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Abstract  

Nathaniel Pickering  

English higher education policy in uncertain times: An argumentative exploration of 

political speeches during the Global Financial Crash, Brexit, and COVID-19 crises 

Since 2010, the British government has responded to the global financial crash, Brexit, 

and a global pandemic, COVID-19. These crises have brought many challenges for the 

country, but they also provide a unique opportunity to examine how politicians 

respond and form higher education (HE) policies in uncertain times. Crisis responses 

can generate social and political change and shift societal values, norms, and practices, 

so examining emerging discourses can provide insight into the rationale for policy 

changes. HE policy in England has become subject to increasing state steering and 

micro-management, so it is a fascinating site for investigation. Education and skills 

discourses in England frequently intertwine with crisis rhetoric and concerns about 

ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŘƻǿƴǘǳǊƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŀǇǇƭƛŜǎ CŀƛǊŎƭƻǳƎƘ ŀƴŘ CŀƛǊŎƭƻǳƎƘΩǎ όнлмнύ 

Political Discourse Analysis (PDA) to nine political speeches from senior politicians in 

three consecutive Governments formed by the same right-leaning political party. PDA 

focuses on the reason for action, describes the problem that needs addressing, and 

sets a goal that imagines a better future informed by values. The study found a 

trajectory toward the marketisation of education and a coherent approach called 

ΨDiscursive Strategies of Neo-austerityΩ. Politicians use these strategies to justify 

change even if the content of the discourse varies according to the circumstances of 

the crisis. The discursive strategies comprise three phases: First, building a consensus 
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for change through allocating blame and responsibility for the crisis and by playing on 

people's fears and the risks of not taking action. Secondly, the realignment of the 

purpose of HE to economic and individual benefits. Finally, the advancement of 

marketisation through funding changes and perceptions about value for money in HE 

education justify increasing state intervention, regulation and monitoring in the HE 

sector.  
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Chapter 1:  Uncertain Times in Higher Education  

.ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΧ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴ ŀ ΨƴŜǾŜǊ-ŜƴŘƛƴƎΩ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǎŜǎ 

since the end of the Second World War (at least). (Finn, 2018, p. 106)  

1.1 Introduction  

This thesis investigates how a series of crises have provided a rationale for reforming 

higher education (HE) in England. It will focus on how three different UK governments 

of the same political party ς The Conservative and Unionist Party ς have used the 

Global Financial Crash (GFC), Brexit and COVID-19 crises to legitimise policy shifts in HE 

from 2010 to 2020. The study applies Political Discourse Analysis (PDA) to critique the 

ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘΣ ƛƴ ΨǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎΩ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΣ Ψǘƻ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳ 

ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΩ (Fairclough, 2010, p. 14).  

This introductory chapter begins situating this study within the research field of higher 

education and the political sciences; this includes the identification of knowledge gaps 

and a challenge of a current orthodoxy in HE policy studies. It then outlines the study's 

rationale, methodological approach and research questions. The research questions 

are then contextualised by exploring the contemporary research sites within the 

broader political and ideological context in uncertain times. It also discusses the 

different definitions of crisis and how they apply to the events under study. The final 

section concludes by summarising each chapter.  

1.2 Higher Education Knowledge and  Gaps 
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To understand the contribution this thesis is trying to make to the field of HE research, 

it is crucial to situate it in the wider body of HE knowledge. Scholarship on HE has 

increased significantly in terms of volume and vibrancy since the turn of the 21st 

century anŘ Ψƴƻǿ ƻŎŎǳǇƛŜǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΩ 

(Brooks, 2023, p. 521). The exponential growth in HE enquiry has been linked to the 

expansion of HE and the increasing number of providers, staff and students (Tight, 

2019a).  

As the HE research field has matured, there have been increasing attempts to 

synthesise and present an overview of the themes and topics covered in the scholarly 

work. aŀŎŦŀǊƭŀƴŜΩǎΣ (2012) tongue-and-check but still thought-provoking HE research 

ŀǊŎƘƛǇŜƭŀƎƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜǎ ŀ ǎǇƭƛǘ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΩ 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΩΣ ǿƛǘƘ researchers on each being divided by the sea of 

disjuncture. In the updated version, Macfarlane (2022, p. 108) says it is just as 

important to understand Ψwhy topics are chosen rather than just describing what is 

being researched and writtenΩ. The new map offers an ideological seascape of HE 

ƛǎƭŀƴŘΥ ΨtǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎǘǎ tŜƴƛƴǎǳƭŀΣ wŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘǎ wƻŎƪ ŀƴŘ 5ȅsǘƻǇƛŀƴǎ wŜǘǊŜŀǘΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

researchers hop between according to their experience and backstory (Macfarlane, 

2022, p. 108). The ideological underpinnings of this research are explored in Chapter 

Two and the beginning of Chapter Three, while the author's positionality is briefly 

addressed in Chapter Four.  

However, others have taken a more serious and robust approach to mapping HE 

scholarship. For example, Daenekindt and Huisman (2020) analysed 16,928 article 
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abstracts and identified 31 topics in the literature. TightΩǎ (2019a) synthesis of HE 

research provides eight more manageable topics: teaching and learning, course 

design, student experience, quality, system policy, institutional management, 

academic work, and knowledge and research. This thesis spans two topics: system 

policy research concerning ΨHE policy at national and international levelsΩ and the 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜǎ ΨǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŀƴŘ ŜȄƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ I9 ŀƴŘ 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ƭƛŦŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǎǘǳŘȅƛƴƎΩ (Tight, 2019a, p. 2). These 

themes are explored in greater detail in Chapters Two and Three.  

HE research is a multidisciplinary field best conceptualised as a theme of research 

rather than a discipline (Tight, 2013a). Therefore, the HE scholarship greatly relies on 

ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎȅΣ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜΣ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎȅΣ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ 

ŀƴŘ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘƛŜǎΩ (Daenekindt & Huisman, 2020). The study of political sciences, which 

examines the Ψdistribution, exercise, and consequences of powerΩ (Hay, 2002, p. 3), has 

significantly influenced this thesis, especially the link between politics and language, 

known as political discourse (Kranert & Horan, 2018). Rooted in Aristotelian concepts, 

the research field of political discourse is substantial and varied but generally involves 

the analysis of political artefacts such as policy documents (Charteris-Black, 2018; 

Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012). Chapters Two and Four explore these concepts further 

and propose how they can be understood and explored within the HE context. 

¢ƛƎƘǘΩǎ (2013a) examination of methodologies used in HE research showed that the 

examination of political discourse has become a locus of interest, with over a quarter 

of all studies examined seeking to investigate some form of political or policy 
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discourse. Political discourse and its analysis are synonymous with Critical Discourse 

Analysis (CDA), a multidisciplinary method that applies theory to investigate the 

Ψintricate relationships between text, talk, social cognition, power, society and cultureΩ 

(van Dijk, 1993, p. 253). Since the mid-1990s, educational researchers have 

increasingly turned to /5! Ψto make sense of ways in which people make meaning in 

educational contextsΩ (Rogers et al., 2005, p. 366). However, many studies were CDA in 

ƴŀƳŜ ŀƭƻƴŜΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ /5!Ωǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜǎ (Rogers et al., 

2005).  

However, this study moves from traditional critical linguistics and the theorisation and 

analysis of language found in CDA to PDA, which enables the theorisation and 

conceptualisation of discourse, politics, and power through dialectical reasoning 

(Finlayson, 2013a). The methodological approach, PDA, is laid out in Chapter Four, 

along with the rationale for its application. Given the breadth of research proceeding 

this study, it is helpful to identify what contribution this research will make to the 

fields of HE and the political discourse of HE.  

1.2.1 Knowledge Gaps  

In England, political or policy discourse analysis in HE tends to lean towards two 

approaches. The first approach undertakes a retrospective analysis of national 

government policy products or outcomes (Bell & Stevenson, 2006) to establish 

theories about how HE is being transformed by political actors or by economic, social, 

or global change (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012; Jones, 2016; Marginson, 2011a; 

McCaig, 2018). The second approach uses policy products produced and published by 
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HE providers to explore how government policy has influenced the behaviour of 

universities (McCaig, 2016; Pickering, 2019; Rainford, 2019). However, this study aims 

to provide a contemporary analysis by examining documents that contributed to the 

policy process rather than the final product. Chapter Two explores concepts of power 

and how it operates in the policy process. This study is also contemporary in nature 

because it ǿŀǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪŜƴ ƛƴ ΨǊŜŀƭ-ǘƛƳŜΩ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŜŎƘŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ 

lived and experienced.  

The field of political discourse research is dominated by studies exploring oral 

monological speeches (Randour et al., 2020). Politicians ƛƴ .Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ ΨŘŜƭƛǾŜǊ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ 

speeches about whatever it is that they are initiating, opposing, or managing τ and 

ŀōƻǳǘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƳƻǊŜ ōŜǎƛŘŜǎΩ (Finlayson & Martin, 2008, p. 445). Political speeches are 

concerned with making political decisions and establishing shared values, the former 

being a type of policymaking and the latter a type of consensus building (Charteris-

Black, 2018). However, the policy choices proclaimed in these speeches may bear little 

resemblance to the final policy products or outcomes (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012). 

The volume of speeches and their accessibility as a data source could explain their 

popularity in political discourse research.  

However, the use of speeches as research artefacts is limited in HE political discourse 

analysis studies; this thesis will address this gap. Studies that have used political 

speeches in HE research tend to use them deductively to assess discourses to confirm 

existing theories (Brooks, 2018; Hensley et al., 2013). However, speeches still provide a 

crucial site for understanding policy. They are a nexus - drawing together existing 
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discourse, testing new ideas, rejecting existing perspectives, and setting the direction 

of travel for policy (Finlayson & Martin, 2008). This study will bring new insights by 

inductively exploring political speeches to understand how HE policy and fairness are 

discursively framed in uncertain times. Chapter Four describes how the political 

speeches will be sampled, used and analysed in this study.  

The final point this wants to address is not a knowledge gap but rather a challenge to 

neoliberalism's dominance in HE policy discourse. According to Tight (2019b, pp. 273-

274), tƘŜǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ΨƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ǘǳǊƴΩ ƛƴ I9 ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜ Ǝƻ-to 

ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜΣ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƻǊ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΩ ƻǊ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴ 

ŦƻǊ Ψƛǘǎ ƛƴǎƛŘƛƻǳǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΩΦ In /5!Σ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ Ψ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ǳōƛǉǳƛǘƻǳǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΩ (Flew, 2014), 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǳƴǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎ ƎƛǾŜƴ /5!Ωǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ 

(Blommaert & Bulcaen, 2000). The application of neoliberalism in discourse studies 

ΨƛƳǇƭƛŜǎ ŀ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘΩ, becoming attributed to everything 

terrible and unpleasant in HE (Bacevic, 2019, p. 386).  

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƛƳŜǎ ƻŦ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ΨǘǳǊōǳƭŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ώI9ϐ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΩ 

(Shattock, 2010, p. 29); the austerity of 2010 is no different as it escalated the neo-

liberalisation of HE (Mendick et al., 2018). Austere HE reforms have resulted in a 

funding restructuring that aligns degree qualifications predominantly as a private 

good, moving the sector to a fully competitive marketised system with increased 

monitoring and regulation (Jungblut & Vukasovic, 2018; Marginson, 2011b; Whitfield, 

2012). Despite its pervasive nature, there has been limited research into the effect of 

austerity on English HE policy compared to other European countries.  
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These studies have explored how a sustained period of austerity imposed by the EU 

has changed HE in Greece, Ireland, and Portugal (Koulouris et al., 2014; Mercille & 

Murphy, 2017; Teixeira & Koryakina, 2016). Other studies (Antonucci, 2016; Mendick 

et al., 2018) ƘŀǾŜ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

education experiences in England. More recently, Steer et al. (2021) explored how civil 

society and the civic university collaboratively resisted neoliberal austerity and 

brought hope to communities. However, none of these studies has looked at the 

longer-term effect of austerity on the English HE policy process, which this study 

intends to rectify. Chapter Three provides a detailed outline of both neoliberalism and 

austerity.  

In summary, this thesis aims to address gaps in HE policy discourse by being a 

contemporary study that examines policy as a process rather than a product. It will 

achieve this through the examination of political speeches, an underused data source 

in HE studies. Finally, it wants to challenge the dominance of neoliberalism and 

ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ English HE policymaking. The following section sets out the 

rationale for this study and the research questions.  

1.3 Rational e and Research Questions  

Crisis is an important research site in political discourse inquiry; it is a point that can 

intensify a direction or redirect policy altogether, which can unfairly affect certain 

groups. Times of crisis provide governments with opportunities to usher in radical 

reforms to education (Jones, 2016, p. 208)Φ Lƴ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΣ ōǳǘ ΨǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣ ǘƘŜ 

discourse on education and skills has often been associated with a rhetoric of crisis 
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ŀƴŘ ŀ ŦŜŀǊ ƻŦ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜΩ (Granoulhac, 2018, p. 5). The UK has gone through 

three consecutive significant periods of radical uncertainty, the GFC, Brexit, and the 

COVID-19 pandemic, resulting in Ψŀƴ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ ƛƴǎǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΩ 

(Shariatmadari, 2022). Uncertainty challenges assumptions about governance and the 

ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǘƻ ΨǎƻŎƛŜǘŀƭ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎΩ (McCann & 

Ortega-Argilés, 2021, p. 552).  

Radical uncertainty dissolves fundamental ideas into multiple perspectives so no one 

ǾƛŜǿ Ŏŀƴ ΨōŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜΩΣ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ΨŦƛƭǘŜǊ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ 

ǎǘǊŜŀƳǎ ƻŦ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ 

actionablŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ (Collier & Tuckett, 2021, p. 110). However, the resulting 

ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŜƴǘǊŜƴŎƘŜǎ ΨŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƭƻƴƎ ŎƭŀǎǎΣ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ 

ƭƛƴŜǎΩ (Nunn, 2016, p. 482)Φ Dƭƻōŀƭ ǘƘǊŜŀǘǎ ŀƭǎƻ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ΨǘƘŜ ǊƛŎƘ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƻǊΩ 

ŜǉǳŀƭƭȅΣ ΨƴƻǊ ǘƘŜ ²Ŝǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ wŜǎǘΩ (Vankovska, 2020, p. 73), as demonstrated by 

GFC, Brexit, and COVID-19, which affected some groups more than others by 

magnifying existing inequalities or creating new ones (Antonucci, 2016; Burki, 2020; 

Marginson et al., 2020). 

! ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ΨŜȄŎƭǳǎƛǾŜƭȅ ƻǊ ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘƭȅ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜΩ (Brambilla, 2019, p. 271). Some see a 

ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ΨƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ǊŜŦƻǊƳΩ (Klein, 2007, p. 5) ŀǎ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ΨōŜ 

ǎƛƳǳƭǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅ ŘŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜΩΣ ŘƛǎǎƻƭǾƛƴƎ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƴƻǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ 

new ones (Raaper & Brown, 2020, p. 344). Crisis opens up a space for leaders and 

policymakers to suggest significantly different strategies that direct or redirect the 

ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ƻǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊŜǾŀƛƭ ŘŜǇŜƴŘ ΨǳǇƻƴ 
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ΨŘƛǎŎǳǊǎƛǾŜ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜǎΩ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ΨƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΣ ŎŀǳǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ǊŜǎƻƭǾŜŘΩ (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, 

p. 3). Therefore, GFC, Brexit and COVID-19 provide a unique opportunity to examine 

discursive strategies and how external events, political rhetoric and policy interact to 

reform HE.  

The Neoliberalist Milton Friedman (2002, p. xiv) ǎŀƛŘΣ Ψhƴƭȅ ŀ ŎǊƛǎƛǎτactual or 

perceivedτǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǎ ǊŜŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŘŜǇŜƴŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ 

ƭȅƛƴƎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘΩΦ Since the 1970s, policy ideas in Britain have become associated with the 

neoliberal tenets - ΨǘƘŜ ŜƭƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇƘŜǊŜΣ ǘƻǘŀƭ ƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ 

ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƪŜƭŜǘŀƭ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǇŜƴŘƛƴƎΩ (Klein, 2007, p. 15). Neoliberalism 

ΨŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǇǊŜŎŜŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΩ ƛƴ I9 ǇƻƭƛŎȅΤ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ΨǘƛƳŜƭȅ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ŦŀŎƛƴƎΩ I9 ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ΨƻƳƴƛōǳǎ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ǿŀƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ 

any opportunity arisesΩ, helping to define the problems in the first place (Kleinman et 

al., 2013, p. 2398). Therefore, a crisis accelerates neoliberal policy or justifies a move 

in that direction (Taylor-Gooby et al., 2017). 

Griffiths (2020) argues that the GFC intensified pro-market neoliberal perspectives in 

9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ I9 ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ DC/Σ ǘƘŜ ¦Y ǘƻƻƪ Ψŀ 

ǾŀƴƎǳŀǊŘ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅΩΣ ŎǳǘǘƛƴƎ ŘŜŜǇŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǊŘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ 

(Clarke & Newman, 2012, p. 302)Φ {ƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜƴΣ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻǎǘ-crisis 

prescription, but also acts to define the problems that caused the crisis in the first 

ǇƭŀŎŜΩ (Berry, 2016, p. 7). Therefore, it is essential to know if the rationale for action in 

the speeches aligns with neoliberal discourses, something else like austerity, or 
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neither. The examination of political speeches delivered over a decade at times of 

crisis will hopefully provide insight into ǿƘŀǘ ƛŘŜŀǎ ŀǊŜ ΨƭȅƛƴƎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘΩ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ 

used discursively in the policy process.  

The PDA method enables researchers to analyse the ideas used and strategies and 

choices politicians ΨƳŀƪŜ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΧ ƛƴ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ 

Ǝƻŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΩ (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, p. 11). This study understands politics 

ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀǎ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ΨƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ 

Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ŀŎǘΩ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ΨōŜŦƻǊŜ ŀǊǊƛǾƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ 

ŀŎǘƛƻƴΩ (Fairclough & Fairclough, p. 87). The systematic analysis of political discourse 

ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ΨƘƻǿ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΣ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΣ ŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ 

ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘΩ ǘƻ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ΨŀƎŜƴǘǎ Řƻ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƛǎƛǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ 

ǘƘŜȅ Řƻ ŘƛǎŎǳǊǎƛǾŜƭȅ όƛƴ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀȅ ƻǊ ǿǊƛǘŜύΩ (Fairclough & Fairclough, p. 4).  

It is assumed from the rationale above that crisis has a significant influence on the 

discursive strategies employed in the policy process by senior politicians in 

government. This assumption informed the three research questions that seek to 

explore political discourses and HE policy in times of crisis. With a particular focus on 

the political deliberation between different options according to values before 

pursuing a course of action to reach their goals for the HE sector. The research 

questions are: 

1. How is crisis discursively framed in nine political speeches about higher 

education?  
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2. What discursive political strategies do these speeches employ during three 

major crises to construct and justify higher education policy changes?  

3. How do these speeches discursively frame educational fairness during three 

major national crises? 

The following section contextualises these questions further by exploring the 

contemporary events that constitute this study's research sites.  

1.4 Research Sites  

This section sets out the contemporary research sites this study engages with to 

answer the research questions. This study focuses on English HE because the authority 

for policy and funding was devolved to the four UK nations in 1999. While each 

nation's sector possesses similarities, they also have unique characteristics (Raffe & 

Croxford, 2015). However, the nine speeches analysed are from the British 

government's elected members of parliament (MP). Therefore, they often refer to 

Britain even though the policy they discuss applies only to England. The thesis spans a 

turbulent and fractious decade of British politics. The following sections set out each 

crisis within its political and ideological context, then define the term crisis and its 

application to the events in this study. 

1.4.1 Cameron and the GFC  

¢ƘŜ нллтκнллу Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎǊŀǎƘ ΨƘŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎŜǾŜǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŀǘ 5ŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΩ (Wyn & Wilson, 2012, p. 1). The crisis 

ōŜƎŀƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ нллт ǿƛǘƘ ΨǘƘŜ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦{ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ŦƻǊ 

sub-ǇǊƛƳŜ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ƭƻŀƴǎΩ - high-risk loans for borrowers with poor credit (Edey, 2009, 



 

27 

p. 186). The fallout reverberated around the globe, with governments nationalising 

private companies to ensure fiscal stability (Hodson & Quaglia, 2009)Φ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ Ψƴƻ 

precedent for this combination of a worldwide collapse in asset values, a global run on 

ōŀƴƪǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŜŜȊƛƴƎ ǳǇ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ŎǊŜŘƛǘ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎΩ (Rawnsley, 2018). In response, a new 

ŎƻƴǎŜƴǎǳǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅƳŀƪŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ ΨŜƴŀŎǘƛƴƎ ǎǘƛƳǳƭǳǎ ǘƻ ǇǳǊǎǳƛƴƎ 

ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅΩ - the shrinking of the size of the state instead of raising taxes (Wren-Lewis, 

2018, p. 14). 

¢ƘŜ [ŀōƻǳǊ tǊƛƳŜ aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊ DƻǊŘƻƴ .Ǌƻǿƴϥǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ΨƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎŜǎǎƛƻƴΩ ǿŀǎ 

ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭΩ (Taylor-Gooby et al., 2017, p. 54)Σ ŀƴŘ ōȅ нлмл ΨǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŜƴ ǎƘƻƻǘǎ 

ƻŦ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǊŜŎƻǾŜǊȅ ƘŀŘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘΩ (Wren-Lewis, 2018, p. 8). Since 1997, the centre-

ƭŜŦǘ ΨbŜǿ [ŀōƻǳǊΩ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅ ƭŜŘ ōȅ ¢ƻƴȅ .ƭŀƛǊ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ŀƴ 

alternative to traditional social democratic policies, a third way that harnessed 

markets, choice and privatisation to reduce social injustices (Bell & Stevenson, 2006; 

Grimshaw & Rubery, 2012; Lunt, 2008).  

However, in May 2010, the right-leaning Conservative Party (known colloquially as the 

Tory Party) and their junior partner, the centrist Liberal Democrats (LD), formed the 

first Coalition government in 65 years, as no party won an overall majority of seats in 

the House of Commons. During the election, the Conservatives exploited the crisis as 

ŀƴ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎŀǘŀǎǘǊƻǇƘŜ ƭŜŦǘ ōŜƘƛƴŘΩ ōȅ .Ǌƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ 

ΨŀŘǾŀƴŎŜ ŀ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΩ - austerity (Taylor-Gooby & Stoker, 2011, p. 

12). The Tory leader David Cameron (2009a) ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ ŀƎŜ ƻŦ ƛǊǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ 

ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅΩΦ ¢ƘŜ [5 Ǌŀƴ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ƻǇǘƛƳƛǎǘƛŎ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴ 
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promising to abolish tuition fees. However, their notorious U-turn and the subsequent 

tripling of student tuition fees to £9000 would cost them dearly in the next elections 

(Butler, 2020).  

¢ƘŜ ¢ƻǊƛŜǎ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜƭȅ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƭŜȄƛŎƻƴ ǘƻ 

ŜǾƻƪŜ ΨǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ǎƻōŜǊ ǊŜōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ {ŜŎƻƴŘ ²ƻǊƭŘ ²ŀǊΩ (Knight, 2024). It 

ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ŘǊƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿƭȅ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ΨƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ 

ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŀƎŜƴŘŀΩ, leading to radical policy change (Williams, 2019, p. 18). The Coalition 

cited the profligation of the welfare system and public sector debt as the reason for 

ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ŎǳǘǎΣ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ΨǊŜǘǊŜƴŎƘƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŦƛǎŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǎƻƭƛŘŀǘƛƻƴΩ (Edmiston, 2017, p. 

262). The Coalition's aim to cut the £150 billion national deficit (Cabinet Office, 2010) 

ǿŀǎ ŎƻǊŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǾƛǎƛƻƴΩ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƭƛƴƪŜŘ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ 

ƎǊƻǿǘƘΩ (Taylor-Gooby & Stoker, 2011, p. 12). 

¢ƘŜ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ǿŀǎ ǿǊŀǇǇŜŘ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘ ΨƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŀǎƻƴŀōƭŜ Ŏƭƻŀƪ ƻŦ 

ŦŀƛǊƴŜǎǎΩ (Hoggett et al., 2013, p. 568). However, the resulting cuts disproportionately 

ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ΨǘƘƻǎŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊƛŎƘŜǎǘ Ƙŀǎ ƎǊƻǿƴ 

ǊŀǇƛŘƭȅΩ(Mendick et al., 2018, p. 6). A newly elected Conservative parliamentarian in 

нлмл Ƙŀǎ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ǎŀƛŘΣ Ψ²ƛǘƘ ƘƛƴŘǎƛƎƘǘΣ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŜƴǘŜǊƛƴƎ ŀ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŜǊŀΧ 

after a period of global stability and democratic growth, we were about to enter an 

era of democratic decline, and increaǎƛƴƎ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΣ ŘƛǎǇƭŀŎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅΩ 

(Stewart, 2023, p. 50). 

/ŀƳŜǊƻƴΩǎ ƭƻƴƎǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǎŎŜǇǘƛŎƛǎƳ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ .ƛƎ {ǘŀǘŜϥǎ Ψŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ŘŜǎƛǊŀōƭŜ 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜƴŘǎΩ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǘǊƛŎŀǘŜƭȅ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ austerity (Griffiths, 2020, p. 19). His flagship 
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ǇƻƭƛŎȅΣ ǘƘŜ .ƛƎ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜŘ ΨōƛƎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ΨǘƘŜ 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦŜōƭƻƻŘ ƻŦ ŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩ 

(Cameron, 2009b)Φ ¢ƘŜ Ψŀƴǘƛ-ǎǘŀǘƛǎƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ƛƎ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅΩ ǘƻ 

ǊŜǾƛǾŜ ΨƛŘŜŀǎ ƻŦ ƳƻǊŀƭƛǘȅΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ Ǌƛǎƪǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ΨƳƻǊŀƭ ŎƻƭƭŀǇǎŜΩ (Clarke, 2018, p. 28). 

¢ƘŜ .ƛƎ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŦƛȄ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŀƭ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴ ƻǾŜǊōŜŀǊƛƴƎ ǎǘŀǘŜ ōȅ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ Ψŀ 

ƴŜǿ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŀǊƛǎƳΣ ǇƘƛƭŀƴǘƘǊƻǇȅΣ ώŀƴŘϐ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΩ (Espiet-Kilty, 2018, p. 2).  

¢ƘŜ .ƛƎ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛǊŘ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΩ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ-based approach to delivering social 

services associated with social enterprises (Espiet-Kilty, 2016, p. 4)Φ ¢ƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΩǎ ΨƭƛōŜǊŀƭ 

ǇǊŜƳƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ΨŎǊƻǿŘǎ ƻǳǘΩ ŎƛǾƛƭ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩ (Lowndes & Pratchett, 2012, p. 

32) ǿŀǎ ŀ ΨǘǊƛǳƳǇƘ ƛƴ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǳǇŘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘΩ (Scott, 2011, 

p. 132)Φ ¢ƘŜ .ƛƎ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ ΨŦŀƛƭŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƛǘǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ƎƻŀƭǎΩ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ 

faded away (Woodhouse, 2015, p. 12). Policies like this one might aim to absolve the 

state of responsibility, but ultimately, they fail without sustained active state 

intervention (Nunn, 2016). 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ .ƛƎ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ Ǝƻŀƭ ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘŜŘΣ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΧ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΣ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎΧ ǘƘƛǊŘ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ 

individuals (Youdell & McGimpsey, 2015, p. 118). HE funding reform was not a Big 

Society policy but mirrored many arguments about the Big State and personal 

responsibility. The Browne Report (2010), set up by the previous Labour government, 

ΨǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǎǘƻǇ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƛƴǎǘŜŀŘΣ 

ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǊŜƭȅ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŦŜŜǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƳ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜ ŦƻǊ 



 

30 

ƛƴŎƻƳŜΩ (Wright, 2016). Chapter Six will address the rationales for the rise in fees and 

the relationship with the values of the Big Society. 

In January 2013, Cameron promised an in/out referendum on European Union (EU) 

membership if the Conservatives won a majority in the next election. This move was 

ΨƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ΨŀǇǇŜŀǎŜ ǘƘŜ ŀƴǘƛ-EU wing of his party, and to stop the 

drift of ǾƻǘŜǊ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀƴǘƛ-EU UK Independence Party (UKIP) (Wren-Lewis, 

2018, p. 164)Φ ¢ƘŜ [ŀōƻǳǊ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƭŜŀŘŜǊ 9Ř aƛƭƛōŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ tǊƛƳŜ aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊ ƛǎ 

going to put Britain through years of uncertainty and take a huge gamble with our 

ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΦ IŜ ƛǎ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ǎŎŀǊŜŘ ƻŦ ¦YLtΤ ƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǊǘȅΩ (Hansard, 2013, p. 

305). However, Cameron never expected to have to keep his promise because he did 

ƴƻǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǿƛƴ ŀ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ /ƻŀƭƛǘƛƻƴ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ [5Σ ǿƻǳƭŘ ΨōƭƻŎƪ ŀƴȅ 

ǎǳŎƘ ƳƻǾŜΩ (Boffey, 2019).  

5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ нлмр ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ /ŀƳŜǊƻƴ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨƛƴŜǎŎŀǇŀōƭŜ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ς stability 

ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜΣ ƻǊ ŎƘŀƻǎ ǿƛǘƘ 9Ř aƛƭƛōŀƴŘΩ ς a statement that would 

become somewhat ironic (Cameron, 2015). The Tories won a surprise 12-seat 

majority, and the LD lost 41 of their 49 MPs. The referendum would go ahead, 

everyday politics would grind to a halt, and Tory infighting over the EU would damage 

their ability to govern as a united party for the years to come (Jones, 2022). 

1.4.2 May and Brexit  

On 23 June 2016, 52% of the 72% of the British electorate that turned out to vote 

decided the UK should leave the European Union (EU). The EU Referendum 

campaigners split into two camps: the Remainers, led by Cameron, who wanted to 
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stay within the EU and the Leavers, led by Boris Johnson, who wanted Britain to exit 

(Brexit). The referendum also emblematised a period of peak post-truth politics that 

ushered in a new era of distrust in experts, politicians and government (Mance, 2016; 

Marshall & Drieschova, 2018)Φ aǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [ŜŀǾŜ ǾƻǘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ΨŜƴŘ ǳǇ ōŜƛƴƎ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ŀ 

ǇǊƻǘŜǎǘΧ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩ (Jones, 2022, p. 138) and a rejection of the 

condescending, educated, urbanised global liberal elite establishment (Hobolt, 2016). 

Cameron resigned the day after the referendum, and Theresa May won the 

uncontested leadership race for the Tory Party and the country. Her maiden speech as 

ta ƻǇŜƴƭȅ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŎŀƭŜ ƻŦ ΨōǳǊƴƛƴƎ ƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜǎΩ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ 

which is remarkabƭŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴƻǎǘ ¢ƻǊȅ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǾƻƛŘ ΨǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎƛǘȅ ƛƴ ŦŀǾƻǳǊ ƻŦ 

ǇƭŀǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘŀŎƪƭƛƴƎΩ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜǎ (Dorey, 2023, p. 12). However, May failed to 

ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ƛƴ ōǊƻŀŘŜƴƛƴƎ ŀ ΨǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ 

ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƎǊƛŜǾŀƴŎŜǎΩ (Fetzer, 2019a, p. 3) and the increased inequalities that 

ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜǎ ǘƻ ƘƻƭŘ ŀƴ 9¦ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŘǳƳΧ ŀƴŘ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜ [ŜŀǾŜ ǎƛŘŜ ǿƻƴΩ 

(Fetzer, 2019b, p. 2) 

aŀȅƛǎƳ ƳƛȄŜŘ Ψŀƴ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǘƻƴƛŎ ƻŦ hƴŜ bŀǘƛƻƴƛǎƳΣ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ wŜŘ 

¢ƻǊȅƛǎƳΩ (Jennings et al., 2021, p. 306)Φ aŀȅΩǎ ǎƻŦǘ ǇǊƻ-ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘ ΨƻƴŜ-nation social policy 

ŀƎŜƴŘŀ ǿŀǎ ŜƴǎƘǊƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩ (Dorey, 2023, p. 227). 

¢ƘŜ ΨǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩ ƭŀǳƴŎƘŜŘ ƛƴ ŜŀǊƭȅ нлмт ŎƻƳǇǊƛǎŜŘ ŀ ΨǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜΤ 

greater social co-operation; increased mutual responsibilities; and social mobility for 

ŀƭƭΩ (Wray, 2023, pp. 296-297). It differed from the Big Society, which was wilfully 

ignorant of the effect of social inequality on communities, while inequality drives 
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policy in the Shared Society (Espiet-Kilty, 2018). May held ideological reservations 

ŀōƻǳǘ ΨŘƻŎǘǊƛƴŀƭ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƛǾŀǘƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΣ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ŦǊŜŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎΣ ƭƛƎƘǘ 

ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƭƻǿ ǘŀȄŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǿƘƻƭƭȅ ōŜƴŜŦƛŎƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ Ω(Page, 2018, p. 

117). Instead, she believed in a moral interventionist state that had a positive function 

in compensating for the failures in the market (Cowley, 2017).  

However, May made little progress on her social agenda, as her three years in office 

ǿŜǊŜ ōŜǎŜǘ ōȅ ŀ ΨōƛōƭƛŎŀƭ ŎǳǊǎŜΣ ŀ ǊƻƭƭƛƴƎΣ ǳƴǎǘƻǇǇŀōƭŜΣ ǎƭƻǿ-Ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ŎŀǘŀǎǘǊƻǇƘŜΩ - 

Brexit (Jones, 2022, p. 506). Parliament had come to a standstill as it debated and 

ǊŜƧŜŎǘŜŘ aŀȅΩǎ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ŦƻǊ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 9¦Φ IŜǊ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎƴŀǇ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ нлмт ǘƻ 

strengthen the UK's hand in Brexit negotiations with the EU and undermine the 

opposition political partȅΩǎ ability to subvert Brexit (Ross & McTague, 2017).  

The Conservatives were predicted to win a general election landside, led by May's 

ΨǎǘǊƻƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀōƭŜΩ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ (Bale & Webb, 2017, p. 20). The opposition leader, 

Jeremy Corbyn, offered ŀ ǾŀǊƛŀƴǘ ƻŦ ΨƭŜŦǘǿƛƴƎ ǇƻǇǳƭƛǎƳΩ that was deeply unpopular 

with some factions of his own Labour Party and the general electorate (Dorey, 2017). 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ /ƻǊōȅƴΩǎ ΨǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜΣ ƻǇǘƛƳƛǎǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŘŜŀƭƛǎǘƛŎΩ (Bale & Webb, 2017, p. 22) 

manifesto, ΨCƻǊ ǘƘŜ aŀƴȅΣ bƻǘ ǘƘŜ CŜǿΩ (Labour Party, 2017),Ω which promised free 

university tuition, proved to be a vote winner, especially among younger voters.  

May led a disastrous campaign resulting in a hung parliament as she failed to secure a 

majority by eight seats. May formed a minority government supported by the 

traditional Protestant right-wing Northern Ireland Democratic Unionist Party (DUP). A 

confidence-and-supply agreement was signed, meaning DUP MPs would support the 
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Government on Brexit votes in the House of Commons. In return, the Northern Ireland 

Executive received an additional £1 billion of funding over five years. 

LƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅΣ .ǊŜȄƛǘ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴŜŘ I9 ƛƴ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǿŀȅǎΥ Ψƭƻǎǎ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ 9¦ 

sources; loss of students from other EU countries; the impact on the ability of the 

sector to hire EU academic staff; and the impact on the ability of UK students to study 

aōǊƻŀŘΩ (Mayhew, 2017). However, the Brexit election exposed the most pressing 

problems facing HE - dissatisfaction with funding and voter disenfranchisement 

(Pickard, 2019). Brexit and HE funding had become intertwined. 

Voter analysis indicated that the Conservatives had lost some of their traditional 

graduate-educated middle-class vote in South England because of Brexit (Heath & 

Goodwin, 2017). The impact of the financial crisis, austerity politics and the EU 

ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŘǳƳ ΨŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŜǘ ƻŦŦ ŀ ȅƻǳǘƘǉǳŀƪŜ ƛƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΩ (Sloam & 

Henn, 2019, p. 19). The mobilisation of young people not voting Conservative is not a 

new phenomenon but a continuing trend that started in the 2010 election (Sturgis & 

Jennings, 2020). Nevertheless, May felt that cutting or freezing tuition fees was a way 

to ingratiate Conservatism among younger voters and counter the anti-Brexit 

sentiment in that part of the population (Sloam & Henn, 2019; Watts, 2017). However, 

not everyone shared this view, leading to tensions between Number 10 and the 

Department of Education (Buchan, 2018; Johnson, 2017). 

The 2017 election was the beginning of the end for May. Her inability to secure an EU 

ǿƛǘƘŘǊŀǿŀƭ ŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ /ƻƳƳƻƴǎΣ ƭƻǎƛƴƎ ǾƻǘŜǎ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ΨƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅΧ ƛƴ 

ǇŀǊƭƛŀƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΩ (Goodlad, 2019, p. 38)Φ aŀȅΩǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƘŀŘ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ 
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waves of ministerial resignations from both sides of the leave / remain divide ς her 

Ψ.ǊŜȄƛǘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǿŀǎ ōƻǘƘ ǘƻƻ ƘƻǎǘƛƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 9¦ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜ ƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊǎΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ 

ƛƴǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘƭȅ ƘƻǎǘƛƭŜ ŦƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ (Gordon, 2024, p. 5)Φ aŀȅΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ta ǿŀǎ 

untenable, and she resigned as party leader on 7 June 2019, kicking off another 

Conservative party leadership contest. 

1.4.3 Johnson and COVID -19 

On 24 July 2019, Boris Johnson became the leader of the Tories and PM of the UK. 

Johnson's opinion polls continued to rise over the next few months, so much so that 

the third election in four years was set for 12 December 2019. Running on the slogan 

ΨDŜǘ .ǊŜȄƛǘ 5ƻƴŜΩ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜ ǘƻ ƭŜǾŜƭ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΣ WƻƘƴǎƻƴ ƎŀƛƴŜŘ ŀ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ 

ул ǎŜŀǘǎΦ Lƴ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘǊŜŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ ǘƘŜ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ΨōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ǇǊƻ-EU 

ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ǇŀǊǘȅ ǳƴŘŜǊ 5ŀǾƛŘ /ŀƳŜǊƻƴ ǘƻΧ ŀ ǇǊƻ-Brexit and more socially 

ConservŀǘƛǾŜ tŀǊǘȅ ƭŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ǇƻǇǳƭƛǎǘ ƭŜŀŘŜǊΩ (Evans et al., 2021, p. 1000). 

WƻƘƴǎƻƴϥǎ ΨŎŀǊŜŦǳƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ŎŜƭŜōǊƛǘȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΣ Ƙƛǎ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ōǊŜŀƪ ǊǳƭŜǎ 

and flout conventions, his strained relationship with the truth and his questionable 

ǿƻǊƪ ŜǘƘƛŎ ƳŀƪŜ ƘƛƳ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ǳƴǳǎǳŀƭΩ ta (Gamble, 2021, p. 987). The ideological 

ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ta WƻƘƴǎƻƴ ƭŀŎƪŜŘ ŎƭŀǊƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ΨǇƛƴ-ǇƻƛƴǘΩ (Espiet-Kilty, 

2022, p. 21) ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ΨǿŜŀǊ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎΩ ǎǳƛǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ 

ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎǳǊŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴŎŜΩ (Jennings et al., 2021, p. 306). His 

approach, perhaps, aligned best with the 3Ps ς ΨǇƻǇǳƭƛǎƳΣ ǇƻƭŀǊƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ Ǉƻǎǘ-ǘǊǳǘƘΩ 

(Naim, 2022).  
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WƻƘƴǎƻƴ ǎŀƛŘ [ŜǾŜƭƭƛƴƎ ¦Ǉ ǿŀǎ Ƙƛǎ ΨŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ ƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΩ ƛƴ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ (Department for 

Levelling Up Housing and Communities, 2022). The Conservative (2019, p. 7) manifesto 

ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜŘ ΨƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘ ǇǊǳŘŜƴǘƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘƻ ƭŜǾŜƭ ǳǇ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ 

YƛƴƎŘƻƳΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ōƛƴŘ ƛǘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΩΦ ¢ƘŜ [ŜǾŜƭƭƛƴƎ ¦Ǉ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ 

took on a populist hue, appearing as a bipartisan policy initiative (Espiet-Kilty, 2022). 

[ŜǾŜƭƭƛƴƎ ¦Ǉ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ ŦǳȊȊȅ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƛƳōǳŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩ (Fransham et al., 2023, p. 2342). The term 

became a catch-all substitute for narrowing the attainment gap, equality of 

opportunity, social mobility, career and educational prospects (Espiet-Kilty, 2022; 

Struthers, 2021).  

Levelling Up sought to redefine the interests of the working classes into matters of 

local identity and geography (Maslen, 2022, p. 109; Tomaney & Pike, 2020) and was an 

articulation of places rather than about people (Espiet-Kilty, 2022; Newman, 2021). 

Levelling up weaponised localised low social mobility and high economic unfairness 

caused by austerity by promising higher state spending and intervention (McCann, 

2023; McCann & Ortega-Argilés, 2021). Public opinion on Brexit has become heavily 

polarisŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ Ψ[ŜŀǾŜΩ ŀƴŘ ΨwŜƳŀƛƴΩΩ (Evans 

et al., 2021)Φ WƻƘƴǎƻƴ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƻƭŀǊƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ōȅ ŦƻǊƎƛƴƎ Ψŀ ƴŜǿ ŜƭŜŎǘƻǊŀƭ 

Ŏƻŀƭƛǘƛƻƴ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǾƻǘŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ [ŜŀǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘΩΣ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ 

engaging national identity over class identity (Gamble, 2021). 

Lǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ǇŀƴŘŜƳƛŎ ōƭŜǿ WƻƘƴǎƻƴΩǎ ǇǊŜƳƛŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƻŦŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΦ 

The first official case of SARS-CoV-2 or COVID-19 was reported in China on 31 
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December 2019; the virus soon became a global pandemic, resulting in the British 

government closing workplaces and educational establishments and ordering its 

citizens to stay home to protect the National Health Service (NHS). The legacy of the 

austerity cuts significantly ƛƳǇŜŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǘƻ .ǊŜȄƛǘ ŀƴŘ 

COVID-19 (Glover & Maani, 2021; James & Thériault, 2020; Navarro, 2020). 

COVID-19, primarily a public health crisis, affected all aspects of society, including HE. 

Initial fears focused on potential financial strains due to loss of income and potential 

reimbursement of tuition and accommodation fees (Kaufman, 2020). The pandemic 

disrupted universities' core teaching and research missions, potentially exacerbating 

ΨŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ I9 ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ (Marinoni et al., 2020, p. 39). 

However, the impact on HE has not been as severe as feared (Hillman, 2022), with an 

increase in young people entering university during the pandemic (The Economist, 

2021; UCAS, 2021). Nevertheless, many students have faced disruptions, particularly 

those from disadvantaged backgrounds. Concerns also persist about the long-term 

impact on the access of underrepresented groups to HE, with predictions that 

disadvantaged students will face more significant challenges in reaching HE at the 

same rates as their more advantaged peers (Pickering & Donnelly, 2022; UPP 

Foundation, 2022). The Government's pandemic recovery plan, Build Back Better, 

praised universities for contributing to the national economy and society. However, it 

also identifies that the country lacks technical and basic adult skills. As a result, it 

ŎƻƳƳƛǘǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩ ǎƻ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ΨǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǘƻ ŜƳǇƭƻȅer 
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ƴŜŜŘǎΩΣ ǎƛƎƴŀƭƭƛƴƎ ŀ ǎƘƛŦǘ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ƎŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ (HM 

Treasury, 2021, p. 45).  

During Covid-мфΣ WƻƘƴǎƻƴ ǿŀǎ ΨǿƛŘŜƭȅ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎŜŘ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ōǳǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŜƭǳǎƛǾŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ 

ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜ ǘƻ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜΩ (Tomkins, 2020, p. 335)Φ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ Ψŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ 

spectacular scandals concerning ministerial integrity and honesty ς not least 

ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ ŀŘƘŜǊŜŘΩ ǘƻ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ta ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ς led to his downfall and 

resignation on 6 September 2022. Since then, there have been two further 

Conservative PMs: Liz Truss, who crashed the economy and then became the shortest-

serving PM in UK history (Stewart & Allegretti, 2022) and Rishi Sunak, who, as 

Chancellor, oversaw the biggest increase in inequality ever (Neate, 2022), and is on 

course to lead his party to their worst election defeat ever (Leach et al., 2024).  

1.4.4 Crisis  

! ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜǾŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ŀ ƭŜŀŘŜǊϥǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ΨŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ 

ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ƴƻǊƳŀƭ ōŀǎƛǎΩΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǇƻǊǘǊŀȅŜŘ ŀǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊƛƴƎ ŀ 

ΨǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƭƭ ǘƻ ƻǾŜǊŎƻƳŜ ƻǊ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΩ (Sandaran & De Rycker, 2013, p. 187). 

Disasters are often unexpected and unpleasant, with unprecedented implications for 

societies. A catastrophe can pose a danger at an individual, group, organisational or 

societal level, often requiring the urgent introduction of non-routine procedures to 

mitigate its effects (Racaj, 2016, p. 135).  

!ǘ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŜǘŀƭ ƭŜǾŜƭΣ ΨǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛŎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŀ 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎƘŀǇŜŘ (Rosenthal & Kouzmin, 1997, p. 280). 
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{ƻŎƛŜǘŀƭ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎƛŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎϥ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳǎ ŀǎ ΨŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ 

ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘŜŎƪǎ ŀƴŘ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜǎΩ ŀǊŜ ǎǳǎǇŜƴŘŜŘ ƻǊ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅŜŘΣ ǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴƛƴƎ 

collective bargaining power and resistance to draconian policies and laws (Bieber, 

2022, p. 17). High levels of uncertainty are also defining characteristics of crisis, with 

people responding to and making decisions with incomplete, inaccurate, or unreliable 

information (Rosenthal et al., 2001). 

/Ǌƛǎƛǎ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ǊŀƛǎŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ΨƛƴŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘƛƴƎ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜƴŎŜǎΩ (Rosenthal & Kouzmin, 1997, p. 287). Leaders 

Ƴǳǎǘ ǘŀƪŜ Ψŀ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŘŜŎƛǎƛǾŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΩ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎȅ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ 

ΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ƳŜŘƛŀǘŜŘΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ƛƴŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜ (Hay, 

1999, p. 324). Nevertheless, governments can provoke and exploit crises to serve their 

interests, implementing policies to transform social and political change in alignment 

with their desired societal values, norms, and practices (Rosenthal et al., 2001).  

Bacchi (2000, p. 48) suggests that those with power and authority ς governments - are 

ƴƻǘ ΨǊŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄƛǎǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΤ ǊŀǘƘŜǊΣ ΨǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ŀǊŜ 

ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ƻǊ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǎƘŀǇŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎΩΦ Lǘ ƛǎ 

Ƙƻǿ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ŀǊŜ ΨǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ƻǊ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜŘΩ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŜǘŜǊƳines 

Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƛǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ŀǊŜ ǘǊŜŀǘŜŘΩΤ ƛǘ ŀƭǎƻ 

establishes the right course of action while excluding others (Bacchi, 2009, p. 1). So, 

while a crisis may appear as an external phenomenon from governments, how they 

ŀǊŜ ΨǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ƻǊ ŦǊŀƳŜŘ ƛǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ōȅ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǎǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ 

ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘΩ (Cuthbert & Molla, 2015, p. 34).  
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The legacy of preceding policy shapes a crisis response; earlier decisions constrain 

subsequent choices of possible or permissible policy responses (Weir, 1992). Policy 

ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŀƴŎŜ Ŏŀƴ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭȅ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅƳŀƪƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ ΨŎŀƴ ƘŀǾŜ 

ǊŜƳŀǊƪŀōƭŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǘ ŀ ƭŀǘŜǊ ŘŀǘŜΩ (Peters et al., 2005, p. 1287). However, while 

policy legacies may influence and constrain responses, they do not entirely determine 

ŀŎǘƛƻƴΣ ŀǎ ΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜŦƻǊƳΩ Ŏŀƴ ŜȄŜǊǘ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ 

significant influence over politicians and other organisations (Peters et al., 2005, p. 

1288).  

The characterisation of crisis takes many forms, often trying to address the complex 

ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊǎ ƻŎŎǳǊΦ tŜǊƳŀŎǊƛǎƛǎ ΨŘŜƴƻǘŜǎ ŀ ǎǘŀǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ 

ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘƭȅ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΩ (Turnbull, 2022), or the ΨƭǳǊŎƘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ƻƴŜ 

ǳƴǇǊŜŎŜŘŜƴǘŜŘ ŜǾŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΩ (Shariatmadari, 2022). One crisis merges into the 

next, becoming so complex that it can only be managed rather than resolved 

(Turnbull, 2022). Polycrisis addresses the entanglement and interaction of events that 

ΨǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ ƘŀǊƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳΣ ŀƴŘ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƳ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ ƘŀǊƳǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜƭȅΩ (Lawrence et al., 2024). Britain's turbulent 

political environment and concurrent events of the GFC, Brexit, and COVID-19 are 

separate entities that increase societal risks (Glass et al., 2023), creating a sense of a 

poorly managed permacrisis undermining political and social reality (Musolff, 2023).  

However, the combination of GFC, Brexit and COVID-19 is perhaps better understood 

as a polycrisis. The GFC resulted in austerity cuts that defunded public services and 

increased inequality (Cavero & Poinasamy, 2013; Davies & O'Callaghan, 2014; 
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Edmiston, 2017). The lack of public services and increased health inequality 

contributed to Brexit, leading to stalled political processes, questionable leadership, 

and a divided country (Fetzer, 2019b; Tomkins, 2020; Yates, 2019). Austerity cuts, 

inequality and poor leadership significantly impacted the response to COVID-19 

(Leruth & Taylor-Gooby, 2021; Struthers, 2021).  

Permacrisis and polycrisis speak to the modern world's globalised nature, meaning 

threats can become transboundary mega-crises (Helsloot et al., 2012). Since 2010, 

contemporary societies have experienced two transboundary mega-crises: the GFC 

and COVID-19 (Boin et al., 2020). Before COVID-19, there was the 1918 influenza 

pandemic, but the spread of COVID-19 was unprecedented because of the scale of 

ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘǊŀǾŜƭ ŀƴŘ ƘƛƎƘ-density urban areas, making it a mega-crisis (Lee 

et al., 2021). Brexit cannot be categorised as a mega-crisis, but it has transboundary 

implications both in and outside Britain. 

The speed at which a crisis appears demands different responses. Firstly, acute crises 

such as flooding, a pandemic, and economic crashes require immediate responses. 

Secondly, a creeping crisis such as global warming or social or political crises like Brexit 

may take some time to manifest and respond to and can create forms of collective 

inertia (Rosenthal & Kouzmin, 1997).  

Minor crises often arise from how governments or organisations have responded to 

acute or creeping crises (Boin et al., 2020). Therefore, it would be erroneous to reduce 

the Brexit crisis to the referendum event (Finn, 2018, p. 3) because it was a series of 

creeping periodic events that coalesced into a broader predicament known as Brexit 
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(Rosenthal & Kouzmin, 1997). These include the shortages of heavy goods vehicle 

drivers (Pocock, 2021), trade frictions between Northern Ireland, Ireland, and England 

threatening the Northern Irish peace deal (Edgington & Kovacevic, 2023), disputes 

over fishing rights (Whale, 2023), and a loss of university research funding from the EU 

(Mckie, 2023) that have coalesced into a crisis known as Brexit.  

1.5 Thesis Outline  

The thesis consists of eight chapters, with Chapters Two-Four taking an analytical 

expository stylistic approach, while Chapters Five-Eight have a much stronger critical 

narrative style where the presence of the authorΩs voice and views of events is 

evident. This shift in style was necessary because of the contemporary nature of the 

study being undertaken during fast-moving political events and change. Therefore, this 

thesis needed to be anchored to existing literature so it could critique political and 

policy discourses in turbulent times. Without this anchoring, providing a coherent 

analysis of the speeches would have been challenging.  

This introductory chapter situates the theses within existing HE knowledge and 

identifies gaps in knowledge it aims to contribute to. Next, the rationale and research 

questions are outlined. It also explores a decade of political uncertainty and defines 

the term crisis. Chapters Two and Three provide an in-depth overview of the literature 

relevant to the research and use extensive quotes to highlight key points. The former 

delves into what policy means and establishes the difference between policy as text 

and policy as discourse. It also establishes the connection between policy and 

ideology. It concludes by setting out the operationalisation policy in HE.  
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Chapter Three examines discourses in English HE; it begins with an overview of 

neoliberalism and its influence on British society and HE policy. It proceeds to look at 

the emergence of austerity since 2010, the expansion of HE in England, and the 

influence of the knowledge economy and globalisation on this growth. It considers 

how expansion in the sector has intensified institutional hierarchies that reproduce 

existing social structures, resulting in the introduction of fees and the increased 

marketisation of HE. It concludes by discussing fairness and HE access.  

Chapter Four quotes extensively from the work of Fairclough and Fairclough to outline 

the rationale for this study's methodological approach, PDA and how it differs from 

CDA. It sets out the philosophical underpinnings of PDA practical argumentation and 

positions it within social ontology and critical realism. It addresses criticism of PDA and 

the rebuttal of those concerns. The chapter then sets out the Practical Argumentation 

Framework (PAF) that PDA uses to establish the arguments. It concludes by discussing 

the application of PDA in this research, how the text was selected and analysed, and 

the ethical considerations.  

Chapter Five shifts to a critical narrative style that brings in the author's perspectives. 

This chapter gives an overview of the application of the PAF to the nine speeches with 

diagrams and reconstruction summaries of the speeches. It then summarises the 

analysis of the speeches. It identifies the discourses in each PAF category: Claim for 

Action, Circumstances, Goals, Values and Means-Goals and discusses the speeches' 

discursive framing of crisis.  
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Chapter Six addresses the second research question and explores the discursive 

political strategies employed to construct and justify HE policy changes during three 

crises. It finds three core strategies: Austere Consensus Building, The Purpose of 

Austere HE and Austere Marketisation. It concludes that changes to HE policy can be 

understood through a neo-austerity lens, augmenting the insights provided by 

neoliberalism. 

Chapter Seven addresses the third question and explores the discursive framing of 

educational fairness in the speeches through the strategies identified in the previous 

chapter. It finds that fairness discourses secure consent for policies that result in 

inequalities and that the egalitarian purposes of HE are realigned with economic and 

individual benefits. Finally, it finds that austere marketisation has resulted in an unfair 

funding system, leading to significant state intervention in the HE sector. Chapter Eight 

summarises the thesis and identifies the findings and contributions to knowledge. It 

also highlights the limitations of the study and suggestions for further research.  
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Chapter 2:  Discursive Policy in Uncertain Times  

Today, educational policies are the focus of considerable controversy 

ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŎƻƴǘŜǎǘŀǘƛƻƴΧ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇƻƭƛŎȅƳŀƪƛƴƎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ 

highly politicised. (Olssen et al., 2004, pp. 2-3) 

2.1 Introduction  

This chapter addresses critical areas that will provide the thesis's underlying 

theoretical and philosophical underpinnings. It begins by defining policy, its political 

nature and its relationship with power and resistance during formation. The following 

section, Ideologies, explores political beliefs and policy association. The final section 

examines the operationalisation of policy within the higher education (HE) sector and 

the groups that influence its inception and implementation.  

2.2 Policy as Discourse  

tǊƛƳŜ aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊ WƻƘƴǎƻƴΩǎ (2021) speech at the 2021 Conservative Party conference 

received criticism from across the political spectrum for being heavy on puns, slogans 

and optimism but light on policy (Fisher, 2021 - The Telegraph; Walker, 2021 - The 

Guardian). Johnson does address several policy areas in his speech: tax, the NHS, social 

care, wages, immigration, crime, education, and housing. However, given the 

turbulent economic and social pressures on the country because of Brexit and COVID-

19, it was viewed as insufficient because of its lack of new initiatives, its overtly 

ambiguous goals, and its lack of a clear strategy about how these goals would be 

achieved.  
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While this demonstrates the expectation that political speeches are a method used to 

announce or reiterate government policy, it also highlights the contentious and elusive 

nature of policy and what is meant by the term. Why was Johnson's speech judged as 

inadequate? Despite the wide array of policy areas mentioned, is it because he failed 

to clearly define initiatives, goals, and strategies for achieving them? Furthermore, the 

term policy is used across public and private spheres and permeates all types of 

language, from the everyday vernacular to scholarly writings. Therefore, it is necessary 

to define what policy means, particularly education policy, and how it will be used and 

applied within this research.  

2.2.1 Defining Policy  

¢ƘŜ ōǊƻŀŘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƛǎ ŀ ΨǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ƎǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜǎ 

ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ Ƙƻǿ ƻƴŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǇǊƻŎŜŜŘ ƎƛǾŜƴ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΩ (Bell 

& Stevenson, 2006, p. 14). Social policies proposed by governments exist to tackle 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ŀƴŘ ΨŀƛƳ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜΧ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŦƻǊ 

ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΣ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΩ (Blakemore & Warwick-Booth, 2013, p. 

1). For Herman (1984, p. 13)Σ ŀ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƛƳǇƭƛŎƛǘ ƻǊ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΩ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǘŀƪŜƴ 

ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ŀ ΨǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜŘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƎƻŀƭǎΩΤ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ŀ Ψposition or 

stance developed in response to a problem or issue of conflict, and directed towards a 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ. 

IŜǊƳŀƴΩǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ŀƭƛƎƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘ ƛŘŜŀǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾƛǎǘƛŎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛǎŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŀǎ ŀ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ 

ŀƴŘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜ ΨǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ς ŀǎ ŀƴ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜΩ (Bell & Stevenson, 2006, p. 14). 
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The reduction of policy to a product or outcome gives the impression that policies are 

ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ƭƛƴŜŀǊ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ Ψƛƴ ŀ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ 

ǳƴǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎ ǿŀȅΩ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ŎƻƴǎŜƴǎǳǎ ƻŦ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ Ŝǉǳŀƭ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǇƻǿŜǊ 

within society (Taylor et al., 1997, p. 24). However, a policy can be both a process and 

ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƴƻƴƭƛƴŜŀǊ ŀƴŘ ΨǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƳǇǊƻƳƛǎŜ 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ǎǘŀƎŜǎ ōȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛƴƎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΧ ŀǘ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ 

ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ŀǊŜƴŀǎΩ (Taylor et al., p. 24). The struggle of competing interests is 

core to understanding the discursive political strategies used to justify policy change in 

the nine speeches.  

In recent years, values have become increasingly important in defining educational 

policies and their operation, especially within highly globalised economies (Olssen et 

al., 2004). The end of the Second World War ushered in the Anglo-American 

settlement, a philosophical consensus that the economic order should be multilateral 

ΨǿƛǘƘ ƳƻƴŜǘŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀŘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

overall system would work to facilitate Keynesian economic policy and social welfare 

ƎƻŀƭǎΩ (Ikenberry, 1992). In Britain, broad political consensus empowered the Left to 

ΨǊŜǎƘŀǇŜ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ƛƴ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾƛǎǘ ǿŀȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ 

provision had previously existed for the welfare and education of the majority of the 

ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΩ (Jones, 2016, p. 7).  

Underpinning the British Keynesian post-war educational settlement were values of 

social justice and equality that promoted the expansion of education at all levels 

(Callinicos, 2012; Flew, 2014; Slaughter & Taylor, 2016). While the extent and impact 
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of the post-war consensus have been challenged (Addison, 1993; Callinicos, 2012; 

Toye, 2013), it is still considered to have set in motion a dynamic set of values about 

education that would inform change and expansion over the coming decades (Jones, 

2016)Φ IŜǊƳŀƴΩǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǎƛǘǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ - located in 

ǇƭǳǊŀƭƛǎǘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻŀƭŜǎŎƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿǎ 

ŀƴŘ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΩ ǿƘŜǊŜ ΨŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŘŜƴƛŜŘΣ ōǳǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ƛƴŜǾƛǘŀōƭŜΩ (Bell & 

Stevenson, 2006, p. 15).  

The conceptual shift from policy as a product to policy as a process focuses on the 

conflict of values during policy formation and their manifestation in the policy texts 

themselves (Taylor et al., 1997). In PDA, the conflict or deliberation over values 

determines the course of action taken in response to a crisis (Fairclough & Fairclough, 

2012). Policy generation and implementation are equally essential and viewed as a 

ŎȅŎƭƛŎŀƭ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ƭƛƴŜŀǊ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ΨǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎΩ (Bell & Stevenson, 2006, p. 17).  

{ǘŜǇƘŜƴ .ŀƭƭΩǎ (1993, 1994, 2006, 2015) work proposes two policy conceptualisations: 

policy as text and policy as discourse. ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŀƛƳǎ ǘƻ ΨōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘ 

theocratical project of abstract parsimony against a somewhat more post-modernist 

ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭƛǎŜŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅΩ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǾŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǇǳǊŜ ǘƻ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎȅ (Ball, 2006, p. 

43). For Ball (1994, p. 15)Σ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƛǎ ƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǘŜȄǘ ƴƻǊ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ōǳǘ ōƻǘƘ ŀƴŘ ΨƛƳǇƭƛŎƛǘ ƛƴ 

ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩΦ tƻƭƛŎȅ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ΨǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪǎ ƻŦ ǎŜƴǎŜ ŀƴŘ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ ǿƛǘƘ 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƛǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΣ ǘŀƭƪŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŀōƻǳǘΩΦ Lƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘΣ ΨǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǘŜȄǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǎŜǘ 

within these frameworks which constrain but never determine all of the possibilities 
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ŦƻǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΩ (Ball, 2006, p. 44). In his later works, Ball (2015) expands further on the 

dichotomy between discourse and text, stating:  

tƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ΨŎƻƴǘŜǎǘŜŘΩΣ ƳŜŘƛŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ōȅ 

different actors in different contexts (policy as text), but on the other 

hand, at the same time produced and formed by taken-for-granted 

and implicit knowledges and assumptions about the world and 

ourselves (policy as discourse). (Ball, 2015, p. 311) 

The application of PDA engages policy both as text and discourse. It begins with 

investigating the policy texts, in the case of this study, the speeches of politicians, to 

explore their deliberations within different contexts (crisis). Then, it moves onto the 

implicit by asking questions about power and dominance in society that may not be 

directly observable but may have an impact on the observable (Danermark et al., 

2019). 

2.2.2 Policy and Power  

tƻƭƛŎȅ ŀǎ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘŜȄǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨŘƛǎŎǳǊǎƛǾŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

ŀǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƭȅ ŎƻƴŦƛƎǳǊŜŘΣ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƳŜŘƛŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ǊŜƴŘŜǊŜŘΩ (Ball et 

al., 2012, p. 3)Φ tƻƭƛŎȅ ŀǊƛǎŜǎ Ψƴƻǘ ŦǊƻƳ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ōǳǘ ŦǊƻƳ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΣ ŦǊƻƳ 

ǇƻǿŜǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŦǊƻƳ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΩΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƻǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

ΨƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǇƭƻȅŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΩ (Ball, 

2012b, p. 18). Words, language, and propositions are embodied in discourse and are 

ΨƻǊŘŜǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǿŀȅǎΩ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ΨŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŘƛǎǇƭŀŎŜŘ ƻǊ 

ŜȄŎƭǳŘŜŘΩ (Ball, 2006, p. 46). Discourse creates the possibilities for thought and action, 
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ŀǎ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ΨǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŦƻǊƳǎ ǘƘŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎΩ ƻǊ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ΨǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǇŜŀƪΩ 

(Foucault, 2002, p. 50). For Foucault, there is more taking place in discourse that is 

irreducible to just language and speech, and it is this more ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŜȄƘƻǊǘǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ΨǊŜǾŜŀƭ 

ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜΩ (Foucault, 2002, p. 50).  

For Ball (1994, p. 21), the more in policy as discourse is power and knowledge. He 

ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ Ψŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘƻ Ŏŀƴ ǎǇŜŀƪΣ ǿƘŜƴΣ 

ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘŀǘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ Ψƴƻǘ ǾŀƭǳŜ-neutral, 

but reflect the structural balanŎŜ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩ (Bell & Stevenson, 2006, p. 18). 

According to Foucault (1980, p. 131)Σ ΨŜŀŎƘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ Ƙŀǎ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴ régimes ƻŦ ǘǊǳǘƘΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ΨŀŎŎŜǇǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǘǊǳŜΩΦ {ǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ 

ǘǊǳǘƘ ŀǊŜ ƳŀŘŜ ōȅ ΨŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǎŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩ ƻǊ ŜȄǇŜǊǘǎ ƛƴ ǇƻǿŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ŀ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ 

ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ΨŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳǘƘΩ (Mills, 2003, p. 58). In his 

inaugural speech for the Collége de France, Foucault explains that: 

It is always possible one could speak the truth in a void; one would 

ƻƴƭȅ ōŜ Ψƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳŜΩΤ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛŦ ƻƴŜ ƻōŜȅŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ 

ŘƛǎŎǳǊǎƛǾŜ ΨǇƻƭƛŎȅΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜŀŎǘƛǾŀǘŜŘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǘƛƳŜ 

one spoke. (Foucault, 1971, p. 17) 

Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜƴǎŜΣ ǘǊǳǘƘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ōǳǘ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƻŦ ΨƻǊŘŜǊŜŘ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴΣ ŎƛǊŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘǎΩ 

(Foucault, 1980, p. 133). Through these procedures, régimes of truth become the 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ΨǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩΤ ƛƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ 
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ŀŎŎƻƳǇƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ ΨǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎΣ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜΣ ǘƘŜ 

ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΩ (Ball, 2006, p. 49). 

This view of discourse places considerable emphasis on the capacity of those with 

power to control the policy agenda (Dowding, 2006; Lukes, 2005). Those with power 

ŀƴŘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ΨǇǊŜŎƛǎŜƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŀǊŜΣ ƻǊ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘΣ ƻǇŜƴŜŘ ǳǇ ŦƻǊ 

ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŘŜōŀǘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ŦƻǊ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎΩ (Bell & Stevenson, 

2006, p. 20). A component of PDA is the analysis of how those in power control the 

description of the context or circumstances to justify their policy decisions.  

Discourses have the capacity to get things done and embody authority; we become 

ǘƘŜ ΨǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǾƻƛŎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ 

ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭƻǿǎΩ (Ball, 1994, p. 22). So, within a policy as discourse context, we 

ŀǊŜ ΨǎǇƻƪŜƴ ōȅ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΩΣ ŀƴŘ ΨǿŜ ǘŀƪŜ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǳǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 

ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΩ (Ball, p. 22). Therefore, our actions and responses to policy are determined by 

the creation of problems and their proposed solutions by those with power and 

authority.  

However, policy as discourse is also restricted by or acts to sustain existing power 

relations within states, such as racism and patriarchy (Rabinow, 1991). Thus, they also 

function within a historical context of the discourses, decisions, and actions that have 

preceded them. Approaching policy as discourse means that particular attention needs 

ǘƻ ōŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ΨǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŦƛŜƭŘǎ ƻŦ knowledge are sustained 

ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΩ (Ball, 1994, p. 22). This study 
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seeks to do this by exploring the discursive strategies sustained or challenged by 

politicians in times of crisis. 

CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǊƪΣ ǿŀǎ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŘŜǘŀŎƘ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ ǘǊǳǘƘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 

ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ƘŜƎŜƳƻƴȅΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭΣ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǘ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜǎΩ ƻǊ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ 

ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ΨōŜƘƛƴŘ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

susǘŀƛƴ ƛǘǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩ (Chaput, 2009, p. 100). Likewise, Ball sought to recognise and 

ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ΨŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ τ like neo-liberalism and management 

theory τ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΩ (Ball, 1993, p. 15; see also, Ball, 2015). His i-spy guide to 

the neoliberal university shows how dominant economic discourses reformed HE into 

ŀ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ Ŝƴǘƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǎŜŜƪǎ ǇǊƻŦƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōǳȅƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΩ 

(Ball, 2012a, p. 18).  

2.2.3 Policy Resistance  

This portrayal of discursive practices paints a somewhat bleak and dystopic world 

where those in authority wreak power to exclude and control different groups (Ball, 

2015). However, where there is power, resistance can also be found. Foucault (1981, 

p. 101) ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǎ ΨŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƳƛǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǎ ǇƻǿŜǊΩΣ ƛǘ ŀƭǎƻ ΨǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴŜǎ ƛǘ 

ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇƻǎŜǎ ƛǘΣ ǊŜƴŘŜǊǎ ƛǘ ŦǊŀƎƛƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƛǘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘǿŀǊǘ ƛǘΩΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ΨǘƘŜ 

ŘƛǎŎǳǊǎƛǾŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΧ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ōŜ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀ ŦŜǿ 

kŜȅ ŀŎǘƻǊǎΩ ŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ōƻǘƘ ŀŘ ƘƻŎ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƳǳƭŀǘƛǾŜ (Ball, 2012b, p. 155). The discursive 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƴŎƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀǎ ŀ ΨŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ ǎŎƘŜƳŀ 

ŀǘǘŀŎƘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭΣ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΩ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƴƻ ŀŎǘƻǊ ƛǎ 

ΨŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ŦǊŜŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ƻǊ ǊŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ǘƘŜƳΩ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭly located discourse 
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ǘƘŀǘ ŘǊŀǿǎ ΨŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ ŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΩ (Bacchi, 

2000, p. 52).  

5ƛǎŎǳǊǎƛǾŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŎƻƴǘŜƴŘŜǊǎ ƻŦ 

competing objectives, where languageτor more specifically, discourseτis used 

ǘŀŎǘƛŎŀƭƭȅΩ (Taylor, 1997, p. 26)Φ ¢ƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛǎ ΨƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘƭȅ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƛƴ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ 

and involves compromises, trade-ƻŦŦǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘǎΩ (Taylor et al., 1997, p. 26). 

Even among the most powerful of politicians and senior bureaucrats, conflicting 

interests need to be resolved, which PDA attempts to bring to the forefront through 

the analysis of deliberation. So, while those with power may define the problem, limit 

actƛƻƴǎ ƻǊ ƛƳǇƻǎŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǿƛƭƭ ΨƛƴŜǾƛǘŀōƭȅ ōŜ ŎƻƴǘŜǎǘŜŘΣ 

and its outcomes shaped by the consequences of macro and micropolitical processes 

ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛƴƎ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ǎŜŜƪ ǘƻ ǎƘŀǇŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΩ (Bell & Stevenson, 

2006, p. 22). Ball (1998) proposes that: 

most policies are ramshackle, compromise, hit and miss affairs, that 

are reworked, tinkered with, nuanced and inflected through complex 

processes of influence, text production, dissemination and, 

ultimately, re-creation in contexts of practice. (Ball, 1998, p. 126) 

This thesis is chiefly interested in policy as discourse, particularly discursive practices 

observed in political actions (political speeches) at times of crisis. It endeavours to 

ǘǊŀŎŜ Ƙƻǿ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΣ ΨŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŦƻǊŎŜǎΣ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǇŜƻǇle, 

ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΣ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƴŎŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘΩ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜ ΨƛǎǎǳŜǎ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΩ 

(Taylor et al., 1997, p. 20). Exploring how the power of those in a position of authority 
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(politicians) can set the agenda to reproduce, contest or innovate new policy according 

to their values (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012).  

2.3 Ideology  

Gale (1999, p. 396) criticises Ball (1994) for his lack of acknowledgement of the role of 

ΨƛƴǘŜǊŘƛǎŎǳǊǎƛǾŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΩ ƻǊ ΨǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŀǎ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎȅΩ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΣ ŀǎ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎȅ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ 

ōŜ ΨŘƛǾƻǊŎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǊǎΩΦ ΨtƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƛǎ ŜƳƛƴŜƴǘƭȅ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭΩ (van 

Dijk, 2003, p. 208). It represents the beliefs shared by a group or groups and are the 

motivation or reason for acting or pursuing a particular course of action (van Dijk, 

1998). For Fairclough and Fairclough (2012, p. 100), when beliefs are present and used 

ƛƴ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǘƻ ŀǊƎǳŜ ŦƻǊ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƻǊ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƭƛŦŜΣ ΨǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭΩΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ƛǘ 

is essential to draw attention to ideology in policy and how interrelated sets of 

concepts, beliefs, assumptions, and values are incorporated and actioned to allow 

events and situations to be interpreted to uphold those ideologies. Moreover, 

exploring ideology can help explain the dominance of a particular discourse: 

First, by reconstructing text and discourse representations to 

include, or rather emphasise, ideology that informs policy discourse; 

ŀƴŘ ǎŜŎƻƴŘƭȅΧ ōȅ ŜȄǇƭƻǊƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎȅ 

offer to explain how ideologies establish and sustain their 

'hegemony' (Gramsci, 1971) and challenge the dominance of others. 

(Gale, 1999, p. 397) 

¢ƘŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ŘŜǇŜƴŘ ǳǇƻƴ ΨΨŘƛǎŎǳǊǎƛǾŜ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜǎΩ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ΨƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΣ ŎŀǳǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƛǎƛǎΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
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existing ideological structures (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012). The response to COVID-

19 by governments worldwide demonstrates how ideology is enacted to define the 

crisis, the actions taken, and the policies formulated (Glover & Maani, 2021; Ruisch et 

al., 2021). 

/ƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ǘƻƻƪ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƘǊŜŀǘ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀ ΨƳǳƭǘƛǘǳŘŜ ƻŦ 

contextual factors, such as cultural orientation, economic development level, and 

ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΣ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅƳŀƪƛƴƎΩ (Yan et al., 2020, p. 

762). For example, the liberal social democracy of Sweden did not fully lock down in 

2020 but pursued a nudge strategy to change behaviour without imposing or 

restricting an individual's freedom of choice (Yan et al., 2020). In contrast, the 

authoritarian one-party dictatorship of China pursued a zero-covid policy until 2023 

through a mandate strategy involving strict lockdowns, coercive forces and social 

consensus (Yan et al., 2020).  

LŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ǇŜǊƳŜŀǘŜ ŀƭƭ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ΨǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ 

dominance of dominant social groups is achieved, maintained and renewed through 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΩ (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, p. 100). They 

ŀƭǎƻ ΨŜƳōƻŘȅ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƻǊ ƛƴŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳƛǎŜ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǇƻǿŜǊ 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ (Fairclough, 2001b, p. 27). However, their power does not come from their 

overt presence in discourse but from their ability to become naturalised, accepted or 

taken for granted within the wider public consciousness. For example, neoliberalism 

has been naturalised in the public consensus, as it has reconceptualised the role of 

markets in the state, shifting the public expectation from the welfare state to a 
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competitive one (Jessop, 2002). Neoliberal thinking has transformed English 

ŎƻƳǇǳƭǎƻǊȅ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǇǳōƭƛŎƭȅ ǊǳƴΣ ƭƻŎŀƭƭȅ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǘƻ ΨƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ όŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŜǎύ Ǌǳƴ ōȅ ƭŀǊƎŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎ (Benn, 2018; Reay, 

2017). 

The naturalisation of ideologies legitimises existing power structures and helps 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǳƴŜǉǳŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŜǎ ΨŀǊŜ Ǌǳƴ ƭƛƪŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ŦƛǊƳƭȅ ƻƴ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǎƘƻǳƭŘŜǊǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ 

tƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǿƛŘŜǎǇǊŜŀŘ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅΣ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻǊ ŜǘƘƴƛŎ ǎŜƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƻƴΩ (Benn, 2018, p. 

74)Σ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎƛƴƎ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǘǊŀǘŀΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ΨǘƘƛǎ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ 

necessarily or even nominally naturalised for everyone: they need to be naturalised 

for a significant number of people, and for a sufficient number of people, to have 

these efŦŜŎǘǎΩ (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, p. 101). Academisation continues to be 

government policy, and as of the 2022/23 academic year, 41.6% of schools are 

academies, and 54.4% of pupils attend one (Haves, 2023). The ideological belief in 

privatising schools is a reality for many but not everyone, and resistance against 

academisation suggests that the policy has not become wholly naturalised (National 

Education Union, 2022).  

Therefore, it is necessary to distinguish the intentional acts of policymaking that 

ΨǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ŀƴ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƴƻƴ-intentional 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƻŦ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŜǎΣ ŀǎ ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΩ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛŎȅƳŀƪŜǊǎ ŦƻǊ 

ǿƘƻƳ ΨǘƘŜȅ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ŀǎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǎŜƴǎŜΩ (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, p. 101). 

Politicians enact and represent numerous ideologies in text and talk to rationalise an 
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ŀŎǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ōǊƻŀŘƭȅ ŀƭƛƎƴ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŜǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǳƴŘŜǊƭƛƴŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ 

ŀǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎƛŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ ΨǎƻŎƛƻ-ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŜǎΩ ŘǊŀǿƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

parties or social groups (van Dijk, 2003, p. 208). However, these different ideologies 

can clash, and contradictory values can be held simultaneously. For example, 

politicians can profess a professional ideology aligned with democratic principles 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ΨŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ŎƻƴǎŜƴǎǳǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ƛǘΩ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƴƎ ΨƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ōŀǎŜŘ 

ƻƴ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΩΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǊŀŎƛǎƳ (van Dijk, p. 208). 

Ball (1994) acknowledges the limitations of policy as discourse since it is complex and 

unstable, maintaining or being a point of resistance to power. However, he 

ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜǎ ǳǎƛƴƎ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ǘƻƻƭǎ ǘƻ ΨŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ƻƴŜ ƘŀƭŦ-ŘŜŎŜƴǘ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘΩ 

ƻŦ ΨŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΣ ǊŜƎƛƳŜǎ ƻŦ ǘǊǳǘƘΣ ώŀƴŘϐ ŜǊǳŘƛǘŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎΩ (Ball, 1994, p. 

24). The following section will explore operationalisation policy discourse in HE.  

2.4 Operationalisation of Policy  

This section examines the operationalisation of policy as discourse in HE, the domains 

in which it operates, and the actors and groups that influence its inception and 

implementation. The intention is to highlight the complexity of HE policy and 

contextualƛǎŜ .ŀƭƭΩǎ (1998) assertion about the nature of policy being ramshackle and 

consisting of compromise and influence. This knowledge will support the analysis of 

the nine speeches, providing context for how political actors can operate in specific 

domains.  
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Watson (2014) claims that HE in England is the most politically tinkered-with system 

globally. However, in all parts of the UK, HE providers are autonomous institutions; 

this autonomy is enshrined in law and gives institutions control over their internal 

operations, such as admissions policies, curriculum, teaching standards, research, 

spending, and degree awards (Calhoun, 2006; J. Williams, 2016). In 2010, politicians 

ǿǊŜǎǘƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎΨ ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳȅ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

ŦƛƴŀƴŎŜǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ΨǳƴŘŜǊ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜΩ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ōŜǘǘŜǊ 

student experience (Willetts, 2017, p. 3).  

However, this 2010 autonomy is of a particular kind, based on the freedom to 

compete in a market; universities gained financial responsibility and independence but 

came under increased monitoring and regulation (Wright, 2016). The first Chief 

Executive of the English HE sector regulator, the Office for Students (OfS), sums up this 

approach ς ΨǿŜ ǇǊŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎΣ ƴƻǘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦΦΦ ǿŜ ǘŜƭƭ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǿŜ ǿŀƴǘ 

them to improve, but we are not prescribing exactly how they must Řƻ ǘƘƛǎΩ 

(Dandridge, 2019, p. 159). The Government and OfS have many sticks but few carrots 

to influence the sector. Those they do have stem from the significant financial income 

universities receive from Government-backed student loans, ever-evolving regulatory 

frameworks, and increased marketisation to increase competition, standards, and 

student choice (Bowl, 2018; Jungblut & Vukasovic, 2018).  

{ƛƴŎŜ мфтлΣ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƛǾŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǘƘƛǊŘ-

ǇŀǊǘȅ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩ ƻǊ ΨƴŜǿ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜΩΣ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ 

ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǿƛŘŜ ΨŀǊǊŀȅ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǊŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŜǎΧ ǘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǳǊǎǳŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ 
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ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎΩ (Salamon, 2002, p. 8). New governance moves away from Keynesian state-

centric political-ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǎǘŜŜǊŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΩ ǘƻ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ-

ŎŜƴǘǊƛŎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ΨǇƭŀŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ǘƻ ƎƻǾŜǊƴ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΩ 

(Capano et al., 2015, p. 313). The state's power should reduce as markets deliver 

public services, thereby reducing the burden of the policy process as third parties take 

control. However, paradoxically, marketisation multiplied and fragmented the policy 

networks it was meant to replaŎŜΦ Lǘ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ƴŜǿ ƻƴŜǎ Ψōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

membership of existing networks, incorporating both the private and voluntary 

ǎŜŎǘƻǊǎΩ (Rhodes, 2007, p. 1245). 

Governments have utilised a new governance approach to influence and steer HE 

policy across various domains using various mechanisms and sites. Figure 2.1 shows 

four domains within HE that politicians are concerned about or want to influence, 

either through policy as text (legislation) or policy as discourse (Bagshaw & McVitty, 

2020). These domains are not silos but are interconnected and sit both within and 

outside the HE sector; the domains are permeable and influenced by internal and 

external forces, which leads to change both inside and outside the sector (Bagshaw, 

2020). The relationships between domains change over time or as new concerns and 

problems emerge (Bradshaw & Dunn, 2020). The domains identified relate essentially 

to teaching or student experience activity and do not include areas related to 

university research activity or funding because that is beyond the scope of this thesis 

(McKinley et al., 2021; Tight, 2016).  
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Figure 2.1 Domains of English Higher Education Policy1 

The problems and policy solutions raised in political speeches under analysis inhabit all 

four domains. Charteris-Black (2018) states that political speeches are concerned with 

political decisions and establishing shared values, the former being a type of 

policymaking and the latter a type of consensus building. There are multiple examples 

of these activities in the thesis sample. The politicians delivering the speeches use 

them to establish discourses to cajole, influence, implore, exhort, and criticise the 

sector in domains they cannot legislate. Jo Johnson (2017 - MoS Brexit), a government 

 

1 Influenced by public policy for education from Herman, G. (1984). Conceptual and theoretical issues. 

In J. R. Hough (Ed.), Educational policy: An international survey (pp. 13-29). Croom Helm. . 
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minister, used a speech to suggest that Vice-Chancellors (VC) act selfishly and unfairly 

when they accept such high remuneration levels. Here, a politician tries to influence 

behaviour by shaping a discourse around a moral injustice in a domain in which they 

have little control (Walker et al., 2019, p. 451). 

Widening access policies - encouraging a broad range of students to enter HE - 

exemplify how Government engages with different domains to influence university 

behaviours and practices (Millward, 2021, 2022). The Government cannot directly 

stipulate the groups of students that universities should recruit (essential function) 

(Griffiths, 2020; Martin, 2015). So, they endeavour to change university practices by 

introducing accountability on access targets through the sector regulator (educational 

system) and attaching conditions to funding and fee levels (funding and resources) 

based on those targets (Leach, 2013; McGettigan, 2013). 

As already noted, policy is not a linear but an ongoing dynamic process that is 

ΨǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ǎǘŀƎŜǎ ōȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛƴƎ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΩ ǳƴǘƛƭ ŀ ŎƻƳǇǊƻƳƛǎŜ ƛǎ ǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ 

(Taylor et al., 1997, p. 24). However, the discursive process operates differently 

amongst competing groups at different stages of the policy process depending on the 

power and influence they embody, which can change over time. Figure 2.2 visualises 

the competing groups in HE trying to control or influence the policy agenda. Taylor 

(1997, p. 32) suggests that researchers need to account for the macro, meso, and 

micro levels of the policymaking process, but perhaps more crucial is the need to 

ΨŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴȅ-layered nature of policymaking and the importance of exploring 
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the linkages between the various levels of the policy process with an emphasis on 

ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΩΦ 

 

Figure 2.2 Levels of Power and Influence in Policy Discourse 

!ǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ƛǎ ΨōƻǳƴŘ ōȅ ōǳǊŜŀǳŎǊŀǘƛŎ ǊǳƭŜ-ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎΩΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ΨǇƻǿŜǊ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƛǎ 

ƛƴǾŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ƘƻƭŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘȅΩ (Bell & 

Stevenson, 2006, p. 21). Authority has a downward flow of power where those placed 

highest in the hierarchy have an acceptance that those lower down will implement 

their inception of the policy. Different groups with different norms, values, and aims 

will try to shape the policy agenda, making the process a site of complex conflict 

(Dunlop & Radaelli, 2022)Φ /ƻŀƭƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ǿƛƭƭ ΨŜƳŜǊƎŜΣ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ 

ŦŀŘŜ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜΩ ƻǊ ōŜ ƛƴ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ (Bell & Stevenson, 

2006, p. 22)Φ ¢ƘŜ Ŧƭƻǿ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ΨŎŀƴ ōŜ Ƴǳƭǘƛ-directional, rather than 

ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŀƴŘ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŦƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇ ŘƻǿƴΩ (Bell & Stevenson, 2006, p. 21). 

However, those at the macro-level typically have the power to shape and set the 

policy agenda by defining what problems addressed (Bacchi, 2009). They also set the 
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parameters of how other groups can influence and offer other solutions to the policy 

problem.  

The Government and ministers are at the macro level, as shown in Figure 2.2, because 

their authority comes through democratic procedures. National policymakers, such as 

civil servants and organisations, including the Department for Education and the OfS, 

with lawful duties, also operate at the macro level. The political speeches under 

examination operate at the macro level and set the agenda. However, their 

deliberation will also show how and if they engage with those at a lower level.  

The meso level has a wide range of stakeholders and perhaps the most considerable 

disparity in influence and power. For example, prestigious universities are viewed to 

have significantly more influence over problem and policy formation than other 

providers at the meso level because of their perceived status and reputations 

(Douglass, 2005; Filippakou & Tapper, 2019). Lobbying groups and think-tanks operate 

at this level, but their influence and power are predicated on their ideology and 

political leanings. These groups produce a steady stream of reports which, while 

ƻǎǘŜƴǎƛōƭȅ ǇǳōƭƛŎΣ ΨŀǊŜ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ǘŀǊƎŜǘŜŘ ŀǘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅƳŀƪŜǊǎ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ (McVitty, 

2020, p. 8)Φ bƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ŀǊŜ ΨǘǊǳƭȅ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƻǊ ƛƳǇŀǊǘƛŀƭΣ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ I9 ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ΨƻǊƛƎƛƴǎΣ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

ambitioƴǎΩ (Beech, 2020, p. 47). The regulatory regime created by OfS means influence 

ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƛǎ Ψƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ŀƴ ƻǇǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǘǊŀΩ ōǳǘ ŀ ŎƻǊŜ 

function of the university (Bagshaw, 2020, p. 163) 
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Finally, those at the micro level are often responsible for policy implementation or are 

the beneficiaries (for good or bad) of policy changes. Their power and influence are 

more restricted than at other levels; they still contribute to policy formation through 

formal consultation processes, protests, and subversion of policy implementation. 

Times of crisis can also shift power and influence, as was seen during COVID-19. 

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŦŜŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǘƛƻƴ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ 

provide extra funding to support students (Department for Education & Donelan, 

2021). As policy travels, the levels of policy, its meaning and implementation can 

ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ΨŀƎŜƴŘŀǎΣ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎΣ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǘǎ ƻŦ 

ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎΩ (Trowler, 2014, p. 12).  

2.5 Conclusion  

The first section of this chapter provided an overview of the theoretical and 

philosophical underpinnings of policy as discourse. This study classifies the nine 

political speeches as policy discourse because they are produced and formed by taken-

for-granted and implicit knowledge and assumptions about the world and ourselves as 

part of the nonlinear policy process. They also symbolise political power because 

politicians use speeches to set the policy agenda and control how a problem is 

articulated. The section on ideologies discussed the interconnection of ideologies, 

beliefs, and values and how these influence policy. This understanding will inform 

analysis as PDA directly addresses identifying implicit and explicit values to explain 

political goals and discourses.  
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The section on the operationalisation of policy explored the domains of HE policy and 

how politicians try to influence different areas. Politicians have authority and power 

because of their elected position, which places them at the macro policymaking level. 

However, they must still work with other groups to gain consent for their goals. 

Therefore, the speeches will involve deliberation, for which PDA provides the 

framework for investigating. The next chapter will examine the prominent discourses 

in English HE.  
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Chapter 3:  English Higher Education Discourses  

It has been said that the British are exceptionally skilled at creating 

hierarchy from diversity. That seems particularly apt in considering 

the British higher education system (Savage et al., 2015, pp. 232-233) 

3.1 Introduction  

!ǘ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ мфулǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ όI9ύ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǿŀǎ 

ΨƻōǎŎǳǊŜΣ ŀƳōƛƎǳƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ΨƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ 

short of giving autonomous institutions as much or as little money as the Government 

thiƴƪǎ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ŀŦŦƻǊŘΩ όaŀŎƭǳǊŜΣ мфунΥ нрфύΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ I9 ǇƻƭƛŎȅ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ 

ΨǳƴŜǉǳƛǾƻŎŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜΩΣ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǎǘŜŜǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƳƛŎǊƻ-

ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ό{ƘŀǘǘƻŎƪΣ нллуΥ мупύΦ tƻƭƛŎȅ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ƻŦ ΨōǊƛǘǘƭŜ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅΣ 

uncertainty, and evidence-ŦǊŜŜ ƎŀƳōƭƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜΩΣ ǊŜǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨƳƻǎǘ 

politically tinkered with ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩ ό²ŀǘǎƻƴΣ нлмрΥ ррм-556). This chapter 

explores and discusses prominent discourses that have steered HE policy in England.  

The discourses discussed in this chapter have been selected based on their perceived 

connection to the research questions. This chapter does not intend to provide a 

chronology of HE policy in England, of which there are already numerous sources 

(Jones, 2016; Shattock, 2012). Instead, it explores how neoliberalism, expansion of HE 

and educational fairness discourses have contributed to changes in HE. These 

discourses capture the social, cultural, and economic elements rather than epochs of 

governments and their administrations (Mandler, 2020).  
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The first section explores neoliberalism and its effect on British politics and HE policy 

since the 1970s. It sets out the tenets of neoliberalism and how it differs from classical 

liberalismτexploring the application of neoliberalism by the state in the British 

context. It also considers whether austerity has replaced neoliberal discourses in 

Britain. Finally, it considers whether neoliberalism has become an overused discourse 

in explaining HE policy.  

The second section explores the motivations and consequences of HE expansion in 

England. It begins by suggesting that globalisation and the emergence of the 

knowledge economy fundamentally changed society and increased the need for highly 

educated and skilled workers. It then considers how perceived HE institutional 

hierarchies reproduce social inequalities. It then explores the relationship between 

increased access, HE funding, the introduction of fees, the marketisation of HE and the 

transformation of students into consumers.  

The third section explores discourses of fairness in HE. It considers how meritocratic 

and social mobility discourses have influenced the rhetoric of fairness and 

individualised risk, especially for the most disadvantaged students. It also examines 

discourses of fair access and widening participation. The final section summarises the 

discourses discussed in this chapter and their relevance to this study.  

3.2 British Neoliberal and Austerity  

This section explores neoliberalism and austerity in English society and HE policy. The 

1970 Keynesian economic crisis initiated the aggressive pursuit of a neoliberal political 
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agenda in Western economies (Hall, 2011). After winning the 1979 election, British 

Conservative Prime Minister (PM) Margaret Thatcher began an epochal restructuring 

programme for what they saw as a bloated and ineffective welfare state (Mitrea, 

2018; Peck & Tickell, 2002). The subsequent state reforms were so radical that 

neoliberalism fundamentally changed British politics and has come to dominate, if not 

define, policy discourses ever since (Peck, 2013).  

For many, the ascension of neoliberalism has become so pervasive that it has become 

naturalised within the public consciousness, becoming the modern age's 

unquestionable ideology (Jessop, 2002). It is the beast ǘƘŀǘ ΨƎŜǘǎ ƛƴǘƻ ƻǳǊ ƳƛƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ 

our souls, into the ways in which we think about what we do, and into our social 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ (Ball, 2012a, p. 18). However, what exactly constitutes 

neoliberalism, and the extent of its hegemonic power is contested because of its 

unstable nature and public resistance to its effects (Flew, 2014; Jessop, 2002; Peck, 

2013). 

The disputed nature of neoliberalism is also one of its strengths, as it is constantly in 

process, evolving, diversifying and remaking itself according to the circumstances (Hall, 

2011)Φ ¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ƛǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ΨǘǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŘƻŎǘǊƛƴŜΩ ƻǊ ŀ 

ΨŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎΩ ōǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ŀǎ ŀ Ψcomplex, often incoherent, unstable 

ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘƻǊȅ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΩ (Shamir, 2008, p. 3). However, it aims to 

dissolve the distinction between the economy and the state and create self-regulating 

markets that secure monetary, fiscal and social stability (Callinicos, 2012). Klein (2007, 

p. 15) ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ƻŦ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭƛǎƳ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Iƻƭȅ ¢ǊƛƴƛǘȅΥ ΨǘƘŜ ŜƭƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
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ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇƘŜǊŜΣ ǘƻǘŀƭ ƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƪŜƭŜǘŀƭ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǇŜƴŘƛƴƎΩΦ 

Neoliberalism shares similar tenets to classical liberalism: the self-interested 

individual, free-market economics, a commitment to laissez-faire, and to free trade; 

nevertheless, neo- differs from classical- liberalism (Olssen & Peters, 2005). 

Neo aims to restructure state services and involves a significant transfer of 

responsibility for outcomes from the state to citizens (Taylor, 1997). As a result, 

neoliberal citizens become enterprising and competitive consumers who are free to 

make economic-rational choices rather than individuals with an autonomous human 

nature who practise freedom from the classical perspective (Burchell, 1996). The 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ǇǳǊŜƭȅ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜϥǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ 

ΨŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ōȅ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƭŀǿǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅΩ ŦƻǊ 

individuals to exercise economic choices, which becomes the only rationale for doing 

anything (Olssen & Peters, 2005, p. 315). People are calculating and responsible 

subjects, wholly accountable for their own life outcomes, thereby absolving the state 

of their duty of care (Brown, 2003; De Benedictis & Gill, 2016; Duggan, 2003). Markets 

are so pervasive that they are the only way to distribute all public and private goods 

(Lowndes & Pratchett, 2012).  

While classical liberalism framed the state as a negative conception and aimed to 

ǊŜŘǳŎŜ ƛǘǎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƴƻǿ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ΨǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǊƻƭŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀǳŘƛǘƛƴƎΣ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΩ (Olssen & Peters, 2005, p. 

315)Φ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜϥǎ ƴŜǿ ǊƻƭŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ ƻǾŜǊǎŜŜ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŀǊƳΩǎ ƭŜƴƎǘƘΣ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ 

circumstances to enforce market conditions (Jungblut & Vukasovic, 2018)Φ ¢ƘŜ άƴŜƻέ 
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ǇǊŜŦƛȄ ƛǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘ ƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ΨŘŜǇƛŎǘǎ ŦǊŜŜ 

markets, free trade, and entrepreneurial rationality as achieved and normative, as 

ǇǊƻƳǳƭƎŀǘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƭŀǿ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΩ (Brown, 2006, p. 

694). 

The British variant of neoliberalism has taken on a distinct form compared to other 

ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘǎ ΨǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭ ǘŀǊƎŜǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ-democratic 

YŜȅƴŜǎƛŀƴ ²ŜƭŦŀǊŜ {ǘŀǘŜΩ (Hall, 2011, p. 107). In education policy, neoliberalism has 

ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ I9 ǘƻ ŀƴ ΨƛƴǇǳǘ-ƻǳǘǇǳǘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩ (Olssen & Peters, 2005, p. 324), emphasising 

the sector's economic function and linking it to national growth, which has radically 

ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ΨŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǿƻǊƪ ǿŀǎ ŦǳƴŘŜŘΣ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘŜŘΩ (Jones, 2016, p. 

137).The trajectory of neoliberal policy in the UK has led to the slow erosion of the 

ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ōȅ ƛƴŎǊŜƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƛǊǊŜǾŜǊǎƛōƭŜ ǎǘŜǇ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ΨǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ ǎǘŀǘŜ 

that incorporates a greater reliance on the private sector for the delivery of public 

serviŎŜǎΩ (Grimshaw & Rubery, 2012, p. 107).  

bŜǿ [ŀōƻǳǊΩǎ ǘƘƛǊŘ ǿŀȅ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƳƛǘƛƎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŜǾƛƭǎ ƻŦ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭƛǎƳ ōȅ ΨǎǉǳŀǊƛƴƎ 

ǘƘŜ ŎƛǊŎƭŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜǉǳƛǘȅΩ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǇǊƻǎǇŜǊƛǘȅ (Finn, 2018, p. 27). Their 

educational policy embraced Thatcherite neoliberal tenets of choice and diversity, 

ŘŜǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ΨŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǘƻ ŀƴΧ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛǎŜŘ ŎƛǾƛƭ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩΣ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ 

citizen rights into consumer rights (Whitty, 2002, p. 79). Neoliberalism governs 

ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƻƴ I9 ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ΨōƭǳŜǇǊƛƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ώI9ϐ ǊŜŦƻǊƳΩ (Marginson, 

2011b, p. 421)Φ wŜŦƻǊƳǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎΣ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǎŜŜƪǎ 

ǘƻ ǇǊƻŦƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōǳȅƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƻŦΧ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΩΣ ǘƘŜǊŜōȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜƭȅ 
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marketising and commodifying all academic practices and altering relationships with 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎΣ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅΣ ŀƴŘ ΨƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΩ (Ball, 2012a, p. 18). 

{ƻƳŜ ǿƻƴŘŜǊ ƛŦ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭƛǎƳ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ΨǎŜŎǊŜǘ ƘŀƴŘǎƘŀƪŜΩ ŀƳƻƴƎ ŦŜƭƭƻǿ 

travellers or a ΨƳȅǘƘƛŎŀƭ ŜƴŜƳȅΩ ŎƻƴƧǳǊŜŘ ǳǇ ōȅ ǘƘŜ [ŜŦǘ (Dean, 2014, p. 154). Leftist 

ŦŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ƘŜƎŜƳƻƴȅ ƎƛǾŜ ǊƛǎŜ ǘƻ ΨǇŀǊŀƴƻƛŘ ǘƘŜƻǊƛǎƛƴƎΩ ŀōƻǳǘ ΨǘƘŜ ȊŜƛǘƎŜƛǎǘ ƻŦ 

Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳ ƻǊ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƴǎǇƛǊŀŎȅ ƻŦ ǊǳƭƛƴƎ ŜƭƛǘŜǎΩ (Flew, 2014, p. 67; Gibson-Graham, 

2008). However, this view is extreme, especially given that the hegemonic nature of 

ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭƛǎƳ ΨǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ŀ ΨǘƘǿŀǊǘŜŘ ǘƻǘŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƎŀǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ 

ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŘŜǇŀǊǘ ǊƻǳǘƛƴŜƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǊŀƎƎŜŘƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛǎǘƛƴŜ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎȅΩ 

(Peck, 2013).  

Twenty years ago, neoliberalism barely registered in the English language but has 

ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜ ΨƭƛƴƎǳƛǎǘƛŎ ƻƳƴƛǾƻǊŜ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ǘƛƳŜΩ (Rodgers, 2018, p. 78), swallowing all 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ƛƴ ŘŀƴƎŜǊ ƻŦ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŀ ΨŘŜǘŀŎƘŜŘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŜǊΩ (Ball, 2012a, p. 18) 

because of its vast and loose usage and application to everything. Neoliberalism is now 

ŀ ΨǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǘǊƻǇŜΩ ŀƴŘ ŀ ΨŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ ǘǊŀǎƘ-ŎŀƴΣ ƛƴǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎΧ 

ώƛǎϐ ŘǳƳǇŜŘΣ ŀǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŘƻƴŜ ǎƻ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ƳƻǊŀƭ ǾŜƘŜƳŜƴŎŜΩ (Flew, 2014, pp. 

67; see also Bacevic, 2019). Hall (2011, p. 706) sympathises with the critics who say 

ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭƛǎƳ ΨƭǳƳǇǎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƻƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ƳŜǊƛǘ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΤ ƛǘ ƛǎ 

reductive, sacrificing attention to internal complexities and geo-ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎƛǘȅΩ 

but argues it can support the provisional conceptualisation of a problem (Bacevic, 

2019).  

3.2.1 Austerity  
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Initially, the 2007/2008 Global Financial Crash (GFC) that caused a recession in many 

countries appeared to have shaken the supremacy of neoliberalism (Centeno & Cohen, 

2012). However, austerity programmes seeking to address deficits in national budgets 

around the world were ΨŜƴǘŀƴƎƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘƛŜǎΩΣ ŀƴŘ 

many consider it to be just neoliberalism by another name (De Benedictis & Gill, 2016, 

p. para. 1). Understanding the interplay between neoliberalism and austerity since 

2010 is essential for answering this thesis research questions. 

bŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭƛǎƳ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ΨǳƴŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴȅ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ alternatives 

and continues to shape post-нллу ǇƻƭƛŎȅΩ (Centeno & Cohen, 2012, p. 318). Under the 

guise of moral austerity, the 2010 Coalition Government unleashed neoliberal 

economic policies that privatised, deregulated and rolled back the state (Grimshaw & 

Rubery, 2012; Mendick et al., 2018). Despite the inequalities caused by austerity, 

governments openly pursued austerity policies, while the pursuit of neoliberalism was 

always clandestine (Peck, 2013). Farnsworth and Irving (2012, pp. 133-134) argue that 

ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ΨŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅΩ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ΨƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƻŦ ŦŀŎǘΩ όachieved and normative) 

in many advanced economies and, therefore, should be referred to as neo-austerity 

(see also Farnsworth & Irving, 2021). 

Austerity moves beyond the abstract ideology of neoliberalism because it is 

ΨƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŘƻƳŀƛƴǎ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛŦŜΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ 

discourses (Hitchen, 2016, p. 102). It permeates the sociocultural and is a discursive 

object that contains 'distinct subject positions, aesthetics and mean-making practices' 

(Mendick et al., 2018, p. 10)Φ aƻŘŜǊƴ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŀ ƘŜǘŜǊƻƎŜƴŜƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ ΨŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ 
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discourse, which calls for further analyses to examine the argumentative practices of 

ƧǳǎǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ōȅ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎƛŀƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƛƳŜǎ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǎƛǎΩ (Brambilla, 2019, p. 284) and the 

array of interrelated elements and processes that come together in its production 

(Youdell & McGimpsey, 2015, p. 120). PDA was developed in response to the 

2007/2008 economic crisis and the need for a methodology that enabled researchers 

to explore argumentative practices in a crisis (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012). 

!ƴ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀƭǎƻ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ΨŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ŘŜǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊΩ 

ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎΣ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭΣ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ (Bramall, 2013; Bramall et 

al., 2016; Farnsworth & Irving, 2012). British austerity is rooted in the Second World 

²ŀǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ΨǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜΣ ŜƎŀƭƛǘŀǊƛŀƴƛǎƳΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΩ 

(Zweiniger-Bargielowska, 2000). The 2010 austerity programme echoed World War 

nostalgia discourses: hard work, thrift, entrepreneurship, resilience, self-realisation, 

and deservingness (Allen et al., 2015; Mendick et al., 2018). These discourses translate 

structural inequalities into individual problems, anthropomorphising responsibility for 

consumption and future success (Mendick et al., 2018; Mitrea, 2018; Olssen & Peters, 

2005) 

The Coalition presented austerity as a fair, non-ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭΣ Ψƴƻ-ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜΩ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ 

ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ōƻǊƴŜ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŀ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŎǊƛǎƛǎΩ 

(Farnsworth & Irving, 2021, p. 21). However, it was a profoundly ideological project 

that reworked the GFC from the fault of bankers into a moral crisis of the welfare state 

(Dowling & Harvie, 2014)Φ !ǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅ ΨŎƻƳōƛƴŜǎ ŀƴ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƭƻƎƛŎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ 

ƳƻǊŀƭ ŀǇǇŜŀƭΩ (Clarke & Newman, 2012, p. 309) ǘƘŀǘ Ψmasked a reinvigorated 
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ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǊŜŦǊŀƳƛƴƎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŎŜǎǎƛǾŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘ (Farnsworth & Irving, 2021, p. 

21). The moral crisis was not caused by poorly regulated global markets and bankers 

but by irresponsible behaviours of certain groups, such as the poor, who acted 

selfishly and exploited the nanny state (Dowling & Harvie, 2014). The Coalition 

austerity programme was ŀ ΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΩ ǊƻƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŀƭ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎ 

ΨǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ŦƛǎŎŀƭ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘȅΩ (Griffiths, 2020, p. 30). Bramall et al. (2016) argued that 

austerity was never an economic endeavour but purely a moral exercise that acted to 

ƻōǎŎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀ ŘŜŜǇ ǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎǊƛǎƛǎΩ 

(Dowling & Harvie, 2014, p. 872).  

This section has explored discourses of neoliberalism and austerity in the British 

context. It finds that neoliberalism has transformed views on the welfare state and 

individual responsibility. However, austerity has accelerated the slow march to 

neoliberalism because it promised to solve the national deficit, the economic 

slowdown, and the welfare state itself (Farnsworth & Irving, 2021). Despite the impact 

on the English HE sector, there is little research into the effects of austerity. This study 

intends to rectify that by acknowledging that neoliberalism is not the Ψonly occupant of 

ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎǘŀƎŜΩ (Peck, 2013, p. 139), and other discourses, such as austerity, can 

help explain the complex and changing social world. 

3.3 Higher Education Expansion  

The section engages with discourses that have contributed to the expansion of HE in 

England. It begins by discussing the role of globalisation and the knowledge economy 

in the growth of the HE sector. It then considers what a mass HE system is and its 
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effect on existing institutional and societal hierarchies. Finally, it explores how 

expansion transformed how HE was funded and organised.  

3.3.1 Globalisation and the Knowledge Economy  

The political interest in HE policy has coincided with modern globalisation and the 

emergence of the knowledge economy, making HE a crucial resource and industry for 

national competitiveness in global markets (McArthur, 2011; Olssen et al., 2004). 

Globalisation is the interconnectedness of economies, cultures, and societies 

worldwide. It breaks down traditional nation-states, making borders more porous, and 

ŀŎŎŜƭŜǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƳǳƭǘƛ-ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ Ŧƭƻǿǎ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎΣ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΩ 

across the globe (Ritzer, 2011, p. 2). In the modern age, globalisation has intensified 

the integration of national economies through advances in information technology 

and the rise of supranational organisations and policy (Naidoo, 2003). It has also 

rapidly intensified the migration of people, knowledge, and services, amplified 

ΨŜƭŜŎǘǊƻƴƛŎ ƳŜŘƛŀǘƛƻƴΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΩΣ ŀƴŘ 

changed political power nationally and internationally (McCarthy et al., 2011, p. 39).  

Dƭƻōŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ΨƘƻƳƻƎŜƴŜƻǳǎ ƻǊ ŀ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭƛǎƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ώŀƴŘϐ ǿƛƭƭ ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘ 

differently in different nation-ǎǘŀǘŜǎΩ (Olssen et al., 2004, p. 11). However, it always 

affects a nation-state's sovereignty and undermines its autonomy and capacity to 

produce private and public goods at a national level as the state increasingly adheres 

to global regulation and competition (Marginson, 2007). In Britain, the relocation of 

industries and manufacturing to more competitive economies created winners and 

losers of globalisation, increasing regional inequalities and resentment (Hudson, 2022; 
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Jennings et al., 2021). These groups were also affected by the acceleration of the 

knowledge economy, which has been as transformational to societies and individuals 

as those ushered in by the Industrial Revolution (Sidhu, 2007).  

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ¦YΣ ǘƘŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ƳƻǾŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ΨƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ 

production and manual work and towards knowledge-ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΩ 

(Naidoo, 2007, p. 2) ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦǊŀƳŜŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ǘƻ ΨōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŀ Ǉƻǎǘ-industrial, 

Ǝƭƻōŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΩ (Mulderrig, 2012, p. 705). The expectation is that HE 

needs to conform to government and corporate demands to equip people with the 

advanced skills, knowledge, and credentials to succeed in a competitive global 

economy (Giroux, 2011). This reduces HE to a functionalist narrative, where education 

Ψshould logically coordinate with the requirements of work because that is how 

ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴΩ (Saunders, 2006, p. 3, emphasis in original). In a knowledge-based 

economy, human capital ς competencies ς are the key to economic growth and 

productivity (Olssen & Peters, 2005).  

The age of human capital theory promotes a functionalist view of education. It 

ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ƘǳƳŀƴ ΨƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΣ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƛŘŜŀǎΣ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΩ ŀǊŜ 

the most crucial forms of capital in the modern world (Becker, 2002). While other 

ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ Ψƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƻŦ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ǘƘŀǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜǎ 

ǿŜŀƭǘƘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΩ (Brown & Lauder, 2006, p. 26). 

Knowledge capital relocates power from owners and managers to knowledge workers, 

marking a new stage of capitalist development (Drucker, 1993). The new factories at 

the forefront of knowledge production and the search for competitive advantage in a 
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globalised knowledge-ōŀǎŜŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ŀǊŜ ΨǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΣ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜǎΣ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǘƘƛƴƪ-tanks, 

ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŎŜƴǘǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƭŀōƻǊŀǘƻǊƛŜǎΩ (Brown & Lauder, 2006). How education 

facilitates the economy and competition is a key point of deliberation in the nine 

speeches.  

3.3.2 Mass Higher Education  

The political classes saw the expansion of HE as crucial for the economic and social 

modernisation of the country in an increasingly competitive global economy and the 

antidote for geopolitical decline (Finn, 2018; Jones, 2016). The British postwar era 

ushered in liberal-idealist reforms and expansion of HE (Smith, 2018)Σ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ψreached 

ƛǘǎ ŀǇƻǘƘŜƻǎƛǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфсо wƻōōƛƴǎ wŜǇƻǊǘ (Finn, 2018, p. 22). The report argued there 

was an untapped pool of potential that had no access to HE; ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ΨǎƘƻǳƭŘ 

ōŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǎǳƛǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŀǘǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǿƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǘǘŜƴŘΩ (Moser, 

2014, p. 27).  

Robbins ΨƛƴŀǳƎǳǊŀǘŜŘ DǊŜŀǘ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƴŀǎǎ I9Ω (Watson, 2014, p. 125), 

ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴ ΨŜƭƛǘŜ ǘƻ ŀ Ƴŀǎǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΩ (Smith, 2018, p. 164). When the sector 

eventually reaches 50% of young people entering HE, it will become a universal 

experience (Brant, 2019; Trow, 1974). Expansion transforms the purpose of HE; an 

elite system shapes the minds of a small ruling class, a mass system facilitates the 

development of professional and technical skills for a larger group, and a universal 

system equips a whole population to social and technological change (Marginson, 

2016c).  
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The establishment of a new type of university in 1968 - polytechnics, brought 

exponential growth of students by delivering vocational, professional and industrial-

based courses which could respond to societal and local needs that existing 

universities could not or did not want to meet (Pratt, 1997)Φ .ȅ мффлΣ ΨƳƻǊŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ 

ǿŜǊŜ ǎǘǳŘȅƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŘŜƎǊŜŜǎ ƛƴ ǇƻƭȅǘŜŎƘƴƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜǎ ǘƘŀƴ ƛƴ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎΩ 

(Cheung & Egerton, 2007, p. 197). The 1992 Further and Higher Education Act 

abolished the binary system; all HE institutions would now be called universities and 

brought under one regulatory and funding system (Jones, 2016). The Act also set in 

motion the divergence and devolution of the British HE sector into separate semi-

autonomous systems controlled by each nation of the United Kingdom (Raffe & 

Croxford, 2015).  

¢ƘŜ ΨŘƛǎǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƛƴŀǊȅ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘŜŘ ǘƻ ΨŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ 

ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǾƻŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊΣ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƘŜƭŘ ƛƴ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ŜǎǘŜŜƳΩ 

(Cheung & Egerton, 2007, p. 198) ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ǳƴƛǘŀǊȅ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ Ψƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƭƭ ώI9ϐ 

ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΩ (Marginson, 2016b, p. 13). However, institutional 

hierarchies have been resistant to change and have increased over time (Raffe & 

Croxford, 2015). More often than not, hierarchical status is based on the date an 

institution was founded or became a university and its students' backgrounds 

(Marginson, 2004). Globalisation and the knowledge economy have also resulted in a 

global hierarchy of world-class universities that compete internationally for status, 

funding, and students (Wolf, 2002).  
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In Britain, influenced by multiple stakeholders, a new expanded, fragmented, and 

ƛƴŎǊŜƳŜƴǘŀƭ ΨŜŎƻƭƻƎȅ ƻǊ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ-industrial complex made up of a wide array of 

ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŦƛǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜΩ Ƙŀǎ ŜƳŜǊƎŜŘ (Wright, 2016, p. 128). The 

ŜŎƻƭƻƎȅ Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘǎ ƻŦ ŀ ΨƳƛȄ ƻŦ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǎǘǊŀǘƛŦƛŜŘ ōȅ ǇǊŜǎǘƛƎŜΣ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƻŦ ōƻǘƘ ŦŀŎǳƭǘȅ ώǎǘŀŦŦϐ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ŀ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛŦƛŜŘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ 

than a unified one (Arum et al., 2007, p. 5). Stratification in English HE represents a 

ǘǊƛǇŀǊǘƛǘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƻŦ ΨƎǊŜŀǘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎΣ 

and those that make a dynamic, dramatic contribution to regional and local 

ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŜǎΩ (Archer, 2007, p. 638).  

However, for laypeople and politicians, powerful external forces associated with 

measures used in league tables, staff and student class backgrounds, and perceived 

institutional prestige, coalesce into categorising universities as good or bad. The 

assumptiƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƻƴƭȅ ΨƻƴŜ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ƎƻƻŘ ƻǊ ōŀŘΣ 

ǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀ ΨŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ I9 ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ς ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩ (Willetts, 

2017, p. 191). The nine politicians in this study engage discursively with the perceived 

hierarchies and stratified status of universities to justify their policies. 

3.3.3 Funding and Marketisation  

HE researchers have argued that HE is in a perpetual crisis (Macfarlane, 2024). The 

1979-1997 Conservative Governments oversaw a funding crisis narrative through 

lurches in policy and increased expansion. Cost and funding narratives, especially for 

undergraduates, now dominate policy and shape all other concerns about the role and 

purpose of HE (Watson, 2014). The continued growth ƻŦ I9 ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŀ ΨŘƛƭŜƳƳŀ ŦƻǊ 
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ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎΩ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘƻ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ the expanding student 

numbers (Furlong & Cartmel, 2009, p. 34). Between 1987 and 1997, participation more 

than doubled from around 15% to 33%, resulting in university funding per student 

being effectively halved by the government, which did not increase state funding 

(Lunt, 2008). By 1995, the sector was experiencing a severe funding crisis that needed 

an immediate resolution, and it was also experiencing an identity crisis about the 

nature and purpose of mass HE. There was also a sense of unease that the already 

overstretched HE system could not rise to the challenges of globalisation and the 

knowledge economy and provide the advanced skills base the country needed (Lunt, 

2008). 

Lƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨǘƘǊŜŀǘ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ƛƳǇƻǎŜ ǘƻǇ-ǳǇ ŦŜŜǎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ƛƴ 

1995 (Palfreyman & Tapper, 2016, p. 47), the Conservative government appointed the 

5ŜŀǊƛƴƎ /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ΨǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΣ ǎƘŀǇŜΣ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΣ ǎƛȊŜ 

ŀƴŘ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ώI9ϐΩ (NCIHE, 1997). The main thrust of the Review argued for a new 

compact between society, represented by the government, students and their 

families, employers, and universities, that required individual students who are the 

primary beneficiaries of a university education to meet part of the cost.  

The New Labour Government introduced tuition fees of £1000 in 1998, which later 

increased to £3000 in 2004. In 2009, a combination of a HE funding crisis and the GFC 

led to the introduction of student number controls that capped the number of 

students institutions could recruit (McCaig & Taylor, 2017). The Browne Review into 

HE funding and student finance was also launched. In response to the Review, the 
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newly elected Coalition Government tripled fees in 2012 to £9000 through state-

backed loans for English students (Millward, 2021, 2022). Fees have redefined HE from 

a public benefit to a private benefit, which was used rhetorically to justify shifting the 

cost from the taxpayer to students (Marginson, 2007). Chapters Six and Seven will 

explore how politicians justify fees in more detail.  

The introduction of fees and the continued commodification of HE has transformed 

prospective and current university students into individual consumers and, more 

recently, entrepreneurs (Cannella & Koro-Ljungberg, 2017; McGettigan, 2013). The 

aim was to create both a diversity of institutions and students; universities were 

encouraged to locate themselves in the market and target specific groups of students 

(Archer, 2007). The fledgling market would supposedly drive competition between 

institutions, improve diversity (institutions and students) and ensure value for money 

for students, the government, and taxpayers (Brooks, 2013). It was also meant to 

increase student choices and opportunities and improve quality and standards as 

providers compete against each other (Bell & Stevenson, 2006).  

The government is no longer the provider or purchaser of HE but the steward of a 

ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜǊΩ ŜƴǎǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

applicants can make well-informed choices about whether to participate in HE, which 

subject to study, and which university to attend (Davies, 2012, p. 262)Φ !ƴ ΨŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 

ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘŀƭƛǎŜŘ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎΩ Ƙŀǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǇƛƴƴŜŘ I9 ǇƻƭƛŎȅΤ ǘƘŜ Ǝƻŀƭ 

ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ 

ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎΩ (Baker, 2019, p. 1). In the HE market, students become 
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individualised and rational consumers or customers, although the rhetorical 

metaphors used for the conception of students shifts according to the policy needs 

(Tight, 2013b).  

The marketisation of the social world has increased individual risk associated with 

successes and failures (Beck, 1992). A student's outcomes are hugely variable 

according to discipline, subject, institution, class, gender, geography and race, 

increasing the risk of failure more acutely for students from specific backgrounds 

(Boliver, 2016; Cunningham & Samson, 2021; Owens & de St Croix, 2020). It has also 

created an ΨƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘǊŀǇ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŦƻǊŎƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ǎǇŜƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ 

money trying to access the education, certificates and jobs they want, with few 

ƎǳŀǊŀƴǘŜŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜŘΩ (Brown & Lauder, 2006, p. 47). The 

diversification of institutions and the student body followed existing structures already 

inherent in the sector that obfuscates and reinforces old and creates new inequalities 

(Ball et al., 2002).  

This section has explored the expansion and changing purpose of the HE sector 

because of external forces: neoliberal ideologies, globalisation, and the knowledge 

economy (Brooks, 2018; Brown, 2018; Grimshaw & Rubery, 2012; Huisman & Van Der 

Wende, 2004). Despite government changes, HE policy has been on a cumulative, non-

linear, contradictory journey towards marketisation (McCaig, 2018). The continuities 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ΨŎƘƻƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴΩΣ 

ΨŀǳǘƻƴƻƳȅ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾƛǘȅΩΣ ΨŎŜƴǘǊŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ 

ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅΩ ŀŘŘŜŘ ōȅ bŜǿ [ŀōƻǳǊ (Ball, 1999, pp. 196-197). The consequences of 
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these issues, policies, and discourse all play out in the nine speeches. The following 

section will examine the impact of expansion on educational fairness and access to HE.  

3.4 Fairness in Higher Education  

This section explores the discourses around fairness in HE. Firstly, it sets out the 

literature about social mobility and meritocracy. It then examines how fair access to 

HE has developed over the last 20 years.  

3.4.1 Social Mobility and Meritocracy  

5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ƛƴ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΣ ΨƛŘŜŀǎ ƻŦ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜΣ 

equity, rightness, and fairness continue to circulate as significant organising principles 

ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƭƛŦŜΩ (Clarke & Newman, 2012, p. 314)Φ ¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ƛǘ ΨǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ 

difficult to envisage a government policy position which (on paper at least) did not 

ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ώI9ϐ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀƭƭΩ (Bowl, 2018, p. 3). The egalitarian pursuit 

of increasing HE participation indicates a belief in the creation of a fairer and more 

ΨƻǇŜƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΧ ŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜōȅ ƭƛŦŜ ŎƘŀƴŎŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ōȅ 

ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘΩ (Millward, 2021) 

However, since the turn of the millennium, and the GFC, there has been a discourse 

ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǎƘƛŦǘ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦŀƛǊƴŜǎǎ ΨŦǊƻƳ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ŀ ǿƛŘŜ-ǊŀƴƎƛƴƎ ƎƻƻŘ ƻŦ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜΩ ǘƻ ŀ ƴŀǊǊƻǿŜǊ ǘŀǊƎŜǘ ƻŦ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŦŀǊ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ ƴǳƳōŜǊΩ (Waller et al., 

2015, p. 619). Therefore, the advocation for fair access is predominately only 

concerned about widening opportunities to access HE (Furlong & Cartmel, 2009) to 

facilitate ǘƘŜ ŀǊƳƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǿƻǊƪŦƻǊŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŘŜƴǘƛŀƭǎΣ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΩ ŦƻǊ ŀ 
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global and competitive labour market (Brown & Lauder, 2006, p. 28). Nevertheless, 

ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŜƴǘǊŜƴŎƘŜǎ ǘƘŜ language of meritocracy: the idea that 

whatever our social position at birth, society ought to offer enough opportunity and 

Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ΨǘŀƭŜƴǘΩ ǘƻ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ΨŜŦŦƻǊǘΩ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ΨǊƛǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇΩΩ (Littler, 2013, 

p. 52)Φ aŜǊƛǘƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ŀƭǎƻ ΨƘƻƭŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƳŜ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩ (Mandler, 2020).  

In policy, social mobility is a route to a good life that encodes middle-class behaviour 

as morally correct and aspirational (Littler, 2017, pp. 91-92). Fairness as social mobility 

resulted in a deficit model of working-class achievement and aspirations discourse 

(Payne, 2012)Φ ¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǊŜŘǳŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦƛŎƛǘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜŘ ΨƳƻǊŜ 

ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƘŀǾŜΧ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŘƛǎǘǳǊōƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎΩ (Brown, 2013, p. 679). Since the 2010s, politicians have portrayed 

social mobility as declining, despite being relatively static (Ingram & Gamsu, 2022). 

However, it suits a discourse that promotes increasing fair access to opportunities and 

making more room at the top for the hard-working. Discourses of equal access to 

ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƘƛƎƘ ǘƻƭŜǊŀƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀ ΨƧǳǎǘ 

anŘ ŦŀƛǊ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǊŘ ǿƻǊƪΩ ό5ƻƴƴŜƭƭȅ ϧ 9ǾŀƴǎΣ нлмфΥ 

101). 

aŜǊƛǘƻŎǊŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘƭȅ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ΨŦŀƛǊŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩ 

through individuals' merit and hard work (Marginson, 2017, p. 2). However, the 

stratified and hierarchical nature of the HE sector reproduces existing social strata and 

inequalities (Bukodi & Goldthorpe, 2019). Socio-economic background significantly 
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influences attainment in compulsory education, with lower attainment correlated with 

lower economic status (EEF, 2018; Gorard & See, 2013). Despite this, previous 

attainment determines what institution students are eligible for, thereby protecting 

ΨŜƭƛǘŜΩ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ŦŀǾƻǳǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 

capital (Pickering, 2019)Φ ¢ƘŜ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘƛƴƎ ΨŜƭƛǘŜΩ ǘƘŜƴ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƻǾŜǊǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŜƭƛǘŜ 

professions with higher earnings, resulting in a circle of educational homogamy that 

adds to class inequalities (Savage et al., 2015).  

At the same time, access to perceived lower-ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ΨŜƴŘŜƳƛŎ 

ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜƎƛƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǎǘ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩ (James, 2007, 

p. 2). Reay (2012, p. 596) suggests the failure of social policy to address and find 

ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǎƘƻǿǎ ΨǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ƻŦ ŀǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ 

rather than those experiencing inequalities. Institutional hierarchies have profound 

social consequences and mŜŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŀ ƭƻǿ-status university is not the 

ǎŀƳŜ ŀǎΧ ƛƴ ƘƛƎƘ-ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎΩ (Marginson, 2011a). Therefore, HE customers are 

not buying a product with the perceived same value in the graduate marketplace 

(Marginson, 2017).  

Failure to enter or maximise HE benefits is an individual's responsibility and reflects 

their inability to perform as successful consumers in a competitive market. Success 

and failure are shifted from 'structural frameworks' to 'intimate personal and 

individualised ones' (Mendick et al., 2018, p. 54). However, those from less privileged 

backgrounds do not have the same resources or knowledge to navigate this 

unpredictable world; risk in this situation becomes increasingly individualised (Reay, 
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2017). HE marketisation and austerity have accelerated the 'privatisation of social risk' 

(Antonucci, 2016, p. 21)Φ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ I9 ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǘƘŀǘ ΨŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜǎΧ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ΨŀŎŎŜǎǎΩ ǘƻΣ 

ŀƴŘ ΨǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴΣ ŀ ƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǎǘǊŀǘƛŦƛŜŘ I9 ǎȅǎǘŜƳΧ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘŀƪŜǎ ŦƻǊ ƎǊŀƴǘŜŘ 

ǘƘŜ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ǳƴŜǉǳŀƭ I9 ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŀŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŜƴŘƻǊǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŜǎ ƛǘΩ (Donnelly & 

Evans, 2019, p. 104).  

3.4.2 Widening Access  

In the run-up to the 2001 election, PM Blair (2001) committed to achieving a 

ΨǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŀǘŜ ƻŦ ƻǾŜǊ рл ǇŜǊ ŎŜƴǘ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ-олǎΩ ōȅ нлмлΦ 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ bŜǿ [ŀōƻǳǊΩǎ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŦŜŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ ǊŜƳƻǾŀƭ ƻŦ 

maintenance grants seemed to subvert and threaten the social mission of widening 

participation (McCaig & Taylor, 2017). This target began a twenty-year orthodoxy of 

expansion and access (Atherton & John, 2020). Estimations suggest that half of all 

people under thirty have or are accessing some form of HE (DfE, 2019). For many, 

ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ΨǳƴƛΩ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƻƴǇƭŀŎŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΣ ŀ ǊƛǘŜ ƻŦ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜ ƛƴǘƻ ŀŘǳƭǘƘƻƻŘΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŦƻǊ 

ƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ΨǾƛǊǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴΩ (Savage et al., 2013, p. 224). Successive increases 

in tuition fees seem to have had little impact on participation rates (UCAS, 2021). Debt 

aversion has declined over time (Callender & Mason, 2017), but financial situations 

constrain choices before and after graduation (de Gayardon et al., 2020; de Gayardon 

et al., 2019).  

While access has increased across all social groups, significant inequalities remain 

regarding what groups participate in HE, what type of institution they access, what 

profession they enter, and the salary they receive (Social Mobility Advisory Group, 
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2016)Φ ! ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ƳŜǊƛǘƻŎǊŀŎȅ ǿƛƭƭ ƛƴŜǾƛǘŀōƭȅ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛƴ ǊŜǿŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜ 

ƻŦ ōƛǊǘƘ ŀƴŘΣ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅΣ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳƛǎŜǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƛŀƭǎΩ όCǳǊƭƻƴƎ ϧ /ŀǊǘƳŜƭΣ нллфΥ пύΦ Harrison 

(2018, p. 62) speculates that the gains made by disadvantaged students are due to the 

plateauing of demand within certain middle-class groups and areas. The inequalities in 

access have put widening participation in HE at the top of the policy agenda. These 

policies Ψseek to improve access to, and participation of, a wider range of students at 

university, specifically those from disadvantaged backgroundsΩ (Budd, 2017, p. 111).   

tǊƻƳƻǘƛƴƎ I9 ŀǎ ŀ ΨŘŜǎƛǊŀōƭŜ ƎƻƻŘΩ ƳŜŀƴǎ ŘŜƴȅƛƴƎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ 

would be unfair and socially unjust (Whitty et al., 2015, p. 28). Therefore, fair access 

ŀƴŘ ǿƛŘŜƴƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ǉŀȅǎ ΨŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ 

ǘƘŜ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ ώI9ϐΩ (Burke, 2012, p. 35) ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ Ψǘƻ 

ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ŀƭƭ ŜƴƧƻȅ ŦŀƛǊ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǊŜǿŀǊŘǎΩ (Furlong & Cartmel, 

2009, p. 3)Φ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘȅƛƴƎ ΨǘƘŜ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ǘƻ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴΩ ǿǊƻƴƎƭȅ ŜǉǳŀǘŜǎ ΨŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ Ŝǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅΩ (Aronowitz & 

Giroux, 2003, p. 108). Since 2010, there has been a narrowing of widening 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǘƻ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ ΨōǊƛƎƘǘ ōǳǘ ǇƻƻǊΩ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ǘƻ 

apply to high-status universities (Harrison, 2018, p. 60). This changes widening 

participation from a generic activity to merit aid that aligns with meritocratic ideals 

(McCaig, 2016)Φ ¢ƘŜ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŦŀƛǊ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ƛǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ΨǘƻǇ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ 

never dismantling the stratified and hierarchical sector.  

Widening participation policies construct deserving and undeserving groups that 

should be included or excluded in HE. Value judgments around admissions and 
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ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ǘƘŜ ΨΨǇǊƻōƭŜƳΩ ƻŦ ǿƛŘŜƴƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŎƭŀǎǎŜŘΣ 

ƎŜƴŘŜǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŀŎƛŀƭƛǎŜŘ ǿŀȅǎΩ (Burke, 2012, p. 37). While group categorisation can be 

helpful, existing power and political relations also frame and constrain thinking about 

ΨŀŎŎŜǎǎΣ Ŝǉǳƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΩ (Burke & Lumb, 2018, p. 19). For example, the 

framing of the educational underachievement and lack of access to HE of white 

working-class males, compared to other racial working-class groups, engages power 

discourses to distract from racial injustices. This group indeed experience significant 

ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜōŀǘŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ΨǎƘŀǇŜŘ ōȅ ƛƭƭ-informed and 

inaccurate assumptions that owe more to racist stereotypes than to an understanding 

of the resŜŀǊŎƘ ŘŀǘŀΩ (Gillborn, 2009, p. 15). Furthermore, the classification of social 

ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƭƻǿ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŀǘŜǎ ΨŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΩΣ ŦƻǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ΨŎǳǊŜΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎ 

(Archer & Yamashita, 2003, pp. 53-54).  

Critics of widening participation policies claim it takes a deficit model approach that 

makes victims and scapegoats of students (Watts, 2006), shifting blame for non-

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴǘƻ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ΨƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ 

than social problems such as poverty (Archer & Yamashita, 2003, p. 54). This results in 

ǳƴŘŜǊǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ΨǇŀǘƘƻƭƻƎƛǎŜŘΧ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŎŀǳǎŜǎΩ ƻŦ ǳƴŜǉǳŀƭ 

ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΩ (Archer, 2007, p. 643). Widening participation focuses on 

ǊŀƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀƴǘǎ ƛǎ ŀ ΨǎǳōǘƭŜ ǎƭŜƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ƘŀƴŘ ǇƻƛƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

finger of blame away from social policy, and instead to a deficit in educational 

ŀǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΨ (Francis & Mills, 2012, p. 256)Φ ¢ƘŜ ŘŜŦƛŎƛǘ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ΨǘƘŜ 

ƭƻŎǳǎ ƻŦ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƴŜƎƭŜŎǘǎ ǘƻ 
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ΨŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎΩ (Hannon et al., 

2017, p. 1228). Widening participation research has also been criticised for failing to 

ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ΨƛƴǘŜǊǎŜŎǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎΣ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎΣ ƭƛŦŜǎǘȅƭŜǎΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴƘƛōƛǘƛƴƎ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƻƴ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ (Kettley, 

2007, pp. 343, see also Austen et al., 2021).  

Lƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣ ǿƛŘŜƴƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ΨǳǘƛƭƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ƴŜŜŘ 

for the economy to remain competitive in an ever-increasing competitive global 

ƳŀǊƪŜǘǇƭŀŎŜΩ (Bickle, 2018, p. 15). However, there are insufficient numbers of the 

middle classes to fill the skills gap and secure Britain's place on the global stage (Watts, 

2006). Therefore, students from other socio-economic backgrounds must fill the 

graduate-level skills gap. Widening access activities act as an introduction to encoded 

middle-Ŏƭŀǎǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎΣ ΨŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇŜƴǎŀǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭŀŎƪ 

of acaŘŜƳƛŎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǉǳŀƭƛŬŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ (Burke, 2012, p. 30)Φ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜǎ ŀ ΨŘƻǳōƭŜ ŘŜŦƛŎƛǘ 

ƳƻŘŜƭΩΣ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ I9 ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ (Jones & Thomas, 

2005)Φ ¢ƘŜ ǳǘƛƭƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ǊŜŘǳŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ I9 ǘƻ ΨŜƴƘŀƴŎƛƴƎ 

ŜƳǇƭƻȅŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ŜƴǘǊŜǇǊŜƴŜǳǊƛŀƭƛǎƳΣ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ƅŜȄƛōƛƭƛǘȅΩ (Burke, 

2012, p. 30). 

The neoliberal flexible student entrepreneur is expected to seize the opportunities 

available to them, which means it is the individual's responsibility to change (Watts, 

2006) and correct the social injustices they have experienced (Reay, 2012). Widening 

participation policy has also increasingly imposed a frame of reference in which 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ƛǎ ΨǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊǊŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳƻǳǎ 
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ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ǘƘŜƴ ōŜ ōƭŀƳŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŦŀƛƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ΨǇƭŀȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǊǘΩΩ (Marginson, 

2011a, p. 32). Moving responsibility for access to institutions has resulted in 

ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ΨǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƴƎ ŜƴǊƻƭƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƻ 

ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ I9 ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅΩΣ ǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƛǊ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŘǳŎƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǘƻ ŀ 

marketing exercise (McCaig & Adnett, 2009).  

In England, the rise in fees in 2004 ushered in greater scrutiny of institutional-specific 

targets and action plans for improving access. The introduction of financial levers 

meant the ability to charge the maximum fee was contingent on access plans 

approved by the regulator, the Office for Fair Access (OFFA). Expectations were that 

part of the additional fee should be used to deliver outreach activities and other 

initiatives with prospective students.  

The Higher Education and Research Act (HERA) 2017 established the Office for 

Students (OfS) as the HE sector's regulator. OfS has subsumed the duties of OFFA and 

has enhanced powers to hold HE providers accountable concerning their Access and 

Participation Plans (APP) and inequalities in their organisations. Aligning fees to 

institutional access targets has had little impact on institutional behaviours as Post-92 

institutions (ex-polytechnics) still take the primary responsibility for widening 

participationΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ ƻŦ нлмсΣ ǎŜǾŜƴ ΨǘƻǇΩ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎ ƴƻǿ ŀŘƳƛǘ ŦŜǿŜǊ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜŘ 

students than they did a decade before (Connell-Smith & Hubble, 2018; Mian & 

Richards, 2016). 

This section has explored how fairness is discursively framed in HE policy in England. A 

ΨōǊǳǘƛǎƘ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŦŀƛǊƴŜǎǎ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ǇǊŜǾŀƛƭǎΩ ƛƴ I9 ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŘǳŎŜǎ ŦŀƛǊƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ 
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ΨǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ǳƴŜǉǳŀƭ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛǎ ǘƘǊƻǿƴ ǳǇ ōȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴΩ (Marginson, 2011b, p. 424). It 

also discussed the role of widening participation in ensuring fair access and how a 

utilitarian framework has reduced the purpose of HE to an economic one and outreach 

activities to little more than a marketing strategy. Fairness appears to be a slippery 

discourse that changes according to the policy needs. It is as much about shifting 

blame responsibility and widening access to HE under the guise of social 

progressiveness but is, in fact, about the economy.  

3.5 Conclusion  

This chapter has explored discourses relevant to providing context and answers to the 

research questions. The first section examined the rise of neoliberalism in Britain and 

ƛǘǎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ I9 ǇƻƭƛŎȅΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǘ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭƛǎƳ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ Ψonly 

ƻŎŎǳǇŀƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎǘŀƎŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŀǳǎǘŜǊƛǘȅΣ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ 

critical insight (Peck, 2013, p. 139). Therefore, the analysis of HE policy in Chapters Six 

and Seven will engage with austerity discourses to explain changes in the sector. The 

second section explored the expansion of the English HE and the influence of 

globalisation and the knowledge economy on the growing sector. However, the 

stratification and hierarchical nature of the sector reproduced social inequalities on a 

grander scale. It concluded that successive governments have been on a cumulative 

journey towards marketisation.  

The final section explored fairness discourses concerning HE policy and the role of 

widening participation. It concluded that fairness is a veneer for a sector reproducing 

social inequalities. The discourse in this chapter will provide the foundation of 
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understanding when analysing the speeches as they all touch on these areas in one 

way or another. The next chapter sets out the research methodology.   
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Chapter 4:  A Crisis Methodology: Political Discourse Analysis  

In a crisis, people have to make decisions about how to act in 

response and to develop strategies for pursuing particular courses of 

action or policies. (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, p. 3) 

4.1 Introduction  

The methodology chosen for this project must allow for the investigation into how 

policy choices are rationalised and made in response to crisis moments. Therefore, this 

thesis needs an analytical and evaluative framework for critically examining political 

speeches to illuminate the underpinning discourses and ideologies. This chapter 

presents the methodological decisions made for the project. 

The Methodological Rationale explores the choice of Fairclough and Fairclough (2012). 

The following section, Practical Argumentation, sets out the study's philosophical, 

ontological, and epistemological underpinnings. It discusses the positioning of 

argumentation and practical reasoning in PDA. It sets out the criticisms of PDA and the 

ΨCŀƛǊŎƭƻǳƎƘƛŀƴΩ (Rhodes, 2019) rebuttal to those concerns.  

The chapter then takes a more practical turn and outlines the Practical Argumentation 

Framework (PAF) that PDA uses to structure and represent practical argumentation in 

political discourse. Finally, the chapter describes the application of PDA in this study, 

how the speeches will be analysed and selected, and the researcher's positionality and 

ethical considerations.  

4.2 Methodological Rationale  



 

93 

Fairclough and Fairclough (2012, p. 12) ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ t5! ǘƻ ŀƛŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ 

ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘƻƴŜ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜΩ ǘƻ ŀ ŎǊƛǎƛǎΦ ¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ƛǎ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ŀǎ ƛǘ ΨŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴŜǎ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

ŀǊƎǳŜ ƛƴ ŦŀǾƻǳǊ ƻŦ ƻǊ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ΨǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜƳƛǎŜǎ ǘƘŜȅ 

ŀǊƎǳŜ ŦǊƻƳΩ (Fairclough & Fairclough, p. 83). Thus, PDA is a suitable method for this 

study because through its application the premises politicians start from and the 

discursive strategies deployed to justify policy changes can be understood. 

If the premise individuals argue from determines their actions, the interpretation of a 

ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ Ǿŀǎǘƭȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ /ƻŀƭƛǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǇǊŜƳƛǎŜ ŦƻǊ 

the Global Financial Crash (GFC) positioned the crisis as a moral one made significantly 

worse by a bloated and inefficient welfare state, requiring the reduction of the state 

until government spending is under control. However, if the Coalition had premised 

the GFC on bad regulation and practice of banking and financial services, the action 

would have been the transformation of those regulations and practices. Government 

cuts and a period of austerity might be necessary, but they will be less severe because 

financial losses are recouped through a new regulatory framework.  

t5! Ψƛǎ ǇǊŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ŀƴŘΣ ƛƴ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜΣ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎ ǇŀƛǊ ƻŦ ǇǊŜƳƛǎŜǎ ς that political 

discourse is different in kind from other forms of discourse in that it is political, and 

ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜŘ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ŀǎ ǎǳŎƘΩ (Hay, 2013, p. 321). Fairclough and 

Fairclough characterise this method as a theoretical and analytical continuity of CDA 

and an innovation that bridges the fields of linguistics and politics to provide an 
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approach that can be used across multiple academic communities when investigating 

political discourses.  

Lƴ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ 

ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΩΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛǎŜǎ ΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ 

argumentation, and as involving more specifically practical argumentation, 

argumentation ŦƻǊ ƻǊ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛƴƎΩ (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, 

p. 1). Rooted in Aristotelian conceptions of political deliberation, they suggest: 

Politics is most fundamentally about making choices regarding how 

to act in response to circumstances and goals; it is about choosing 

policiesΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǳŎƘ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΧ ώǘƘŀǘϐ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƳ 

are based upon practical argumentation. (Fairclough & Fairclough, 

2012, p. 1)  

The suggestion is not that political discourse only contains or consists of practical 

argumentation; instead, that argumentation allows analysts to fully explore the 

political significance and effectiveness of more familiar analytical approaches in 

political discourse: representation, identities, narratives, and metaphors. The 

conceptualisation of practical argumentation as a political act aligns with how this 

thesis views HE policymaking as political (see Chapter Two). PDA as a methodology 

enables the exploration of argument construction to justify specific courses of policy 

action by politicians.  
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Fairclough and Fairclough (2012) believe that there is a gap in many CDA approaches 

because they omit the process of logical argumentation in political discourse. 

¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ /5! Ƴŀȅ Ŧŀƛƭ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ 

manifesǘǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΩ (Fairclough & Fairclough, p. 81). The focus on 

deliberation or reasoning between different alternatives is a significant departure 

ŦǊƻƳ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƻ /5! ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ ǘŜȄǘǳŀƭΣ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ 

ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎΩ (Altameemi & Bartlett, 2017, p. 69).  

The exploration of deliberation in the nine speeches will provide vital insight into 

constructing discursive strategies to justify policy change. PDA provides a framework 

ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŀƴŀƭȅǎǘ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ΨŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƳŀŘŜΣ ǎǘŀrting 

ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀ ŘŜǎƛǊŀōƭŜ ƎƻŀƭΣ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ōȅ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΩ 

(Fairclough & Fairclough, p. 81). Unlike CDA, PDA offers the opportunity to ask 

ΨǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘΩΣ ƛǘǎ ǎƻǳƴŘƴŜǎǎΣ ƛǘǎ ǾŀƭƛŘƛǘȅΣ ƻǊ ōƻǘƘ (Fairclough 

& Fairclough, p. 65). The following section explores practical argumentation and 

positions it within CDA, as well as examining its philosophical underpinnings, and 

criticisms. 

4.3 Practical Argumentation  

This section explores the conceptualisation of practical argumentation in PDA. It 

begins by positioning PDA within the CDA theoretical framework, social ontology, and 

critical realism. It then examines argumentation and practical reasoning and their 

application in PDA. Finally, it addresses some of the criticisms made of PDA and 

rebuttals to those criticisms.  
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Traditional CDA can be viewed as a theoretical framework as much as a research 

ƳŜǘƘƻŘΣ ŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ΨƎŜŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƭƭǳƳƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ 

by particular forms of social life, and to contributing resources which people may be 

able ǘƻ ŘǊŀǿ ǳǇƻƴ ƛƴ ǘŀŎƪƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƻǾŜǊŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΩ (Fairclough, 2001a, p. 

125). Therefore, CDA 'seeks to understand how discourse is implicated in relations of 

power' (Taylor, 2004), influenced by several traditional areas such as 'Marxist-inspired 

linguistics' (Rogers, 2011, p. 12). CDA also 'draws on upon a new canon of social-

theoretical work ς in particular, the writings of Michel Foucault, Pierre Bourdieu and 

Jürgen Habermas' (Slembrouck, 2001, p. 36). Critical analysis is rooted in the critical 

ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƪŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ Ψǘƻ ƭƻŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇƻǿŜǊ 

ŀƴŘ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǊŜ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘΩ (Rogers et al., 2005, p. 367). Therefore, CDA firmly 

commits to social justice, social action, and challenging power and inequality 

(Blommaert & Bulcaen, 2000).  

t5! ƛǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ Ψ{ŜŀǊƭŜΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƻƴǘƻƭƻƎȅΧ ώŀƴŘϐ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǊŜŀƭƛǎƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

ǳƴŘŜǊƭƛƴŜǎ /5!Ω (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, p. 73). Searle (2006, p. 13) suggests 

ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ΨŜȄƛǎǘǎ ƻƴƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘ ŜȄƛǎǘǎΩ ƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ 

ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀƴŎŜ ƻǊ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜƳŜƴǘΩ ƻŦ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŦŀŎǘǎτa piece of paper is 

worth £5 because, in Britain, there is collective recognition of it as legal tender. Some 

ŦŀŎǘǎ ΨŜȄƛǎǘ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘƭȅ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ƘǳƳŀƴ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΩΣ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ōǊǳǘŜ ŦŀŎǘǎ (Searle, 2010, p. 

11)Φ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŦŀŎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ōǳǘ Řƻ ΨǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ 

ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜΩ (Searle, 2010, p. 11). Brute facts are observer 

independent ς mass or gravity - and social objective facts are observer relative ς 

citizenship of a country, or football has eleven players (Searle, 2006, p. 13).  
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{ƻŎƛŀƭ ƻƴǘƻƭƻƎȅ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ΨǘƘŀǘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ όŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭΣ ǇǊƻǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭύ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ 

ǘƘŀǘ ŀŘƳƛǘǎ ƻŦΣ ƛƴŘŜŜŘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎΣ ƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΩ (Searle, 2010, p. 6). Fairclough and 

Fairclough (2012, p. 73) ǎŜŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƻƴǘƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƭƛƎƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ t5! ŀǎ ƛǘ ΨƻŦŦŜǊǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ 

plausible explanation of the relationship between agents and structures, and of the 

role of language in the creation and reproduction of social reality, including power 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎƛŀƴǎ in government roles are the apex of power relations, shaping 

the reality of the context and the solution. Therefore, analysing their political speeches 

is a crucial investigation site because they are widely available, disseminated and 

translated into polƛŎȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŜȄǇŀƴŘǎ ƻƴ t5!Ωǎ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŀǘƻǊȅ ǘƻƻƭ 

argumentation.  

4.3.1 Argumentation  

Lƴ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǊŜŀƭƛǎƳΣ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ΨƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǿŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ƛǘΩ (Gorski, 2013, p. 669). PDA uses argumentation as the exploratory tool for 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƧǳǎǘƛŦƛŜǎ ƻǊ ǊŜŦǳǘŜǎ ŀ ǎǘŀƴŘǇƻƛƴǘ ǘƻ ǎŜŎǳǊŜ ŀƴ ΨŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘ 

ƛƴ ǾƛŜǿǎΩ (Van Eemeren et al., 2011, p. 108). Generally, argumentation encompasses 

ǘǿƻ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǘȅǇŜǎΥ ΨƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘǿƻ ƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘ ƻǊ ƘŀǾŜ 

arguments such as discussions or debates; or texts such as speeches or editorials in 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ƳŀƪŜǎ ŀƴ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘΩ (Van Eemeren et al., p. 109). The intention is not 

to study abstract arguments per se, but rather only those that happen in specific 

contexts of deliberation ΨǿƘŜǊŜ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ƛǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǇŜǊǎǳŀŘŜŘ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΩ (Finlayson, 

2013a, p. 316).  
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Argumentation is a complex verbal social activity where different alternatives for 

ΨŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǊŜ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƭƻŎǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎƛƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊϥǎ 

ǊƛƎƘǘƴŜǎǎΩ (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, p. 23). During monological acts, the speaker 

represents alternative standpoints of other groups to show that their argument results 

in the soundest conclusion (Fairclough & Fairclough, p. 92). This project will explore 

how the nine political speeches strategically portray these standpoints in policy 

discourse.  

van Dijk (1997, p. 29) suggests that structures and strategies of argumentation are 

Ƴƻǎǘ ǇŜǊǾŀǎƛǾŜ ƛƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘŜȄǘ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƭƪ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǎǇǳǘŜ Ψƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ 

standpoints of the political Others are systematically attacked, and those of the 

political ingroup defendedΩΦ Lƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎǇŜŜŎƘŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊ ǘŀƪŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ 

champion for a group they have defined as being mistreated; for example, it is unfair 

that taxpayers pay for a graduate's education when most graduates earn more than 

most taxpayers (see Chapter 7.2).  

¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ΨǇŜǊǎǳŀǎƛƻƴ ōȅ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΧ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƘŀƭƭƳŀǊƪ ƻŦ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΩ (van Dijk, 

1997, p. 29). In PDA, persuasion is a deliberative act intrinsic to democracy and politics 

because it offers choices and reasons for action (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012). 

Therefore, PDA must illuminate the deliberation between different choices and 

actions. Deliberation occurs in existing structures, organisations, and communities in 

which established values and norms shape how the circumstances for action are 

ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ΨŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΩ (Finlayson, 2013a, p. 315). It is also about 

the premises used to justify action; these include the conceptualisation of situations or 
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ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘϥǎ ΨŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΩ ƻǊ ΨŦŀŎǘǎΩ (Finlayson, 2013a, p. 318). 

The following section sets out how PDA combines practical reasoning with 

argumentation.  

4.3.2 Practical Reasoning  

The philosophical underpinning of argumentation is practical reasoning, denoted in 

PDA as practical argumentation. While theoretical reasoning concerns what is or is not 

true, practical reasoning concerns how people decide and justify actions in response to 

a given situation or process (Coleman, 2013). Fairclough and Fairclough (2012, p. 39) 

suggest that practical arguments are also plausible arguments, based on 

ΨǇǊŜǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘΣ ƛƴ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜΣ ŀǊŜ ΨŘŜŦŜŀǎƛōƭŜΩ- assumed to be true based on the 

evidence available but still open to defeat. ! ǇǊŜǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀ ΨǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŜŘΣ ǘŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜ 

assumption of a proposition as true that can be justified on a practical basis provided 

ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŦŀƭǎŜΩ ό²ŀƭǘƻƴ нллсΥ тнύΦ 

Therefore, the only logical response to the GFC is austerity when assuming cutting 

public spending is the only viable answer for economic recovery. However, this may 

change as evidence of the social inequalities or economic stagnation caused by 

austerity emerges. 

tƭŀǳǎƛōƭŜ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ǳǎŜ ǇǊŜǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘŜƴ ΨǘŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴǎ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘǊŀǿƴΣ 

ƛƴ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƛƳŜ 

constraints (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, p. 39). The claims made should still be 

plausible and defensible even if arguments are based on presumptions, and therefore, 

imperfect (Finlayson, 2013a). For example, austerity measures are justifiable because 
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historical examples show such measures contributed to economic recovery and 

reduced fiscal deficits. In times of crisis, many of the arguments made by politicians 

use presumptions in the absence of firm knowledge or evidence; therefore, the role of 

argumentation is to test and challenge these presumptions critically. The following 

section will discuss the criticisms and challenges of PDA. 

4.3.3 Criticism of PDA  

/ǊƛǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ t5! ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ŀǎ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜǎ ŀ ΨƴŀǊǊƻǿ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

politics in a way that might cause researchers to become inattentive to more general 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊǎΩ (Finlayson, 2013b, p. 12). Hay (2013) also shares reservations about the 

interpretation and application of his work by Fairclough and Fairclough. Hay (2007, pp. 

61-62) Ƙŀǎ ōǳƛƭǘ ŀ ΨōǊƻŀŘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΩ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŦƻǳǊ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎΥ 

ΨŎƘƻƛŎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΣ όǇǳōƭƛŎύ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΩ ƻǊ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΦ 

Directly or indirectly, power negatively or positively shapes the environment and 

conduct in these four areas (Hay, 2002).  

Hay (2013) also states that all situations of deliberation are political, but not all 

political situations are deliberative; therefore, you cannot define politics and political 

discourse as solely deliberative in the way PDA does. Defining politics as deliberation 

oǊ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ΨŦŀƛƭǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƛǎ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ 

ŘǳŜ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ (Hay, 2013, p. 325). This deliberative ideal artificially narrows the 

scope of PDAΦ Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜǎ ΨŦƻǊƳŀƭ 

ŀƴŘ ŜƭƛǘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻǾŜǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΩ (Hay, 2013, p. 322).  
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Fairclough and Fairclough (2013, p. 338) rebut the claim that all deliberative situations 

ŀǊŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭΣ ŀǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜ ŀƭƭ ǎƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ Ψƴƻƴ-ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΩΤ ŀ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ 

ƛǎǎǳŜ ƻƴƭȅ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǿƘŜƴ ΨƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘ ŀǎ political actorsΩΦ 

/ǊǳŎƛŀƭ ǘƻ t5! ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ΨŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƻǊƛŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ 

resolution of differences about what to do, through critical testing of a practical claim, 

ōȅ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ŏƻǳƴǘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƛǘΨ (Fairclough & Fairclough, 

p. 338). An example is the argument that it is false that raising fees to £9000 will 

discourage disadvantaged students from accessing university because the existing fees 

of £3000 did not affect access. However, the power in elite political discourse can 

marginalise and ignore reasons for not acting in a certain way ς raising fees despite 

mass student protests (Kale, 2019; Smoke, 2020). Therefore, actions can be arrived at 

without deliberation because of existing power structures and the power of those in 

certain positions to set the agenda and make the arguments that suit them (Finlayson, 

2013a; Hay, 2013).  

Fairclough and Fairclough (2013) concede that power can be exercised without due 

ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ ΨŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƭǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΩ ƛƴ ŀ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ 

(Fairclough & Fairclough, p. 238). The raising of fees only happened after a debate in 

the British parliament by elected members, who deliberated for and against the 

change. They see all political power as deontic power because it provides reasons for 

ŀŎǘƛƻƴΣ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ƛƴŎƭƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƛǊŜǎ (Fairclough & 

Fairclough, 2012, p. 237)Φ 5ŜƻƴǘƛŎ ǇƻǿŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ΨǊƛƎƘǘǎΣ ŘǳǘƛŜǎΣ ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ 

ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǇŜǊƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎΣ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜǎΣ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƪŜΩ (Searle, 2010, p. 165).  
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Therefore, it manifests in status functions, such as government roles, institutions or 

ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǊŜǎǘ ƻƴ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀƴŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜŀōƭŜ 

through non-ǾƛƻƭŜƴǘ ƳŜŀƴǎΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ΨŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǾŜǊȅ 

definitiƻƴ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘǎΩ (Searle, 2010, 

pp. 163-164). This disagreement is manageable and sustainable through non-violent 

ƳŜŀƴǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦŀŎǘǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ōƛƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ΨŎǊŜŀǘŜǎ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ-ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΩ (Searle, p. 169). A parliament 

vote on fees is an institutional fact that binds future behaviours and reasons for 

action.  

tƻǿŜǊ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ Ψŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƻǊ ƴƻǘΩΣ 

which can be achieved by presenting a limited range of options as the only ones 

available so that the subject is unaware of alternatives (Searle, 2010, p. 147). Deontic 

power between politicians and citizens flows both ways. Governments can come 

under the obligation to make policy U-turns because of public opinion; other times, 

the public has to accept policies from politicians they did not vote for or 

fundamentally disagree with. According to Searle (2010, p. 174), politics exists in the 

ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ΨǘƘŜ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƎǊƻǳǇ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘǎ ǎŜǘǘƭŜŘ ōȅ ƴƻƴ-violent 

ƳŜŀƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ōŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƎƻƻŘǎΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀƭƛƎƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ 

CŀƛǊŎƭƻǳƎƘ ŀƴŘ CŀƛǊŎƭƻǳƎƘΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘŀǘƛon, and Chapter twoΩǎ 

conceptualisation of policy as nonlinear, ramshackle, and full of compromise. The 

following section explores PDA's analytical framework for structuring and representing 

political discourse.  
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4.4 Practical Argumentation Framework  

t5! ŀǇǇƭƛŜǎ ŀƴ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ t!C ŦƻǊ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ΨǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ǊŜŀǎƻƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ 

ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΩ (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, p. 39). PAF (Figure 4.1) builds on 

existing proposals of practical reasoning frameworks by Audi (2006), and Walton 

(2006, 2007)Σ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜ ŀƎŜƴǘǎΩ Ǝƻŀƭǎ Ψŀǎ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ƻŦ ŀŦŦŀƛǊǎΣ ǳƴŘŜǊƭŀƛƴ ōȅ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ 

ƻǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎΩΦ  

 

Figure 4.1 t5!Ωǎ tǊƻǇƻǎŀƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ {ǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ !ǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎ 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ CŀƛǊŎƭƻǳƎƘ ŀƴŘ CŀƛǊŎƭƻǳƎƘ ŀŘŘ ŀ ΨŦŀŎǘǳŀƭΣ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴǘƛŀƭ ǇǊŜƳƛǎŜΩΣ 

differentiating it from existing frameworks (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, p. 40). The 

circumstantial premise can include institutional or socially constructed facts based on 

discourses and ideologies and are also connected to agents' values or concerns 
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(Altameemi, 2019). However, these facts are not necessarily true or neutral and can be 

constructed and used to manipulate an audience to the rightness of an argument.  

The structure of practical reasoning, shown in Figure 4.1Σ ōŜƎƛƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ΨƘȅǇƻǘƘŜǎƛǎ 

that action A might enable the agent to reach his Goals, starting from his 

Circumstances, and in accordance with certain Values, leads to the presumptive claim 

ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ Řƻ !Ω (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, p. 44). For example, The 

DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ Ŏŀƴ ƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ŀŦŦƻǊŘ ǘƻ ǎǳōǎƛŘƛǎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ I9 όClaim for Action), 

the GFC has increased the national deficit so cuts on spending are needed, HE is 

already underfunded, on average, graduates earn more than non-graduates 

(Circumstances), transfer the cost of HE to graduates and make HE financially stable 

(Goal), it is fair that those that benefit from HE should pay for the cost (Value). 

Therefore, the government should save money by transferring the cost of HE to 

graduates (Means-Goals).  

In practical arguments, Circumstances and Goals are premises that influence and 

determine the actions (Means-Goals) ς raising fees through loans will bring financial 

stability. For example, current circumstances or context might dictate which actions 

are chosen over others rather than the aspirational goals or values. However, actions 

aim to transform current Circumstances ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴǘΩǎ Goals, which are informed by 

their Values. Goals are the imagined possible future of things; these may be the actual 

deǎƛǊŜǎ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŀƎŜƴǘ ƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜȅ ƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŘŜǎƛǊŜΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ΨǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ 

ƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǘƻ ƳƻǊŀƭ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀǊŜ ǊƛƎƘǘΩ 
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(Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, p. 45). Therefore, some goals are imposed on agents 

externally and independently of their desires.  

Values can also determine Goals; therefore, the value premise supports the Goal 

premise. Goals are set by what matters to people, their values and concerns, and 

agents can use them to gain support for their Claim for Action as part of an effective 

rhetorical strategy. Values can be actual concerns ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀƎŜƴǘΩǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΣ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ 

wellbeing, or honesty or integrity (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012). They are also moral 

values or commitment values ǘƘŀǘ ΨƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ ōƻǳƴŘ ōȅ ƛƴ ǾƛǊǘǳŜ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ 

ƳƻǊŀƭΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻǊŘŜǊΩ (Fairclough & Fairclough, p. 45). Moral and 

commitment values can be recognised as facts: it is a fact that honesty is an accepted 

social norm, or that a promise binds an individual to an obligation. These facts belong 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴǘƛŀƭ ǇǊŜƳƛǎŜ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀȅ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴǘΣ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƘŜ 

actually values: the agent may actually want to act ƘƻƴŜǎǘƭȅ ƻǊ ŦǳƭŦƛƭ Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜΩ 

(Fairclough & Fairclough, p. 46).  

As well as informing the Goals, Values also inform how the Circumstance is described 

and selected. According to Fairclough and Fairclough (2012, p. 46)  

Circumstances are described in ways that fit in with the claim that is 

being made. We not only imagine goals in relation to values, but we 

ΨǎŜŜΩ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǳǎ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΧ hŦǘŜƴΣ ǘƘŜ 

situation is described in highly value-laden terms, but even when this 

is not apparent, the circumstances of action in a practical argument 



 

106 

are inherently seen as a problem to be resolved and are therefore 

ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴǘΩǎ ƎƻŀƭǎΦ  

Therefore, if an agent has different Values, they may arrive at a different course of 

ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ƴƻ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀƎŜƴǘǎΩ Values and concerns define their Circumstances and 

motivate why they act in certain ways and how they justify their Goals and actions. For 

example, the causes and solutions to educational inequality differ according to 

someone's values. Politicians who believe in individual responsibility and hard work 

might argue for meritocratic education that equalises access to opportunities. 

However, others might believe that structural inequalities like poverty negatively 

affect educational achievement, so aim for equity through providing free school meals 

for all students.  

Figure 4.2 provides a more detailed presentation of the structure of practical 

ǊŜŀǎƻƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜǎ ŀƴ ŀƎŜƴǘΩǎ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

type of argument based on Circumstances and Goals can only justify a claim 

ǘŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜƭȅΤ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ƛǘ Ψƛǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƻǇŜƴ ǘƻ ŘŜŦŜŀǘ ƛŦ ƴŜǿ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΧ ώŀǊŜϐ 

ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƭƛƎƘǘΩ (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, p. 49).  

The second structure for practical reasoning (Figure 4.3ύ ΨǘŀƪŜǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǊŜƳƛǎŜΧ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŦŜǊǎΣ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴǘΩǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

ƎƻŀƭǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŜŘΩ (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, pp. 49-

50).  
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Figure 4.2 The Structure of Practical Reasoning: A Detailed Representation 

Figure 4.3 shows the Counter-Claim and Negative-Consequences. The agent explores 

ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ōǳǘ ŘƛǎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ǘƘŜƳ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŜȄǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

undermine the stated goals of the action, then not doing the action is a more rational 

ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƛŦ ƻƴŜ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴǎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƎƻŀƭǎΩ (Fairclough & Fairclough, 

2012, p. 50). For example, the argument for increasing fees could have a Counter-

Claim that fees should not increase; however, this means the Goal is unachievable 

because the Negative-Consequences would mean HE remains underfunded, and non-
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graduates would continue paying for HE even though they do not benefit directly from 

it. 

 

Figure 4.3 Deliberation: Argument and Counter-Argument 

The PAF diagrammatic model simplifies the complexities of a particular political 

argument. Therefore, Fairclough and Fairclough (2012) expand the model through 

multiple examples that extend the conceptualisation of deliberation within practical 

argumentation. These include Counter-Arguments, Objections/Alternatives to the 

argument, Positive-Consequences of the Goal, Unreasonable situations, and 
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Arguments from Authority or Other Countries that support the Circumstances or 

Goals (see Appendix 1 for full descriptions).  

The application of the PAF categories is ambiguous in the Faircloughian proposal and 

other analysts' work (Altameemi, 2019; Altameemi & Bartlett, 2017; Harmon, 2017; 

McCaig, 2018; Rhodes, 2019; Whigham, 2017). This ambiguity is demonstrated in 

Fairclough and Fairclough's (2012) analysis of a parliamentary debate on university 

tuition fees; the Claim for Action τΨǘǳƛǘƛƻƴ ŦŜŜǎ ƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ǘƻ ϻфлллΩτ 

aligns the premises with the solution (Goal) of what the government should do rather 

than stating the reason for action ς the deficit means the government cannot fund HE. 

The ability of categories allows for changes in discourse over time or in different 

situations. The tuition parliamentary debate was the last step in raising fees; the 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ όGoal) to raise fees was well-established, and in this situation, the 

Claim for Action is a directive to members of parliament to vote with the Government.  

This study applies the latter approach, as the study is looking at the initial response to 

ŀ ŎǊƛǎƛǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƭŜȄƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǘƛŎŀƭ ŦƻŎǳǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘŀƛƭƻǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ 

ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǊǎƛǾŜ ŦƻǊƳ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǎŎǊǳǘƛƴȅΩ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ΨŎƻƳŜǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛŎŜ ƻŦ analytical 

ŎƭŀǊƛǘȅΣ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƳōƛƎǳƛǘȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜƳŜǊƎŜǎ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ŜƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ 

(Whigham, 2017, p. 125). Therefore, the analyst must rationalise their methodological 

choices, which the following section will explore in more detail. 

4.5 Application of PDA in this Study  
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The role of the PDA analyst is to identify and interrogate the normative and 

explanatory types of practical arguments in political discourse and establish if an 

agent's reasoning is sound or can be rebutted or rejected. They do this from a 

dialectical persǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ /ƭŀƛƳǎ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ 

/ƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴǘƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ Dƻŀƭ ǇǊŜƳƛǎŜǎΩ (N. Fairclough, 2018, p. 42). Critical questioning also 

involves investigating the inferences about the facts (i.e. discourses, ideologies, beliefs 

and values) used to frame the problem or current situation (I. Fairclough, 2018). The 

critique of the premises involves both normative and explanatory critique; the former 

ΨǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ŀǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƎƻƻŘ ƻǊ ōŀŘΣ 

ōŜƴŜŦƛŎƛŀƭ ƻǊ ƘŀǊƳŦǳƭΣΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊ ΨƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜǎ ǿƘȅ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ as they are, 

ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŜŘ ƻǊ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘΩ (Altameemi & Bartlett, 2017, p. 17).  

A normative critique distinguishes between what is false and true; it is about making 

ƧǳŘƎŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ΨōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΣ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎΧ Ƨǳǎǘ ƻǊ ǳƴƧǳǎǘΣ ŦŀƛǊ 

or exploitative, racist or non-racist, sexist or non-ǎŜȄƛǎǘΩ (Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012, 

p. 79)Φ bƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘŜ Ψŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ƳŀƴƛǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΩ (Fairclough 

& Fairclough, p. 116)Φ aŀƴƛǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ΨƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŘŜŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŜǎ ōȅ 

ǇŜǊǎǳŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŦƻǊŜƳƻǎǘ ƛƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ 

ŎƻǾŜǊǘ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛǾŜ ŘŜǾƛŎŜǎΩ (Van Eemeren, 2005, p. XII).  

!ƴ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƻǊȅ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ōǳƛƭŘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǎ Ψƛǘ ǘǊƛŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ŦŀƭǎŜ 

ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƛƴŦƻǊƳ ōǳǘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǿƘȅ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŦŀƭǎŜ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ŀǊŜ ƘŜƭŘΩ 

(Sayer, 2011, p. 221). For N. Fairclough (2018, p. 37), explanatory critique explains why 

and which ΨŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ΨƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŦƻǊ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
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ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƻǊŘŜǊΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ƛƴǾƻƪŜŘ ŦǊŀƳŜ ǇǊŜƳƛǎŜǎ ƻǊ ŎƭŀƛƳǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ όŜΦƎΦ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ 

ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊύ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƎŜƴǘǎΩ (Fairclough & Fairclough, 

2012, p. 116). The role of critical questions in practical argumentation is to explain 

ΨƘƻǿ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΧ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ŎŀǳǎƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΩ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ 

the welfare state shape reasons for Action (Fairclough & Fairclough, p. 101).  

4.5.1 Data Analysis  

This thesis is particularly interested in the arguments presented in the speeches, then 

ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ t!C ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨŀōŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǎǘŀƎŜΩ ƻŦ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ 

categories into theoretical concepts that explain how discourses justify policy change 

(Fletcher, 2017)Φ ¦ƴŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜƭȅΣ ΨǘƘƛŎƪ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭ ŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎΩ Řƻ ƴƻǘ 

provide the theoretical engagement needed to move beyond the explicit meanings in 

the text (Fletcher, 2017, p. 188)Φ CǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƛǎ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ΨŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 

ƴŜǿ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƻǊȅ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎΩ ƻǊΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊƭȅƛƴƎ 

discourses and strategies for change (Wiltshire & Ronkainen, 2021, p. 171).  

¢ƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƳƻǾŜǎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨŜƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀōƭŜ ōȅ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎΩ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΣ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ 

dominance relationships in a society that are not directly observable but have a causal 

impact on the observable (Danermark et al., 2019, p. 117). The theoretical concepts 

explore the causal explanations of the discourses in the speeches by applying existing 

literature and theories (Fryer, 2022). Appendix 2 provides a complete description of 

the three-stage approach to analysing the speeches. 
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4.5.2 Text Selection  

In CDA, there is no standardised approach for gathering a sample (Reisigl, 2018; 

Wodak, 2001; Wodak & Meyer, 2001), and the PDA method provides no guidance on 

selecting text for a study. In CDA, data collection depends on what is being 

ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘΣ ŀǎ ǎǳŎƘΣ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ ΨǘƻǇƛŎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǊŜŦƛƴŜŘ 

ǎƻ ŀǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ǘƘŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΩ (Fairclough et al., 2011, p. 395). Fairclough 

(1992, p. 230) ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘŜȄǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ΨƳŀƪŜ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ 

aspects of practices which might normally be naturalised, and therefore difficult to 

ƴƻǘƛŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜ ΨŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΩ ƛƴ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΦ Titscher et al. (2000) offer less 

opaque advice by suggesting four questions that researchers of discourse should 

consider when selecting materials to be analysed:  

¶ From what material is the selection made?  

¶ What is selected from this?  

¶ How much of this selection is analysed?  

¶ What are the units of analysis?  

The latter two questions are straightforward, as Fairclough and Fairclough say the 

whole text should be analysed so the researcher can establish the development of 

argument across the text. The former two questions need further consideration as 

there is a large pool of potential materials. The research questions specify political 

ǎǇŜŜŎƘŜǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΦ ! ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎǇŜŜŎƘ ƛǎ ŀ ΨŎƻƘŜǊŜƴǘ ǎǘǊŜŀƳ ƻŦ 
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spoken language that is usually prepared for delivery by a speaker to an audience for a 

ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻƴ ŀ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴΩ (Charteris-Black, 2018, p. xiii).  

In particular, the thesis is interested in the political speeches about HE delivered by an 

elected member of the UK Parliament in a senior Government position during three 

crises between 2010 and 2020. Also, it is interested in government roles that 

presumably have the most direct control and influence over discourse (van Dijk, 2015) 

and responsibility for HE policy. The roles are the apex of power relations, with their 

words affecting the policy process more than others. Therefore, the following roles 

were chosen:  

¶ A Prime Minister (PM) is responsible for the whole government's agenda and 

delivering their Party's election manifesto. During the specified period, there 

were three Conservative Prime Ministers: David Cameron, Theresa May, and 

Boris Johnson.  

¶ A Secretary of State (SoS) is responsible for a specific government department. 

During the specified period, responsibility for HE and universities sat in the 

Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) and then later in the 

Department for Education (DfE). Three different Secretaries of State were in 

scope for this study. 

¶ A Minister of State (MoS) has a smaller portfolio of responsibility within 

departments. Four people held Ministerial responsibility for HE and universities 

during the specified period.  
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A sample of nine speeches, one for each political role during each crisis, was chosen 

from the official British government website www.gov.uk/government/speeches, 

which contains all the official speeches by government officials. The open-access 

website has filter options for topic, name, and date. These filters were applied to 

identify the sample, and Figure 4.4 outlines the four stages of the data selection; a 

more detailed table is available in Appendix 2.  

 

Figure 4.4 Stages of Text Selection 

It will be essential to specify the topic in stage one because PMs, SoS, and MoS have a 

much broader portfolio of responsibility than just HE. The results only returned three 

PM speeches, one for Cameron, May, and Johnson, who all made their speeches at a 

particularly critical point of the crisis. Therefore, the SoS and MoS speeches had to 

occur within 12 months of the PM speeches, so that they were also relevant to the 

crises. In stage three, the speeches were assessed for their relevance to the crises 

under investigation and the discourse discussed in the previous chapters. The final 

stage involved an in-depth read of the speeches to choose the most relevant ones for 








































































































































































































































































































