement with the association had become more 

passive by that time, I did not attend the meeting, but as an ordinary 

member, I received an email notification about it. The name change 

concerned replacing the word jatko-opiskelija (‘a postgraduate student’) 

with the word väitöskirjatutkija (‘a doctoral thesis researcher’), to 

‘emphasise our role as researchers rather than our role as students’, as 

explained on the association’s website. 

This name change did not surprise me; I had heard the association’s 

‘student-sounding name’ in Finnish pointed out as problematic many times 

by a variety of actors. Additionally, the old association’s name had been 

given the acronym HYJO, which not only meant nothing but also sounded 

very odd in Finnish (it is almost onomatopoeic for a wind gust). The new 

acronym, HYVÄT, which translates as ‘the good ones’, offered an elegant 

solution in a context where acronyms are commonly used for long official 

names. 

At the same time, that the general meeting decided to change the 

name signals that the issue had become very important. Changing an 

association’s name is, at a minimum, a bureaucratic hassle and, in this case, 

posed a challenge to the association’s modest budget. Interestingly, though, 

the same general meeting decided to keep the word ‘student’ in the 

unofficial English name; only ‘doctoral students’ in the English name was 

replaced by ‘PhD Students’. This was reportedly done ‘because it seemed to 

be the most common term, although options like “PhD candidate/PhD 

researcher” were discussed too’ (von Boguslawski 2017). 

The change in the association’s name was related to a second 

concern that was also raised at the founding meeting but did not find any 

resolution on that occasion. This pertained to the different categories of 
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PhD students in Finland. Depending on their source of funding, they could 

be considered university staff, researchers working on a grant or, if self-

funded, as people with a student status. This would have significant 

repercussions. University staff enjoyed all the attendant workers’ rights, 

such as occupational health care and participation in an unemployment 

fund; those working on a grant enjoyed some but not all of the benefits of 

their employed peers; and self-funded students had practically the same 

status as undergraduate students at Finnish universities, with the 

important distinction that they did not enjoy all the perks of the latter, such 

as access to student health care and a public transportation discount. These 

benefits had been enjoyed by self-funded doctoral candidates who were 

Student Union members until several years previously but were taken away 

in the endeavours associated with the thoroughgoing university reform in 

Finland. 

Different statutes at the university not only affected doctoral 

candidates’ everyday lives but also their relationship with the university; in 

the next chapter, where I investigate the situation pertaining to grantees, I 

delve more deeply into this issue. Here, I simply point out the impact on 

doctoral candidates’ professional trajectory, especially relating to teaching 

experience. Teaching skills are one of several assets doctoral candidates are 

supposed to add to their academic bundle. Still, how feasible that was 

depended on their position at the university. If they were staff, then 

teaching was part of their work duties, usually comprising five percent of a 

contract. In practice, this five percent would expand, and employed PhD 

candidates often ended up overwhelmed by these duties, on top of the other 

tasks they were expected to complete. Still, being left completely without 

any guaranteed opportunity to gain teaching experience if they wanted it 

was not desirable, either, and it was in precisely these circumstances that 

non-employed PhD candidates found themselves. To be able to teach, they 

had to secure a temporary contract with the university, which was possible 

only if they forged good interpersonal ties with the appropriate people. 
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All this created particular difficulties for the PhD Students 

Association because part of its constituency wanted more teaching 

opportunities, while the other one was looking to have fewer such duties. 

This situation varied from campus to campus; at some, there were more 

employed doctoral candidates than not, whereas the opposite situation 

prevailed at other campuses. Therefore, it was quite difficult for the PhD 

Students Association from the beginning to find a position that would work 

in this respect for everyone, especially because these types of situations 

were numerous. 

This is why the request of several attendees of the founding meeting 

to codify the representation of all the categories in the bylaws was so 

challenging. After a prolonged discussion, it was decided that there would 

be no such specification, although the association would in practice work to 

ensure that it represented the varied circumstances in which doctoral 

candidates did their thesis work. In any case, this meant that, other than 

changing the association’s official Swedish name, no alterations to the 

bylaws prepared by the drafting committee were made at the founding 

meeting. 

Additional amendments to the bylaws were nevertheless coming, 

this time prompted by comments made by representatives of the Finnish 

Patent and Registration Office after the chair of the association’s board sent 

them the proposal accepted by the founding meeting. All the bylaws 

corrections were handled by the association’s first board. After taking into 

account all the remarks made by the Finnish Patent and Registration Office, 

the board organised an extraordinary general meeting in August 2014 to 

have all the mandatory changes approved by its voting members. Only after 

that could the byways be resubmitted to the Finnish Patent and Registration 

Office and the association be officially registered. 

Some changes required by the Finnish Patent and Registration 

Office were simple matters of rephrasing, but others were more substantial. 

A couple of the latter concerned the use of language. Specifically, since one 

of the association’s purposes was ‘to promote an international graduate 
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student community’, after the initial disagreement (Trifuljesko and Choi, 

forthcoming), it was decided that the association would operate largely in 

English. This is why that language played such a conspicuous role in the 

bylaws. 

For instance, the proposed bylaws stipulated that general meetings 

would be conducted and their minutes kept in English. As a government 

agency, however, the Finnish Patent and Registration Office operates 

exclusively in the country’s two national languages, so all documents 

pertaining to it must be in Finnish or Swedish. Thus, while general meetings 

could be held in English, the language of the minutes, which could come 

under the Office’s scrutiny, had to be changed. 

Another required change concerned the language of the annual 

report and the action plan, which were prepared by the association’s board. 

These were initially also proposed to be written in English, but the 

registration office objected to that. There were two options available: either 

erase any mention of language practices from the bylaws or generate both 

documents in Finnish in addition to English. The latter option would mean 

more work for the board, as there were no funds for translations, but that 

approach was eventually chosen.47 

In fact, during the association’s first years, most information was 

circulated in Finnish, English, and Swedish, because there were always 

speakers of Swedish (native or otherwise). These individuals, however, 

ended up doing enormous amounts of translation work for free. At the same 

time, on those rare occasions when board members sent out something only 

in English – the language with which all doctoral candidates at the 

University of Helsinki were familiar – there were always at least some 

objections raised. 

All this clearly demonstrates that, despite all the changes, PhD 

candidates still operate within a landscape imbued with social relations. 

Furthermore, some of these relations extend beyond the university’s 

                                                
47 This was done in order to ensure that all the association’s future boards would continue 
the same practice, irrespective of their personal views on university language politics. 
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premises and might thus be unaffected by higher education reforms. The 

process of doctoral candidate mobilisation inevitably entails navigating a 

socially heterogeneous landscape.  

 

 

Constructing a PhD Community 

 

In addition to promoting international doctoral candidate participation, the 

PhD Students Association–according to its bylaws–was to act as ‘a link 

between University of Helsinki doctoral students’ and ‘to promote their 

societal efforts and extracurricular activities’. These were planned by the 

board, which met approximately once a month. Considering the 

heterogeneity of the doctoral candidate body, this was not really possible to 

achieve through academic activities, although such activities were on the 

minds of association board members from the very beginning, and the 2017 

board even succeeded in organising a day-long Writing Boot Camp. Still, 

most of the joint activities designed to bind doctoral candidates to one 

another had to be in the sphere of leisure. 

In addition to the association’s regular meetings in spring and 

autumn, as mandated by the bylaws, and the occasional extraordinary 

meeting, all of which would attract only those few directly interested in the 

workings of the association, the board organised a number of other get-

togethers. One of the first such activities was a pub night, which was held in 

September 2014, soon after the association was officially registered. The 

first pub night attracted a just over a dozen PhD candidates; still–as it was 

the first of its kind–it was deemed a success by the organisers. For this 

occasion, a board member in charge of organising the meet-up booked a 

single booth in a pub in downtown Helsinki, which, however, eventually 

proved to be too small for the gathering’s needs, so additional chairs had to 

be squeezed in. 

Encouraged by this initial success, pub nights became a regular part 

of the PhD Students Association’s offerings. They were held once every few 
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weeks, with each one attracting a number of attendees that was never too 

small for the meet-up to be considered unsuccessful or too big to lose its 

intimate character. Almost from the beginning, pub nights rotated between 

the four campuses in order to attract PhD candidates across the University 

of Helsinki; since 2018, they have been complemented by campus lunches. 

Once the social distancing measures imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic 

took force, the association’s board members – like countless other actors – 

decided to move these PhD gatherings online and hold half-hour meet-ups 

every week. 

Doctoral candidates mostly came together to talk about their PhD 

lives with others with whom they might not share anything more than a 

category. Still, this was enough, since an imagery of PhD student life–unlike 

the new doctoral school and programs–was already firmly established. In 

Finland, as in many other countries, one of the most popular formats for 

spreading PhD student imagery was online memes, which were strongly 

influenced by US pop culture. In fact, the most widespread PhD student 

memes at the University of Helsinki originated from the newspaper and 

webcomic strip Piled Higher and Deeper, more commonly known as Ph.D. 

Comics.48 

During my ethnographic fieldwork, I was able to regularly observe 

references made to Ph.D. Comics. In addition to circulating on social media, 

they would occasionally appear in everyday university life. The PhD 

Students Association also played a role in spreading Ph.D. Comics, 

organising a public screening of the associated The PHD Movie 2 in October 

2015. In fact, this screening was organised in cooperation with the Doctoral 

                                                
48 Ph.D. Comics began at the end of the 1990s, when Jorge Cham, at the time a graduate 
student in mechanical engineering at Stanford University, decided to deal with his grad 
school troubles in a creative way (Stanford Magazine 2017). The strip represents the solitary 
life of grad students, who are proverbially overstressed and underpaid, occasionally engage 
in procrastinating activities and constantly have to deal with demanding advisers. Cham 
continued working on Ph.D. Comics after he graduated from Stanford, eventually becoming 
a full-time cartoonist. His initial project also gradually grew and includes today several Ph.D. 
Comics books and two movie adaptations (The PHD Movie and The PHD Movie 2: Still in 
Grad School). 
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School in Natural Sciences, immediately after the panel on how to survive 

graduate school that I mentioned in the previous chapter. 

Beyond pub nights, campus lunches and irregular events such as the 

one on the campus of natural sciences, the University of Helsinki’s PhD 

Students Association organises several other events on an annual basis. One 

of these is a pre-Christmas party (pikkujoulu, or ‘little Christmas’). 

Pikkujoulu is observed in Finland by all sorts of communities, 

organisations, companies, and even among friends. It is usually arranged 

between mid-November and mid-December, which due to the number of 

pre-Christmas parties is known as pikkujoulu season.49 

Planning for the first PhD Students Association pre-Christmas party 

began in early autumn 2014. However, due to a problem with booking the 

venue, it was postponed to February 2015. The gathering was scheduled for 

the second Friday of the month, which conveniently fell on February 13, 

enabling the board to promote the event as a Friday the 13th party. Since 

the Christmas season had already passed, leaving many potential attendees 

party saturated, this event attracted approximately the same number of 

people as the association’s first pub night. Those who gathered on the top 

floor in one of the Student Union buildings in the heart of Helsinki, 

nevertheless ended up having a great time, mostly due to an entertaining 

American card game filled with serendipitous profanity that those present 

played. 

Still, the board was careful not to make the same venue-booking 

mistake a year later, and the association’s first proper pikkujoulu was held 

in December 2015; it was one of the association’s best-attended gatherings 

thus far. It was arranged on the downtown premises of Helsinki Think 

Company, which were then situated next to the Main University Library. 

                                                
49 Since Christmas in Finland is above all a family gathering, a pikkujoulu is an opportunity 
to share the holiday with friends and acquaintances. It is also less religious in character and 
more free-form than Christmas. Still, there are some almost mandatory components of 
pikkujoulu, such as gingerbread and glöggi, which is a Finnish version of mulled wine. It is 
usually served with raisins and almonds and can be either with or without alcohol. The non-
alcoholic version is made of hot punch to which cinnamon, ginger, cloves and other spices 
are usually added. The alcoholic version is made by pouring spirits into the above-mentioned 
punch or simply by warming up wine and flavouring it with the same blend of spices. 
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The first association boards used this venue on multiple occasions since 

they were offered free of charge (at that time). The only condition was that 

the organisers needed to provide some ‘entrepreneurial pretext’ for the 

party, which for PhD candidates now trained to see themselves as scalable 

enterprises, was not a problem. The board continued regularly organising 

the pre-Christmas parties in the following years as well, with the venue 

being moved to the premises of the Student Union, where the board of the 

growing association could even afford to book a common sauna, a typical 

practice for other student social formations at the university. 

Another event scheduled in the action plan for 2015 was the 

association’s anniversary in May, which provided an opportunity to go to a 

small island twenty minutes by bus from downtown Helsinki. In addition to 

hosting mock-ups of buildings from different regions of Finland and 

different historical periods, the island also offers one of Helsinki’s many 

public outdoor barbeque spots, where anyone can come and prepare their 

own food. The first association anniversary attracted a few more people 

than the Friday the 13th party, but not too many. Nevertheless, just like the 

overdue pikkujoulu, the first-anniversary celebration was a very pleasant 

experience for those who did go. In addition to the barbeque that board 

members prepared for everyone, attendees also played the popular Finnish 

throwing game mölkky, which consists of a dozen numbered wooden pins 

and another, slightly taller pin that is thrown at the rest. 

Finally, in the action plan drafted by the association’s first board at 

the end of 2014, a get-together party at the beginning of the autumn 

semester was planned. This event, which was held in late September, was 

the first association event to mobilise a wider group of PhD candidates, with 

a few dozen people attending. Predating the association’s pre-Christmas 

party by a few months, this autumn get-together was also held at the 

Helsinki Think Company. Since the intimacy of previous association 

gatherings was to some degree lost due to the higher turnout, no organised 

games were played at the 2015 autumn get-together. The association’s 

board, nevertheless, decided to prepare a flipchart on which those 
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interested could write what it was to ‘be a PhD student’. The attendees also 

enjoyed drinks and snacks that the board members brought and chatted 

with one another, even as students and staff in the occupied Porthania 

auditorium a couple hundred meters away were discussing their protest 

strategies. 

Over the years, this casual autumn get-together turned into a more 

formal but also more traditional student format of sitsit. Prior to this, sitsits 

were not organised among PhD candidates, since they belonged to one’s 

bachelor’s and master’s days. Nevertheless, since the number of PhD 

students who were not from Finland and thus had not experienced this 

tradition was steadily increasing, the HYVÄT board eventually decided to 

start organising sitsits. Compared to the regular students’ sitsits, those 

organised by the PhD Students Association were more refined. Still, all the 

standard elements–a multi-course dinner repeatedly punctuated with 

singing and toasting–were there as well. 

In addition to organising events, the association’s board also 

attempted from its early days to use its website and social media channels 

to create a sense of community by collating and distributing useful 

information that would make the life of PhD candidates easier. At the 

beginning of 2015, one board member even took pains to list over sixty 

funding opportunities in Finland that PhD candidates could consider. 

Later, the board also added to its single digital location all important 

information about doctoral studies at the University of Helsinki, which was 

otherwise dispersed across a number of web pages. Likewise, the board 

gathered all the basic information needed by newcomers to Finland and 

placed them on its website as a service. 

The process of turning a category of PhD students into a community 

thus entailed a lot of work to build actual relations between doctoral 

candidates. Since the basis of their sociation is not academic, it draws on a 

generic representation of PhD students that derives from elsewhere. These 

were, nonetheless, additionally strengthened by borrowing from forms of 

student sociality that were characteristically Finnish. 
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Taking up Representation 

 

One of the initial drivers for setting up the PhD Students Association, as 

codified in the bylaws, was ‘to represent the doctoral students at the 

University of Helsinki’. As indicated at the beginning of this chapter, the 

entire initiative was to a large degree established by a personal network 

comprised of former University of Helsinki’s Student Union activists 

(turned PhD student representatives in the steering committees of the new 

doctoral programmes and schools), and part of their endeavours specifically 

targeted other doctoral candidate representatives. Even though the 

undertaking soon outgrew this initial intent, the nascent association both 

profited from the rich experience in student politics of many of its founders 

and kept the issue of doctoral candidate representation close to its core 

mission and focus. 

Thus, practically from the very first meeting of the PhD Students 

Association’s board, its members were working on taking over the process 

of choosing representatives on doctoral school and programme steering 

committees. While the first board was in power, the situation developed 

slowly but was still going in that direction. Once the second board took over, 

the state of affairs started to change more rapidly, and by the next autumn, 

the PhD Students Association was in de facto control of the process of 

choosing doctoral candidate representatives for those steering committees. 

The effort officially began with a delegation from the association’s 

board to the central offices of the Student Union in mid-November 2014 

and meeting with its board chair and the board member in charge of 

doctoral student affairs. According to the Universities Act, one of the 

Student Union’s central duties is nominating student representatives to 

university administrative bodies, and this applied to a certain degree to 

various positions that were supposed to be occupied by doctoral candidate 

representatives. The first task was to find out all the positions that existed. 

The chair of the first board had made a list containing all the positions in 

question almost a decade earlier, while working for the Student Union. 



 

 168 

However, that list had since been mislaid and help from the Student Union 

was needed. 

The Student Union board was in fact happy to see the PhD Students 

Association show interest in the matter. Since 2009, when doctoral 

candidates were first excluded from student health care, their main 

motivation for joining the Student Union has disappeared, and their 

membership in this organisation has been dropping ever since. Thus, 

Student Union contact with doctoral candidates became more and more 

limited, while the Student Union board members were glad to get some help 

in this area. At that November 2014 meeting, it was agreed that the PhD 

Students Association would effectively choose doctoral candidate 

representatives, while the Student Union would formally approve these 

decisions, as stipulated by the Universities Act. 

However, the election of doctoral candidate representatives to the 

doctoral school and programme steering committees was not under Student 

Union jurisdiction. According to the rector, doctoral candidate 

representatives were supposed to be chosen ‘among themselves’. This is 

why the PhD Students Association, as the only university social formation 

incorporating doctoral candidates from all campuses, had a legitimate claim 

to take over this process. Still, recognising that the Student Union had much 

more experience in these matters–and a firmly established practice–the 

association’s board members wanted to consult with it when drafting 

procedures for the election of steering committee representatives. 

Moreover, if this procedure was compatible with the Student Union’s 

process, then the latter organisation would be more confident that the 

association’s choices pertaining to positions that were under Student Union 

jurisdiction would be suitable. 

The agreement made with the Student Union had to be confirmed 

by the appropriate university administrators. Before that happened, 

however, the PhD Students Association board organised a workshop in May 

2015 for the representatives that were serving on doctoral school and 

programme steering committees. This was also an opportunity for the board 
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to present itself to those representatives who might still have been unaware 

of the young association’s existence and to obtain direct feedback about the 

workings of the steering committees from those involved in them. The 

workshop also provided doctoral candidate representatives serving on 

steering committees across the university an opportunity to get to know one 

another and share experiences. 

Beyond providing a venue and snacks for the steering committee 

representatives, the association’s board also prepared a programme 

consisting of group and plenary discussions revolving around several 

questions:  

 

What makes a good doctoral student representative and what is the 

best way to elect them? What are the good and what are the bad 

practices of student representation within the current doctoral 

school and programme steering committees and other boards at the 

University of Helsinki? How does one effectively represent various 

groups of doctoral students at the UH (employees, grantees, self-

funded, people with/without office space, Finnish/international 

and so on)? What are the current modes of collaboration between 

doctoral student representatives and how these can be further 

developed? 

  

At the end of May 2015, the PhD Students Association’s chair was invited to 

attend a meeting of the Doctoral Education Steering Committee. There, it 

was officially decided that the association would take part in the election of 

new representatives to doctoral school and programme steering 

committees, which was to take place the following autumn. At the beginning 

of June 2015, at the association’s first board meeting following this decision, 

the board established a working group on the matter that consisted of three 

members, including me; in fact, I ended up chairing it. A couple of days 

later, the three of us met with the HYMY coordinator, who was appointed 

to facilitate the process from the administrative side and agreed with him 
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on general principles. That information was shared with the three other 

doctoral school coordinators and with the student representatives serving 

on steering committees at the time. 

The three of us continued working on this matter over the summer, 

meeting at the end of July 2015 to develop a more detailed plan; meanwhile, 

communication with doctoral school coordinators and doctoral candidate 

representatives continued throughout August and September. The working 

group, joined by the association’s board chair, met again with the HYMY 

coordinator in mid-September 2015 to discuss further details regarding the 

election procedure. In the meantime, at the suggestion of the University of 

Helsinki’s Academic Affairs specialist from the Doctoral Education Steering 

committee, who was otherwise pivotal in the degree reform process, we first 

contacted and later met with the Student Union representative in charge of 

choosing student representatives. Even though, as I have already pointed 

out, the Student Union had no jurisdiction over the election of these 

representatives, we were asked to seek their approval of the general election 

plan. This was obtained without any difficulty; indeed, we were offered 

further logistical help. 

In order to raise awareness among doctoral candidates about 

representation in general and the upcoming elections in particular–so the 

pool of the potential candidates would be wider than the previous time, 

when the ‘usual suspects’ were appointed–we decided to organise 

information sessions on all four campuses in the second part of September 

2015. These sessions consisted of a welcome address and a brief overview 

of the election process by an association board member, a presentation 

about steering committees’ structure and the functions of the doctoral 

school coordinator for whose PhD candidates that particular session was 

held, along with talks by current doctoral candidate representatives about 

their experiences of working on the committees. The official part of the 

meetings ended after approximately an hour with a question-and-answer 

period, but informal discussions over refreshments provided by the 

doctoral school continued afterwards. 
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We wrote up all this information in the form of an Action Plan for 

the Doctoral Candidate Representative Elections and sent it to the 

coordinators of doctoral schools and programmes and the doctoral 

candidate representatives serving on steering committees at the time.50 The 

most important part of this document, however, was the election procedure 

itself. The plan was to send out a call for doctoral candidate representatives 

to the email addresses of all PhD students enrolled at the University of 

Helsinki, who would in the first half of October have an opportunity to 

register their candidacy for both their school and programme steering 

committees via an electronic form. The working group developed four 

electronic forms corresponding to the four groups in the electronic system 

(each of which had been created by a doctoral school coordinator), in which 

email addresses of all doctoral candidates registered by 1 October within a 

particular school were to be semi-automatically inserted. 

The elections themselves were planned for the second half of 

October 2015, with voting to take place by electronic form. This decision 

was based on a consensus reached during the workshop with doctoral 

candidate representatives noted above. For an election to happen, at least 

two candidates for a given school or programme steering committee 

position were required. If there were only one candidate, that person 

automatically become a representative. If no candidates declared 

themselves for a given steering committee, the association was to use the 

election period for recruiting. 

Preparing for the elections themselves was a very laborious process 

for the PhD Students Association’s working group and for the doctoral 

school coordinators. The working group developed 32 electronic forms, one 

                                                
50 At that point, we received a complaint from a doctoral programme coordinator for not 
having been included earlier in the process. However, through subsequent email 
correspondence, it became clear that this protest was not directed at the association’s 
working group activities but rather the general situation in which programme coordinators 
found themselves. The reason why the working group did not include doctoral programme 
coordinators in the process was simple: trying to find common ground between the doctoral 
education steering committee, four doctoral school coordinators, and 32 doctoral candidate 
representatives had already proven to be a significant challenge for a working group of three 
members. 
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for each programme, connected to 32 groups in the electronic system, 

created by the doctoral school coordinator to which a particular doctoral 

programme belonged. The email addresses of all doctoral candidates 

registered within a particular programme were to be semi-automatically 

inserted. The invitation for voting itself was to be sent via the electronic 

form system. On the same form, doctoral candidates were able to cast their 

votes for both school and programme representatives. They were provided 

with basic information about each candidate, with a link for more details 

leading to the association webpage, on which the members of the working 

group had posted additional material. 

Once the election period ended and the winners were known, that 

information was to be forwarded to the two university administrators with 

whom the working group was most closely cooperating. The information 

about the elected doctoral programme representatives was to be forwarded 

to the HYMY coordinator, who would then present it to the deans of the 

faculties responsible for the doctoral programmes in question, while 

information about the elected doctoral school representatives was to be 

forwarded to the Academic Affairs Specialist from the doctoral education 

steering committee, who would then take it to the rector. This course of 

action was conditioned by the rector’s decision pertaining to the election of 

doctoral candidate representatives in the programme and school 

committees, with the deans in charge of the former and the rector of the 

latter. 

The first election of doctoral candidate representatives for the 

steering committees of the University of Helsinki’s doctoral schools and 

programmes went roughly according to plan. A few programmes ended up 

having no candidates for representatives, so we had to recruit them. 

Nonetheless, the election process was generally deemed a success, to the 

point that when the elections were next organised in 2017, no one 

questioned the association’s legitimacy in the process. There were, 

nevertheless, minor glitches. For instance, a few people without active 

student status managed to somehow register their candidacy, which forced 
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members of the working group to cross-check the eligibility of all election 

candidates with doctoral school coordinators. During the election period, 

we also found out that a PhD student who was the only one to submit his 

candidacy for a particular doctoral programme seat before the deadline had 

already received permission to defend his thesis. We proposed that he give 

up the position in favour of one of the two people who indicated their 

interest after the deadline had passed. This proposal was not, however, 

received amicably–to say the least–and the association ended up proposing 

a nearly graduated PhD candidate, even though this meant that new 

elections for the representative in his programme would soon be required. 

This overly detailed and perhaps occasionally tedious description of 

the process serves to show how much work had to be done to realise 

something that was taken as given in policy documents. As noted about, 

following the rector’s decision, PhD candidates were to elect their 

representatives in the new doctoral school and programmes steering 

committees ‘among themselves’. However, if that was to happen, something 

like a PhD student community had to be constructed first, but also the whole 

election procedure needed to be devised. 

 

 

One Body with One Voice 

 

There was another reason beyond representation why the first PhD 

Students Association board wanted to meet with the Student Union officials 

as soon as it was feasible, and that was to establish a relationship between 

the two organisations. As I have already explained, several people involved 

in initiating the process of PhD candidate mobilisation had a rich Student 

Union past, and the association that was born out of that endeavour could 

to some extent be perceived as a continuation of their student politics 

activities. At the same time, from the very beginning, it was obvious that the 

mobilisation of doctoral candidates would also necessitate a kind of 
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activism that marked a clear departure from the typical student approach 

due to the categorical heterogeneity among doctoral candidates. 

This ambivalence ended up modelling the relationship between the 

PhD Students Association and the Student Union, a relationship whose 

foundation was set at the same meeting in which preliminary agreement 

about representation was reached. Specifically, the association would form 

an atypical relation with the Student Union, with the latter offering support 

by granting access to its premises, even though the former would not 

officially become a Student Union organisation. The usual precondition for 

having half its membership belong to the Student Union to obtain facilities 

privileges was reformulated to only requiring half the association’s board 

members to be Student Union members. On its side, the association would 

promote the union among its constituency and cooperate in doctoral 

education affairs. 

Another important group with which the association’s board 

thought it crucial to establish an early connection, while remaining 

separate, was the Helsinki chapter of the Finnish Union of University 

Researchers and Teachers (FUURT), one of the two largest labour unions 

in the university sector, along with the Finnish Union of University 

Professors. Both belong to the Confederation of Unions for Professional and 

Managerial Staff in Finland, an umbrella trade union for highly educated 

individuals. The position of labour unions in Finland is still generally 

strong, and they represent 65% of workers51.  Among doctoral candidates, 

however, labour unions – like student ones – have an ambivalent status, 

and this is so with the local chapter of FUURT, known as the Helsinki 

University Association of Researchers and Teachers (HUART). 

Being a trade union, HUART primarily represents the interests of 

university employees. Even though its activities have significantly expanded 

in recent years to incorporate non-employed university workers, the trade 

union cannot offer them the same kind of security, particularly in relation 

to unemployment, which is why those doctoral candidates working on 

                                                
51 Source: International Labour Organisation: https://ilostat.ilo.org/data/country-profiles/. 
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short-term contracts and grants or who are self-funded have generally had 

limited interest in HUART. This reality reflects on HUART, whose status as 

a legitimate voice of all university researchers and teachers is thus 

jeopardised. 

This became clear at the June 2015 meeting in which the PhD 

Students Association’s chair officially met for the first time with HUART 

board members. The HUART representatives expressed concern that they 

were losing their grip on decision-making processes at the university and 

might not be invited to participate in different committees and other bodies 

like the PhD Students Association would be. The association’s chair tried to 

ease their worries by saying that the association he represented had no 

ambition to take up on the role of either labour union or unemployment 

fund but was rather mobilised around issues pertaining to doctoral 

education and doctoral candidates. In order to make the situation crystal 

clear, it was agreed at that meeting that the PhD Students Association’s 

board members should emphasise that the association they served was not 

a labour union and should also encourage their members to join both a 

labour union and unemployment funds to ensure their protection in work-

related issues. In addition, it was agreed to continue cultivating the 

incipient relationship between the two organisations. 

There was, however, another relationship whose nurturing was 

explicitly put on the board’s agenda, ahead of all others. This was the 

relationship with the senior university management, particularly the rector. 

That was realised with the help of prior ties. In addition to being active in 

several undergraduate student associations and working for a few years as 

a secretary of Academic Affairs in the Student Union during the turbulent 

period directly preceding the enactment of the latest Finnish Universities 

Act, the chair of the first PhD Students Association board had also been a 

representative on several important university administrative bodies. As 



 

 176 

such, he personally knew many of the permanent university administrators, 

allowing him to open many doors for the new association.52 

It took five months after the idea to meet with the rector was 

expressed among the association’s board members for that meeting to take 

place. In early December 2014, the rector received a delegation of three 

association board members (the chair, the vice-chair and me, who served 

the first board as secretary53). The meeting, held in anticipation of the 

university’s 375th anniversary and with no inkling of the budget cuts that 

would be imposed by the new Finnish government in mid-2015, was 

extremely pleasant and amicable. Even though the encounter was 

scheduled to last half an hour, we stayed almost twice as long. The rector, 

who treated the delegation to coffee and cookies, expressed strong support 

for the association. He was happy to finally have a concentrated voice of 

doctoral candidates at the university from which he could find out about 

‘PhD customers’ preferences’: ‘I want to hear from you about your 

experiences’, he said to us. The rector considered the association an 

important partner in the process of evaluating the doctoral education 

reform that was to be launched a year later. In addition, he offered several 

suggestions to the delegation members of how to strengthen the position of 

the association at the university, which mostly revolved around forging ties 

with specific actors. 

After the meeting with the rector, it became clear that before the 

board members could proceed with the mission of strengthening the 

association’s position by establishing key relationships, they would need to 

gather more general information about the doctoral candidate body. Since 

                                                
52 Before the association could even be registered, the board chair had to see whether using 
the University of Helsinki’s name in the PhD Students Association’s name was permitted. 
For this, he contacted the university lawyer with whom he had prior ties. The board was 
fortunate on this occasion, as the university lawyer approved this use of the name. That was 
not the case several months later, when a logo the board members first proposed for the 
association was not approved by the university administrators, who found that it ‘resembled’ 
the University of Helsinki’s official logo ‘too much’ (the proposed logo depicted a doctoral 
hat that emitted rays, which is similar to the university’s logo). 
53 At one board meeting, it was decided that the association’s chair and vice-chair would 
attend the meeting and that one additional spot would be available to the first board member 
who expressed an interest in coming along after the date and the time of the meeting had 
been confirmed. 
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there was a lack of updated data on PhD candidates at the University of 

Helsinki, the board decided to launch a survey at the beginning of 2015. This 

survey, which was designed and analysed by a few board members, 

including me, was rather simple–its main purpose was to establish a 

doctoral candidate baseline. The central question was, ‘What are the biggest 

concerns to you as a doctoral student at the University of Helsinki?’. The 

respondents were allowed to pick three of ten options or add one of their 

own. In addition, they were given an opportunity to send their suggestions 

via an open-ended field in the form on matters that the board should take 

forward. 

We sent the survey to over 4,000 enrolled doctoral candidates at the 

University of Helsinki and received over 640 responses, distributed more 

or less proportionally across doctoral schools. The largest number of 

responses in absolute terms came from the largest school, the Doctoral 

School in Humanities and Social Sciences, and the smallest number of 

responses was received the smallest school, the Doctoral School in Natural 

Sciences, but their relative response rates were in the opposite order. More 

than two thirds of respondents from the natural sciences school were 

university employees; in the humanities and social sciences, they 

constituted less than a third of respondents, while in the two other doctoral 

schools, employed doctoral candidates constituted approximately half the 

responses. The largest number of self-funded doctoral candidates who 

responded came from the humanities and social sciences, comprising 

almost half of HYMY respondents, while that number in the other three 

doctoral schools ranged between a fifth and a fourth of their PhD student 

body. Finally, the largest number of grantees–approximately one third–

came from the Doctoral School in Environmental, Food and Biological 

sciences. Grantees from the humanities and social sciences and health 

studies, comprised about one-fourth each of the sample, while respondents 

from the Doctoral School in Natural Sciences accounted for just over ten 

percent. 
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Despite the significant differences between doctoral schools, 

respondents in all of them cited funding as the biggest issue for doctoral 

candidates, which was listed as the biggest concern among 60 percent of 

respondents. This was hardly surprising to the association’s board 

members, but what was unexpected was that this concern was most strongly 

expressed by candidates in the natural sciences, where–despite having the 

highest proportion of employed doctoral candidates–almost 70 percent of 

respondents cited funding as their critical issue. An explanation for this 

result could be at least partially inferred from the comments that some 

respondents submitted, which indicated that the salaries paid to doctoral 

candidates tended to be quite low and that their fixed-term employment 

contracts very short. 

The second most frequently cited concern of PhD candidates across 

the University of Helsinki in 2015 was supervision. Again, this was quite 

predictable, but the board members still thought it an important finding 

since it captured the situation a full year after the new doctoral school and 

programmes had been introduced. Once more, the respondents’ discontent 

with supervision practices differed across the university, with the most 

alarming situation in the Doctoral School in Environmental, Food and 

Biological Sciences, where nearly half of survey respondents were unhappy 

with the supervision they received. The situation was somewhat–but not too 

much–better in other doctoral schools, with one fourth to one fifth of survey 

respondents citing supervision as their top concern. 

Equipped by the survey results, the association’s board members 

continued meeting with other key university figures in spring 2015, as they 

had planned all along, including other representatives of senior university 

management (the Vice-Rector for Research and Education, Head of 

Research Affairs, Head of Educational Affairs, Director of Administration 

and several others), along with mid-level university officials (particularly 

coordinators of doctoral schools and programmes). Many of the 

connections made at these meetings proved instrumental later in the year 

when the association took over the process of the election of doctoral 
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candidate representatives. Even without that factor, the meetings were 

crucial for the board to perform the last of the association’s purposes, as 

listed in the bylaws: ‘to lobby for the interests of doctoral students of the 

University of Helsinki’. 

The concept of an interest group, as Strathern (2004, 31) has 

pointed out, is related to the notion of perspective, ‘the “point of view” from 

which the world is evaluated, and on whose behalf claims are made’. The 

extremely simple survey that the association conducted provided one tool 

to help flatten the world of doctoral candidates, which otherwise consists – 

like the world in general – of too many perspectives. It enabled the depiction 

of postgraduate students as one body with one voice whose particular views 

and interests were expressed by the board (cf. Nielsen 2015). As such, there 

should be little surprise that it opened many new doors, which eventually 

resulted not only in the association taking charge of doctoral candidate 

representation but also in its board being invited to participate in the major 

transformations that occurred at the University of Helsinki over the next 

few years. 

Making the PhD Students Association the voice of all doctoral 

candidates at the University of Helsinki thus entailed building relations 

with other relevant groups at the university. This process involved not only 

making connections but also maintaining separations. Moreover, it 

involved creating new sets of relations among the PhD candidates 

themselves, relations that were not social but epistemic. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I began looking more closely into the new forms of sociality 

that emerged among doctoral candidates at the University of Helsinki out 

of the disturbance created by the enterprise-cum-scalability model. Such 

forms of social life, in theory, should not have been possible since, as I have 

detailed in previous chapters, the process of scaling up entails the removal 
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of all transformative relationships. In alignment with Tsing (2012, 2015b, 

2017), I argue that this is exactly what triggered these new relations. 

In order to better understand the rise of the PhD Students 

Association, I drew on Amit’s work on community construction. As 

discussed above, Amit emphasises that setting up and maintaining a 

community is not simply a matter of imagination, as many anthropologists 

have claimed in recent decades. Rather, a community requires a great deal 

of practical work, and this becomes very conspicuous when one takes a look 

at all the activities in which the association’s board members were involved, 

especially during the first year, but also in those that followed. 

Prompted by Nielsen’s insights into student participation, I also 

paid attention to the ways in which the PhD Students Association came to 

embody the hegemonic voice of doctoral candidates at the University of 

Helsinki. I have shown that the key role in this process was played by the 

flattening of PhD candidate heterogeneity into a ‘PhD experience’. 

Interestingly–but not surprisingly–when I was taking part in this 

endeavour, I did not perceive this process in this way. It was only later, 

when I stepped down from the association and looked from an 

epistemological distance at the board’s activities, that I started interpreting 

its course of action through such lenses. 
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Chapter 7 

Academic (Net)Workers 

 

  

The lobbying activities of the PhD Students Association did not always align 

with the work of the university management. In fact, the association’s 

officials would occasionally promote an agenda that was directly against the 

doctoral education administrators’ endeavours. Besides arranging meetings 

with the representatives of the senior management to discuss differences, 

the association’s board members would usually also publish a (protest) 

statement.54 

Such was the case, for instance, with the plans to centralise the 

application procedure that the Big Wheel project attempted to see through. 

The board—chaired by a doctoral candidate from the Doctoral School in 

Natural Sciences, which had continuous enrolment–strongly opposed the 

proposed changes of reducing application rounds to two. In the issued 

statement, the board members would often articulate their dissent at least 

partially within the hegemonic ‘global knowledge economy’ discourse. They 

claimed that such a move towards the centralisation of application 

procedure might not only ‘make it substantially more difficult to start the 

process of PhD research’ but could also ‘reduce the attractiveness of 

doctoral education’. A similar interplay between different higher education 

discourses could be observed from the preferred course of action that the 

association’s representatives suggested. They proposed: 

 

(1) that the faculties continue to choose their application deadlines 

so that they suit the needs of their discipline; (2) that application to 

the doctoral programmes is done according to the schedule set out 

by their faculties; (3) that, to ensure a smooth application process 

and an efficient use of funds, and to maintain an international 

                                                
54  I did not participate in writing any of the statements. 
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competitiveness, application deadlines should generally be held 

more than twice per year (my emphasis). 

  

The PhD Students Association’s officials would also occasionally publicly 

express their opposition against the overall developments about higher 

education in Finland. For instance, during the association’s general meeting 

in the autumn of 2014, the attendees discussed the most effective method 

to register their disapproval of the plans to impose tuition fees for non-

EU/EEA bachelor’s and master’s degree students. These plans were 

subsequently abandoned by the then in-charge centre-left government; 

however, once the new centre-right coalition took over in May 2015, they 

were back on the table, and this time for good. As soon as the draft of the 

new programme containing tuition-fee plans was published during the 

government negotiations, the chair of the association’s board wrote an 

opposing opinion piece and sent it to the most circulated Finnish daily 

newspapers. It was with him, among others, that I attended the protest 

gathering arranged by the ‘angry students’, which I mentioned in Chapter 

3. The association’s board was strongly opposing austerity measures in 

general, and together with a few other board members, I took part in various 

protest marches in 2015, including the one that eventually led us to 

Porthania building, which on that occasion was occupied. 

The association’s representatives also looked particularly 

disapprovingly at the course of action taken in autumn 2015 by the senior 

university management about the budget cuts. For instance, the board 

published a statement on the decision to establish the practice of requiring 

mandatory recruitment permissions, which was planned for the period after 

the negotiations between the representatives of the employers and 

employees were concluded. The statement that the association’s board 

issued for this purpose was sent directly to the board of the university, to 

the rector and to the director of administration. Such a procedure would 

make the life of those doctoral candidates whose contract was to be agreed 

upon or renewed shortly ‘unnecessarily difficult’. The recruitment 
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permission procedure would also affect those researchers working on 

supplementary funding, as it complicated the funding and looked ‘bad for 

the financier’. Finally, the statement also indicated that the procedure 

might thwart international doctoral candidates’ permission to stay in 

Finland if their contract renewals were delayed. The association’s officials 

pleaded with the university management—despite the external pressures 

the organisation faced—not to further aggravate the employment of those 

who were already in a weak position (such as doctoral candidates, research 

assistants and young researchers) and whose future anyway uncertain. 

However, the disjuncture between the university’s senior 

management and the association predated the effects of the political 

turbulence that marked the latter half of 2015. Albeit still in the process of 

establishing itself, the association’s lobbying capabilities were already put 

to the test at the beginning of 2015. In the second half of February, the rector 

of the University of Helsinki published a decision about the work of the 

grant holders. It was stated that ‘the University’ (sic) has signed a 

framework agreement with the Finnish Cultural Foundation related to the 

position of researchers working on a grant. This agreement—the decision 

specified—was also offered to other foundations, and the University 

continued negotiating throughout 2015 with these, aiming to establish a 

common working model within this period. 

According to the signed framework agreement, the University was 

obliged to provide working conditions for researchers receiving a grant 

from the Finnish Cultural Foundation, whereas the foundation was 

committed to including the funding it granted monetary compensation for 

these working conditions. Currently, the agreed amount of the 

compensation was 1,600 €/year. The University committed to offering an 

agreement on working conditions only to those grantees who have a 

postgraduate study right. The decision on the agreement with those 

researchers who already had a doctoral degree was to be made by the 

University’s units (i.e., faculties and departments) on a case-by-case basis. 
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Once the rector’s decision was published, the reactions were immediate and 

deafening. Even the national media was interested in the story. The general 

spring meeting of the University of Helsinki’s PhD Students Association was 

also partially dedicated to the office space issue. The chairing board 

member’s outcry of ‘some of us being paid to do their work, and others 

having to pay to do the work’ powerfully echoed through the room. 

The online discussions were extremely lively. Facebook and Twitter 

were pulsating. Comment sections below the news reporting about the 

decision on the University’s Intrapages were overflowing. The extremely 

turbulent reaction had somewhat startled university managers, since—as 

the director of administration once remarked–the only thing new about this 

decision was that it put in writing something that had already been a 

practice. 

In this chapter, I delve deeper into the office space controversy to 

explore another categorical identity that has gained prominence in the 

disturbed doctoral education landscape—that of grant-funded researchers. 

I investigate social dynamics in which grant holders find themselves. I also 

pay attention new forms of sociality of grant-funded researchers that the 

disturbance in the university landscape prompted. 

 

 

Transactional Belonging 

  

While working on the framework agreement, ‘the University’ assessed the 

practices related to the individual grants. The intent was, which the rector’s 

decision explicitly stated, that faculties and departments make an 

agreement with all personal grant holders using university premises for 

work. University-wide guidelines about the grantees had already been 

established by a rector’s decision that came into force at the beginning of 

2012. The decision from February 2015 further specifies the matter, 

reflecting the changes in the university environment where the central 

administration started billing each unit for the office space on a monthly 
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basis, making the latter more aware of the running costs. Still, what 

practices would eventually take place was left to the units themselves to 

decide. 

The rector’s decision suggested that the units should impose to all 

those receiving an external personal grant compensation of 1,600 euro for 

enjoying ‘regular working conditions within one’s scientific field’. This 

compensation would be based on a written agreement between the grantees 

and the units, known as a ‘Grant-funded researcher contract’ (Finnish, 

Apurahatutkijan sopimus). The attachment to the rector’s decision clearly 

explained what exactly the compensation was paid for; namely, the ‘regular 

working conditions within a scientific field’ might entail work and 

laboratory space, digital, postal, print, library, data and administrative 

services in the way these are commonly used by researchers and doctoral 

candidates. 

Regular working conditions do not always entail procuring a 

computer or phone; neither do they necessitate personal workstations or a 

workspace within one’s own academic unit. Furthermore, the ‘Grant-

funded researcher contract’ does not form an employment relationship with 

the university, nor is it possible to obtain the right to use, for example, 

occupational health care or insurance. Moreover, the contract does not 

make it possible for grantees to carry the same work titles that would 

designate their employed peers. Finally, the grant-funded researcher’s 

contract does not translate into an ‘opportunity to participate in the 

teaching activity’—this is arranged separately and is usually compensated. 

The recommended sum for the working conditions, according to the 

same rector’s decision, should be regularly checked, so it would equal seven 

percent of the amount of the personal grant in Finland that is possible to 

award tax-free. The units should not, however, impose compensation from 

grant receivers in those situations where they are only given the University 

username and access to the library and databases. The latter is anyway 

given for free to anyone with a study right (either bachelor’s, master’s or 

PhD), neither should the unit impose compensation to those grantees 
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whose costs of working at the university are already covered by the 

overheads. If expenses are already paid to the university from the same 

research project or research groups, then those expenses might completely 

or partially cover the working conditions of a grantee. Units might consider 

awarding a workspace for free, considering the grant’s amount. The rector, 

nonetheless, mandates that all grant-funded researchers should be treated 

according to the same principles. 

Besides workspace, those who sign the grant-funded researcher’s 

contract acquire voting rights in the university administration elections, 

according to specified conditions. They also might enjoy some of the 

research and personnel services, such as participating in training arranged 

by the university for its staff, in case the latter has vacancies. Grant-funded 

researchers, in turn, commit to entering their publications into the 

University of Helsinki’s Research Database, to which the funding model of 

the Ministry of Education and Culture is tied. Likewise, grant-funded 

researchers are obliged to name the University of Helsinki as their home 

university in all of their scientific correspondence. 

The new proposals concerning grant-funded researchers did not 

come as a surprise to the board of the PhD Students Association; namely, 

the chair of the board received an email alerting him about the nascent 

rector’s decision since mid-December 2014. The association’s engagement 

with these issues had started from that moment onwards. First, the board 

members tried to gather as much information as possible on the matter to 

be able to attempt to influence its outcome. That is how the association’s 

officials found out that the University’s negotiations with the private 

foundations in Finland about the position of personal grant holders had 

been ongoing since 2014, and that the framework agreement with the 

Finnish Cultural Foundation had already been signed. Once it became clear 

that the rector’s decision could not be stopped, the PhD Students 

Association’s board members at the University of Helsinki started drafting 

the protest statement, together with the board members of the 

corresponding association at Aalto University. 
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The joint statement, which was published at the beginning of March, 

welcomed the endeavour ‘to improve and equalise the status of grant 

holders’, but found the intention to carry office rents from those grant 

holders for whom the foundation was not covering the rent ‘unacceptable’. 

The latter might have a particularly negative effect on the situation of those 

who are at the very beginning of their academic careers. The boards of the 

two associations who signed the statement saw the rector’s decision as a 

particular challenge to the integration of grant holders into an ‘academic 

community’. They specifically protested for the University ‘seeing its grant 

holders solely as expenditures when they are in fact already contributing to 

the profitability of the University itself through their publications and 

doctoral theses’. 

Thus, the effect that the rector’s decision had was to start 

reappraising grantees’ relationship with the University in monetary terms. 

Moreover, once introduced, such a kind of understanding made other PhD 

students reconsider their own standing, particularly the self-funded ones. 

Given that the University also receives a part of government funding based 

on their graduation, some self-funded PhD candidates thought that it would 

be only fair if the University reimbursed them a portion, since it gave them 

otherwise very little. 

 

 

Tax-Free Riding or Academic Freedom Fighting?  

 

Besides publishing the statement, the board members of the PhD Students 

Association carried out a set of lobbying activities targeting the senior 

university management, which were conducted behind closed doors. For 

instance, about a week after the disconcerting rector’s decision was 

published, two other association’s board members and I met with the 

University of Helsinki’s Vice-Rector for Research and Education. This was 

the same vice-rector who, among other things, headed the Big Wheel project 

and chaired the HiLIFE committee, which were discussed in Chapter 3, and 
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explained ‘job fishing’ to the doctoral candidates attending the PhD career 

course mentioned in Chapter 5. 

The meeting with the vice-rector was arranged several weeks prior 

to the whole office space controversy, as a part of the already mentioned 

board’s efforts to introduce the university administrators to the newly 

established association. Besides presenting the association, the first part of 

the meeting with the vice-rector was largely spent reviewing the results of 

the doctoral candidate survey discussed in the previous chapter. The vice-

rector, who seemed very interested in our findings, gave his views on the 

two main issues the survey identified—funding and supervision—and even 

provided suggestions on how we could further ‘exploit the collected data’. 

We then briefly tackled the issue of doctoral candidate representation 

before moving to the last item on the meeting agenda—the Rector’s decision 

about office space compensation. 

Gradually but conspicuously, the atmosphere in the vice-rector’s 

office on that cold February morning shifted from easy-going to strained. 

The blended smell of coffee and pastry, served on a small coffee table in the 

corner of the vice-rector’s office around which the four of us were sitting, 

was the only reminder of the lightness that characterised the first part of the 

meeting. Wanting to simultaneously build good relations, as well as to 

promote the cause adversarial to that of the university management, the 

board members had to tread very carefully.55 Given the situation, the 

meeting stretched beyond two hours, and we were slightly late for the next 

appointment we made in the Administration building, where both the vice-

rectors and other university managers were still sitting at the time. 

At the heart of the problem was the Association of Finnish 

Foundations, claimed the vice-rector who suddenly turned reluctant. Its 

board members did not want to accept the framework agreement that the 

                                                
55 This is quite a common experience among student activists working within a recognised 
form of association. A few months after this meeting with the vice-rector, I talked to a board 
member of the University of Helsinki’s Student Union after the campus information session 
on the new strategy, where she tried to express an opposing stance. Clearly anxious, she said 
to me that it was so hard to criticise the rector when one knew that very soon they would 
have to cooperate with him on a different matter.  
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University of Helsinki had offered. He mentioned that the Association of 

Finnish Foundations had offered an agreement to the university senior 

management during the negotiations, but the latter had to reject it. The 

reason—according to the vice-rector —was that the foundations asked the 

university to commit to providing office space to the prospective grantees 

already at the application stage. That would mean that the head of a unit 

would have to sign in during the day enclosing the deadline a thousand 

blanco agreements, which the Vice-Rector framed as pure madness. He said 

that especially the head of one of the biggest foundations, who was also in 

charge of the association’s board, was particularly angry at the University of 

Helsinki for rejecting the foundation’s proposal and—in retaliation—

decided to make doctoral candidates pay for it. 

However, this was not a matter of technicality—that is, an issue at 

what stage the University of Helsinki’s administrators would commit to 

providing office space to the grantees—was clarified by the vice-rector, 

when prompted by such a comment. He stated that it was a matter of the 

university’s strategic goals. ‘The university’ wanted to be the one choosing 

exclusively who was going to get a chance to pursue doctoral studies, rather 

than relinquishing this decision—if only partially—to the Finnish private 

foundations. An ideal situation for the vice-rector would be if the 

foundations would stop issuing grants for PhD candidates altogether and 

redirect this funding to salaries of those PhD students that the university 

staff would choose. This strategy is something that he proposed for the PhD 

Students Association to start advocating. Earlier in the meeting, when the 

survey containing a sample with a high number of employees in the 

Doctoral School of Natural Sciences was presented to him, the vice-rector 

stated: ‘I want to see this everywhere’. He was a bit stunned to observe that 

this was also a doctoral school in which the higher percentage of PhD 

candidates from the sample marked the funding as the biggest issue 

negatively impacting their studies. Notwithstanding, the vice-rector 

claimed that if most doctoral candidates were employed, some of the crucial 

problems at the university would be resolved. 
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By redirecting their funds to the university’s budget, the Finnish 

foundations would ‘stop wasting money’ on random doctoral candidates, 

many of whom fail to graduate within four years. The vice-rector deemed 

this situation a straightforward indicator of their failure. The foundations 

should instead only concentrate their funding on doctoral candidates with 

the most certainty to succeed in their PhD quest within the normative 

period. Those would be ‘handpicked’ by the university staff, who were in the 

best position for such a task, according to the vice-rector. The vice-rector, 

nonetheless, expressed doubt that any of this would happen, as the Finnish 

foundations would lose in that way tax subsidies, which he thought to be the 

reason why they were founded in the first place. 

A few weeks later, a slightly reconfigured delegation of the PhD 

Students Association’s board went to meet with the managing director of 

the Association of Finnish Foundations. Rather than advocating for the 

foundations to discontinue grants and redirect their funds to the university 

directly, as the vice-rector would want, the board members scheduled a 

meeting with the representative of the Finnish foundations to determine 

their version of the events. Unsurprisingly, during that occasion, the story 

we were told in the Administration building was turned on its head, namely, 

it was the self-seeking university management—only interested in 

increasing their funds—that made the whole agreement collapse. In 

addition, the director emphasised the historical role that Finnish 

foundations played in the development of scholarly endeavours in Finland, 

supporting diverse research undertakings through grants and enabling 

academic freedom to thrive. This role is what they still see themselves 

performing. Without Finnish foundations, the director stated, academic 

production in Finland would be very restricted and, at best, mediocre. 

As indicated in Chapters 2 and 4, grant-funded researchers are 

products of various Finnish university trajectories. After Finland gained its 

independence in 1917, the number of private non-profit foundations 

supporting scholarly endeavours increased and particular attention was 

paid to the fact that more and more Finnish speakers have the opportunity 
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to embark on science undertakings, along with the Swedish-speaking ones. 

Then, when the funding structures started to change from the 1970s, 

especially in the 1980s, the number of grant holders at Finnish universities 

began to rise significantly. This number only increased during the 1990s, as 

the ‘global knowledge economy’ policies started to take a full swing. The 

number of researchers working on grants eventually became so big that 

from the beginning of 2009, it became mandatory for them to relinquish a 

percentage of their grants for pension insurance. The institution that 

started insuring grant holders was originally designed for agricultural 

entrepreneurs, to which the grantees were just added. This is why it is called 

to this day The Farmers’ Social Insurance Institution (Finnish, 

Maatalousyrittäjien eläkelaitos, most commonly known as Mela). 

The category of grant-funded researchers, therefore, does not exist 

in a social vacuum, as the university managers have approached it. Just like 

doctoral candidates in general, grant holders are also a part of a dense 

network of social relations that stretch across space and time. That means 

that any tampering with this category at the university always also involves 

disturbance in the wider landscape. 

  

 

Beggars That Become Choosers 

  

Besides foundations, the vice-rector named another culprit of the story, that 

is, the grant holders themselves, to which the vice-rector referred in 

negative terms on several occasions during the meeting. The grant holders, 

the vice-rector said, simply want to ‘maximise their profit’ and not share 

their financial gain with the university (sic). They also behave as free riders, 

just that they ride on the university’s back, instead of taxpayer ones, as the 

foundations do. The vice-rector bemoaned that doctoral candidates did not 

even report when they received grants, and then later complained for not 

having an office. ‘They want and they do not want to be a part of the 

university’, the vice-rector exclaimed.  
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At the University of Helsinki, the increased number of grant holders did not 

manifest in the same manner in all campuses. The most troubling in this 

respect was the City Centre Campus. That the grant-funded researchers 

were the biggest problem in HYMY also became clear during the meeting 

with the vice-rector. There were several reasons for that, but one of the most 

relevant was the fact that this was the largest doctoral school, comprising 

almost half of the postgraduate student body. In addition, many PhD 

candidates in humanities and social sciences who were working on external 

funding had personal grants, as research groups—who could potentially 

cover grantees’ expenses—are less common in these fields than in others. 

On top of all this, the City Centre Campus has been chronically haunted by 

the shortage of space, as shown in Chapter 2. However, this problem in the 

past decades has particularly aggravated, not only due to the record student 

and staff numbers but also because the real-estate prices in downtown 

Helsinki have—as in many other capitals—skyrocketed. 

Out of three board members who came to the meeting with the vice-

rector, I was the only one who belonged to the Doctoral School of 

Humanities and Social Sciences. I was also the only one who was a grant-

funded researcher herself. Aware that my position might make me look 

particularly partial, I was meticulous not to express any personal view on 

the matter but rather try to assess the situation more. Unlike my 

companions who were explicitly criticising the practice of charging office 

space compensation, I—who was actually already paying the rent to my 

faculty—went along with the vice-rector’s premise that ‘it was only fair’ that 

the grant-funded researchers ‘chip in’. At the same time, I tried to find out 

from the vice-rector what was it that they would actually pay for, since he 

kept repeating that the proposed sum was only half of the actual costs, 

whereas the grant-holders were not even guaranteed their own desk, not to 

say a computer or a phone. Eventually I managed to agitate him to the point 

that he outcried how students from the City Centre campus (i.e., those from 

humanities and social sciences) always come to the meetings ‘with an 
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agenda’. Suddenly viscerally aware of my inferior position among the three 

other men I was in the room with, I quickly apologised and explained that 

this was the question in which a big part of our constituency—which he so 

admired during the first part of the meeting—were interested. Still not 

receiving any concrete answer on the matter, I decided to belt up. 

My colleagues from the same doctoral school, nonetheless, took an 

opposite strategy and started pouring their thoughts on the matter into 

public. Lots of discussion on social media revolved around what you get for 

‘these 1,600 euros’. Some thought this was a fair price, considering the 

prestigious location in the heart of the city, topped by ‘printing privileges’. 

In fact, since grant-funded researchers in HYMY would occasionally move 

into the university premises that were previously ‘gutted and reconstructed’ 

according to the lavish ‘world-class aesthetics’ discussed in Chapter 2, the 

proposed fee indeed appeared to be just a fraction of costs, especially to the 

outside observer. This issue was brought to my attention on a few occasions 

when I received visits to my workplace. Between 2014 and 2016, I was 

sitting in a building that had been just revamped before my move to it and 

was, thus, incarnating the ‘world-class’ extravagance to a significant degree. 

One late afternoon, prior to a gathering that the PhD Students Association 

organised, another board member came to my office so we could wrap up 

the already mentioned PhD candidate survey results. He was so astonished 

by the premises that he jokingly said that he finally understood why we were 

all supposed to pay an office fee now—many had to cover expenses of the 

premises I had the privilege of enjoying. 

However, the view that the compensation for the workspace was a 

bargain was not a prevalent one, especially not among PhD candidates in 

humanities and social sciences. Many thought that the proposed amount 

was too much for the offered working conditions and that they could find 

better ones for the same price from the private market. This reaction was 

not that surprising since, unlike those privileged as I was, many doctoral 

candidates were given workstations in a dark and cold basement or an 
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overheated and stuffy attic, situated within a building that was also 

otherwise in an unflattering state.56 

Many foreigners among doctoral candidates in humanities and 

social sciences complained to me that paying for the office space was 

outrageous. One of them–who headed towards the University of Helsinki 

lured by its ‘world-class’ branding imagery only to discover once he came in 

that he had to share a tiny office with no windows–said to me that he was 

even considering whether he would reside there when it was for free. What 

furthermore struck him was the lack of communal activities. Upon his 

arrival, he started making enquiries about when was the coffee break, but 

to his surprise, he received an answer that there was no such.  ‘I took it as a 

granted; coffee break is a must in all working environments [but] they didn’t 

have it. 

Another international doctoral candidate with whom I spoke on the 

subject explained to me that her experience of belonging to different 

categories (she was first self-funded PhD student, then an employee, before 

becoming a grantee) made her aware of numerous hierarchies that exist at 

the university, of which she was completely oblivious while pursuing her 

master’s studies. All these made her feel increasingly excluded, so she did 

not want to give to the university that did not ‘appreciate her as a person’ a 

full-month-worth income out of the annual one. In such circumstances, she 

would rather work from home. 

A similar kind of argument could also be encountered among 

domestic doctoral candidates. For instance, a week after the rector’s 

decision was made, a news item also featuring a brief statement of the 

HYMY doctoral candidate representative, mentioned in Chapter 5, was 

published on the university intranet pages, receiving an unusually high 

number of comments. There, he publicly announced his decision to move 

out of the university premises and look for an office space together with a 

                                                
56 Several university premises in which my interlocutors from the City Centre campus—and, 
to a lesser degree, others—were sitting in have been in the meantime renovated and 
repurposed, either by allocating a different university unit there, or renting it out to the 
external parties. 
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few colleagues. He justified his decision by stating that the costs were pretty 

much the same but that in a space rented outside the university, one could 

both surround oneself with those whom they prefer and have activities that 

would not be otherwise allowed. When asked whether drifting from the 

‘university community’ bothered him, he replied that, of course, it did, but 

this decision was, in a way, already done on behalf of grant holders. ‘From 

the university’s point of view, we would be just tenants there’, he exclaimed 

(Merimaa 2015, my translation). 

This news article signalled the beginning of the departure of a 

proportion of grant holders from humanities and social sciences out of the 

university premises. As I already indicated, some started working from 

home, others from a library or another public place, while some grant 

holders formed small co-working communities and rented offices from the 

free market. Signs of the latter were conspicuous to those affiliated with the 

Faculty of Social Sciences. Notice boards were filled with advertisements for 

vacant office space, and so were mailing lists. A number would even find its 

way to the association’s Facebook group. Slowly, but certainly, a decent 

number of academic collectives in Helsinki formed outside the university, 

where lively scholarly engagements of grant-funded and self-funded 

researchers have developed. 

Therefore, turning the relationship between the university and grant 

holders explicitly into a contractual one not only redefines the terms of 

exchange but also puts forward questions about whether such a transaction 

is worth it. The criteria for such evaluation become something other than 

academic. At the same time, taking the academic out of the university 

equation makes its value in the eyes of some grant-funded researchers 

difficult to sustain.  
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From Community Building to Working Nets 

  

Not all grant holders, however, decided to leave the university. In fact, at 

the Faculty of Social Sciences, their numbers started to increase again once 

the Dean made a decision in 2016 to temporarily abolish the grant-funded 

researchers’ compensation for the office space. Those who continued to 

work at the university, however, started slowly to be pulled out of their 

academic units and were transferred into spaces populated with other grant 

holders, irrespective of their disciplinary backgrounds, fields of research or 

even career stage.57 

I myself eventually ended residing in one such space after I came 

back at the end of 2016 from a research visit abroad, which prompted me to 

give up my desk in the building I mentioned earlier. I first had to wait a few 

months for an office space open call, which was the usual practice, but 

unlike in 2014, when I was previously awarded a workstation at the 

university, from April 2017, I was not sitting anymore in the same building 

with my employed anthropology peers. Rather, I was moved across the 

street to the Forestry Building, that is, Metsätalo. With the building of the 

Kaisa house for the Helsinki World Design Capital manifestation in 2012, 

the original library space in Metsätalo from the 1930s was made redundant; 

thus, a portion of it was now repurposed to host grant holders and was 

rebranded into ‘Socrates Centre’. 

Socrates Centre consists of two ‘research rooms’ of different sizes, 

accommodating 28 ‘working stations’ in total. Since these rooms contained 

the original inbuilt furniture, they could not really be refurbished according 

to the ‘gutting and reconstructing’ logic. In fact, the two co-working spaces 

essentially largely like reading rooms, which was a function they served in 

the old library. The only change was the addition of lockers, where grantees 

could store their belongings. These, nevertheless, do not disturb the original 

aesthetics from between the two World Wars, and a few people who came 

                                                
57 Since the category of grant-funded researchers solely refers to the source of funding, it 
does not distinguish between those who are PhD holders and those who are not. 
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to visit me while I was working there would make comments about how 

‘retro’ the space looked like. 

The space was organised on the ‘clean desk principle’, which 

meant—we were informed in an email—that researchers should erase their 

traces and ‘leave the working space ready for other researchers after 

working day’. The only space that was grantees’ own was the above-

mentioned lockers. And that, of course, only for the duration of the contract, 

which matches the duration of their grants. Once both run out, those 

hitherto occupying space must remove any personal belongings from the 

locker and hand over their keys. 

Socrates Centre also contains a ‘meeting room’, which besides tables 

and chairs, also ended up hosting a soundproof call booth and a printer. 

Albeit supposed to serve the function indicated in its name, this area is not 

suitable for meetings, as such use would significantly interfere with the 

main purpose of Socrates Centre, that is, to be a place for work. The 

‘meeting room’ is actually an open space in between the two ‘research 

rooms’, separated by a combination of wooden and glass panels, which 

make it already difficult to prevent the sound from spreading; however, this 

becomes impossible since the two research rooms usually have their doors 

open. This was a practice developed by the grantees themselves since 

continuously opening and closing the reading room doors was deemed 

impractical and disturbing to people who were working there. 

In addition, the ‘meeting room’ was also adjacent to a small office 

belonging to a national research institute that was merged in 2015 with the 

University of Helsinki and—together with another institute annexed to the 

Faculty of Social Sciences at the same time—ended up initially occupying a 

majority of the space of a former library.58 The occupants of that small office 

also kept their doors open, but it was because the air quality in the room 

was extremely bad. This, however, made their ability to concentrate on work 

complex, as they are constantly disturbed by the incessant commotion 

                                                
58 During the spring 2021, the two Institutes moved to another university building that was 
‘gutted and reconstructed’. 
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coming from the Socrates Centre residents, especially with the banging of 

the main doors, which separate this whole area from the rest of the building. 

What made the situation even worse was that the small office was divided 

by a thin plaster wall from a kitchen, which was the last spatial element of 

the Socrates Centre. This was the only thoroughly renovated space, now 

containing kitchen elements, a freely standing automatic coffee machine, 

and tables surrounded by chairs and benches. The kitchen was the sole area 

in the centre where grantees could potentially freely talk among each other, 

as its glass doors and walls—and the corridors in between—proved to be 

good enough to prevent the sound from entering research rooms. The 

plaster wall the kitchen shares with the Institute’s office, however, does not 

possess the same capabilities, making occasional conflicts between different 

inhabitants of the former library space in Metsätalo inevitable. 

However, both the kitchen and ‘the meeting room’ were designed as 

a ‘mingling spot’ as explicitly stated in the proposed ‘House rules of our 

open research space’, which were drafted by the university administrators 

and sent out to those who were granted the rights to use the Socrates Centre. 

Additional copies were also conspicuously placed on the side tables in the 

corridors, as well as on the kitchen and meeting room. According to these 

rules, ‘everyone is welcome to coffee- and meeting rooms to share your 

thoughts on research and life’. Otherwise, ‘we avoid discussion in the 

researchers working space. We greet each other with a smile, not with a 

“hallo” (sic)’. Likewise, ‘we avoid discussion even in the corridors to give our 

dear neighbo[u]rs possibility to concentrate on their research’ and also ‘we 

want to help our colleagues to concentrate on their research work here’. This 

is why ‘we put our phone and computer into the silent mode. We take phone 

calls outside the room, preferably in [a] call box’. Furthermore, ‘we don’t 

invite our colleagues or guests in research space. We meet them in meeting 

room, coffee room or campus restaurants, for instance.’ 

An additional set of house rules pertained to the use of the co-

working space. The grantees were advised at the end of a workday to leave 

desks clean ‘and ready for the next fellow researcher’. Likewise, they were 



 

 199 

asked not to enjoy meals in the research rooms, though they were allowed a 

cup of coffee or another beverage. Moreover, they were asked not to wear 

perfume while working there since other people might have allergies. 

Finally, they were instructed that lockers are meant for storing their papers 

and personal items, but they were kindly asked not to keep in them ‘wet 

shoes inside the box’. 

While most of the House rules were written by faculty 

administrators using the first-person plural pronoun (i.e., ‘we’), which was 

supposed to designate grant-funded researchers, occasionally—as in this 

‘wet shoes’ example—the rules would refer to grant-funded researchers 

through the second-person plural pronoun (i.e., you). Moreover, ‘we’ would 

occasionally reveal the house rules writers themselves. ‘We hope that you 

will experience joy of doing research in here!’ stood at the very beginning of 

the document. Finally, the last house rule, referring to general cooperative 

practices within the co-working space, was a hybrid of all three grammatical 

persons: ‘We all take care of the safety and comfort of our research space. If 

someone causes inconvenience to you, please come forward and address the 

issue—rather sooner than later. If someone says that you cause a 

disturbance by breaking the house rules, take no offence.’ 

Few of the proposed house rules ended up being continuously 

broken, nonetheless. Slowly, but certainly, those grantees who started to 

use the space of Socrates Centre on a regular basis began ‘nesting’, marking 

‘their own space’ by leaving on the desks they were supposed to clear cups, 

books, papers to lay overnight. At the same time, the rules proposed by the 

faculty administrators soon proved to be insufficient for a shared space, 

especially the kitchen area. There, quite soon after the Socrates Centre 

started being used, another notice—this time drafted by grantees 

themselves—appeared, reminding people not to leave their dirty dishes 

lying around, a practice common in most of the kitchens I visited at the 

university. 

Besides creating their own rules, ‘inhabitants of Socrates’—how a 

grant holder who has written the notice about dirty dishes has labelled 
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them—tried from early on to mobilise the categorical identity they were 

assigned by the university administration and turn themselves into a 

community. A couple of weeks after we moved in, a few of us organised a 

coffee meeting to discuss how we could make Socrates ‘feel like a real 

workplace’ rather than ‘a dumping ground’, as one of the grantees has put 

it. During that meeting, we decided to open a private Facebook group and 

arrange another get-together for several weeks later. In addition, one of the 

meeting attendees wrote an email to the faculty administrator in charge of 

the space, asking her various practical questions (like where to find office 

supplies and so on). He shared the information he received via email, as 

well as the Facebook group. For the next year and a half, this grantee—and 

occasionally another one who was also present in the first meeting—would 

use the Facebook group to share the relevant information and continue 

arranging get-togethers. Once his grant ran out, the other grantee who was 

active kept the Facebook group alive for a while longer, but when his grant 

also ran out, it stopped functioning as a channel for mobilising grantees 

residing in Socrates, and their activities dried out. 

Thus, despite having an institutionalised basis, the forms of sociality 

within the Socrates centre ended up being very vulnerable to the changes in 

circumstances. It turned out that the categorical identity of grant-funded 

researchers did not lend itself to mobilisation since—unlike that of 

postgraduate students—it lacked both imagination and prior social 

relations that could be mobilised. Thus, all the endeavours of Socrates 

residents could not ever create a community, but just another social 

network, which—being ego-based—could only exist for the duration of a 

grant (cf. Amit 2012). 

I had already stopped working in the space in summer 2017, which 

was only two months after I was given the right to use the space. The reason 

why I have decided to take such measures lies in the fact that regularly going 

to Socrates threatened to turn itself into another fieldwork activity, at the 

time I was supposed to be already writing up. Instead, I moved to one of the 

PhD candidate co-working spaces outside university premises, formed in 
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the aftermath of the rector’s decision. I continued renewing my grant-

funded researcher’s contract with the university, nonetheless, but primarily 

because it provided me with printing rights and access to a personal locker 

in downtown Helsinki, which proved to be much handier for doing 

occasional personal errands than for conducting a research activity. I 

started again regularly passing through the space of Socrates from 2019 

onwards when a new research project I began working on brought me into 

the Institute that—until spring 2021—occupied the rest of the former library 

space in the building. 

 

  

Conclusion 

  

In this chapter, I examined a controversy surrounding office space for grant 

holders at the University of Helsinki. I observed the disturbance that the 

attempts to turn all Finnish university entities into scalable enterprises 

created among grant holders. I also followed two new forms of sociation 

that grew out of this disturbance. The difference between these two is very 

indicative: one grew out of academic relations, which enabled creating vivid 

research and learning environments. The other one was solely based on an 

administrative category, amounting to nothing. That the first one was 

created outside the university, and the second one inside is a teaching 

moment. Pulling people out of their intellectual communities and clustering 

them on a top-down categorical basis informed by cost-benefit analysis runs 

the risk of destroying the university’s research and learning environment. 

The next chapter of my thesis looks closer at another categorical 

identity only briefly highlighted here, that of international doctoral 

candidates. Out of the three categories discussed in this sequence, they 

epitomise the notion of ‘global knowledge nonsoels’ to the fullest. I 

investigate particular instantiations of international student and staff 

sociality at the University of Helsinki before moving on to the lived 

experience of individual doctoral candidates.
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Chapter 8 

Those with a Fighting Spirit 

 

  

The strong engagement I ended up having with the PhD Students 

Association over its first years opened doors for me that I—initially without 

any cultural and social capital (Bourdieu 2010 [1984]) within my research 

context—could not have even imagined. It was, however, a product of 

serendipity rather than an outcome of careful planning, as is usually the 

case for those conducting ethnographic fieldwork. Namely, at the beginning 

of 2014, when the postgraduate mobilisation started to take shape, I had 

just begun my doctoral studies and was still working on my research plan, 

being very confused about the direction I should take. My starting point was 

numerous moments of friction I experienced in everyday life since the 

beginning of 2013, when I moved from Serbia to Finland. These frictional 

moments seemed to be just as strong at the University of Helsinki, into 

which I stepped for the very first time in autumn 2013 after initially briefly 

living in another part of the country. Having a habit—as many researchers 

do—to take an academic approach to the issues that perplexed me in my 

daily life, I decided to gain insights into other people’s experiences. 

From the orientation session at the beginning of my studies, which 

I mentioned in Chapter 4, I already knew that there was an Organisation for 

International Degree Students at the University of Helsinki, and I thought 

this organisation might be a good starting point. So I went to one of the PhD 

afterwork gatherings that the International Degree Students’ Organisation 

held in March 2014 to meet other international doctoral candidates who 

could become my first interlocutors. Little did I know that this meeting 

would change the course of my entire doctoral endeavour. 

Sitting on a Friday evening around the table on one of the Student 

Union premises where the gathering was being held, I chewed some crisps 

the organisers brought, being pretty hungry after the long day at the 

university. I also listened very carefully to about a dozen other doctoral 
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candidates who came to the meeting. Just as I would observe many times 

later, those who gathered used the space mostly to vent about their PhD 

studies and the difficulties of life in Finland as foreigners. There was not 

much else, after all, that a doctoral candidate in health sciences from South 

Asia, a doctoral candidate in social sciences from Central America and a 

doctoral candidate in biosciences from Europe would have in common 

otherwise. Listening to people pouring out their resentments for several 

hours in a tiny meeting room that rested on the top floor of the building 

across from the Helsinki central railway station, I was certain of one thing 

when I left: other international doctoral candidates have it hard here, too. 

However, there was another important matter that occurred to me 

during the meeting. Namely, after sharing my—at the time still vague—PhD 

interests, I was suggested by one of the organisation’s officials who was 

present at the gathering to come to the board meeting that was to be held at 

the beginning of the following week. I could not believe my luck. This would 

give me even more insights into how international students at the 

University of Helsinki live. It was an opportunity I would not miss. 

By the end of the board meeting, which was held in the same room 

where the afterwork party had taken place a few evenings before, I not only 

found out about the workings of the International Degree Students’ 

Organisation, but I also ended up being directly involved in these. The 

organisation’s board, it turned out, was in chronic need of doctoral 

candidates willing to operate in the roles upon which the social 

reproduction of the whole group depended (cf. Amit 2002b, 23). So both I 

and another international doctoral candidate—who was conducting 

research on the process of internationalisation at the University of Helsinki 

and, just like me, came to the board meeting to observe it—were invited to 

pitch in. The world of Finnish associations, which I gained my very first 

sneak peek into that evening, seemed so fascinating that it was definitely 

something I was interested in finding more about. Having understood that 

my participation in the board would also be beneficial for them, I decided 

to hop on an extremely eventful adventure. 
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The second PhD forum, which I already mentioned in Chapter 6, 

was scheduled to occur just a few weeks after the above-mentioned board 

meeting. Sensing that something important was happening around this 

whole initiative, I already attended one small gathering arranged for the 

PhD candidate representatives in doctoral schools and programmes, even 

though I was not involved in any way in the work of the steering committees 

and had, in fact, only discovered on that occasion that such a thing even 

existed. Having my research focused primarily on international doctoral 

candidates at the time, this all seemed to be of a peripheral interest to me 

anyway. 

This would, however, radically change in early April 2014. A board 

member of the University of Helsinki’s International Degree Students’ 

Organisation—who was, in fact, the very same doctoral candidate who came 

to the orientation session at the beginning of my PhD studies and thanks to 

whom I found out about the organisation in the first place—was already 

following the mobilisation of PhD candidates very closely herself. She felt 

strongly that the international doctoral candidates—who comprised one-

fourth of the PhD candidate body at the University of Helsinki—needed to 

be directly involved in this initiative, too, so as not to be sidelined yet again. 

She invited two other doctoral candidates from the International Degree 

Students’ Organisation’s board and me to come with her to the second PhD 

forum, where the decision to form the PhD Students Association would take 

place. In fact, checking with the rest of us through a nod towards the end of 

the meeting, the same doctoral candidate signed us all up to participate in 

the bylaws drafting committee, which only I ended up regularly attending. 

Finally, it was she who, during the founding meeting, nominated me for the 

board of the rising PhD Students Association, in which I ended up serving 

for the next two terms. This was despite the fact that I still had very limited 

knowledge of the workings of Finnish associations in general and university 

associations in particular. 

In the last chapter of my thesis, prior to the conclusions, I go back 

to the very first research interests within my PhD process to provide an 
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answer to the question that has been haunting me all along: What makes 

the daily life of international students and staff in Helsinki, as in many other 

places, so troublesome?59 To do this, I first closely examine the instantiation 

of sociality I opened up this chapter with—the University of Helsinki’s 

International Degree Students’ Organisation. In the latter part of the 

chapter, I focus on the lived experiences of the international doctoral 

candidates at the University of Helsinki, which is characterised by both 

exceptional and mundane disjunctures.  

  

 

Foreign Weeds 

  

The Organisation of International Degree Students at the University of 

Helsinki, which is more commonly known according to the first part of its 

official name Tsemppi, was established in 2005. The Finnish word 

tsemppi—which is derived from the Swedish kämpa—means a fighting 

spirit, and it is usually something that people in Finland tell each other 

when one is about to embark on a strenuous undertaking.60 A fighting spirit 

this organisation would indeed need if it was to realise any of the purposes 

written in its bylaws. Namely, Tsemppi was ‘to raise awareness on the 

international students’; ‘to be a channel for international students to get 

involved in the student life of the University of Helsinki’; ‘to provide a forum 

for networking and long-term social relations for international degree 

students’; and ‘to monitor and promote the interests of international 

students at all levels of the University of Helsinki’. 

Just like the PhD Students Association or the various collectives that 

the grantees established in the aftermath of the 2015 rector’s decision on 

the office space, Tsemppi could be considered one kind of Tsing’s ‘weeds’, 

that is, new social forms that rose out of the disturbance created by the 

                                                
59 My account attempts to go beyond the discrepancies involved in the process of 
‘internationalisation’ (e.g., Amit 2010; Medvedeva 2018), though these also play an 
important role. 
60 It corresponds to the Italian Forza, for instance. In English, this could be translated into 
the catchphrases ‘Good luck’ or ‘You can do it!’. 
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enterprise-cum-scalability model. Namely, Tsemppi was an indirect 

consequence of ‘internationalisation’ policies, which in Finland started 

extensively developing only after the economic recession in the early 1990s 

as one of the central elements of the ‘global knowledge economy’. Although 

the exchange of people and ideas across space has been an integral part of 

the university institution since its inception, the contemporary form of 

internationalisation is a creature of a different kind (Stromquist 2007). 

Rather than academic, sociocultural or even political rationales, 

contemporary internationalisation initiatives are primarily driven by 

economic principles (de Wit 1999, 2002; Knight 2003, 2004).  

‘Internationalisation was seen to enhance quality and enhanced 

quality was seen as a way to bring more international students and 

researchers to Finland, and to enhance its reputation’, Terhi Nokkala (2007, 

26) argued. Moreover, she claimed that internationalisation was perceived 

by the policy makers ‘as the means to realise all the other objectives of 

higher education policy, such as enhancing the national innovation system’ 

(Nokkala 2007, 26). In any case, the target goals for foreign degree and 

exchange students were set, and their numbers started to grow (Nokkala 

2007, 30), creating disturbances out of which the Tsemppi ‘weeds’ could 

spring. 

By the time I started my fieldwork, Tsemppi was already an 

established social formation. It celebrated its tenth anniversary at the very 

same barbeque spot—situated in one of the most famous Helsinki islands—

that, a year later, the PhD Students Association utilised to commemorate its 

own first birthday, with the difference that Tsemppi’s party was 

significantly more attended. Even though there were several other 

international student (and staff) associations at the university—a few of 

which I also got a chance to get to know a bit better—Tsemppi was the only 

overarching association.61 It incorporated international students from all 

four campuses, both degrees and exchange ones, studying at the 

                                                
61 The local branch of the Erasmus Student Network, ESN Uni Helsinki, is also a cross-
campus association, but it is only for exchange students. 
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undergraduate, graduate and postgraduate level. In fact, Tsemppi would 

conjure up international students in one body with one voice (Nielsen 

2015), which suited the University of Helsinki’s administrators’ interests 

regarding the ‘customer experience’ quite well.62 

Accordingly, as I have already indicated, Tsemppi was invited to 

participate in orientation sessions. Likewise, it would get a booth at the 

Welcome Fair, a manifestation held for incoming international students at 

the University of Helsinki at the beginning of every semester. There, the 

newcomers would be given informational and promotional material about 

the university, as well as the student associations. As an organisation 

working under the wings of the Student Union, Tsemppi would also be able 

to get a stand at the academic year-opening carnival, which I described in 

Chapter 2. On either of these occasions, Tsemppi board members would 

print out a membership registration list, where those who stopped by—

either for a chat with a board member whose shift it happened to be or just 

to take a free candy—could sign up. 

The direct ties to the Student Union resulted in Tsemppi also having 

its description printed in the calendar given to all Student Union members 

at the beginning of every academic year when they would acquire new tags 

for the cards proving their student status. Likewise, Tsemppi would get 

access to the Student Union premises and even have its own headquarters 

in the New Student Building. Tsemppi shared this room with two other 

associations, one of which was, ironically enough, conspicuously 

harbouring nationalistic tendencies. Finally, the membership in the 

Student Union entitled Tsemppi to apply every year for financial support, 

which was given on the basis of the number and type of activities the 

Student Union’s associations arranged. 

This was very important because Tsemppi—unlike the PhD Students 

Association—did not carry out membership fees, and it was through the 

Student Union’s funding that all its social activities were organised. Besides 

                                                
62 However, just like with the PhD Students Association, it would be very wrong to reduce 
Tsemppi to being a pawn on the administrators’ chessboard. 
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the already mentioned PhD afterwork therapy I opened this chapter with or 

the anniversary barbeque I also noted above, during my fieldwork years, the 

Tsemppi board would also regularly organise a big welcome barbeque at the 

beginning of the academic year.63 Still, by the time I joined, Tsemppi’s social 

activities had already passed their peak. This I could deduce from the things 

the boards I sat in inherited from the previous ones, including board games, 

complete sitsit tableware and, finally, gallons of beer and cider bought for 

parties but eventually left in Tsemppi’s lockers for several years, so we had 

to throw them away. 

Although Tsemppi’s social activities were in decline, the political 

ones were on the rise. Just like the PhD Students Association, Tsemppi was 

also heavily involved in lobbying activities. These would often take the form 

of meetings with the Student Union board members, as well as the 

University of Helsinki’s administrators. During the years I have been 

conducting my fieldwork, these meetings mostly revolved around two main 

issues. 

The first was language practice. To a large extent, Tsemppi’s 

endeavours were focused on lobbying to have a sufficient amount of 

academic and other content in English. This was a vital activity considering 

that students who would come to study in an international master’s 

programme at the University of Helsinki might end up not being able to go 

through their mandatory coursework uninterrupted: they would either have 

to wait for a while before an obligatory course would appear in English or 

would end up taking ‘book exams’, which did not include any contact 

teaching. At the same time, knowing the Finnish language was neither a 

prerequisite of their enrolment in the international master’s programme, 

nor was studying it a part of the curriculum. 

Many international students studied Finnish, but these studies 

opened up a whole set of new issues which Tsemppi tried to tackle. Namely, 

the language courses for international students were largely focused on 

teaching complicated Finnish grammar. This meant that international 

                                                
63 This barbeque was organised at the same venue as the anniversary one. 
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students would rarely be able to converse in Finnish before a significant 

amount of time had passed. In addition, they often ended up repeating the 

same course level at least once, occasionally even a few times. Taking the 

same Finnish course twice or several times was not something that 

international students would solely decide on their own, but sometimes, 

their course instructors would advise so, as well. This is why Tsemppi 

representatives—in addition to asking for more content in English—felt 

they had to lobby for improving Finnish language courses, too. 

Finally, if the individual even managed to learn Finnish, their 

opportunities to use it actively outside the classroom would turn out to be 

very limited because general proficiency in English is high in Finland. Being 

of a different skin colour than ethnic Finns could have been enough reason 

for a person to be addressed in English, even if they initiated a conversation 

in Finnish. Likewise, a minor pronunciation hurdle might trigger native 

speakers of the dominant language in Finland to switch to English. In any 

case, this is what prompted Tsemppi board members to start advocating for 

a campaign through which domestic students would encourage 

international ones to use the Finnish language. This endeavour was never 

fully realised, but one of the former board members managed to arrange an 

‘awareness campaign’, together with representatives of the discipline of 

Finno-Ugrian languages and cultures, which organises courses for 

international students at the University of Helsinki. 

The second main lobbying issue was the tuition fees for 

international students. As I have already indicated in Chapter 2, the tuition 

fees for international students have been present in political debates since 

mid-2005 and were finally introduced a decade later by the centre-right 

government that formed in the spring of 2015. Throughout this period, 

student unions across Finland have been strongly opposing these fees. 

There were several reasons for protesting fees, but perhaps the main one 

has been the ‘gate keeping’ argument, that is, seeing tuition fees for foreign 

students only as a means for an eventual introduction of tuition fees for 

domestic students (Weamer 2013). 
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Over the years, Tsemppi extensively lobbied against tuition fees in 

meetings with the University of Helsinki’s international officers, who 

strongly favoured them. About a month before the Finnish government 

made the final decision, Tsemppi also issued a public statement jointly with 

several other associations.64 The signatories provided several arguments for 

why they opposed the introduction of tuition fees. They first discarded the 

claims that international students came to Finland only to get free 

education and then leave; that tuition fees would bring more funds for 

higher education institutions; and that tuition fees were a proxy for higher 

education quality. The signatories argued that a tuition-free education 

system benefited Finland both in economic and social terms and that to ‘rip 

away these benefits’, the focus should instead be on enabling the stay of 

foreign students in Finland by improving residence permit procedures, 

creating more job opportunities, improving the study of Finnish at 

universities, enhancing overall inclusion of foreigners into Finnish society 

and combating discrimination in all its forms. 

Besides engaging in lobbying at the university level, Tsemppi also 

participated in the student politics. In fact, during the course of my 

fieldwork, Tsemppi’s political participation rose to an unprecedented level 

when it won, for the first time, two seats in the 2014 Student Union’s 

Representative Council elections. Nonetheless, the massive demands that 

the increased participation in student politics put on Tsemppi ended up 

depleting its resources almost completely. There were still some social 

activities going on, but they were not big enough to attract a sufficient 

number of new people willing to operate in the roles that ensured the 

group’s reproduction. The final demise ensued when even the political 

activities dried up, here following the next Student Union’s Representative 

Council elections, when Tsemppi failed to get any seat. 

Tsemppi did not disappear completely. Its Facebook group still 

exists, though its activity is now reduced to sporadic posts by random 

                                                
64 I did not actively participate in drafting any of Tsemppi's statements, though I agreed with 
at least part of the premises formulated there. 
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members. Likewise, Tsemppi’s blog is still there, though no one has posted 

on it since 2016. On the other hand, a WhatsApp group established in 2017 

and bringing together several women involved in Tsemppi during its final 

years operates to this day. We use it to arrange occasional get-togethers, 

congratulate each other’s birthdays and other important occasions, 

exchange information or just check in on how others are doing. 

Nonetheless, it is crucial to note that this is not a social group anymore but 

a personal network (Amit 2002b, 22-24). Tsemppi as an ‘international 

student community’, to which I was introduced at the very start of my life 

in Helsinki, seems to have disappeared for good. 

The story of Tsemppi is a cautionary tale about community 

vulnerabilities, particularly those of international students. Sustaining any 

social group takes hard work, but this task is extra challenging in the case 

of foreign students. The ties used for their mobilisation are very precarious 

because of the categorical heterogeneity and transitory nature, so it is only 

through significant support of more permanent structures within the 

university and its provision of a continuous institutional basis that such 

groups could carry on.  

 

 

International Doctoral Candidate Locations 

  

Although covering all international students, Tsemppi’s primary 

constituency was those individuals studying in international master’s 

degree programmes. To address the specific concerns of international 

doctoral candidates and postdocs, in 2009, Tsemppi PhD was set up as a 

side branch of the organisation. Ever since its foundation, those affiliated 

with Tsemppi PhD tried to make sure that at least one of them, but 

preferably several, served on the Tsemppi board so that their voices among 

foreigners at the University of Helsinki would be heard as well. This was 

precisely why I was recruited to it. Without the PhD branch in Tsemppi, 

there would be no space for doctoral candidates among foreigners at the 
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University of Helsinki to come together, at least not until 2014, when the 

PhD Students Association was established. 

Within both Tsemppi and the PhD Students Association, however, 

international PhD candidates were still a minority because the former was 

dominated by students from international master’s degree programmes, 

while the latter was run by domestic doctoral candidates. This is why the 

demise of the Tsemppi PhD is, in a way, a loss for international doctoral 

candidates. Of course, they still have other communities in which they could 

participate because community belonging is always partial (Amit 2002a, 

18). Nonetheless, with the disappearance of Tsemppi PhD, its members lost 

a space within which they could exchange their experiences of being both 

early-career researchers and foreigners to Finland. 

The intersection of these two categorical identities, which entailed a 

very specific relationality, determined the peculiar locations, that is, relative 

positionings (Green 2015) that every international doctoral candidate from 

the University of Helsinki occupied within Finnish society. These locations 

would shape their everyday experiences, regularly clashing with the blunt 

denial of social relations that the ‘global knowledge economy’ policies 

entail. It is out of these frictional moments that Tsemppi’s PhD rose in the 

first place. 

Because ‘international’ does not necessarily mean a ‘newcomer’ to 

Finland, just starting at the University of Helsinki differs among the various 

international doctoral candidates. Some of my interlocutors came to the 

country before their PhD studies. This meant that they already had the 

majority of the essential things for everyday living in Finland—such as their 

immigration status, accommodation, registered place of residence, 

healthcare, social insurance, bank accounts and so on—figured out. The 

extent and form in which their lives in Helsinki had been established, 

however, varied significantly depending on their entry point to Finland and 

the ties this entrance enabled them to forge.65 

                                                
65 ‘International’ is, in fact, a much more complex category, and this definitional struggle was 
clearly expressed to me by several of University of Helsinki’s administrators, whom I 
specifically asked about whom they considered to be international students. International, 
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In any case, the beginning of their PhD studies would look very 

different compared with those of my interlocutors who had not lived in 

Finland before their enrolment at the University of Helsinki. Although a 

part of them—primarily those recruited by the university—had some help to 

navigate their entrance to Finland, most of the people I interacted with had 

to do it entirely on their own. As newcomers, they would first and foremost 

need to resolve their immigration status. While those coming from the 

countries that belong to the European Union (EU) or European Economic 

Area (EEA) had only to register their right of residence with the 

immigration authorities66, for the ‘third-country nationals’, frictional 

moments with Finnish institutions started before they even set foot in 

Finland. 

Depending on whether they had a long-term employment 

contract/grant or not, they would initially be issued either a continuous 

residence permit (A) or a temporary one (B), which they would need to 

renew periodically. The difference between the two residence permits was 

that one opened a direct pathway to Finnish citizenship, and the other only 

potentially and fractionally contributed towards the accumulation of 

residency time required for citizenship, to which many of my interlocutors—

as I will explain below—ended up aspiring. The sharp contrast between 

these various immigration statuses appeared to be initially so confusing to 

many international doctoral candidates that Finnish immigration officers 

had to urge university administrators to ‘talk to their PhD students’, as one 

of them told me. 

Before starting their PhD studies at the university, those of my 

interlocutors who were not previously residing in Helsinki would also have 

                                                
for instance, could be considered a person who was born elsewhere, a person without Finnish 
citizenship or a person that does not speak Finnish or Swedish as their mother tongue. 
However, also persons born in Finland, having Finnish citizenship or speaking Finnish or 
Swedish as their mother tongue could be considered as international, if they spent many 
years abroad, especially in educational purposes. In this chapter, I primarily focus on the 
people who had no prior ties to Finland before coming to live in the country, though many 
of the experiences I describe here are shared with Finns who spent a significant amount of 
their lives abroad. 
66 Those coming from the Nordic countries would not need to even bother with that, but they 
would just have to register their place of residence, as any inhabitant of Finland would. 
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to find accommodations. Because of the ambivalent location of Finnish 

doctoral candidates in general, they were, in principle, entitled to student 

housing. In Finland, these are governed by regional foundations, and the 

one for Helsinki also incorporates properties in the neighbouring cities of 

Espoo, Vantaa and Kauniainen. In fact, there is also an opportunity to get 

housing through Student Nations, but this is realised only by a few 

international doctoral candidates and only in later years of their life in 

Finland. In any case, there are different forms of student housing, from a 

room in a shared apartment via a single room flat to several bedroom 

family/friends apartments. The properties of the Foundation for Student 

Housing in the Helsinki Region are placed across the four cities and are not 

necessarily distinguishable from the other residential premises 

surrounding them, but they differ significantly between themselves 

depending on the neighbourhood in which they are situated. 

Since there has been a constant shortage of student housing in the 

capital area—because of its pricing being much lower than the market value 

and also because bachelor’s and master’s students are a priority to the 

system—PhD candidates have trouble obtaining student housing. This 

made some of my interlocutors think that they were not entitled to it at all. 

In practice, they would be able to get a student apartment but only a less 

desirable one, located on the outskirts of the capital region. Roxana67, an 

interlocutor doing her PhD at the City Centre campus, shared a flat some 25 

kilometres from her office at the University and had to take a 45-minute-

long bus journey every day. She was, nonetheless, content with her housing 

situation because she was paying very little for it, enabling her to save up as 

much as possible for any future rainy academic days. Those of my 

interlocutors who transitioned to their PhDs from their master’s studies 

found themselves in a more advantageous position; they were allowed to 

remain in the same accommodation they previously resided in, which was 

usually situated in a more favourable location. 

                                                
67 All names cited in this chapter are pseudonyms. 
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If they did not get student housing, they could apply to get 

accommodations for university staff, whose prices were, nonetheless, much 

steeper. Staff accommodations were mostly located in the city centre but 

not always. Lucca, for instance, lived in an apartment some 10 kilometres 

from downtown Helsinki, which was, nonetheless, twice as close to his 

workplace on the Campus of Natural Science. He was able to stay there for 

two years before he had to find new housing. International university staff 

residing in one of the two tall buildings in a posher neighbourhood of 

Helsinki (known as ‘Töölö Towers’) were, however, allowed to stay there for 

a maximum of six months before they would have to move out. 

Finding a place in the private market proved to be challenging for 

most of the international doctoral candidates I interacted with, irrespective 

of whether they had previously resided in the Finnish capital region or not. 

Part of these challenges international doctoral candidates shared with 

everyone else—there was generally a shortage in the housing market—‘good 

places’ here in terms of location-, price- or condition-wise were tough to get. 

In addition, for newcomers to Finland, it proved to be very difficult to find 

accommodations from abroad, as is generally the case in most parts of the 

world. On top of this, many places were rented out through personal social 

networks that international doctoral candidates, whether previously in 

Finland or not, were less likely to have. 

Those international doctoral candidates who ended up searching for 

listings from real estate websites found themselves in a particularly 

challenging situation. First, if they did not understand Finnish—which was 

usually the case—they would encounter a ‘language barrier’ while 

navigating these websites. Then, they would face ‘societal obstacles’, which 

several of my interlocutors framed within discriminatory terms, whether 

based on their lack of economic, social or cultural capital. Katya, who after 

living for two years in Helsinki decided to move out of an apartment in a 

remote location, started at one point checking websites and contacting 

realtors, who either did not reply to her or would say that the apartment in 

question was already taken. In her experience, it was impossible to get an 
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apartment ‘if one came from the street’. Katya told me about an occurrence 

predating one of our meetings for a few days when she went to see an 

apartment and—after submitting her application to the realtor upon the end 

of the showing alongside several other people—noticed that the realtor was 

putting some applications in the folder and some outside of it. Following 

the apartment visit, Katya decided to walk for a bit around the 

neighbourhood to explore the surroundings, and on her way back to the bus 

stop, she passed the building she visited and observed the realtor throwing 

some applications in the trash. 

In any case, it was only when the international doctoral candidates 

resolved their immigration status and found an accommodation that they 

could register for their residence in Helsinki (or in one of the neighbouring 

cities, if that is where they ended up living). This is also when they would be 

able to obtain their social security number, to which all activities of Finnish 

residents within the public sector (and—to a large degree—within the 

private one) are tied. In addition, to function in Finland uninhibitedly, they 

would need to be able to identify themselves electronically, which is an 

entitlement that Finnish banks were in charge of conferring. Banks, 

however, were not granting this service automatically but only to those of 

my interlocutors who received three regular payments to their Finnish 

banking accounts, which was an issue for international doctoral candidates 

who were self-funded. Even receiving a grant would not necessarily resolve 

this situation because some Finnish private foundations paid their grantees 

out in lump sums. 

Finally, newcomers’ belonging to the Social Insurance Institution of 

Finland (i.e., Kela), which could bring some relief to the precarity that early-

stage academics are generally exposed to, would only be guaranteed to those 

international doctoral candidates who had a long-term employment 

contract. Those receiving grants for longer than four months would get it 

upon acquiring mandatory pension insurance (Mela). Those with neither 

long-term employment contracts nor grants ended up not being entitled to 

Finnish social security. This came as a surprise to many self-funded 
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international doctoral candidates. Zahra, who was initially one of them, 

brought to one of the PhD gatherings a letter she received from Kela. She 

first tried to decipher the letter written in Finnish at home, as the pencil 

markings in English indicated. Still, because her translation output seemed 

absurd, Zahra asked me and a few others who happened to be sitting close 

by to help her with it. When I told her that her translation attempts were 

correct in the sense that this was a rejection letter from Kela stating that she 

had no grounds for belonging to the Social Insurance Institution of Finland, 

Zahra still could not believe it and looked at me with a bit of suspicion. She 

had a PhD candidate position at the University of Helsinki, Zahra exclaimed 

to me, protesting. How was that not enough? She could not grasp this.  

  

 

Sense of Finland 

  

Most of my interlocutors among the international doctoral candidates did 

not know much about Finland before they came to live in it. This was 

especially the case if they were coming from outside of Europe or its 

opposite corners. They would gather information from friends and 

acquaintances who had previous interactions with Finland, if these existed, 

or would find out what they wanted to know from the Internet. These 

superficial inputs reflected more their departure points than the destination 

one, though they might end up being further reinforced later through their 

experiences. Lucca, a doctoral candidate who came to Finland from Italy, 

said to me during one of our early chats that from a Google search, he 

discovered that the problems in Finland were weather and food, and this 

was exactly what turned out to be the case. Those who did not come from 

afar had more information about the country before their arrival. Still, for 

many, the general image of Finland was vague. 

Rina, who learned a lot about Finland in her native Japan from 

promotional events that the Finnish embassy organised there, was one of 

the rare international doctoral candidates I interacted with who had a 
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strong sense of the place prior to coming to live there. ‘Finland is my dream 

country’, she said to me the first time we met at a Tsemppi’s gathering, only 

a couple of weeks after her arrival in Helsinki. As time passed, however, the 

idealised image of Finland that was presented to her started to crack under 

the pressure of frictional moments in her everyday experiences. One 

evening, we were coming back home from a visit to a common friend and 

were waiting for a tram at a stop. A male drunkard approached us and 

started mumbling senseless questions in English, repeatedly approaching 

Rina. He was not as aggressive as the drunkards in Helsinki could be but 

was highly invasive and made us feel very unsafe. We moved a bit from the 

stop, but he followed us. We then decided to ignore him and talk to each 

other, which was a common strategy for dealing with intoxicated people in 

Helsinki. He then started to repeat our words, slightly becoming upset for 

the ‘cold treatment’ we were giving to him. In a few minutes, the tram came, 

and we all went in. There, he started to be interested in other people, so he 

left us alone. The next time we met, however, Rina remarked how in the 

events she attended in the Embassy of Finland in Tokyo, they never 

mentioned drunkards or racism. 

The international doctoral candidates discovered their social 

positions one way or the other. Several of my interlocutors coming from 

places they perceived as having an inferior reputation in Finland would 

complain about Finns’ adoring people coming from the US or UK, as well as 

Germany. In fact, such a privileged status was sometimes acknowledged, 

even by those of my interlocutors who enjoyed it. For instance, Nora 

thought that her Germanness could even help her get a grant because the 

professor who established it was, in her words, ‘infatuated with Germany 

and Germans’. 

Nonetheless, most of the people within the University of Helsinki’s 

environment tried to keep their significant biases in check, so international 

doctoral candidates’ social location would be more conspicuous elsewhere. 

For instance, Maria, a PhD candidate from Romania, kept telling me about 

the problems she had with her previous flatmates, who neglected to clean 
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the house. She felt the reason for this was that the country she came from 

was ‘not really known for its hygiene’. Both her and Ali, originally from Iran, 

reflected on the different subcategories given to foreigners living in Finland. 

They noted that somehow, they were not considered ‘expats’ but 

‘immigrants’, which puzzled or even annoyed them. Ali, for instance, told 

me how he was not allowed to check into Töölö Towers after he had moved 

out from there for a while. The justification that a reception clerk provided 

him was that he had already stayed there for six months in the recent period. 

Still, Ali had several friends with a paler skin tone who managed to live in 

Töölö Towers for two years, checking out and in every six months. 

Finally, some of my interlocutors experienced their social standing 

as foreigners in Helsinki to be higher than in other places they had lived 

before. Julia, a PhD candidate from Poland, was telling me that when she 

previously lived in Austria and Germany, she was continuously exposed to 

stereotypes and prejudices targeting Polish people there, making her feel 

very bad, while in Finland, people did not know much about Poland, and it 

was not such an issue where she was from, so this was a positive change. 

She also acknowledged that people on the street usually perceived her as 

Finnish, probably because of her pale skin colour, Julia added, so she ‘never 

experienced any racist treatment or anything similar’. 

What all these examples show is that the specific location of 

international doctoral candidates at the University of Helsinki, that is, the 

intersection of their past and present trajectories, does not only determine 

their structural position within Finnish society: it affects their sense of the 

place, too. This is something that university officials would also need to 

consider when devising internationalisation policies and practices for these 

to be more beneficial for foreigners at the university. 
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International Aspirations vs Experiences 

  

There are different reasons why the interlocutors I talked with came to 

Helsinki in the first place. For some, Finland was the preferred location for 

their PhD studies. In Omar’s opinion, Finland was one of the best 

destinations for cancer researchers. It has an excellent testing 

infrastructure and material that could not be found in many other parts of 

the world. This was because—he explained to me—patients in Finland 

listened to their doctors, and the doctors were genuinely interested in both 

research and their patients, which prompted them to regularly send 

samples to the laboratory in which Omar worked. Deep, another PhD 

candidate in biomedicine, already learned about the University of Helsinki 

while doing his bachelor’s studies at a university in Nepal, where he was 

born and grew up. Namely, one of the course books he used there had been 

written by a professor from this Finnish university. Likewise, for Hossain, 

who already had one PhD in forest sciences completed in his native Iran, 

the University of Helsinki was also one of the most desirable destinations. 

It hosted, he said to me, one of the most prestigious departments in his field 

in the world. 

However, most of my other interlocutors had blank preconceptions 

about Finnish universities or even slightly negative ones. They were 

attracted to pursue their PhD studies there for nonacademic reasons. Some 

maintained this perception after their start at the University of Helsinki, 

while others’ perceptions completely changed. Anna, a PhD candidate in 

natural sciences, said to me that she would not even consider coming to 

Finland if not for her boyfriend because ‘somehow there is an opinion that 

that’s not the best place if you have some potential in science. You shouldn’t 

come here; you should go to Germany or Switzerland or the United States 

as the best’. Nonetheless, after studying and then working at the University 

of Helsinki, she found this to be ‘completely untrue’. 
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In addition to joining their romantic partners, another 

‘nonacademic’ driver among the interlocutors for doing their PhD in 

Helsinki was the quest for financial security. This was seen as an 

opportunity to be able to ‘pay their bills and make their meals’, as Julia put 

it. That was particularly important to her because she was approaching her 

thirties. It was the same with Ali, who lived and worked in the Netherlands—

to which he came to pursue his master’s studies—prior to his arrival to 

Finland. In fact, he chose the University of Helsinki out of three positions 

he was offered. One of these was in Luxembourg, his preferred country, but 

it was not funded, while another was within a joint programme between a 

Portuguese university and a prestigious US university. When I asked him 

why he had not chosen the second option, he explained that if he was 

younger, he would have picked it. The programme, which lasted for three 

years, was very good, and it was fully funded, but the scholarship was small, 

albeit sufficient for a student life. Though, because he was approaching his 

thirties, he felt he needed to think about his future and wanted something 

more like a job. This is exactly what he understood was offered to him at the 

University of Helsinki. 

Later, when Ali’s partial funding ran out and he received no help in 

securing the additional funds that was promised to him prior to his arrival 

in Finland, Ali regretted his decision. However, he started questioning it 

already at the very beginning when he arrived at the university, being, as a 

PhD candidate, assigned one of the less flattering workstations. Having 

enjoyed good working conditions outside academia for a couple of years 

before his PhD studies, he was profoundly shocked, and upon his arrival, he 

immediately started doubting he could spend the next four years there. 

During his brief online check, Ali developed an impression of Finland as a 

rich country. Thus, he thought that if his university in the Netherlands was 

‘so fancy’, the largest university in Finland had to be ‘double fancy’. Ali was 

appalled to find his office in an old building and even more so when he 

realised he had to bring his own tea or coffee. ‘Did I downgrade my life?’ Ali 

started asking himself. 
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There were also many ‘push factors’ for my interlocutors who came 

to Finland to complete their doctoral studies at the University of Helsinki. 

Ali decided to do a PhD and move, despite enjoying his life in the 

Netherlands, because in the organisation he was working in, there were no 

opportunities for him to get a permanent position as a ‘third-country 

national’. Some of the other interlocutors were unhappy with the 

circumstances in the country they previously resided in, and this was the 

reason why they decided to go for a PhD abroad. There were also a few who 

came to Finland for the academic career they aspired to, being exposed to 

the same pressure to ‘internationalise’ as Finnish scholars were. When 

talking with his master’s thesis supervisor in Italy about pursuing PhD 

studies, Lucca got advice that he needed to go abroad if he wanted an 

academic career. ‘You can’t study eight years at the same place and be taken 

seriously from the academic world if you only know one university’, his 

supervisor told him. 

Whatever their reasons for coming to Finland in the first place had 

been, most of the foreign interlocutors agreed that the University of 

Helsinki was not a very forthcoming environment for international doctoral 

candidates. The gap between international aspirations and experiences is 

not unusual. This is because the former depends on other people to be 

realised and are, as such, always contingent (Amit and Gardiner Barber 

2015).  

 

 

Helsinki (Dis)Engagements 

 

The first frictional moments might appear already when they had to figure 

out practical things (registration, user account, email address, library card 

and so on), but they would undoubtedly arise once they actually started 

their studies. As Mei-Ling, who came to Helsinki from Taiwan, put it, ‘It is 
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kind of assumed that everybody knows everything’. Besides foregrounding 

the epistemological implications of this taken-for-granted stance, 

specifically the Eurocentrism embedded within, Mei-Ling also generally 

commented on the practices within doctoral education. She specifically 

mentioned the supervising practices, which she found to be random. 

Comparing supervision practices between Taiwan and Finland, Mei-Ling 

quoted a saying in Chinese, which she translated into ‘If you’ve been a 

teacher for one day, you become this person’s father for your whole life’. She 

explained that in Taiwan, students help their supervisors do anything, but 

their supervisors also fight for them and care in general. Mei-Ling said she 

thought it was good that in Finland, a student did not need to do so many 

other things for their supervisors, but it also happened that ‘they don’t really 

care about you either’. 

Continuing along these lines, Olga said to me on one occasion that 

the University of Helsinki ‘should just hand in the do-it-yourself kit to all 

prospective doctoral candidates’ because that was practically what the PhD 

studies there were, despite all the changes. Having spent some time in the 

US, where she went for a master’s degree, Olga was shocked when she found 

herself in Finland. She felt tricked because—in the promotional material—

the University of Helsinki seemingly emulated an American university she 

had attended. Olga’s sentiment was shared by Monica, who was born and 

raised in the US. Drawing on practice standards on American campuses, 

Monica had a whole list of practical things that were missing from Helsinki 

that would make studying and living there for foreign doctoral candidates 

more viable. 

Similar experiences were noted by others. One day, on my way 

home, I met Rina in the Helsinki metro. She appeared lost in her thoughts, 

so she didn’t even notice me at first. I approached her and greeted her 

warmly because we had not seen each other in a while. We were riding only 

several stops together, but to my surprise, Rina started speaking in 

confidence almost straight away (usually, when we met, it would take her 
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some time to open up). She said that she was coming back from a seminar 

held in Turku. Rina had met two other international PhD candidates from 

the University of Helsinki there who told her about her departmental 

seminar and the department mailing list, of which she was unaware. She 

was really upset that no one from the administration had informed her 

about that before and wondered how long it would take her to find out about 

this if not for the serendipitous encounter with the two PhD candidates in 

Turku. 

The feeling of detachment, however, significantly shaped my foreign 

interlocutors’ experience in the later stages of their PhD studies, too. It 

would appear to be the most conspicuous among those of my interlocutors 

who worked on a research project and experienced a breakdown in the 

relationship with the principal investigator (PI), who was also usually their 

supervisor. Katya, for instance, told me how her PI stopped communicating 

with her a year before we met and that when she saw him in the corridor, 

he pretended not to see her. ‘I’m being isolated for all this time’, she said to 

me. 

Nora, who came to do her master’s degree in Finland and 

transitioned into a PhD, also told me on numerous occasions how she felt 

very lonely at the University of Helsinki. This was one reason why Nora did 

not want to continue her career there, despite having—unlike most of my 

other interlocutors—quite some fortune with the funding. Hossain also 

emphasised that he had no close Finnish friends, and he tried to 

compensate for this by socialising extensively within the Iranian 

community that had formed in Helsinki. Lucca was even more dramatic 

when explaining the strong sense of disassociation he felt: ‘If I am in pain 

and I need to call someone, I wouldn’t choose someone from Finland’. 

Some believed their experience was universal to migration. Julia 

told me that the situation of Chinese students in Poland was pretty much 

the same. This is how she explained the general circumstances in which 

migrants find themselves: ‘You come to a place where people have their 
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friends, their families, their stabilised life. And you just come like one small 

change to their life. So it’s not that all out of sudden they are enthusiastic 

about spending a lot of time with you and so on. Because like it’s your life 

that actually changed a lot when you came to another place, and their life 

still is largely the same’. 

Many of international doctoral candidates, however, saw their 

experiences of disjuncture as being related to the specificities of the Finnish 

context. On one occasion while we were sitting in the student cafeteria and 

chatting, Hossain explicitly reflected on how these assumed cultural traits 

shaped the everyday university environment. He called my attention to a 

young woman who had just passed us, who, Hossain said, knew him, but 

once she noticed he was looking at her, she just looked down. He found this 

to be a major problem for him and mentioned that during his recent short-

term visit to Germany, people kept shaking their heads or smiling for a good 

morning as he was leaving the accommodations where he stayed for the 

night. ‘This is very heart-warming. It makes your day in a way’, Hossain 

said, adding that it was something he usually lacked in Helsinki. 

Nonetheless, he had a somewhat conciliatory attitude towards this situation 

because he thought that it was compensated for by Finland being ‘one of the 

most ordered, peaceful and clean countries’, which is something he saw 

possible only in a country that does not have so much social interaction 

among people. 

Finally, Lucca explained how frictional moments modelled his 

relationship with his colleagues at the University of Helsinki: ‘I’m really 

talkative; that’s why Finnish people around here despise me sometimes’. He 

said that there was ‘no chemistry’ between him and the other people in his 

department, and the reason for that, Lucca thought, was that he ‘scared a 

lot of them in the very beginning’. Lucca recounted a story about the 

department’s pre-Christmas party (pikkujoulu) organised a few months 

after he had arrived, where for the first time, he interacted significantly with 

his Finnish colleagues, who were under the influence of good amounts of 
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alcohol and were behaving ‘much more friendly’, as he put it. Lucca was 

thrilled with this and forgot that he ‘should restrain’ himself and ‘just 

started talking normally’. A person sitting next to him told him after a while 

that she had enough of his talk and that he should keep quiet. Lucca, 

nonetheless, did not hold a grudge, but interpreted this episode in relativist 

terms: ‘I understand that as much as […] their way is strange for me, my 

way is strange for them’. 

  

 

Inter/national University 

 

The everyday experiences of a part of the interlocutors were completely 

opposite to Hossain’s and Lucca’s, but those interlocutors themselves saw 

this as an anomaly. Anna told me that she had ‘a great group’. They had 

three parties during the year that they all celebrated together: a grill party 

in the beginning of summer, a crayfish party in autumn and pikkujoulu 

before Christmas. She noted that these actually helped her a lot because 

they enabled her to develop a relationship with her colleagues outside the 

limits of work. In her opinion, this was very important. They even met 

outside the university premises, Anna emphasised, going occasionally 

together to the opera or other events, for instance, a beer festival. 

Nonetheless, she told me that this was not common in Finland and that she 

knew many international doctoral candidates from other departments and 

research groups who were, in the best case, able to say only ‘Hello!’ and 

‘Bye!’ to their colleagues. Anna found herself very lucky to work in an 

environment where people have a developed relationship with each other 

and, in fact, considered this ‘probably the best thing about my job. That I 

feel like home here’.  

Foreigners at the university often understood these atypical 

experiences as a product of an ‘international bubble’ in which some of them 
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‘resided’. Omar, for instance, emphasised that the whole institute in which 

he worked was ‘international’, and as such, ‘people have a common need to 

communicate. It’s a different working environment, with friendliness and 

openness’. A similar point of view was expressed by Julia, who stated that 

she thought she worked in ‘one of the most international departments at the 

university’, which made it ‘not like the typical place here’. She understood 

this by exchanging experiences with other international doctoral candidates 

who were shocked to hear that Julia went to a club with people from her 

department when they could not even make their colleagues go to lunch 

with them.  

Bursting the ‘international bubble’ would prove to be a dramatic 

experience for those who suddenly found themselves outside of it. Lena was 

saying that while she was a master’s student in an international programme, 

she was constantly surrounded by international students, for whom the 

courses were created, and that this formed some kind of microcosmos in 

which—because they were all in exactly the same position—they didn’t 

really feel like foreigners. When she transitioned to her PhD studies, she 

found herself being the only international doctoral candidate in her 

discipline, making her ‘foreignness’ suddenly become visceral. Mei-Ling 

had similar experiences, feeling she was in a true ‘international bubble’ 

while she was a bachelor’s exchange student at the University of Helsinki, 

and her bubble had already started bursting when she transitioned to her 

master’s degree studies there. Ali also recounted how shocked he was when 

he first arrived in Helsinki and found himself the only international doctoral 

candidate in his discipline after studying and working with many foreigners 

in the Netherlands. 

It is, however, the language practices that the international doctoral 

students found the most problematic and a clear indication of the 

‘Finnishness’ entrenched in the university system. This does not come as a 

surprise: because of the Anglophone hegemony, the process of 

internationalisation is often conflated with ‘Englishisation’ (Phillipson and 
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Skutnabb-Kangas 2002). At the same time, operating based on an economic 

model denying the existence of social relations, Finnish 

‘internationalisation’ policy makers tend to ignore the issue of language 

altogether (Saarinen 2012a; Saarinen 2012b; Saarinen and Nikula 2013), 

leading to the problematic situation in which non-Finnish speaking 

foreigners at the University of Helsinki find themselves. On the one hand, 

English language skills seem to be good enough for one to get by, but on the 

other hand, it is not really sufficient for them to be able to fully participate. 

A common complaint the interlocutors would express was that the 

information that non-Finnish speakers would receive would be partial. 

Lena found this situation particularly frustrating because she thought that 

if the university staff provided the education in Finnish, Swedish and 

English, then they agreed ‘to the fact that you might not speak Finnish or 

might not know enough Finnish’, so ‘they should live up to this promise and 

provide clear information, up-to-date information, and all information in 

English as well’. 

Most of my other interlocutors also experienced regular 

disjunctures when it came to language. Some were invited to participate in 

their PhD seminar only occasionally when the speaker presented in English. 

Others were invited to participate in the seminars or unit meetings but 

would discover once they were already in the room that these would be held 

in Finnish only. Lian, who came for her PhD studies in Finland from China,  

told me one day me how she did not interact much with her office mates, 

and when I asked her whether her colleagues were, in general, silent, she 

replied that they talked, but in Finnish. In fact, this was the reason why 

Lian—on her own accord—went to a Finnish course, where we met for the 

first time. She said that her colleagues encouraged her to speak in Finnish, 

but that this was still ‘just too difficult’ for her.  

One day, when I met Katya for lunch, she recounted a story of how 

a couple of weeks before she met me on that occasion, she bumped into 

another doctoral candidate in the very same student cafeteria who told her 
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that she needed to eat her lunch very quickly because she was going to a 

seminar. Out of politeness, Katya asked what seminar it was, and the other 

doctoral candidate told her that it was a seminar for doctoral candidates and 

that, in fact, she thought Katya needed to be there as well, which came as a 

complete shock to her. Later, it turned out that the seminar was, indeed, 

compulsory for her PhD studies and the information could be found on the 

university webpages. However, only in the Finnish version was it marked as 

a compulsory seminar, which is why Katya failed to spot it before. When she 

complained to a colleague with whom she shared an office, he said that—as 

a non-Finnish speaking PhD candidate—he had the same problem and that, 

in fact, the only thing that stood between him and defence at one point was 

precisely the lack of this seminar from his coursework. This and the related 

experiences led Katya to conclude the following:  

They don’t try to create (...) international environment. The 

environment is still Finnish at all points. So much important 

information is still in Finnish. So this is what makes me feel not very 

nice. Because they describe that we are an international university, 

international students are welcome, but in fact, there is no 

international environment. If you are lucky, you will go into the 

group (...) where you will be accepted (...) But in some groups, I 

know a couple of doctoral students who are completely isolated.  

 

 

Disposable Knowledge Workers  

 

These disjunctures that shaped the everyday lives of the international 

doctoral candidates at the University of Helsinki would only intensify as 

they approached the end of their PhD studies and started crafting plans for 

the future. This is when the poor prospects of continuing their professional 

lives in Finland would hit them. These feelings only intensified once the 
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Finnish government, specifically the one formed in 2015, announced 

education budget cuts, even more so when the firings at the University of 

Helsinki started. Although excluded from official discussions, as I 

mentioned in Chapter 3, international doctoral candidates would get the 

gist from their peers and colleagues about what was going on. Lian said to 

me during that period that she could not see a future at the University of 

Helsinki because the university managers were ‘cutting people everywhere’. 

In addition, many were aware that the push to ‘internationalise’ also applied 

to them, irrespective of the fact they only recently came to the country. 

Katya told me that someone mentioned to her explicitly that if one 

completed doctoral studies in Helsinki, they had to do their postdoc 

somewhere else. 

What made things even worse was that the prospects outside of 

academia for foreign PhD holders seemed to be even poorer, which also 

became very conspicuous during the PhD career course discussed in 

Chapter 5. Lena mentioned knowing many people from her master’s study 

cohort who were already forced to leave because in Finland, ‘you could get 

a good education, but there is no job for you’. A similar stance was expressed 

by Aaden, who came to Finland from Somalia a full decade prior to the start 

of his PhD studies at the University of Helsinki. When we discussed his 

plans to enrol in PhD studies beforehand, he exclaimed, ‘What else could 

you do [as a foreigner in Finland] Sonja? What else?’ 

Some of the interlocutors understood this in terms of a relational 

deficit. Hossain said that it was only logical that people who were ‘from the 

system’—knew the language and the social rules—and had social relations 

would get more. He thought one should not just call this out as racism. 

Crucial for him, however, was to be honest about this and not to pretend 

this was not the case, which was the usual practice in Finland. A similar 

point was expressed by Katya, who emphasised the significance of the social 

ties one develops as an undergraduate student because these would 

eventually become one’s professional networks. Therefore, ‘if you are 
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coming from abroad, you didn’t grow up with them, you don’t have this 

network, you have to enter the existing network somehow. They don’t allow 

you to do it because you’re completely foreign to them. You didn’t get drunk 

with them; they don’t know anything about you’. 

The other international doctoral candidates with whom I interacted 

with felt cheated. As Omar, who came to Finland from Bangladesh via 

Sweden, where he finished his master’s studies, said to me once, ‘They invite 

people, but they don’t put much effort to keep them’. Many ‘global 

knowledge workers’ found themselves harbouring similar feelings. Amit 

(2002b, 29) explained that the reason for this lies in the difficulty of 

acknowledging that ‘alongside that valorisation of skills and experience is 

an intrinsic definition of the person that provides them as structurally 

dispensable’. 

To obtain some sort of security, a number of my interlocutors 

coming from outside of the EU/EEA focused on obtaining Finnish 

citizenship. Getting a Finnish passport would make their residence 

anywhere within the EU easier and enable them to enjoy academic 

conferences and research visits more freely; this eventually ended up being 

on the top of their priorities. Even though this was not the reason for 

starting a PhD in Finland, they were not to let all this time they spent in the 

country be ‘wasted’, as Omar put it. In relation to this, some opted to study 

Swedish instead of Finnish because proving one’s competence in either of 

the national languages fulfilled the citizenship criteria. Swedish was 

perceived to be easier to learn than Finnish because of its close proximity to 

English. In addition, Swedish companies could open pathways to the whole 

of Scandinavia, where some international doctoral candidates started 

checking out their options. Many of the interlocutors, irrespective of their 

citizenship, also worked on strengthening their interpersonal ties with 

people from abroad, enabling them to migrate if their professional life in 

Finland proved to run its course.  
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Conclusion 

The experiences of the international staff and students usually have a 

marginal position in the debates about contemporary university reform. My 

decision to place them at the end of my thesis seemingly reproduces that. I 

hope, however, that I have managed to persuade the reader that these might 

actually be central to understanding the effect of contemporary university 

reform on the dynamics of social relations. The disjunctures that shape 

international doctoral candidates’ daily lives are a product of their severing 

from their formative relationships. However, they are even more so a result 

of the mundane disassociations within their new environments, which, as 

we could see, are far from being cleared from the old ties, as the global 

knowledge economy policy makers would want us to believe. 
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Chapter 9 

Conclusions 

 

 

In the months following the gathering in the Porthania auditorium 

dedicated to the reform review process with which I opened the thesis, 

important changes at the University of Helsinki took place. First, a new 

university board was elected for the 2018–2021 period, chaired by Tarja 

Halonen, a widely respected former president of Finland who was known 

for fighting for social justice and equality. At the same time, a couple of 

prominent opponents of recent university developments were elected to 

seats on the new board. This came as a result of mobilising efforts. After 

being made painfully aware of this body’s power in previous years, those 

opposing the overall reform did not want to leave anything to chance. 

Soon afterwards, changes in the university leadership ensued. The 

rector who was still in power applied for a second term but did not even 

make the final list of three candidates. With the new composition of the 

board including some of his most vociferous critics, that was hardly 

surprising. His vision for the University of Helsinki seemed to have run its 

course. The evening he was elected, the new rector gave an interview to 

Finland’s leading daily newspaper in which he stated that his main aim was 

to improve the impoverished university atmosphere. 

Changes in university leadership could also be observed at the 

opening ceremony of the 2018–2019 academic year, the inaugural of the 

new rector. The atmosphere in the Great Hall was almost sublime. The 

melodic experiments with popular culture that had characterised the 

previous several years were over. They gave way to classical pieces by Jean 

Sibelius (1865–1957), the venerated Finnish composer whose corpus is 

imbued with national sentiments. The references to some of the older 

university values, particularly that of Bildung, again became prominent in 

the new rector’s speech. His body language too seemed much more subdued 

compared to that of his predecessor. 
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Still, changes in university management could not undo the 

transformations that had already taken place. Similar trends are also 

observable elsewhere (cf. Wright 2016). Despite putting an emphasis on 

improving the well-being of the university staff and students, neither the 

imperative of ‘global competitiveness’ nor the means to achieve it–which, I 

have argued, led to its deterioration in the first place–were abandoned. The 

new administration, research structures and degree programmes continued 

without major revision, leaving those involved in them to deal with the 

consequences. 

 

 

Returning to the Main Arguments 

 

This thesis has investigated the effect of global knowledge economy policies 

on the dynamics of social relations at the University of Helsinki. I have 

argued that the reason why the recent reforms had such a disturbing impact 

on the university environment was that they were built on an economic 

model that attempts to do away with transformative social relations and 

reduce all exchanges to transactional ones. Despite differences of nuance, 

this is not a completely novel claim (cf. Wright 2017). What I add to previous 

discussions, however, is to show that enacting global knowledge economy 

policies is full of moments of friction that not only generate ruins but also 

trigger renewed forms of sociality, growing like weeds out of the cracks in 

the university landscape. 

Furthermore, I have demonstrated that whether the new social ties 

can be mobilised and bring about new university communities depends on 

the work put into creating and maintaining them. Contrary to the 

proponents of the enterprise-cum-scalability model, social life is not self-

sustaining. At the same time, I have shown that the work of eradicating all 

previously existing collectivities to create a blank slate is, at bottom, simply 

impossible. Despite the numerous changes, many old social formations 

remain part of today’s university landscape, for better or worse. Their 
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resilience could be seen in not only exceptional circumstances through 

protest formations but also and even more clearly in mundane matters, as 

the experiences of international doctoral candidates show. It is through the 

frictions in their everyday lives that the strength of old ties is most palpable. 

Acknowledging those old ties, I argue, is of the utmost importance 

for both a better understanding of contemporary university developments 

and a thoughtful critique of global knowledge economy policies. This is 

where the main shortcomings of previous scholarship on the topic lies, in 

my view. Focusing almost exclusively on changes in ideas about universities 

or their governance, the opponents of the recent reforms have 

overemphasised the efficacy of the enterprise-cum-scalability model. This 

is not to say that their intellectual contribution is not important. Quite the 

contrary, I have found it invaluable and nothing less than a critical backdrop 

for my research. At the same time, concentrating mostly on abstract 

principles results in further strengthening the very model that is supposed 

to be weakened (cf. Bear et al. 2015). 

This is why paying attention to what actually happens in everyday 

university life matters so much. Though many observations I have made in 

the thesis can seem insignificant, even banal, on their own, their combined 

purpose was precisely to show that putting policies into practice is always 

a process of translation. That is, of course, a standard anthropological claim 

(Shore and Wright 1997, 2011), but it is too often sidelined in predominantly 

dystopian writings on contemporary university reform. There is no doubt 

that recent reforms brought significant disturbance to the university 

landscape, but they did not destroy all existing forms of social life. 

Recognising that more fully might open up new avenues for the overall 

critical endeavour. 

Similarly, there is a tendency in critical social theory to think about 

all novel forms of university social life as mere manifestations of the 

enterprise-cum-scalability model. This tendency is strengthened by those 

steering the latest university reforms, who tend to hijack both new and old 

forms of sociality and draft them into the service of their ambitions. This, 
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again, is hardly surprising. As feminist anthropologists observed some time 

ago, capitalism relies on non-capitalist relations to function, which is where 

its ‘generative powers’ and consequent ensuing inequalities lie (Bear et al, 

2015). Tsing (2015a) calls the processes of their conversion into capitalist 

wealth ‘salvage accumulation.’ It is why paying attention to the translations 

and conversions rather than simply observing how the model generates 

reality–or falls short of it–might be a more theoretically productive move 

(cf. Bear et al, 2015). 

Recognising long-term exchanges in sustaining university life–

especially in its ‘world-class’ form–is crucial. It not only directly challenges 

the enterprise-cum-scalability model but also questions some of its basic 

assumptions. A focus on the dynamics of social relations, for instance, 

shows that ‘breaking silos’ results in more rather than less 

disconnectedness, as the proponents of the contemporary university 

reforms claim. University activities persist and even thrive despite recent 

changes, not thanks to them. Thus, to do away with the enterprise-cum-

scalability model does not necessarily require searching for alternative 

versions of the university, although that is no doubt an important 

contribution to such an endeavour. We would also do well to recognise the 

alternatives within, the ones that have always been there. 

The significance of social ties became something of a given during 

the COVID-19 pandemic. The general lock-down which was enacted in 

Finland in mid-March 2020 completely disrupted daily life at the University 

of Helsinki, as in other places. Most teaching was moved online, while 

research activities were–whenever possible–to be conducted at home. An 

increase in feelings of loneliness and a further decline in the sense of 

community subsequently followed, as the University of Helsinki’s survey on 

working in exceptional circumstances reported. This is hardly surprising if 

we approach the concept of community as resting on actual social relations 

rather than imagined ones. There is, however, now a danger of attributing 

all of today’s university social ailments to the pandemic and mixing the 

actual consequences of COVID-19 with those that resulted from the reforms 
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described here (cf. Parikka 2021). This is a move of which critical university 

researchers should be particularly wary. 

Moreover, transferring university life online during the COVID-19 

pandemic actually helped recharge the enterprise-cum-scalability model, as 

it promoted a blatant disregard of the social relations that make up 

university life. This is not a necessary outcome of digital mediation but of 

the idea that social processes are reducible to technical ones (cf. Lehtiniemi 

and Trifuljesko 2020). This idea is dominant in the tech sector and tends to 

emanate from there (cf. Trifuljesko and Ruckenstein 2019). Going forward, 

critical university researchers may wish to be careful not to take these 

assumptions for granted. 

 

 

Moving Ahead 

 

The choice to extend my initial focus from a single social group (a 

community of international doctoral candidates) to the dynamics of social 

relations at the University of Helsinki as a whole affected the form of this 

dissertation. Extending the scope of the thesis resulted in a certain 

ethnographic thinness, in terms of how much space is given to people’s lived 

experiences. I understand that this choice will not meet with universal 

approval, especially among anthropologists. At the same time, it would have 

felt simply dishonest if I had done otherwise. Placing people with whom I 

had only superficial interactions on the same level with those who shared 

with me their most intimate experiences simply felt wrong. Deciding to stay 

with international doctoral candidates throughout the thesis would have 

grossly misrepresented my overall research endeavour. It was only by 

gradually introducing people’s voices while tracing overall university 

developments that I was able to follow my theoretical arguments and 

simultaneously set the scene for those whom I intended to place at centre 

stage all along. 
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Still, my decision meant that some of the pathways I opened up were 

left unexplored. For instance, I have only hinted at how the reform affected 

older forms of sociality at the university, such as those based on the 

disciplines. Likewise, I say very little about social dynamics within research 

projects and groups, which are the preferred formations among university 

managers. Also, exploring how the centralisation of the administration 

affects both administrators’ ties with students, teachers and researchers as 

well among themselves deserves a focus of its own. 

Similarly, I give limited space to the care work that keeps university 

running. My dissertation only reflects in passing on the ways in which global 

knowledge economy policies intertwine with issues of class, gender and 

race. Though some work on this matter already exists, more research is 

certainly needed. Expanding on the ways in which reforms contribute to the 

perpetuating existing inequalities could further destabilise the enterprise-

cum-scalability model and its attempt to represent everything as the same. 

Another research strand that merits exploration pertains to digital 

mediation, which has started playing an increasingly important role at the 

university, and of which we still know far too little. As I have already noted, 

there is a general tendency in the process of digitalisation to think about 

conversions from social to technical, which brings with it an additional 

danger of erasing relations. Shedding more light on the social dynamics that 

the intertwining of the physical and the digital entails would help us 

understand what is important to consider when taking the next steps. 

Finally, more research is needed on how university reforms relate to 

the transformation of other areas of social life. The enterprise-cum-

scalability model is the dominant one and affects many spheres beyond 

academia. Staying close to the university is important to develop an 

understanding of the specificity this context entails but comparing what is 

already known about university social dynamics to those in other spheres of 

life might generate critical observations it would not otherwise be possible 

to gain. 
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