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As a result of decreased funding from the state, universities

rely more and more on user fees, that is, tuition, to cover operation costs.
According to Tyler Shipley, this situation has led to a “factory model of
education” in which the focus of administrators is to pump as many undergraduates through the system as possible. Classes that once held fifty students now hold 150, those that once held 150 now hold 500.
To accommodate this mass influx of students, universities are left
scrambling to find cost-efficient means to get these students through the
system, which more than often means expanding graduate programs in
order to build a workforce (that is, teaching assistants and sessionals) that
can teach classes, mark papers, and mediate distance education courses at
a fraction of the price it would cost to pay a tenured professor.
The difficulty in enforcing factory models is, however, the fact that
universities, like most other labour institutions, are dealing with savvy and
intelligent unions that are more than willing to publicly, and sometimes
violently, challenge neoliberal policies with strikes and public demonstrations. As Shipley points out, in 2008 and 2009 there were dozens of
student and worker strikes and occupations across the world. Some of the
more notable in Canada were the protracted faculty strike in Montreal
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and the cupe 3903 strike at York University. We have also seen impressive
international student movements like “Opiskelijatoiminta” in Helsinki,
occupation of university space at New York University, and massive student demonstrations in the University of California system.
Here, I would like to focus on how Simon Fraser University (sfu), my
home institution, where I have worked as a teaching assistant for the past
three years, deals with the ideological challenges presented by students
and workers, by coding the much-needed labour they get from graduate
students as a gift or a reward. Labour is presented as a means to help
students move toward what the university still holds up as the fantasy of
graduate work: original research and the degree.
In British Columbia, one of the primary purposes of the university,
as laid out in the University Act, is to establish a system of incentives to
encourage original research. According to the Act, universities should
“establish fellowships, scholarships, exhibitions, bursaries, prizes, rewards
and pecuniary and other aids to facilitate or encourage proficiency in the
subjects taught in the university and original research in all branches of
knowledge” (quoted in Tucker-Abramson 92).
In other words, as the language of this section of the Act indicates,
graduate students are offered a series of gifts to attend a particular university: gestures of generosity and goodwill provided so that the student
can focus energy on her or his research.
In its entirety, gift economies in the university are not necessarily a
problem. According to Lee Ann Fennell, “a true gift embodies and perpetuates empathetic dialogue between giver and recipient, facilitating and
documenting each party’s imaginative participation in the life of the other”
(93). In the academy the gift has the potential to generate a moral economy
between the institution and the student. British Columbia’s University Act
recognizes that by providing incentives, or gifts, to prospective students
the institution creates dialogue and responsibility between both parties,
which will help to support the student in her or his pursuit of knowledge
and new research.
However, the so-called gift of bursaries and fellowships generates a
tacit economy between the student and the institution in which the return
is never made explicit.
To borrow from Lacan, then, the gift evokes the anxiety of the Che
vuoi, or, “What do you want?” How do I fulfill the desire of the institution?
Indeed, by presenting bursaries and fellowships as gifts, that is, as something that does not call for an expressed return, the institution generates
a system in which we are continually working toward satisfying it, never
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sure if we have actually met the mark (which often leaves us frantically
scrambling when progress reports are due at the end of the term).
It is important to note that in some institutions, sfu included, teaching
assistantships have found their way into the list of financial incentives that
the university offers to potential graduate students, undoubtedly as what
the University Act calls “other aids to encourage proficiency.” At sfu, for
instance, when you are presented with your “acceptance package,” your
total “funding” for the year includes not only bursaries and fellowships
but also the money you will receive from working as a teaching assistant.
Thus, along with fellowships and bursaries, teaching and marking are now
included as rewards or “gifts” offered to students to help them support
themselves en route to creating original research and obtaining the phd.
Obviously, the university is playing with optics here. On the most basic
level, when it is offered as a type of gift, in the same category as bursaries
and fellowships, a teaching assistantship is presented as a favour to the
graduate student rather than compensation for work rendered. While
teaching experience is in itself not a bad thing, this unseemly twist in its
representation not only impacts the way in which a student approaches his
or her work but it also disavows the university’s own need for cheap labour.
The main difficulty with this way of filling teaching assistantships is
that when labour is presented as a gift, the recipient is put in a position
of debt to his or her employer, weakening his or her bargaining position
and ability to challenge the system. To borrow from Bourdieu’s reflections on the gift, once the offering is accepted the recipient is “ ‘obliged,’
expected to show his gratitude towards his benefactor or at least to show
regard for him, go easy on him, pull his punches, lest he be accused of
ingratitude” (Bourdieu 199). Likewise, it is also more difficult for the ta
to criticize his or her benefactor, without risk of appearing ungrateful and
losing the financial support rewarded to her or him, which is necessary
to pay tuition and rent.1
Presented as a gift, labour is not represented as something the university desperately needs in order to keep its own capitalistic machinery
running; rather, it symbolizes yet another reward to help us toward achieving our research goals. The degree is increasingly held up as a fantastical
“true purpose” of the university that is, in reality, used as bait to attract a
labour force. By including labour as one of the incentives toward achieving

1 It should also be noted that many students have to pay tuition before they can
even apply for these jobs, which further complicates the situation.
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a graduate degree, the institution uses sleight of hand to mask its neoliberal principles behind the fantasy of the golden age of public education.
As a result, teaching, which is initially offered as a means to support
academic research and the individual’s pursuit of an ma or phd, has the
potential to become the unwanted primary focus for the graduate student. In offering teaching assistantships as a gift, generosity obscures the
fact that generating labourers has become the main reason for attracting
graduate students. At the same time research becomes an excremental
remainder in a system that is more interested in capitalism than critical
thinking, or, pace Jacques Derrida, there is no gift.

Works Cited
Bourdieu, Pierre. “Selections from The Logic of Practice.” The Logic of the
Gift. Ed. Alan D. Schrift. New York: Routledge, 1997. 190–230.
Fennell, Lee Anne. “Illiquid Goods and Empathetic Dialogue.” The Question of the Gift. Ed. Mark Osteen. New York: Routledge, 2002. 85–102.
Lacan, Jacques. “The Subversion of the Subject and the Dialectic of Desire
in the Freudian Unconscious.” Écrits: A Selection. Trans. Alan Sheridan.
New York: Norton, 1977. 281–312.
Shipley, Tyler. “York University’s Get Out of Jail Free Card: Rewards and
Consequences of Bad-faith Bargaining.” Canadian Dimension. 23 April
2009. Web. 5 September 2010.
Tucker-Abramson, Myka. “Chile of the North? British Columbia’s Universities and the Neoliberal Revolution.” West Coast Line 63 (2009): 86–95.

18 | Gaertner

