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1 Excerpt from Apple Inc. Think Different campaign.  
2 From Rabindranath Tagore’s Hard Times poem.  
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Abstract 

 

Some processes in nature spontaneously self-organize. For instance, evolution through natural 

selection has blindly self-organized complex organisms on Earth, including humans. A human, 

from the intricate arrangement of its molecules to the emergence of its consciousness, epitomizes 

self-organization. But, how do humans -at the social level- self-organize? In order to advance 

complexity leadership theory, in this thesis I will develop a complexity-evolutionary lens, through 

which I will suggest that human social self-organization occurs through transmittable units of 

culture called memes. Memes form symbolic orders, in order to make the world meaningful. 

Through meanings and directions memes, thus, order humans, or in other words, lead them. Hence, 

it becomes evidenced that leadership is a systemic social process of self-organization. There are 

two main conundrums regarding the memetic social self-organization of humans that this thesis 

explores. The first one is the conundrum of the necessary mechanisms for the operation of closure. 

Since the world is undetermined, in the process of making it meaningful, the operation of closure 

is fundamental, as closure enables humans to evade such indeterminacy. The second conundrum 

regards what happens to individual leaders once leadership has been shifted to a systemic process. 

This thesis studies these conundrums in the context of England’s higher education sector, which 

has experienced recent disturbances that are both cause and effect of social self-organization. Field 

research was done, including 47 semi-structured interviews with senior higher education leaders, 

plus an extensive documentary analysis. This thesis sheds light on how the necessary operation of 

closure might work. Particularly, in the studied context closure emerges from magical realism. 

Furthermore, regarding what happens to individual leaders once leadership has been shifted to a 

systemic process beyond their ken, in the explored context sensegiving missions seem to have 

bestowed a role on leaders to play in this systemic process.  
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Introduction 

“Non  fui, fui, non sum, non curo” 

(I was not, I was, I am not, I care not) 

 

-Epicurus   

 

On a cloudy day, in an arid forest, she laid down her blanket, turned on her radio, and took out her 

gun. Ready she was to kill herself. Yet, she could not do it, in spite of a life of depression and 

nonsense, despite having lost most that she cared for, she still did not want to let go, in a tension 

she existed. This is how we got to meet Olive Kitteridge in her critically acclaimed TV debut 

(Strout and Cholodenko, 2014). The suicidal tension that contrived poor Olive is not a struggle 

exclusive to her only. Camus’ captivation with existential tensions is such that he sustains that 

“There is but one truly serious philosophical problem, and that is suicide” (1955, p. 4; Thagard, 

2010). It might look then, that when it comes to being, tensions take a paramount role. Such 

existential tensions are primordial in understanding not only human beings, but anything that, 

instead of not being, is. Because, as Hume more eloquently claims, “Whatever is may not be” 

(1748, p. 113). And thus, anything that is, is predicated on tensions galore. Ringed by tensions are 

even the most minuscule entities. Or, has not quantum theory, through its wave/particle duality, 

taught us precisely that even subatomic particles seem to dwell on a tension, as if behaving 

sometimes in “a particlelike way and sometimes in a wavelike way”? (Polkinghorne, 2002, p. 97; 

Tyson and Goldsmith, 2004). Hence, regardless of the constitutive essence of whatever is, it is 

simply being which arouses unavoidable tensions. Furthermore, being means too not being 

something else, which leads some, as Deacon and Cashman (2012) or Zizek (1989), to argue about 

the constitutive absence -or lack- of anything that is. But, anything that what is, is not, could be 

far more complex and ineffable than any single tension could ever capture, existing therefore in 

an ocean of tensions.   

    

 Almost as in physics, we could say that something is under tension if “it is being pulled 

taut” (Walker et al., 2014, p. 105). For instance, Olive Kitteridge seems to exist as if being pulled 

taut between her death wish and her hesitation. Tensions3 are not new to social scientists, who 

even in the banalities of business theories have employed them. Or, is not Porter’s strategy theory, 

while based on his cornerstone concept of trade-offs, a tension theory between what to do and thus 

                                                           
3 I have decided to use the construct of tension instead of others closely related, such as dilemma or paradox. A dilemma, 

as the Prisoner’s dilemma (Nowak, 2012), might evoke the need or wish for resolution; while something in tension, 

resolution does not necessarily longs for: tensed it might exist. A paradox would be a particular type of tension, usually 

a tension between opposing and contradictory forces that coexist simultaneously (Lewis et al., 2014). Paradoxes could 

be tensions, but not all tensions are paradoxes.  
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what not to? (Porter, 1980, 1996; Markides, 2004). The same goes for our philosophical 

abstractions of leaders. Or, was it not Shakespeare’s young Danish leader who wondered whether 

“To be, or not to be,… whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous 

Fortune, or to take arms against a sea of troubles, and by opposing end them?” (1599, p. 86). And, 

did not Machiavelli conceive leaders in tensions too, as in his fox-lion dichotomy (1515, p. 84)? 

Nonetheless, diploid tensions are not the only ones; multifaceted tensions exist too, as when a 

plethora of forces tense a classical mechanics system. Yet, the tensions of self-organization I find 

most especial of all. And, hence, in this thesis, while on a journey to evolution, life, and 

complexity, we will explore some self-organizing beings, which in tensions dwell, as pulled taut 

they are between tendencies of dissolution and their spirits for organization. Let us, therefore, 

remember that order -let alone spontaneous order (i.e. self-organization)- is not the norm in the 

universe. So that the flow from more dynamic tendencies to fewer, is necessarily entrapped in an 

unavoidable demand for energy, as work must be invested for order to emerge from chaos (Bak, 

1996; Holland, 2014; Kauffman, 1995; Burnes, 2005; Anderson, 1999; Baranger, n.d.; Deacon et 

al., 2011). Yet, the truth is that from the impromptu formation of stars and galaxies, to the natural 

emergence of chemical crystals and the unforced creation of life on Earth, among many other 

instances, the universe seems to develop, either randomly or coincidentally, niches of order 

(Dawkins, 2012; Oparin, 1957; Kauffman, 2008). Homo sapiens -our species- is the result of 

lengthy and complex evolutionary processes (Stewart-Williams, 2010; Buss, 2009; Scott-Phillips 

et al., 2011; Allen and Boulton, 2011; Darwin, 1872; Sherman and Deacon, 2007), which precisely 

by self-organizing matter -from atoms to cells and organs- have allowed for emergence to occur. 

Thus, a human being might from matter form itself, yet impossible it is to reduce it to its 

constitutive particles. However, an existential query remains, as to how it is that humans at the 

social level have continued such natural ordering processes (Hardin, 1998; Rankin et al., 2007)? 

This thesis is, in a sentence, precisely a work on human social self-organization. I will 

particularly suggest that human social self-organization is at least enabled by memes (i.e. 

transmittable units of culture) (Dawkins, 2006; Keltner et al., 2014; Blackmore, 1999; Distin, 

2005; Dennett, 2002), which allow humans to give meaning and direction to their experienced 

realities; building, thus, symbolic orders that lead them (Harari, 2014; Zizek, 2012; Lacan, 2005, 

2008).  

 

Through this conceptualization of human social self-organization, I will seek to 

reconceive the construct of leadership. As in complexity leadership theory, I will relate leadership 

to a systemic process of self-organization (Marion and Uhl-Bien, 2001; Hazy and Uhl-Bien, 2013; 

O'Connell, 2014; Boal and Schultz, 2007; Osborn and Hunt, 2007; Schneider and Somers, 2006; 

Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Marion and Uhl-Bien, 2007; Stacey, 1992, 1995; Snowden and Boone, 

2007; Bligh et al., 2011; Abreu Pederzini, 2016a; Lichtenstein and Plowman, 2009; Plowman et 
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al., 2007). Yet, the novel contribution of this thesis will be to suggest, through the role of memes 

and symbolic orders, a specific mechanism for social self-organization, something that -so far- 

complexity leadership theory has failed to do. By taking self-organization out of the darkness, I 

will aim to show the value and power of systemic approaches to leadership. Furthermore, I will 

argue that such reimagining of human leadership as systemic memetic social self-organization, 

generates two conundrums. The first one is the conundrum of closure, the mythical operation 

described by ideologists as necessary yet impossible, as it requires humans to bestow meaning on 

a universe that is undetermined (Eagleton, 1991; Freeden, 2003; Laclau, 1997; Zizek, 1989). This 

first conundrum will be explored via the first research question of this thesis, which asks: How 

could humans’ memes, which try to give meaning to their experienced reality, make sense to 

humans? The second primordial conundrum of re-conceptualizing leadership as systemic 

memetic self-organization, is that if human systems self-organize, then what is the role of the 

leader? In other words, if leadership is an unowned systemic process that cannot be fully attributed 

to any single individual, then what happens to people we know that sit at the top of organizations 

or nations, and whom we have traditionally called leaders? The second research question of this 

thesis, will explore this conundrum, by asking: how could leaders’ memes self-organize 

leaders? In short, this question will research how it might be possible for leaders to find place for 

themselves, as part of the systemic process of self-organization. These two research questions will 

be explored in a specific context, which is the English higher education sector and its recent period 

of constant and dramatic change, which is a cause and effect of the self-organization of the sector.    

       

Patience I ask from you, my dear reader, as the journey of this thesis is not derivative nor 

straightforward. The aims and questions of this project might, at this point, seem irrational or 

indecipherable. Yet, I hope you give me the opportunity to make the journey with me to a radical 

reconceptualization of many taken-for-granted assumptions regarding human social phenomena. 

Our journey seems to entail the following stops. First of all, in Chapter 1, I will develop a sui 

generis complexity-evolutionary lens to explain the social self-organization of humans. As part of 

building this theoretical lens, two tensions of human social self-organization will be particularly 

derived. The first one is the sensemaking tension: the tension of wanting to give meaning and 

direction to the world, while the world having the potential -potency- to have endless meanings 

and directions. The second is the leaders’ tension: the tension of leaders losing their place and 

looking for it, as leadership becomes a systemic unowned process. From these two self-

organization tensions, the two research questions of the thesis will be produced. More importantly, 

in Chapter 1 I will explain how human social self-organization is a topic not limited to certain 

contexts or situations, as it is of relevance to Homo sapiens the species overall, and hence, the 

taxonomical labels will be frequently used, not only because they are neutral, but most 

importantly, because they are appropriate. Thus, human social self-organization is a powerful and 
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arguably all-encompassing conundrum within our species. Think about it for one second, please: 

if humans at the social level could not naturally order themselves, the physicochemical tendencies 

of dissolution that govern the universe, would take control over the destiny of our species, leading 

possibly to our extinction, and more importantly, preventing most of the phenomena of interest in 

the social sciences to emerge, because without human social self-organization there would 

probably be no nations, organizations, religions, or families, et cetera.  

 

Our second stop on this journey is Chapter 2, which will include a discussion on a crucial 

predicament of this thesis. On the one hand, the underpinning phenomena of interest (i.e. human 

social self-organization) affects our species overall. Yet, on the other hand, the expressions and 

forms of human social self-organization could vary significantly from place to place, context to 

context, and time to time. Thus, Chapter 2 will explain how in spite of the research questions 

being relevant to Homo sapiens overall, there are probably no universal answers to them, as 

answers are likely context dependent (Foucault, 2004; Gill, 2014; Chia, 1994; Belsey, 2002; Dews, 

2012; Rousseau and McCarthy, 2007). Therefore, demanding from me to select a context of study. 

I will explain, in Chapter 2 as well, why the English higher education sector was selected as the 

context, mainly because it presented recent disturbances that are cause and effect of human social 

self-organization (BIS, 2011b; Browne, 2010; Callender and Scott, 2013; Hillman, 2014a; 

Watson, 2014; Brown and Bekhradnia, 2013; Thompson and Bekhradnia, 2010; Thompson and 

Bekhradnia, 2011; Whitty and Mullan, 2013; Willetts, 2015; Wolf, 2011, 2015; Barnett, 2013b; 

Scott, 2013; Williams, 2013; Wyness, 2013), and also because I had the best possibilities for 

access and data collection in this context. Chapter 2 will describe the collected data too, where 

within the higher education sector in England, I specifically focused and worked with its 

community of leaders (e.g. Vice-Chancellors, public policy leaders, etc.), doing semi-structured 

interviews and relevant documentary analysis. Finally, Chapter 2 will justify my theoretical 

complexity-evolutionary approach, its emergentist and connectionist ontology (Clayton, 2006; 

Boisot and McKelvey, 2011), its disputed epistemology, and the Gioia methodology through 

which I decided to analyze the data (Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991; Gioia, 2004; Gioia et al., 2013; 

Langley and Abdallah, 2016).  

 

Our third stop on our journey will be the English higher education sector, which in Chapter 

3, I will present at a first order level, where the descriptive narrative of recent events explored in 

this context will be presented. The fourth stop on our journey will be Chapters 4 and 5, by far the 

most important chapters of this thesis. Here, at a second order level, the data will be discussed and 

analyzed, as to present a possible answer to the first research question (i.e. the question on closure). 

The first thing I will do in Chapter 4, will be to explain how the suggested answers to my research 

questions, emerge from a philosophy of science perspective best described as externalist (Dennett, 
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2006; Wilson, 2000; Harris, 1976; Morris et al., 1999; Putnam, 1981). Then, I will argue that in 

the case of the explored community of leaders of the English higher education sector, closure 

seems to emerge through a mechanism I have called: magical realist memes of la différance. 

Chapter 5 will fully elaborate on what la différance entails for my findings (Derrida, 1973; Zizek, 

2006), and how magical realist memes of la différance work by juxtaposing, much in the ethos of 

magical realism (Anderson Imbert, 1975; Flores, 1955; Morris, 2005; Robinson, 2006; Roh, 1995; 

Slemon, 1995; Borges, 1932; Bowers, 2004; González Echevarría, 1974; Carpentier, 1949), the 

perpetually deferred/differed magic of meaning against the cold-hearted episteme of complexity 

science. Like this, thus, I will suggest one -even if only partial and limited- possible route to solve 

the conundrum of closure (i.e. research question 1).  

 

The next stop on our journey will be Chapter 6, where I will explore the second research 

question. In Chapter 6 I will suggest that in the case of the explored community of leaders of the 

English higher education sector, these leaders seem to find a place for themselves -within the 

systemic process of social self-organization-, as nodes of meaning and direction homogenization, 

thus becoming a type of sensegiving missionaries that travel around trying to bring people to 

common understandings (Balogun et al., 2014; Foldy et al., 2008; Maitlis and Christianson, 2014; 

Maitlis and Lawrence, 2007). Most importantly, their missions seem to generate an identity that 

could enable them to order themselves (Derue and Ashford, 2010; Brown et al., 2015), finding a 

place and role, and thus providing a possible -even if only partial and incomplete- answer to the 

second research question. Finally, Chapter 7 will bring together all the findings and contributions 

of this thesis, as to explain how they expand and develop complexity leadership theory in novel 

ways. I will also discuss in Chapter 7 the limitations of the study; the main one being that I have 

only researched my questions in one context, and thus, some findings might not be externally 

valid. However, I will also argue that it is possible that the specific findings emerging from the 

English higher education context, could apply to other contexts that share with higher education a 

powerful influence from science and its culture.  

 

The journey that you, my dear reader, are about to embark on, will present itself at some 

points as a radical journey, as it will demand to see leadership, humans, higher education, 

education, meaning, sensemaking, and leaders from an arguably different and profoundly 

philosophical angle. Yet, I hope the thesis succeeds in inviting you to reimagine the ways through 

which we conceive ourselves and the social phenomena of which all of us are part. The exploration 

of this thesis, finally, should be seen as taking one step forward in the development of complexity 

leadership theory; a theory with outstanding capacity and potential to describe one of the most 

enchanting phenomena of life on Earth: the self-organization of human societies.  
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Chapter 1: In Search for Theoretical Inspiration 

 

 

Section I: On Life and its Aggregates 

 
“Nothing in biology makes sense except in the light of evolution” 

 
-Theodosius Dobzhansky 

 

Once upon a time, in a small town called Oxford, Sir Brian Follett, while generously advising me 

on what my thesis was missing, said to me: “evolution by natural selection does strike me as worth 

some thought for inclusion”. To be honest, little did I know back then what he meant exactly, as I 

sadly was much ignorant of evolutionary theory. Fortunately, these words of wisdom I took very 

seriously. After months of reading and research, eventually Sir Brian’s advice lead me to an 

epiphany: that as in the opening remarks by Dobzhansky, life and most other processes of self-

organization, make no sense without the light of evolution.  

 

 

Evolving Aggregates  

 

Scientists claim that “the universe started, in the big bang, in a highly ordered initial state…, and 

has become less ordered overall ever since” (Kauffman, 2008, p. 27). Interestingly, in that arrow 

of time that never decreasing entropy (i.e. disorder) seems to cast in the overall system of the 

universe (Walker et al., 2014, p. 584), niches of self-organization appear to have emerged and 

evolved, although at a cost and with externalities indeed. Hence, the emergence of life itself seems 

to be a mystery of complexity, of which various efforts have been done to resolve. For instance, 

for Oparin-Haldane inspired theories on the origin of life, in the terrestrial biological beginnings 

there was a primordial soup which contained the crucial chemical blocks of life (Tyson and 

Goldsmith, 2004; Wagner, 2014; Dawkins, 2012). In such a primeval soup (Oparin, 1957), 

molecules eventually aggregated into more complex molecules, until as Dawkins speculates, “At 

some point a particularly remarkable molecule was formed by accident. We will call it the 

Replicator. It may not necessarily have been the biggest or the most complex molecule around, 

but it had the extraordinary property of being able to create copies of itself” (2006, p. 15). Thus, 

through replication, a possibility seems to have emerged for achieved self-organization to be 

preserved and evolved (Wilkins, 2014). Subsequently, through a process of molecular affinities, 

chemical blocks and replicators (a modern example would be DNA (Blackmore, 1999)) continued 

aggregating and evolving. Ultimately, organisms emerged, which are simply defined as uni or 

multi cellular “Individual living things” (Reece et al., 2014, p. 2).  
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Let me be clear, the particularities of these evolutionary processes are far more complex 

than here described and certainly beyond the scope of this thesis. Nonetheless, evolutionary theory 

and its models do make a crucial point for our purposes here: “that the development of matter 

[and life] proceeded from simpler to more complicated systems” (Oparin, 1957, p. 289). 

Therefore, from atoms forming molecules, to molecules aggregating into molecule complexes, 

and these then forming ever more intricate aggregates such as organisms, it seems that there are 

certain processes in nature that possess the capacity of self-organization (Bak, 1996; Boisot and 

McKelvey, 2011; Marion and Uhl-Bien, 2001; Plowman et al., 2007; Osborn and Hunt, 2007; 

Schneider and Somers, 2006; Chiva et al., 2010; Allen and Boulton, 2011; Lord et al., 2011). 

Where by organization I mean the structuring or ordering of parts through “constraints placed on 

the ability of parts to act in certain ways” (Human and Cilliers, 2013, p. 27). And, by self-

organization I imply “The order…” that “is not merely tinkered, but arises naturally and 

spontaneously” (Kauffman, 1995, p. VII). Additionally, such processes of self-organization could 

end up allowing for something further to emerge at higher-order levels (e.g. a human being). In 

other words, by forgoing certain liberties, parts in aggregates achieve new autonomies, a process 

described by Sherman and Deacon as “autonomy produced by codependence” (2007, p. 896). That 

this sometimes happens naturally is simply astonishing, as “Organization is not the norm in the 

world. As the second law of thermodynamics tells us, left unattended, everything slips into 

disorder” (Deacon et al., 2011, p. 9). In short, self-organization entails tensions, as if systems were 

being pulled taut into disorder while at the same time, and by contrast, striving for organization.  

 

 

The Struggle for Existence 
“For many are called, but few are chosen” 

 
-Matthew 22:14 

The Holy Bible, King James Version 

  

Let us explore, then, such self-organization tensions in life. Even without the benefit of modern 

science, including especially complexity theory, Charles Darwin was aware of these inherent 

tensions of life’s self-organization. The story goes that Darwin’s trip on the HMS Beagle was 

nothing short of a revelation. Interestingly, he found in Malthus’ work an oasis on which to support 

his emerging ideas (Kauffman, 2008). Thomas Malthus, in his own work on population dynamics, 

had famously developed his “insight that species produce more individuals than can actually 

survive” (Buss, 2009, p. 140). Thus, in the natural world of planet Earth, far from the ideal 

abundance of resources, it is the finiteness -and sometimes scarcity (Peteraf, 1993; Teece, 2007; 

Dierickx and Cool, 1989)- of these which limit and subject life. The latter made evident that life 

on Earth is predicated on a plethora of tensions that form a contest. Which contest you might 

wonder? Well, “the contest was a struggle for existence” (Malthus, 1798, p. 14), as existence 
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would not be straightforward but challenged by various non-ideal tensions (Nowak, 2012; Delton 

and Sell, 2014). Some of these tensions, for instance, were identified by Darwin (1872, p. 79): “as 

more individuals are produced than can possibly survive, there must in every case be a struggle 

for existence, either one individual with another of the same species [1], or with the individuals of 

distinct species [2], or with the physical conditions of life [3]”. More importantly, Darwin realized 

that “if variations useful to any organic being ever do occur, assuredly individuals thus 

characterised will have the best chance of being preserved in the struggle for life” (1872, p. 148).  

Therefore, the Darwinian conception of natural selection came to suggest that among a population 

of organisms with a variety of functional traits, those with traits that might best fit their harsh 

environments would be more likely to survive in the struggle for existence4. Thus, variation is key 

to understand Darwin’s theory of evolution (Allen and Boulton, 2011), as throughout this process, 

those that exhibit fitter traits are naturally selected. Nevertheless, variation would be pointless if 

no mechanism existed to allow for those traits which worked, to continue and become dominant 

(Kurzban et al., 2015; Wilson, 2014; Rankin et al., 2007). Such traits, therefore, become 

preponderant only if their related genes are replicated and transmitted from one generation to the 

next. A process in which, sometimes, mutations happen, contributing hence to sustaining some 

variety in the population (Dawkins, 2006; Wagner, 2014). Purely selected, life unfortunately is 

not, as the survival of the luckiest sometimes is as important as the survival of the fittest (Gleick, 

1989; Gould, 1996). Yet, clear is now why we call this process evolution through natural selection 

(Dawkins, 2012; Breslin, 2011; Cosmides and Tooby, 2013; Kurzban et al., 2015; Marean, 2015; 

Tomasello, 2013; Stewart-Williams, 2010; Sherman and Deacon, 2007; Wilson, 2000). Evolution 

because the process “transforms one living system into another” (Nowak, 2012, p. 120), and 

natural selection because in the long run usually the fittest tend to become selected by their 

environments, creating the illusion of “organisms that appear to be designed to maximize fitness” 

(Scott-Phillips et al., 2011, p. 39). The latter an illusion only is, as the process is random and blind; 

however, it succeeds outstandingly in producing significantly self-organized organisms.  

 

                                                           
4 Darwinism is not foreign to business studies. Examples of Darwinian thinking in business research include strategy 

definitions as the linking of organization and environment (Shepherd and Rudd, 2014; Mahon and Murray, 1981; 

Burgelman, 1983; Noda and Bower, 1996). Certainly, population ecology approaches (Cook et al., 1983; Cook et al., 

1985), including Hannan and Freeman’s (1977), plus Nelson and Winter’s (1982) evolutionary perspectives, are 

examples too of (quasi) Darwinism in business studies. Yet, these traditions have focused more on “the primacy of 

natural selection in determining organizational survival and growth” (McKay and Chia, 2013, p. 208; Garud et al., 

2010), while my focus will be on the survival and growth not of organizations but of cultural processes of self-

organization. Thus, I have decided to present Darwinism from its conception in biology, as this will be a more adequate 

route to connect with complexity theory, reaching eventually cultural evolution and its processes of self-organization.  
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Now, evolution through natural selection as a process of ever increasing self-organization, 

might look as incredibly selfish, where individual entities are competing against each other. Make 

no mistake, competition is a huge factor. However, it is not the only one, cooperation is similarly 

(if not even more) important than competition (Baranger, n.d.). And thus, life’s processes of self-

organization are extremely intertwined with cooperation, which is basically one of the mechanisms 

for self-organization. Let us illustrate this with an example: The human body, if looked from the 

viewpoint of cells, is the product of cooperation among a plethora of cells (i.e. individual cells 

sacrifice some of their own selfish interests for those of others). In other words, “We are built of 

units [cells] that can replicate on their own, that can revert to their own originally selfish program” 

(Nowak, 2012, p. 141). Yet, they do not usually do that. Instead, cells sacrifice their selfish 

interests5, cooperating with other cells, so that eventually from their reciprocal constraining, self-

organization proceeds; forming, at a higher-order level, a human. Nonetheless, with cooperation 

opportunities for defection always arise (Cosmides and Tooby, 2013). In our body, such defectors 

could be, for example, cancerous cells that as Nowak argues, if reproducing without constraints 

they come to “fulfill their own selfish agenda, not that of the organism” (2012, p. 142). 

 

This is, then, how an evolution through natural selection perspective has come to explore 

the fundamental tensions of the struggle for existence. From where self-organization, through 

competition and cooperation, could emerge, producing then improbable higher-order aggregates, 

such as humans. Life’s self-organization is, therefore, tensed as per the struggle for existence. 

Most living organisms react to such struggle partly through genetically pre-programmed 

behaviors. However, humans are not condemned to the ruling of the genes. By contrast, a 

revolution has taken over the behavior of Homo sapiens6. We call it the cognitive revolution. But, 

to explore it and its effect on the struggle for existence, we will need first to understand more about 

what complex systems are.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5 It must be clear that I am not implying that cells have actual interests or intentions or agency. This is just figurative 

speech to make an argument in Dawkin’s style (2006). 

6 Homo sapiens is a species within the genus Homo, and the family of the Great Apes or hominids. Homo encompasses 

various species of humans, of which Homo sapiens is the only one that survives (Harari, 2014). Thus, broadly speaking 

Homo sapiens refers, presumably, to all of us. Hence, I will interchangeably use Homo sapiens, humans, H.sapiens, 

sapiens hominid, or just simply sapiens to refer to us current human beings. 
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Section II: Let it be Simple, and it was Complex 

 
“No living thing is One, I say, 

But always Many” 

 

-Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 

Epirrhema 

 

Let us rewind, before we continue. So far I have talked about being and how anything that is, 

within tensions it probably exists. On the tensions of being, it was discussed already the case of 

life. The argument was that in a universe that might not present much tendencies towards 

organization, somehow, there exist some systems that can self-organize. Among those, I focused 

on living systems, and said that this emergent phenomena we call life, seems to change constantly 

through its interaction with its environment, in a process called evolution through natural selection. 

Therefore, without design or designer nature has selected the fittest, where more complex higher-

order aggregates seem to have continued developing, including ourselves. Nonetheless, to better 

understand ourselves, for patience I will ask, since complex systems we need to address first. 

 

Organisms, including especially modern human beings, are complex systems, probably of 

the adaptive type. Additionally, their aggregates (e.g. societies) are complex systems too. So, what 

are complex systems? Let us begin with the concept of system, which means, “A set of elements 

or parts that is coherently organized and interconnected in a pattern or structure that produces a 

characteristic set of behaviors, often classified as its ‘function’” (Meadows, 2009, p. 188). Now 

let us go into the complex part. Simon’s classic definition casts complex systems as made of a 

“number of parts that interact in a nonsimple way” (1962, p.  468). But, what is nonsimple? 

Nonlinearity is a nice place where to being an exploration of nonsimple. However, nonlinearity is 

easier to define through its contraposition: linearity.  

 

 

In the Paradise of Linearity 

 

If you would like to know the state of a system, then you would need the value of all the variables 

that define it. All the possible states that a system could have, define its phase-space or state-space. 

In a linear system, once you know the initial state of the system, plus its boundary conditions and 

the relationships among the variables, you could derive the trajectory of the system, if possessing 

the necessary computational capacity (Kauffman, 2008). This type of linear system, thus, would 

be said to be deterministic, as “its current state completely defines its future” (Smith, 2007, p. 3). 

Imagine, for example, a Newtonian particle, let us say a ball moving on a billiard table (Kauffman, 

2008). If you knew its initial position and its boundary conditions (e.g. the extensions of the table), 

then Newton’s laws would allow you to calculate the dynamics of the system, or in other words, 
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you would be able to see “the way the laws of motion get applied” (Mikulecky, 2001, p. 342). So 

that “over time the system [your ball] will flow through some sequence of states. This sequence is 

called a trajectory” (Kauffman, 1995, p. 41). In addition, linear systems are characterized by 

superposition, which means that “sums of solutions are also solutions” of the system (Smith, 2007, 

p. 165). Finally, linear systems are as well proportional, so that the system shows a “constant 

proportion between cause and effect” (Meadows, 2009, p. 187). 

 

 

Paradise Lost 

 

So, what are then nonlinear systems? Simply put, “Everything that is not linear” (Smith, 2007, p. 

166). And no, I am not kidding. This is actually a good definition.  

 

Complex systems are nonsimple, therefore, because they are a type of nonlinear system. 

Furthermore, for complex systems a plethora of variables might be needed to describe their state, 

and thus, their state could be “difficult to compress into a parsimonious description” (Anderson, 

1999, p. 217). Now, let us look at some of the possible consequences for complex systems given 

their nonlinearity. First of all, chaos. Chaos is a property, and is not to be confused with 

complexity. Complex systems will likely display chaos in some region of their phase-space (i.e. 

the space of all their possible states), as “almost all nonlinear systems whose phase space has three 

or more dimensions are chaotic in at least part of that phase space” (Baranger, n.d., p. 9). To 

understand chaos, we first need to forgo proportionality (Osborn and Hunt, 2007), which means 

that in nonlinear systems such as complex systems, “the cause does not produce a proportional 

(straight-line) effect” (Meadows, 2009, p. 187). Furthermore, complex systems, if and/or when 

chaotic, would present sensitive dependence, which means that “a small fluctuation in one part of 

the system can bring unanticipated and substantive changes to other parts of the system” 

(Lichtenstein and Plowman, 2009, p. 620). In short, this is what has been called the butterfly effect 

(Gleick, 1988; Gabriel, 1998).To be more specific, due to the interconnection and interaction of 

their many parts, complex systems might fall victims of stabilizing feedback loops as well as of 

non-stabilizing ones (Stacey, 1992), evolving, thus, to at best dynamic equilibriums where, “small 

changes in behavior at time t can produce small, medium, or large changes in outcomes at time 

t+1” (Anderson, 1999, p. 220). The latter has led some, as Stacey, to argue that in complex systems 

“links between specific causes and specific effects, between specific actions and specific 

outcomes, are lost in the complexity of what happens” (1995, p. 483; McMillan, 2004). A 

possibility for understanding these chaotic dynamics comes from attractors, which are “A point or 

collection of points in state space which some other collection of states approach nearer and nearer 

as they are iterated forward” (Smith, 2007, p. 163). An example of the latter might be self-

organization. Hence, in certain processes, states within a basin of attraction might eventually 
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converge towards self-organization, although frequently with some at least small differences7. 

Self-organization usually happens when a system reaches a critical region or criticality, meaning 

it is “way out of balance”, which is why Bak calls it self-organized criticality (1996, p. 1). Or, as 

others have claimed, self-organization might be enabled by being on the edge of chaos (Brown 

and Eisenhardt, 1997; Chiva et al., 2010).  

 

 In sum, complex systems could display “a phenomenon of spontaneous self-organization” 

(Prigogine and Stengers, 1984, p. 142). Self-organization is partly related to the fact that the 

interaction that characterizes complex systems usually entails interdependence, so the parts define 

each other. Imagine a company, the CEO only makes sense because of all the other parts on which 

he is interdependent. Or, if you took Mr. CEO to Jupiter, put him there all alone, would he still be 

Mr. CEO? Such interdependence allows for levels of structure -order- to emerge. In short, “At 

every scale we find a structure” (Baranger, n.d., p. 9). Thus, the way the State of New York 

organizes might not necessarily be the same as the United States as a nation does, and this could 

differ as well from how New York City is organized. Therefore, “Each level of a hierarchy 

typically is governed by its own set of laws” (Holland, 2014, p. 27), while some degree of 

interdependence exists among all levels. Now, given the interaction and interdependence of parts 

at each level, their aggregation could become compilational: “an interaction of units that changes 

their combined character in fundamental ways” (Lord et al., 2011, p. 108). In a nutshell, “the 

whole can be very different from the sum of the parts” (Anderson, 1999, p. 217; Van Uden et al., 

2001). Finally, from the whole that is more than the parts emergence occurs. Emergence means 

the end of reductionism; a perspective that characterized most of classical science and argued that 

if “one can understand the parts of a system, one can understand the whole” (Marion and Uhl-

Bien, 2001, p. 393). Therefore, in reductionism a scientist would try to explain a living system 

simply by looking downwards to its chemistry, from its chemistry to its matter, and in its matter 

its physics: the causal mechanisms of the system could be reduced to its underlying physics 

(Kauffman, 1995). By contrast, in complex systems, “the aggregate exhibits properties not attained 

by summation” (Holland, 2014, p. 26). Self-organization is an example of emergence: you can 

only understand it by looking at the system as an interacting interdependent whole. Think of 

a human being, gobs of atoms and subatomic particles interact in complex ways to form the 

chemical building blocks of a human. A myriad of life chemical blocks interacting in certain 

specific mutually constraining ways form a cell, just one! However, the human is not just one cell, 

                                                           
7 Outside the basin of attraction, predictability and understanding might be further challenged, yet the appalling truth is 

that despite such chaotic dynamics, complex systems are deterministic. In short, I am not talking about stochastic 

systems, so the future of complex systems is still determined by their past. 
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it is a plethora of interdependent cells, which cooperate and in compilation form organs. A vast 

number of organs which through their functional interdependence produce a human being. Yet, 

when you look at a human, do you see a group of cells? Do you see a bunch of organs? No, you 

see a human: a person. Thus, at the higher-order level, a self-organized human emerges (Deacon 

et al., 2011): a something that is more than its foundational platforms, as for instance, humans 

“have causal powers on their own” (Kauffman, 2008, p. 3). Humans do not violate their biology, 

their biochemistry, their chemistry or their physics, and still, notwithstanding, they cannot be 

reduced to them either, making then of the synecdoche of complex systems a contradiction. 

 

 Let me, finally, differentiate a particularly important type of complex system: complex 

adaptive systems (CAS) (Hazy and Uhl-Bien, 2013; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Plowman et al., 2007; 

Osborn and Hunt, 2007). CAS differ from complex physical systems -i.e. those that “follow fixed 

physical laws”-, as CAS “are composed of elements, called agents, that learn or adapt in response 

to interactions with other agents” (Holland, 2014, p. 34 and 43). Hence, a CAS “condenses 

environmental regularities into schemata” (Anderson, 1999, p. 402). This allows CAS to be 

changing with their environments, which in themselves are constantly changing too (Bogner and 

Barr, 2000; Greenwood and Hinings, 1996; Barr et al., 1992; MacKay and Chia, 2013; 

Lichtenstein and Plowman, 2009; Barreto, 2010; Easterby-Smith et al., 2009; Helfat et al., 2007). 

Furthermore, “The adaptive capacity of complex systems is thought to depend on the match 

between internal complexity in… [a system] and the complexity of its environment” (Lord et al., 

2011, p. 105), what is called Asbhy’s principle (Boisot and McKelvey, 2010; Boisot and 

McKelvey, 2011). This basically acknowledges the nesting of complex systems: I might be CAS, 

but I am part of a university which is also a CAS, and I need to adapt to it. But, the university is 

part of a sector which is probably a CAS too, which at the same time is nested in a broader 

economic system that a CAS is yet again (Arthur, 1999), and so on. Nesting blurs, then, the 

boundaries between where a system starts and another one ends, thus conceptualizing the world 

through a connectionist ontology (Boisot and McKelvey, 2010; Boisot and McKelvey, 2011), in 

which the environment-system dichotomy is broken: the system forms its environment and its 

environment forms the system (Stacey, 1992; Human and Cilliers, 2013). 

  

From the simplicity of parts in interaction, we have seen how complexity emerges and 

what it entails. But, I wonder, have we lost the tensions of existence? Not at all. If anything, 

complexity has shed light on them: the tensions between being predictable and unpredictable, 

between one hierarchy and the next one, and between the parts and emergence we have explored. 

In all of these, forces seem to pull taut in contrasting directions. More important for us are the 

tensions of self-organization, between dissolution and order. As we have seen, self-organization 

can be a natural but extremely intricate process that some phenomena (e.g. life) express. Self-
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organization turns essential as it could allow for novel causal regimes to emerge, such as Homo 

sapiens. Nevertheless, now that sapiens emerges, how could aggregates of them (e.g. societies) 

continue self-organizing?  
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Section III: From Everything to Something 

 
“Be less curious about people and more curious about ideas” 

 
-Marie Curie 

 

Meet Homo sapiens, a Great Ape within the genus Homo, where it is the only one that survives. 

What made it so especial? Any answer would most likely be manifold, with so many different 

angles. Yet, it is probable that any answer would include some role for memes (e.g. ideas) and 

their power to self-organize. 

  

Humans, as complex systems, are the result of myriad interacting parts. The human being, 

therefore, emerges from the parts, illustrating Mumford’s claim that: “there are genuinely novel 

phenomena to be found in wholes that are not in their parts, nor their sums, nor in their 

arrangement” (2012, p. 51). Humans become intricate -occasionally contradictory- causes of 

effects, and usually have to work on themselves if they are to delay their inevitable decay (Marion 

and Uhl-Bien, 2001; Sherman and Deacon, 2007). But, as we have already seen, nature presents 

constant tensions, creating then the struggle for existence. In such a struggle, originally most of 

humans’ behavior, while controlled through the brain, was the result of genes, of DNA (Harari, 

2014). And so, an automatic system in the brain is said to have evolved. A system that is partly 

enslaved by genes (Evans, 2011; Hodgkinson and Healey, 2011). In terms of behavior, such 

system is largely responsible for our “spiritus animalis” (Akerlof and Shiller, 2009, p. 35). In 

short, responsible for the automatic, reflexive, “spontaneous urge to action” that John Maynard 

Keynes argues for (1936, p. 81).  Yet, at some point still mysterious, emergence continued and a 

reflective system evolved, which “became a ‘long-leash’ system with little direct genetic control, 

allowing humans to pursue their own individual goals rather than to act merely as slavish vehicles 

of the genes” (Evans, 2003, p. 458). Thus, “Our brains have evolved to the point where we are 

capable of rebelling against our selfish genes” (Dawkins, 2006, p. xiv). That rebellion emerged 

somehow through memes (e.g. ideas), and it allowed unprecedented levels of self-organization in 

our species.  

 

In sum, we already saw in previous sections, how complex living systems, like Homo 

sapiens, are the result of self-organization. However, now we are zooming into Homo sapiens to 

learn something about how aggregates of sapiens hominins (e.g. societies) self-organize in order 

to survive in their struggle for existence.  
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The Internal Conflict  

 

Join me on a brief detour to meet Carrie Mathison. The bipolar heroine of critically acclaimed 

drama Homeland (Raff et al., 2011). Carrie works for the CIA and she wants to know whether 

Sargent Brody, a recently returned prisoner of war, is actually a terrorist. However, in her 

desperate search for the truth, Carrie remains tormented. She fights the illusions product of her 

own mental illness, while struggling with the romance she develops with the very same villain, 

Brody, she is trying to uncover. In the midst of her struggle, there is the evidence: ambiguous, 

inconclusive, indeterminate evidence that when merged with Carries’ illusions, far from the truth, 

it uncovers a perpetual internal tension. The life of Carrie, as for many human beings, entails, 

therefore, an internal perpetual conflict. Philosophers from various traditions have been intrigued 

by such inner conflicts. Whether is Plato’s tripartite conflict (Lorenz, 2009), or Freud’s clash 

between the id, ego and the super ego (1929; Gendler, 2011), or Seneca’s reason and anger combat 

(2005), some authors, instead of absconding the intricacies of the human mind, have attempted to 

face them.  

 

To understand such internal conflicts, we need to take up where we left off in Section II: 

the Cognitive Revolution, although now we can use our well-developed evolutionary-complexity 

lens. So, let us think about the Cognitive Revolution, which is how Harari calls the human 

rebellion against the genes (2014). As humans became, partially, freed from their genes, new 

ways of making sense of their world and relating to it emerged: culture. Henrich et al. broadly 

define culture “as information stored in human brains—information that got into those brains by 

various mechanisms of social learning” (2008, p. 120). That information (e.g. ideas) is part of the 

efforts of humans, as CAS, to represent, understand and make sense of their world (Weick, 1995; 

Holland, 2014; Maitlis and Christianson, 2014). From all of those ideas that humans develop to 

put order on their world, culture arises. As Harari argues, “The immense diversity of imagined 

realities that Sapiens invented, and the resulting diversity of behaviour patterns, are the main 

components of what we call ‘cultures’” (2014, p. 37). Nevertheless, culture is not simply an 

individual’s worldview, but a social phenomenon. So humans socially construct their sense of the 

world, and based on this, they decide how to relate to the world (Bourdieu, 1983; Sackmann, 1992; 

Thomas et al., 1993; Weick and Roberts, 1993). Within cultures’ vast and intricate ways of making 

sense and relating to the world one can include: values, symbols, arts, rituals, myths, science, 

power structures and ideas/ideology (Bailey et al., 2000; Hofstede, 2005; Johnson, 1988, 1992; 

Triandis and Gelfand, 1998; Morris et al., 1993; Morris and Schindehutte, 2005; Nelson and 

Shavitt, 2002; Shavitt et al., 2006; Tiessen, 1997). Such developed cultures evolve too, and to 

describe its evolution, memes is the name that Dawkins gave to the “unit of cultural transmission” 

(2006, p. 192). Like genes, memes are a replicator, which defines in this case cultural evolution. 
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If memes are units of culture -a social phenomenon (Keltner et al., 2014)-, there needs to be ways 

for them to be passed on (i.e. replicated) from one person to another so that they actually 

define/influence culture. Although disputes exist, it is claimed that memes are passed on through 

imitation, or more broadly through social learning (Boal and Schultz, 2007; Deacon, 2012), even 

though meme mutations frequently occur too. While genes reside in cells, Blackmore argues that 

“Memes are stored in human brains (or books or inventions)” (1999, p. 6). And, whereas the 

content of genes is base sequences in DNA, Distin sustains that for memes “representational 

content is the cultural equivalent of DNA” (2005, p. 37). In sum, while making sense of their 

world, humans, as complex adaptive systems (CAS), aim to interpret their world through memes 

they construct (e.g. stories, myths), which are passed on, and in the process they evolve, so that 

from whatever becomes shared, culture emerges.  

 

 Before we continue, let me address some debates on memes. Memes could be many 

things: “Examples of memes are tunes, ideas, catch-phrases, clothes fashions, ways of making 

pots or of building arches” (Dawkins, 2006, p. 199). This raises two questions, where do memes 

start and end, and is all mind content a meme? About the first question the simple answer is: we 

do not know. Where a meme starts and ends, or what is the simplest unit of a meme, or how a 

meme is constituted, are questions with very debatable and only partial answers (Distin, 2005). 

But that is not a problem, the definition of strategy (Thomas et al., 2013; Eisenhardt and Zbaracki, 

1992; Vaara and Whittington, 2012), leadership (Glynn and Raffaelli, 2010), idea, thought, 

competitive advantage (Collis, 1994; Hoskisson et al., 1999; Ghemawat, 1986; Armstrong and 

Shimizu, 2007), power (Fleming and Spicer, 2014), among many other concepts, is also contested. 

Actually, at some point in time, even gene, while being key to Neo-Darwinism, was largely a black 

box no one could define, yet evolutionary theory was still aided by the use of the concept 

(Blackmore, 1999). Regarding the second question: not everything in your head will be a 

meme. If a meme is a unit of culture, then first, it needs to be part of your sensemaking and 

relating to the world. Second, if memes are units of culture, it means they are not the product 

of genes. Third, since culture is a social phenomenon, memes need to be able to be 

transmitted (Boal and Schultz, 2007). So what might not be a meme? For example, allegedly 

pre-programmed concepts in your brain that genetically evolved (Delton and Sell, 2014). This 

example evidences as well that there is no clear-cut separation between genetic and memetic 

evolution. Both are influencing each other. Genes could have evolved basic mental concepts (e.g. 

“kin”) from which other memes later on emerged. Conversely, memes could have an effect on 

genetic evolution (e.g. the celibacy meme) (Blackmore, 1999; Henrich et al., 2008). In the case of 

what cognitive scientists call schemas or cognitive structures (Wrona et al., 2013; Walsh, 1995; 

Gioia and Poole, 1984; Santos and Rosati, 2015; Busenitz and Lau, 1996), as long as these -as 

they usually do- relate to a person’s ordering of the world, they could be memes as far as they 
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could be transmitted. However, cognitive structures make us think that there may be more and less 

complex memes, which is why Blackmore differentiates between memes and memeplexes, to 

acknowledge that memes could aggregate and form other more intricate memes (1999). Finally, 

what philosophers call qualia (Dennett, 1988) -i.e. your phenomenal experience  of the world (Tye, 

2015)-, is unlikely to be a meme, because it is improbable that your subjectivity could be fully 

transmitted. Nevertheless, it may likely be the case, as Hume famously argued, that it is from your 

subjective impressions that ideas emerge (1748, p. 14), which eventually might be transmitted as 

memes.    

    

Importantly, since memes are replicators, evolution through natural selection applies to 

them as well. And therefore, memes replicate, variate and are selected (Blackmore, 1999; Distin, 

2005). Replication I have already discussed above. Selection, on the other hand, is the result of 

the finiteness of resources to store/handle memes (e.g. attention (Ocasio, 2011)). As Blackmore 

claims “There are… far more thoughts competing for the same limited processing capacity of the 

brain” (1999, p. 40). And, actually, as it is now well known, some of those thoughts -memes- we 

do not want to keep (i.e. basically the idea of the psychoanalytic unconscious were memes are 

repressed (Luborsky and Barrett, 2006)). Even if in computers and books we could store all the 

possible memes, they would be irrelevant for culture if nobody picked them up. Thus, in our 

unideal world, not all memes will make it. Hence, we have selection. To look at variation, in what 

follows, I will explore culture in an idealized scenario: the single individual. This will allow me 

to disentangle some important processes of sensemaking and memes. However, since culture is a 

social phenomenon, I will later on, problematize things by introducing society. 

 

Let us dream. Try to picture an imaginary planet. In this planet, suddenly you wake up, 

and you are the only Homo sapiens that inhabits this world. Moreover, you know nothing about 

this planet or any other. You are a quasi tabula rasa -with the exception of knowing only language 

(a code). Initially, this planet looks as filled with “events that are novel, ambiguous, [and] 

confusing” (Maitlis and Christianson, 2014, p. 57). To “resolve the cognitive disorder created” by 

all these cues that bombard you (Balogun and Johnson, 2004, p. 523), you “attempt to interpret 

and explain [these] sets of cues” (Maitlis, 2005, p. 21). So you become engaged in a task of 

“interpret[ing] the meaning of such cues” (Porac et al., 1989, p. 398). Immediately after you set 

yourself on this task, you face a challenge: you look around and there is just so much happening, 

and therefore, you do not even know where to begin. Thus, you make an incision, “an operation 

which is designed to facilitate and procure a form of limiting so that what is apprehended as reality 

becomes thereby cognitively 'manageable'” (Chia, 1994, p. 795). Then, having cut off your 

environment, you reduce it to one object, which absorbs all of your attention. That object, as 

Laclau argues, is a fullness (1997, p. 311); in short, is a locus of meaning: it is full of meaning, 
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yet -so far- meaningless to you. There is no way to get help. As you are the only Homo sapiens on 

this planet, no one like you has ever interpreted this fullness, and there is no other type of organism 

you could communicate with. Furthermore, you are on an accidental planet within a purely random 

universe, which was designed by no one, so you do not have the possibility of asking a Creator 

what is the meaning he intended for this object. There is no creator -God is dead, if it ever was 

(Nietzsche, 2001, p. 109). In other words, you are on a reality that is the absolute fulfilment of 

Barthes’ “death of the author” (1977, p. 148). And thus, you eventually feel it. For the first time it 

gets you: the sensemaking tension. You want to make sense of this object -i.e. to attach a meme 

to this object that will give it meaning so you know how to relate to it. However, to this object, 

countless memes could be attached, as it could mean anything. And yet -so far- to you it means 

nothing. Your object’s meaning will collapse only when you have decided what this fullness 

represents8. This sensemaking tension (i.e. having to decide how you will collapse the potential 

of this object’s meaning) conflicts you. So, then, from all of what your object could mean, you 

look at it, pick a meme, and you decide the object is: “X”. The object as a fullness of meaning had 

symmetry (Anderson, 1972; Kauffman, 2008), which you by collapsing one meaning have broken. 

You do not need God anymore, you are him. 

 

This philosophical thought experiment is just that, a tool to analyze what sensemaking 

actually entails: a tension. Anything you might want to make sense of (i.e. to attach meaning and 

direction to) is undetermined (Freeden, 2003); it does not have an absolute meaning (Pelzer, 2004). 

In other words, the universe, at most, is. It simply is, it does not mean or signify anything. Like 

Whitehead more eloquently says, “Nature is a dull affair, soundless, scentless, colourless; merely 

the hurrying of material, endlessly, meaninglessly” (Whitehead, 1967, p. 54). As per the best 

scientific evidence today, meaning emerges only later on from CAS, such as humans and societies, 

who have the capacity to represent their world and adapt to it (Kauffman, 2008). In our day to day, 

however, we do not usually realize this sensemaking tension. We live in a society full of meaning. 

So much has already been done for us that we do not even challenge, most of the time, the 

meanings around us. Inertial we become (Sull, 1999; Hodgkinson and Sparrow, 2002; Leonard-

Barton, 1992), and thus our spiritus animalis expand: now we can also habitually act not only 

because of our slavery from the genes, but from memes forced upon us too (Naidoo, 2004; 

Bourdieu, 1983), as if we became the Foucauldian subject (Belsey, 2002; Foucault, 1982; Fairhurst 

and Connaughton, 2014).  This is why this thought experiment is useful to realize that things 

around you could probably mean almost anything. Now, since it is so important the potential of 

a fullness to collapse various different meanings, I will give it a name: potency. Thus, 

                                                           
8 I am using the word collapse in analogy with subatomic particles, whose existence from being undetermined (e.g. 

being a particle and a wave) could collapse (e.g. is particle) when measured (Lord, 2015; Polkinghorne, 2002). 
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anything that is, represents a fullness (i.e. a locus of meaning such as an object, an event, a 

feeling, etc.), which possesses potency: the potential to collapse meaning -to break the 

meaning symmetry of the fullness- in so many different ways. How meaning collapses is the 

result of a plethora of countless factors, including the interpreter’s background, the people around 

the interpreter, the interpreter’s genetic composition, the properties of the fullness, among many, 

many more.  

 

I have chosen the word potency to honor the biology ethos behind many philosophical 

assumptions of this thesis. In cellular biology, a stem cell is a special type of cell, which “can self-

renew and differentiate into one or more cell types” (Mummery et al., 2014, p. 415). It is the latter 

feature that is germane to this discussion. Stem cells can differentiate; they have the potential to 

become one or many types of specific cells. For instance, a stem cell that is potentially “able to 

form all cell types of the embryo and adult, including germ cells and nonembryonic structures 

connected to the fetus such as the placenta, it is considered totipotent” (Mummery et al., 2014, p. 

54). Whereas, for example, a stem cell that is potentially “able to form many but not all tissue cells 

of the body” is called multipotent (Mummery et al., 2014, p. 54). Thus, stem cells have potency: 

they can potentially differentiate into other types of cells. However, not all stem cells have the 

same potency. The similitude with the tension between fullnesses and meanings is evident. A 

fullness has meaning potency: it could differentiate, collapse, into many different meanings. 

Nonetheless, the fullness’ potency probably depends on its interpreter. Therefore, a fullness could 

potentially mean, for instance, “Y”; but if there is no interpreter with the capacity of collapsing 

“Y”, then the fullness is not totipotent, but its potency is constrained, it might be pluripotent, 

multipotent, or some might be unipotent.  Finally, because of potency, different interpreters, such 

as different human beings, could collapse diverse meanings for the same fullness. Given birth 

then, as promised, to variety within memetic evolution. 

  

In summary, I began this section by talking about the internal conflict of Carrie Mathison. 

I said that such a state of internal tension might be representative of many human beings. I then 

emphasized that at least a partial element of that intricate internal conflict might have to do with 

the sensemaking tension. The argument was made that as humans partially freed themselves from 

their genes, other novel ways of making sense and relating to their world emerged: culture. 

Throughout such sensemaking processes memes develop, which are able to make the world appear 

as if it makes sense, with meanings and directions. These memes could be transmitted via social 

learning. However, given the alleged potency of anything that might be, CAS interpreting it, could 

face and inherent sensemaking tension due to the endless memes that could give meaning to it. 

This tension is fundamental, as if resolved, could greatly help our species to continue self-

organizing, as we will explore next.  
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Section IV: The Kingdom of Bullshit 
 

“If you want sense, you’ll have to make it yourself” 

 

-Norton Juster 

The Phantom Tollbooth 

 

In our effort to understand how higher-order aggregates of humans (e.g. groups, societies) could 

self-organize, we have met the sensemaking tension, which taught us how sensemaking potentially 

generates an internal conflict for Homo sapiens. In this section, I will problematize sensemaking, 

looking at it finally as a social phenomenon, so that we could understand how memes, by becoming 

shared, could possibly self-organize higher-order hominid aggregates. Let me begin by defining 

more precisely what sense is. 

 

 

Sense 

 

Humans are embedded in a world which produces them (Snowden and Boone, 2007; Sartre, 2001), 

and which, at the same time, is open to be interpreted by them. To interpret is to make sense 

(Weick, 1995; Maitlis and Lawrence, 2007; Maitlis, 2005). But, what exactly does sense mean? 

We have already discussed sense, but not really defined what it is. A gap in sensemaking research 

is precisely “the ambiguity of ‘sense’ in sensemaking” (Sandberg and Tsoukas, 2015, p. 20). In 

our one man idealized system, sensemaking seemed to entail constructing meaning (Daft and 

Weick, 1984; Weick et al., 2005). Hence, Gioia and Chittipeddi claim that “sensemaking has to 

do with meaning construction and reconstruction” (1991, p. 442; Gioia et al., 1994). However, 

with meaning, a second feature of sense looms: direction. Sensemaking entails “creating plausible 

explanations, and taking action to test those explanations” (Maitlis and Christianson, 2014, p. 

107). Thus, meaning somehow informs action, and is therefore enacted “back into the world to 

make that world more orderly” (Weick et al., 2005, p. 410). However, this enactment distorts the 

very environment a person was trying to make sense of (Merton, 1936).  

 

In short, I will consider sense in a deeply intertwined dichotomy: as regarding 

meaning and direction. This takes us back, actually, to the French etymology of sense, where 

“meaning and direction… [are precisely] two translations of the French word ‘sens’” (Flynn, 2006, 

p. 7). In the remainder of this section I will focus on sensemaking just as meaning construction, 

and in the next one I will address sensemaking as direction. 
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The Meaning in Meaning 

 

Meaning is produced by various types of memes. Examples include, words, accounts (Maitlis, 

2005), stories (Akerlof and Shiller, 2009), narratives (Buchanan and Dawson, 2007), ideology 

(Freeden, 2003), or more broadly discourse (Hardy and Thomas, 2014), among other types. These 

memes are different, yet they are interconnected through their frequent use of language. Saussure 

defines language as “a collection of necessary conventions that have been adopted by a social 

body” (1966, p. 9). Famously, Saussure conceptualized language through a connection between a 

sign and a signifier. Where, on the one hand, the signifier is “the sound or the visual appearance 

of the word, phrase, or image in question; on the other, the signified, its meaning” (Belsey, 2002, 

p. 11). In other words, the meaning of something is that to which it points (Dingemanse et al., 

2015; Frege, 1892; Deacon, 2012). So, the meaning of “table” is presumably that fullness with 

four legs in my living room. As evolution continued, and through mechanisms still widely 

unknown, humans came to construct ever more complex meanings, which started to point to more 

intricate concepts, including especially an answer to the question, why? In short, when confronted 

with an ambiguous fullness (Colville et al., 2013; Pye, 2005), humans may try to understand the 

reason behind that fullness (Frankl, 1984; Wilson, 2014). However, because of potency, the why 

-the ultimate meaning- of any fullness is contested. To understand whys we need Karl Popper’s 

three worlds.  

 

Popper subdivided the universe into three worlds (Blackmore, 1999). World1 “consists of 

physical bodies: of stones and of stars; of plants and of animals”9 (Popper, 1978, p. 143). World 2 

encompasses “the mental or psychological world, the world of our feelings… or of subjective 

experiences” (Popper, 1978, p. 143). Finally, World 3 is “the world of the products of the human 

mind, such as languages; tales and stories and religious myths; scientific conjectures or theories;… 

paintings and sculptures” (Popper, 1978, p. 144). World1, thus, is the world of physical fullnesses, 

which have potency. As we experience World1, our subjective impressions of it emerge (Dennett, 

1988): World2. In short, World2 is our experienced World1, mediated through our limited 

sensory systems (Wilson, 2014). Hence, our World2 is already a partial collapse of potency. For 

example, a physical object in World1 might radiate light of multiple wavelengths, yet with our 

limited eyes we can only detect some of that radiation in our World2, restricting then the potency 

of the object. Nonetheless, our World2 is a fullness itself, as it still has potency. This is evidenced 

                                                           
9 This, of course, assumes that there is a reality beyond our consciousness. Something that strong underdetermination 

contests. For instance, whether my physical world is real or is the result of me dreaming of it (e.g. the brain in a vat 

argument) is something profoundly controversial. So, just for the purposes of clarification, any declaration of a real 

physical world, like Popper’s World1, is subject to the strong underdetermination critique (for further discussion 

see Ladyman (2002, p. 167)).  
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in the plethora of memes with which we could interpret and share our World2 (Distin, 2005; 

Keltner et al., 2014; Boal and Schultz, 2007; Henrich et al., 2008). Memes are the realm of World3 

(Blackmore, 1999). In short, through memes we can attach transmittable meaning to our World210. 

Nevertheless, because of potency, our whys could emerge in many ways. For example, science (a 

set of memes) would be a specific way to explain the whys of our experienced World1 through 

“experimental and theoretical investigation” (Thagard, 2010, p. 279).  But, this is not the only way 

to come to whys. Memes also exist which could try to describe our World2 as subjectively as 

possible (e.g. a work of art). Furthermore, people could develop whys in other more intricate ways. 

For instance, for some humans, meaning “is put into play as a result of an intended consequence 

in the mind of the designer” (Wilson, 2014, p. 12). An example would be the God meme 

(Norenzayan et al., 2016), which on the one hand, is a meme that mirrors ourselves (i.e. is an 

externalization describing our subjectivity) (Zizek, 1989; Ricoeur, 1986); on the other, God’s 

anthropomorphic agency and intentions are aimed at explaining fully our experienced World1. In 

extreme cases, our experienced World1 might remain almost meaningless, due to ineffable 

complexity. In those cases, “the accidents of history,… are the source of meaning” or the reason 

for the lack of it (Wilson, 2014, p. 13).  

 

 

Potency Politics 

 

As our being in the world is surrounded by complexity and the randomness of evolution, as well 

as mediated through our senses and language, it thus becomes impossible to find absolute 

meanings. Even in the case of science, with its attempt for objectivity (Thagard, 2010), there is 

always an element of arbitrariness. For example, gravitational theories (e.g. Newton’s/Einstein’s) 

can predict gravitational phenomena fairly well (Gribbin, 2003; Ladyman, 2002). But why did we 

name this “gravity”? Is it, in nature, really “gravity” the name of such phenomenon (Chia, 1994)? 

More importantly, when we cast an equation which accurately predicts a gravitational trajectory, 

is an object actually following the trajectory casted by the equation or is it just being the way it is, 

of which we make sense of through an equation? As we move from science into art, religion and 

other World3 memes that try to give meaning to our worlds, things turn even more complex. 

Something that is illustrated by the plethora of beliefs, values, religions, and stories developed by 

people. All this plurality for giving meaning to experienced fullnesses (Blackmore, 1999; Kilduff 

and Mehra, 1997; Civitarese et al., 2015), evidences the potency of these fullnesses, as meaning 

can collapse in various multiple ways.  

                                                           
10 There are other aims memes could fulfill besides giving meaning to our World2. For example, memes could also exist 

that are almost purely World3 with little connection to the other Worlds (e.g. some mathematical abstractions). 

However, my focus here is not on those memes, but only on memes that could help humans make sense of their World2 

(i.e. their experienced World1). 
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Now we need to part ways from our idealized one man system from the last section, let us 

look at the necessary corrigenda. First of all, in our reality a person is rarely a tabula rasa. People, 

from the day they are born, are exposed to knowledge (Kuklinski et al., 1991; Walsh, 1995), plus 

those concepts that evolution has already hardwired into us (Delton and Sell, 2014). Thus, humans 

develop schemas full of inherited (culturally/genetically) memes and concepts (Balogun and 

Johnson, 2004; Busenitz and Lau, 1996; Hodgkinson and Sparrow, 2002). And so, when modern 

Homo sapiens confronts a fullness it does not impromptu search for novel meanings, actually its 

held knowledge structures influence it. Moreover, humans do not usually collapse meaning in 

isolation. They tend to be surrounded by other humans, who, given potency, could collapse 

different, perhaps even opposing meanings to the same fullness. As when I say Jesus Christ is a 

fiction, a Christian says he is God, and a Muslim says he is a prophet.  From the plurality of 

possible meanings, politics could easily emerge (Lawrence et al., 2005; Pettigrew, 1973, 1977; 

Pye and Pettigrew, 2006): “two or more parties”, who are interdependent, arrive at differing 

meanings, producing “divergent interests… such that there is, or may potentially arise, conflict 

between the parties” (Bradshaw-Camball and Murray, 1991, p. 380). When such discrepancies 

emerge, the sensemaking tension exacerbates. Hence, there is not only a tension regarding which 

meaning to collapse, but also on how to convince others of such meaning. Thus, sensemaking 

becomes entangled with sensegiving, where “actors influence each other through persuasive or 

evocative language” (Maitlis and Lawrence, 2007, p. 57), in order to arrive to an at least mutually 

accepted meaning (Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991; Maitlis and Christianson, 2014). Therefore, the 

evolutionary process of memes unravels, so that “certain interpretations become privileged over 

others” (Vince, 2011, p. 336). In other words, from the variety of memes, some will manage to be 

reproduced and spread to other people, from which only a fraction might eventually become 

preponderant (Distin, 2005; Lyotard, 1979; Lawrence et al., 2005), hegemonic if you will (Levy 

and Egan, 2003).  

 

 

Towards the Kingdom 

 
“Reality is merely an illusion, albeit a very persistent one” 

 

-Albert Einstein 

 

How the fittest and dominant memes socially emerge is a complex process. But it most likely 

entails a bottom up, top down, and a stop clause dimensions. The first challenge comes from la 

différance: any meme, especially if expressed through language, is a fullness itself. In short, 

“Every concept [meme] is necessarily and essentially inscribed in a chain or a system, within 

which it refers to another and to other concepts” (Derrida, 1973, p. 140). For instance, someone 

could arrive at love as a meme that gives meaning to her life. Yet love, in principle, could mean 
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anything (i.e. l-o-v-e is a fullness, has potency). It could be that the person who found meaning 

for her life in love might argue that love means something concrete to her. So she would define it 

for us with other words, but those other words would require yet other words to be defined, 

otherwise they could mean anything too. Eventually, we might exasperate that someone, who 

would challenge us by defining love by directly pointing to a World1 event, for example, a kiss. 

Nonetheless, to define a kiss you need to define two human beings, and to define them you need 

to define their organs, and for their organs their cells, and for their cells their molecules, and for 

their molecules their atoms, and so on. To cope with this problem (called la différance) people try 

to define a meme for what the meme is not: its “constitute absence” (Deacon and Cashman, 2012, 

p. 199). Thus, the white meme is not black. Nonetheless, of course, what a meme is not is countless 

in itself: white is not black, or green, or yellow, or brown, etc. Humans cannot continue through 

such an infinite regress that is part of the sensemaking tension, and so through those sequences of 

equivalencies a final closure is aimed via an imposed stop clause that would “furnish it [a fullness] 

with a final signified” (Barthes, 1977, p. 147). For example: white is not black and that is it, stop 

thinking, let us pretend that provides unequivocal determinacy (Belsey, 2002; Chia, 1994). Some 

argue, this stop clause is fundamental, because “without that fictitious fixing of meaning there 

would not be meaning at all” (Laclau, 1997, p. 302). Thus, the survival of memes in the meme 

pool depends on their capacity to be conceived as quasi-unchallenged stop clauses that put some 

end -even if only imaginary- to the infinite regress of la différance.  

 

The top down and bottom up influences are equally important. Once a stop clause is 

reached, it could have power repercussions. As when my friends and I decide that George is God’s 

descendant and we should obey him as our monarch. Thus, people like Marx and Engels (2000) 

emphasized that powerful groups force, top down, certain memes that legitimate them -as in 

Gramsci’s hegemony (2006). Ergo, in some versions of Marxism “The ideas [memes] of the ruling 

class are in every epoch the ruling ideas” (Marx and Engels, 2000, p. 21). Top down influences 

are important indeed, yet Marxism exaggerated their relevance. In the complex adaptive system 

of society, full control is a utopia, as self-organization is emergent from myriad interactions at 

various levels (Kauffman, 2008; Marion and Uhl-Bien, 2001), something that Foucault 

acknowledges (Hardy and Leiba-O'Sullivan, 1998). In a Foucauldian perspective (1982), 

discourse is “…a communicative set of interactions, through which social and cultural beliefs and 

understandings [memes] are shaped and circulated” (Freeden, 2003, p. 103). Such communicative 

interactions attempt to homogenize, bottom up, humans’ meanings, making some memes 

preponderant, and humans subjected to their meanings (Belsey, 2002, p. 37). Encapsulating us, 

then, in a symbolic order: “the decentred discursive mechanisms that generate Meaning” (Zizek, 

2012, p. 23). In the symbolic order, most fullnesses seem to have quasi-shared stop clause memes 

that give them meaning. So, Homo sapiens at the social level -i.e. a higher level of aggregation- 
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can begin to self-organize. The sine qua non of such self-organization is that as societies reach 

quasi-shared meanings, individuals can partially break away from the sensemaking tension: in the 

symbolic order the web of meanings quilt the Popperian Worlds for you, there is no more 

indeterminacy (Zizek, 1989). In addition, as Althusser argues (2006), the symbolic order hails you 

and tells you, in a Lacanian style (2008; Kligyte and Barrie, 2014), who you are (Dews, 2012; 

Martins, 2005) and what your meaning is (e.g. your name is King George and you are here to 

rule). Hence, thou shall not wander anymore: the sensemaking tension is partially alleviated. 

 

An example of this memetic evolutionary process that derives in symbolic orders where 

meaning is no longer undetermined, would be the memes on the history/story of Jesus Christ. As 

Ehrman rigorously documents, the memes on Jesus Christ evolved from a story of an originally 

apocalyptic Jewish preacher announcing the coming of the Son of Man, to a variety of 

interpretations on whether he was a messenger of God, or the son of God, or God itself, among 

many other more divine interpretations (2014). Subsequently, some memes won the Darwinian 

struggle, and became more socially dominant. Key events, such as the Nicene Council, were social 

efforts to achieve -literally- homogenization around the meaning of Jesus only as God/Son of God. 

So that “Whatever he [Jesus] may have been in real life, Jesus had now become fully God” 

(Ehrman, 2014, p. 181). Christianity represents an instrumental example as it also illustrates that 

evolution through natural selection is never full (Zizek, 2006). In short, a variety of interpretations 

on Jesus Christ still exist today (e.g. Catholicism, Gnosticism or Protestantism), although a level 

of homogenization has been reached especially within (inside) these groups, where the 

sensemaking tension has been alleviated; and thus, symbolic orders emerge that guide and dictate 

-at least partially- the ways in which these believers could relate to their otherwise undetermined 

existence.  

 

Finally, thus, we have met the symbolic orders that in many varieties humans develop, 

and which form altogether The Kingdom of Bullshit. In Mr. Robot, Sam Esmail’s masterpiece 

drama, our schizophrenic hero called Elliot, wishes to restructure reality through a hack that would 

redistribute wealth worldwide. Although Elliot turns capable to deploy the hack, he comes to find 

that the actual challenge is to understand reality first. Because of his own hallucinations, plus a 

world that is ready-made for him through symbolic orders, he cannot know what the meaning of 

his experienced reality actually is. Conflicted about reality, his hallucinated father tells him: “Is 

any of it real?... Look at it: A world built on fantasy. Synthetic emotions in the form of pills. 

Psychological warfare in the form of advertising. Mind altering chemicals in the form of food. 

Brain washing seminars in the form of media…. Real?…. You have to dig pretty deep, kiddo, 

before you can find anything real. We live in a kingdom of bullshit” (Esmail, 2015). Elliot’s father, 
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hence, acknowledges the symbolic order, but on one thing he is probably mistaken. If you dig 

more and more into our symbolic orders -the kingdom of bullshit-, you will not eventually find 

reality, as the symbolic is “filling out the void of some originally missing representation” (Zizek, 

1989, p. 179). In other words, outside the kingdom of bullshit there is indeterminacy: fullnesses 

that given their potency could mean anything yet they mean nothing so far. Thus, a symbolic order 

forms a sort of self-deception (von Hippel and Trivers, 2011; Brown and Jones, 2000), which 

through stop clauses, collapses discrete meanings, masking a universe behind it that is 

indeterminate. By doing so the symbolic order alleviates the sensemaking tension, and more 

importantly, it could help self-organize human aggregates, as it tells humans what their meaning 

and the meaning of most in the universe is (Lacan, 2008). However, how could something be 

meaningful to humans -i.e. make sense- if there is an ocean of indeterminacy behind it? Here, 

hence, we arrive at my thesis’ first research question: How could humans’ memes, which try to 

give meaning to their experienced reality, make sense to humans? (Again, remember that in 

this section sense is meaning). In other words, sensemaking authors usually look at the process 

and outcomes of sensemaking (i.e. an account, a story, a narrative) (Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991; 

Gioia et al., 1994; Holt and Cornelissen, 2014; Maitlis and Lawrence, 2007; Maitlis and 

Sonenshein, 2010), while sometimes assuming that those outcomes (which become part of the 

kingdom of bullshit) are actually meaningful: they make sense. Nevertheless, in a universe without 

design, in a nature blindly evolved through natural selection, in a world which is indeterminate, 

how could such narratives, accounts or stories, make any sense? To be more specific, how could 

a symbolic order enable Homo sapiens to ignore the ocean of indeterminacy behind it so that it 

can proceed to continue self-organizing? In short, How could humans’ memes, which try to give 

meaning to their experienced reality, make sense to humans? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

38 

  

Section V: From Inverted Reflection, Leadership 
 

“Imagination governs the world” 

 
-Napoléon Bonaparte 

 

We now know more about the sensemaking tension. We have seen how, given the potency of the 

fullnesses we experience, the universe dwells on an ocean of meaning indeterminacy, which 

interpreters, like Homo sapiens, collapse. The will to meaning is powerful, as Frankl claims 

“Man’s search for meaning is [-could be-] the primary motivation in his life” (1984, p. 121).  

Furthermore, from the variety of memes that could bestow meaning on fullnesses, a competition 

emerges: some memes will make it, others won’t. And, as humans in their aggregates begin to 

agree on the meaning of the world, the symbolic orders arise, where some degree of meaning 

homogenization emerges, and the sensemaking tension relaxes. This teaches us something about 

sense as meaning. But what about sense as direction? 

 

 

The Marriage of Meaning and Telos  

 

Humans long to know what the end of all of this is: the Aristotelian “final cause” or “the purpose” 

(Mikulecky, 2001, p. 345). Yet, in an accidental universe, without design, without designer and 

without intention, purposes elude us. We could argue that we have some natural tendencies which 

as ends, sometimes, behave. For instance, as we are the product of replicators (e.g. DNA) we strive 

to reproduce. However, reproduction is not necessarily the end. As Huxley poetically explains, 

“So long as unlimited multiplication goes on, no social organization which has ever been 

devised… will deliver society from the tendency to be destroyed by the reproduction within itself” 

(1894, p. 133). In short, when it comes to survival, as Hardin and his Commons Tragedy illustrate 

(1968), some self-restraining is needed, making of reproduction not an unrestrained end, but a 

contested one at most. Then, you may argue, our end has to be simply to survive. However, 

instincts and memes against survival can easily emerge. Or, did not Freud argue that “beside the 

instinct preserving the organic substance and binding it into ever larger units, there must exist 

another in antithesis to this, which would seek to dissolve these units and reinstate their antecedent 

inorganic state” (1929, p. 27). Therefore, survival is not necessarily the absolute end of life either. 

Yet, acknowledging an accidental existence does not satisfy most sapiens hominins. Thus, “to 

alleviate [the] anxiety about the difficulty of life in a vast and apparently purposeless universe” 

(Thagard, 2010, p. 26), humans look for direction in their constructed meanings. Therefore, when 

being enacted, the meanings humans construct command them: “directing agents to elaborate on 

the default or prototypical scenario in ways suggested by the frame, narrative or category” (Holt 

and Cornelissen, 2014, p. 526; Olcott and Oliver, 2014). This enacting changes yet again the 

environment of which Homo sapiens is trying to make sense; “creating events”, as Orton explains, 
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“to which it [Homo sapiens] must then respond” again (2000, p. 223; Whittle et al., 2015). In sum, 

meaning becomes profoundly intertwined with action, bringing a possible answer to the question: 

where to? In other words, humans search for where those meanings are pointing to, and sometimes, 

in those memes that bestow meaning, sapiens finds telos: as if sapiens was “organized with respect 

to some end or intended content” (Sherman and Deacon, 2007, p. 874). Nonetheless, since people 

are looking for their sublime purpose, they could not conceive it as emerging directly from them. 

They need to pretend purpose comes from a sovereign frame of reference, an example par 

excellence is God. God is a meme that could give meaning to people’s lives. However, God, as 

we saw already, is (probably) just our own construction. However, God works because it looks as 

if independent from us. So, Ricoeur, following Feuerbach, reminds us that “While in reality human 

beings are subjects who have projected onto the divine their own attributes (their own human 

predicates), in fact the divine is perceived by human beings as a subject of which we become the 

predicate” (1986, p. 4). In other words, some humans have looked for meaning in a meme they 

constructed called God; however, God -their meaning- seems to come back as an external entity 

to subject them, to tell them where to go, to help them find telos: the longed direction. In short, as 

Marx and Engels claim (2000; Freeden, 2003), a process of alienation -inverted reflection- is 

produced, where our meaning conferring memes “tend to appear as an autonomous reality” 

(Ricoeur, 1986, p. 5), which exert phenomenal power over us by telling us what to do and where 

to go (Wilson, 2014), “so that men and women submit to what are in fact products of their own 

activity” (Eagleton, 1991, p. 70; Zizek, 2012). In a nutshell, sometimes, memes lead through their 

meanings. 

 

 

Leading Memes, Did We Lose Leaders? 

 

Yukl defines leadership as “an exercise of influence” (1989, p. 252). Furthermore, in his classic 

textbook, he says leadership involves a process where “influence is exerted over other people to 

guide” (2010, p. 21). As leadership relates to influence, there is a relationship with power (Grint, 

2005b), although not necessarily power as coercion and force (Lukes, 2005), but perhaps more 

related to power as consent construction (Fleming and Spicer, 2014; Levy and Egan, 2003; Brown, 

2004). Thus, leadership is not about an individual, is about a process. As Grint states, “leadership 

is necessarily a relational not a possessive phenomenon” (2005a, p. 2). Furthermore, that relational 

process is partly between memes and humans. In other words, according to complexity theory, 

higher-order human aggregates (e.g. an organization) are CAS (Hazy and Uhl-Bien, 2013; Uhl-

Bien et al., 2007). And, in CAS, the system is said to develop layers of structure through which 

self-organization could occur (Holland, 2014; Allen et al., 2007). Furthermore, in the last two 

sections, by looking at the sensemaking tension, I argued that a possible path to self-organization 

in human aggregates comes from symbolic orders (Harari, 2014; Freedman, 2013), which by 
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imposing quasi-shared meanings organize people, and eventually, could give humans an end(s). 

Therefore, through inverse reflection meaning conferring memes come back to influence Homo 

sapiens on how to act and where to go (Eagleton, 1991). Hence, the relational process of leadership 

is, at least partially, a relationship between humans and memes.  

 

Thus, the definition that I will use of leadership is quite particular, inspired on Heifetz. 

For Heifetz, leadership is about “activity to mobilize adaptation” (1994, p. 27). However, as we 

have seen, adaptation is just an example of self-organization. Where self-organization is “an 

intrinsically arising asymmetric change from more to fewer dynamical tendencies, which 

results when a system is continually perturbed, or pushed away from thermodynamic 

equilibrium” (Deacon and Cashman, 2012, p. 200). Hence, self-organization is as well unlikely, 

given some natural tendencies (e.g. the second law of thermodynamics)11. Now, let us rewrite 

Heifetz’s definition as: leadership is activity to mobilize unlikely self-organization. Then, what 

leads is whatever mobilizes self-organization (King et al., 2009; Van Vugt et al., 2008; Marion 

and Uhl-Bien, 2001; Lichtenstein and Plowman, 2009). Importantly, there is no single 

undisputable direction towards self-organization, but a plurality (like discussed above). Here the 

intrinsic marriage between leadership and strategy becomes evident as well. Strategies, in this 

case, are simply behavioral policies (Mintzberg, 1978; Mintzberg and Waters, 1985; Teece et al., 

1997; Balogun and Floyd, 2010; Chaffee, 1985; Chakravarthy and Doz, 1992; Noda and Bower, 

1996), which as Freedman argues, are necessary responses to “the demands of survival in a harsh 

physical environment” (2013, p. 5; Denis et al., 2001; McDermott et al., 2013). Thus, strategy by 

being related to adaptation, is related to self-organization too. Therefore, what mobilizes self-

organization (e.g. a meme) leads. But how self-organization is actually accomplished or not is 

strategy. Hence, in this conceptualization of strategy, strategy is what humans do once mobilized 

(i.e. once lead) (Balogun et al., 2014; Hardy and Thomas, 2014; Jarzabkowski, 2005; 

Jarzabkowski et al., 2007; Mueller et al., 2013)12.  

 

Going back to memes, remember that I introduced memes to talk about culture? Now that 

we have exhaustedly explored memes through an evolutionary-complexity lens, we have seen how 

through inverted reflection memes -the units of culture- could mobilize human social self-

organization (i.e. they could lead). This is an idea that is not really new; in the past, authors might 

not have had complexity and memes, but they were aware that culture organizes. For instance, 

                                                           
11 Or as Dawkins argues, the emergence of complex highly organized systems is like if: climbing mount improbable 

(2006). 

12 Note that there is no inference whatsoever that strategy is about succeeding. Here strategy is what people do once led, 

which could derive in human social self-organization or in absolute failure, such as decay. 
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Freud considered culture as serving “two purposes, namely, that of protecting humanity against 

nature and of regulating the relations of human beings among themselves” (1929, p. 39). Or, 

equivalently, culture organizes. And since culture organizes through human-made memes, then 

culture/memes, more precisely, self-organize. Let us explore an example of leading memes, by 

returning to God, specifically to Norenzayan et al.’s Big Gods (e.g. Christian or Jewish God). Big 

Gods are not only memes we created to find meaning, but memes that come back (ex-post) to 

socially organize people: to give human aggregates a level of order. By monitoring humans, these 

Big Gods “are believed to deliver rewards and punishments according to how well people meet 

the particular, often local, behavioral standards” (2016, p. 3). Feeling monitored presumably 

incentivizes (Bateson et al., 2006), then, humans to cooperate more or to behave morally, so to 

allow societies to get organized. Therefore, our own memes, once alienated, could lead us: they 

can provide an answer as to how humans at the social level continue self-organization. Big Gods 

are not the only memes that could lead us, others that have probably played a crucial role in 

evolution are: morality concepts (e.g. good and evil) and the law (Tomasello, 2013; Keltner et al., 

2014), plus leaders too. 

 

Let us look now at leaders, who have been casted in various ways (Grint, 2000). One is 

as heroes, who “announce magnificent strategies, do dramatic deals and promise grand results” 

(Mintzberg et al., 2002, p. 71). Later on, newer conceptualizations emerged. An example is the 

concept of charismatic leaders, meaning those that “Followers not only trust and respect but they 

also idolize or worship” (Yukl, 1989, p. 269). Another example, would be the idea of 

transformational leaders, who are supposed “to be inspiring, developing, and empowering 

followers” (Yukl, 2010, p. 287). A different type, are transcendental leaders: “a strategic leader 

who leads within and amongst the levels of self, others, and organization” (Crossan et al., 2008, 

p. 570). In all of these cases, it seems that leadership is the product of leaders. And while there is 

no doubt that leaders play a role in human social self-organization; nevertheless, from a 

complexity perspective, leadership is a systemic emergent process (Avolio et al., 2009, p. 430). 

In other words, leaders are not solely responsible for leadership. So, are classic approaches 

wrong? Not really. It turns out that these classic leader approaches are describing memes: usually 

romantic, unfulfilled, fantasies of who leaders are (e.g. heroes, transformational agents (Yukl, 

1989), or omnipotent messiahs (Gabriel, 2011)). Thus, such romantic fantasies (Bligh and Schyns, 

2007; Meindl et al., 1985; Gabriel, 1997), partly constructed by followers, are memes describing 

leaders; memes which could mobilize followers towards social self-organization. In short, beyond 

who leaders might actually be (or not), these romantic fantasies on them, could be more important 

if they mobilize self-organization. Let us take an example. In his heyday, Lance Armstrong’s story 

of emerging victorious from cancer to win for seven times the Tour de France, profoundly 

influenced people (The Economist, 2013b). His story, in the epoch of obesity and diabetes, moved 
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people to cycle, and more importantly, it massively organized people in the fight against cancer 

via Armstrong’s legendary bracelet and foundation (Lapowsky, 2014). Yet, what was mobilizing 

people (i.e. leading) was a meme of Lance Armstrong the hero, and not Armstrong himself, 

because as we now know the real Armstrong did not beat cancer and won seven times the Tour 

de France, but instead beat cancer and by doping, successfully cheated seven times (Greenslade, 

2014). Is it relevant that the meme (in this case a hero fantasy) did not match the person? Not at 

all. If followers’ apotheosis of leaders or demonization of them, mobilizes followers towards self-

organization, that is all that matters for leadership. So once again, it is memes who are leading. In 

sum, leaders in complex systems are not really responsible for leadership, but become a symbolic 

materialization of memes (e.g. fantasies), which act as routers and enablers for self-organization13 

(Holland, 2014; Marion and Uhl-Bien, 2001). Additionally, leaders usually also play other 

important roles such as energizing, integrating or limiting the boundaries of the complex system 

(Boal and Schultz, 2007; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). In conclusion, leaders are still crucial for 

complexity theory, but not because they lead, but because they enable leadership.  

 

 

The Leaders’ Tension 
 

“I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the ending, saith the 

Lord, which is, and which was, and which is to come, the Almighty” 

 

-Revelation 1:8 

 The Holy Bible, King James Version 

 

As we have seen, it is not easy for followers to cope with complexity (Bligh and Schyns, 2007). 

So they partly build fantasies of leaders (Gabriel, 2015). A particular fantasy (meme) is that leaders 

are the single cause of everything, so “sooner or later discussions of successes and failures… will 

inevitably focus on leaders” (Bligh et al., 2011, p. 1059). This becomes exacerbated especially in 

moments of failure, because “Calling the competence of leaders into question is an integral part 

of dealing with the anxieties associated with being part of something that has ‘failed’” (Vince, 

2010, p. s35). In a nutshell, leaders become the metonym -the Alpha and Omega- of the systemic 

success or failure of leadership, in spite of only being partially responsible for it (Quigley and 

Hambrick, 2015; Rumelt, 1991; Helfat and Peteraf, 2014). Therefore, leaders come to incarnate 

single cause memes, which could socially self-organize followers by providing peace of mind that 

someone is in control (Mlodinow, 2008; Bligh et al., 2011). For instance, a classic single cause 

                                                           
13 Complexity theorists would call this a tag (see Holland (2014)). However, as tags, in a way, are a very specific type 

of meme, I would rather refer to memes or meme fantasies on leaders, instead of leader tags, so that terminology is 

respected throughout the thesis. 
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meme would be God, which explains everything in all of the Popperian Worlds. Yet, the God 

meme might be difficult to follow as an intangible idea, but if it is materialized in a leader prone 

or open to materialize it, such as Jesus, then the God meme suddenly becomes more tangible, it 

feels more real, it is easier to follow, and arguably more powerful. Nevertheless, for a leader to 

become the materialization of memes is not easy for various reasons. Leaders are at the eye of the 

complexity hurricane, trying to understand how complexity is self-organizing (Mumford et al., 

2015; O'Connell, 2014), while sometimes only finding that complexity is beyond their ken 

(Simpson and French, 2006). Nevertheless, they have to enable such complexity and incarnate 

memes that symbolize control over it (Marion and Uhl-Bien, 2001). Thus, a tension emerges, the 

leaders’ tension: on the one hand, leaders must enable countless forces of human social self-

organization beyond their control; on the other, they need to claim responsibility for all such 

forces. Hence, as a metonym of a complex system, leaders are essential for it. Yet, “a feeling of 

profound separateness” might arise in leaders from having to symbolize something they are not 

fully (Zaleznik, 2004, p. 8).  

 

Due to the leader’s tension, leaders might face all sorts of internal conflicts, which might 

unravel in various ways. For instance, when human social self-organization fails, leaders’ might 

refuse to become the synecdoche of failure, as they may know the result was a systemic 

consequence. By contrast, when leaders make mistakes themselves, they could try to use those 

systemic processes as scapegoats for what are only their personal misdeeds. Another particular 

by-product of the leaders’ tension is that if leaders buy into followers’ fantasies (memes) that cast 

them as almighty single causes, at some point -almost Lacanian (2012)- they might face 

themselves, metaphorically, in the mirror and be appalled to realize that omnipotent they actually 

are not. Let us take an example by going back to the God meme, which in Christianity is 

materialized by Jesus. Jesus, allegedly the son of God, in the gospel of Matthew, faces on the cross 

the unavoidable truth: he is not one with God. So Jesus exclaims: “Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani?” 

(“My God, my God, why has thou forsaken me?”) (King James Version, 1611, Matthew 27:46). 

Thus, as far as Jesus -the human- concerns, before his death, according to Matthew14, he faced the 

mirror, and deserted he felt by the meme that had previously defined him (Zizek and Fiennes, 

2012).  

 

In conclusion, leaders’ experience a tension. Complex processes actually lead the system 

-sometimes through memes-, not leaders. Yet, leaders must enable these processes, and take 

responsibility for them, placing them on a tension with important possible consequences. Within 

                                                           
14 Interestingly, among the various final sayings on the cross, this is the only one that can be triangulated, as it appears 

both in Mark (15:34) and Matthew (27:46). 
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this tension my second research question emerges. We have seen how memes could help self-

organize aggregates of humans (e.g. societies), but how could leaders’ memes self-organize 

leaders? In other words, leaders are at the eye of a hurricane, where they might experience various 

types of internal conflicts. Are there memes (e.g. beliefs, fantasies, myths) that allow leaders to 

cope with this hurricane? Are there memes that give leaders a role to play in the systemic process 

of human social self-organization? Are there memes that leaders use to explain their tension? In 

short, how could leaders’ memes self-organize leaders? 
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Chapter 2: Continuing a Journey with no Return 

 

Section I: Research Questions and Contributions, The Résumé  

 
“Life is not found in atoms or molecules or genes as such, but in organization;  

not in symbiosis but in synthesis.” 

  

-Edwin Grant Conklin 

 

This odyssey began some pages ago, thinking about what being means. I argued that being entails 

tensions, and the case was presented, specifically, on those entities that come to be through self-

organizing tensions. By way of mutual constraints, and costly against other natural tendencies of 

dissolution, some atoms and molecules on Earth seem to “spontaneously generate and propagate 

form” (Deacon et al., 2011, p. 4): self-organized life.  And from life, via evolution through natural 

selection, a plethora of complex organisms have emerged. On one of them I focused: Homo 

sapiens. Homo sapiens is the result of myriad parts in which at a higher level a human emerges. 

But as any complex system, beyond emergence, sapiens is paradoxically characterized as well by 

sensitive dependence, some degree of unpredictability, and disproportionate responses. Thus, not 

everything is wonderful in the kingdom of self-organization. Eventually, in the history of life on 

Earth, as self-organization continued, culture emerged, and humans erected memes to make sense 

of the world around them. So we met the sensemaking tension, as given the potency of any 

fullness, a meme to make sense of it is, at least, contested. To the latter, further challenges are 

added, as sense becomes politically competed, memes evolve and are naturally selected, meaning 

becomes elusive, and through the magic of inverse reflection memes come back to lead sapiens. 

Therefore, these memes, when becoming partially shared in a symbolic order, seem to provide 

partly a novel opportunity, so that at the higher-order level of human aggregates, self-organization 

might continue, forming groups, societies, companies, or nations. Yet, for memes to work, 

sometimes, they must be incarnated by individuals. I called some of these individuals, leaders. 

Leaders who are not fully responsible for self-organization, but a vehicle for it. However, to play 

that role, simple is not, and here we then met the leaders’ tension.   

 

From the leaders’ tension my second research question loomed: how could leaders’ 

memes self-organize leaders? To look for a possible answer to this question will produce a 

contribution to complexity leadership theory, where authors have extensively argued that complex 

systems (Holland, 2014; Allen et al., 2007; Amit and Schoemaker, 1993; Anderson, 1999; Boal 

and Schultz, 2007; Boisot and McKelvey, 2010; Boisot and McKelvey, 2011; Brown and 

Eisenhardt, 1997; Allen and Boulton, 2011; Baranger, n.d.; Simon, 1962) self-organize, and thus 
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leadership is a systemic property (Bligh et al., 2011; Hazy and Uhl-Bien, 2013; Snowden and 

Boone, 2007; Stacey, 1995; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Lichtenstein and Plowman, 2009; Marion and 

Uhl-Bien, 2001; Avolio et al., 2009; Bligh and Schyns, 2007; Yukl, 2010). Complexity leadership 

theory acknowledges the enabling role of leaders in that process of self-organization, although the 

specific mechanisms of their enabling role remains largely nebulous. Thus, the doubt remains in 

this literature as to how things look or are explained from the perspective of leaders. In short, there 

is a gap on how leaders’ memes could help self-organize leaders to survive or simply explain their 

experience of such a difficult position. 

 

From the sensemaking tension, on the other hand, my first research question loomed: How 

could humans’ memes, which try to give meaning to their experienced reality, make sense to 

humans? This is a question, as I will explain in Chapter 4, about what ideologist scholars would 

call the operation of closure, and to look for a possible answer to this question will produce a 

contribution to the sensemaking literature, where authors have extensively searched for how 

people make sense (Balogun and Johnson, 2004; Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991; Gioia et al., 1994; 

Maitlis and Sonenshein, 2010; Maitlis and Christianson, 2014; Orton, 2000; Thomas et al., 1993; 

Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005; Dunbar and Garud, 2009; Colville et al., 2013; Eggers and 

Kaplan, 2013; Whittle et al., 2015; Kaplan, 2011; Snell, 2002; Chaffee, 1985) and the outcomes 

of it (e.g. an account, a story) (Balogun et al., 2014; Brown and Jones, 2000; Brown, 2004; 

Buchanan and Dawson, 2007; Keller, 2003; Maitlis, 2005; Maitlis and Lawrence, 2007; Sandberg 

and Tsoukas, 2015; Akerlof and Shiller, 2009; Holt and Cornelissen, 2014), while not really 

questioning how could such outcomes, in an apparently unintended indeterminate universe, 

actually make sense. Thus, the doubt remains on how memes could make sense, while behind 

them there is an ocean of indeterminacy. From this gap, my first research question emerged. 

Additionally, by shedding light on how sensemaking might work and influence human social self-

organization processes, this thesis, as it will be explained in Chapter 7, will try to reconnect the 

concept of sensemaking with leadership studies. In leadership studies, sensemaking has been 

widely important in perspectives that locate leadership in one person (Whittle et al., 2015; Gioia 

and Chittipeddi, 1991; Kelley and Bisel, 2014; Gioia et al., 1994; Gioia and Thomas, 1996; 

Thomas et al., 1993; Dunbar and Garud, 2009), while only few have tried to relate sensemaking 

to complexity leadership (Lichtenstein and Plowman, 2009), where leadership is now a systemic 

emergent feature. Hence, a challenge remains for us to understand further how exactly 

sensemaking fits with a systemic perspective on leadership such as complexity leadership 

(O'Connell, 2014; Osborn and Hunt, 2007; Plowman et al., 2007; Marion and Uhl-Bien, 2001).   
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Section II: Answering without Answering 

 
“Judge a man by his questions rather than by his answers” 

 

-Voltaire 

 

To my reader I have one confession, I will not try to deceive you by arguing that I have heroically 

embarked on an odyssey to find absolute and full answers to my research questions, and that I 

have thus fully accomplished such aspirations. Let us be clear on one crucial point: there is, most 

likely, no one single absolute answer to the research questions. Both questions regard memes, and 

therefore, they have to do with how sapiens hominins make sense and relate to their world. 

However, remember the sensemaking tension: because of the problem of potency, any experienced 

reality (i.e. any Popperian World2) of a human being might be interpreted in countless ways. In 

other words, to any fullness, myriad memes could be attached to make sense of it (see Ch. 1 § III). 

Thus, when I ask the first research question regarding how humans’ memes that give meaning 

could make sense to them, we must acknowledge that because of the sensemaking tension (i.e. 

potency) there is a plurality of ways to answer the question. This contrasts with structuralism, 

where the philosopher tries to identify “universal structures underlying culture” (Belsey, 2002, p. 

114). Structures, therefore, by supporting the experienced reality of Homo sapiens are supposed 

to fully and universally explain it too. Such a perspective resonates with the Galilean spell 

(Kauffman, 2008, p. 131): the scientific belief in reductionism, where all causal arrows point 

downwards to fundamental and universal laws (Anderson, 1972; Marion and Uhl-Bien, 2001; 

Kauffman, 1995; Gribbin, 2003). However, our journey through complexity has taught us that not 

all causal arrows necessarily point downwards (see Ch. 1 § II). Far from the reductive claim of 

fundamental structures that fully and universally explain everything around us, we have instead 

met emergentism (O'Connor, 2015). Philosophically, emergentism acknowledges the capacity of 

novel properties to develop “under certain conditions from physical antecedents lacking these 

properties” (Sherman and Deacon, 2007, p. 876; Mumford, 2012). And hence, although emergent 

properties depend on structures beneath them, they cannot be fully and universally explained by 

them. In his Nobel Lecture Robert Laughlin, for instance, addressed the importance of emergence 

and the impossibility to reduce everything, even in physics, to first principles. Laughlin narrated 

a task he gave to his students: “to deduce superfluity from first principles” (1998, p. 264). The 

challenge, of course, lies in that “Superfluidity…, is an emergent phenomenon – a low-energy 

collective effect of huge numbers of particles that cannot be deduced from the microscopic 

equations of motion in a rigorous way and that disappears completely when the system is taken 

apart” (Laughlin, 1998, p. 264). Following Laughlin, Kauffman provides another simple physics 

example of emergence: temperature. As temperature is defined as the “average kinetic energy of” 

a collection of particles, thus “it makes no sense to speak of the temperature of a single… particle”, 
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because “temperature arises as a ‘collective emergent’ property” (2008, p. 24). If emergentism 

pervades in physics, where phenomena is considerably simpler than in the social sciences, could 

you imagine trying to conceptualize human and social phenomena reductively qua structuralism 

might claim? The latter would simply be impossible (Thagard, 2010). Emergentism reminds us 

that even if there are indeed structures that underpin our experienced reality, phenomena cannot 

be fully explained by them, as emergent properties depending on the specificities of context, 

circumstance, time and actors involved could emerge at higher levels, generating their own causal 

regimes. Hence, I am not denying structuralism as structure (i.e. the importance of underlying 

structures (Rousseau and McCarthy, 2007)), but simply contesting their possible universality and 

causal omnipotence. In short, complex phenomena is affected by context and other particularities 

of time and place (Christensen and Carlile, 2009; Syed et al., 2010; Pfeffer and Sutton, 2006; 

Pettigrew, 1990), making unrealizable the utopia of an absolute answer to my research questions.  

 

Perhaps, to clarify, Flanagan’s spaces of meaning could be helpful to understand the 

dilemma of answering my research questions. Owen Flanagan was intrigued by how meaning 

develops in a material world, and through his philosophical explorations came to the conclusion 

that meaning cannot be explained in absolute terms, that there is no single way meaning emerges, 

or a single meaning of meaning. By contrast, he claims that meaning emerges in a plurality of 

ways, creating therefore, what he calls “spaces of meaning” (2007, p. 7). Thus, there are meanings 

that emerge in the space of the arts, which can be vastly different from meanings that emerge in 

the space of science. The latter is consistent with the potency argument I have previously 

developed (see Ch. 1 § IV). Now, let us rewrite Flanagan’s spaces of meaning in an evolutionary-

complexity language, so that instead of spaces of meaning we talk about spaces of memes. So 

humans have the capacity to find novel and unique ways to make sense and relate to their world: 

culture, which is contained and passed on through memes. Therefore, when confronting fullnesses, 

Homo sapiens could construct various memes to make sense of them. As memes become socially 

shared, such memes could lead (i.e. self-organize) humans. However, because of potency, sense 

could be constructed in so many even diverging ways. Thus, different ways might create different 

spaces of memes. Ethics, for example, would be a space of memes where memes are constructed 

in a given way, which might differ from how memes are built in the space of technology. In 

summary, there is a plurality of spaces of memes where the two research questions could be 

explored, and hence, a plurality of answers. In every space, the emergence of memes might diverge 

and vary, making it utopian to look for universal underlying structures. Therefore, to explore the 

research questions, a space of memes must be chosen first, acknowledging that whatever is found 

in that space, may not necessarily be valid in others. Obviously, because of reasons of time and 

other restrictions, it is not possible to choose or look into more than one space of memes, and so 

a conundrum looms on which space of memes to focus. 
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English Higher Education: A Disturbed Space and Hub of Memes 

 

“The University seeks to embody thought as action toward an ideal” 

 

-Bill Readings 

The University in Ruins 

 

The conundrum, for me, found a solution in English higher education, which is the space of memes 

where I explored the two research questions. Now, before we continue let me make another 

confession: there was an element of opportunism that drove the selection of the context, as given 

my previous experience, background, networking, previous research, personal interest, 

supervision, among several other factors, higher education was a space of memes  where I could 

get unmatched access (Fontana and Frey, 2000; Marshall and Rossman, 2006). Thus, in an 

imperfect world with restrictions galore, English higher education was, you could say, a friendly 

or open space of memes to me. Yet, the context is not merely the result of opportunism or my 

personal passion for universities; English higher education is as well an appropriate context for 

the purposes of the research questions (Bryman and Bell, 2007; Flick, 2002; Yin, 2003; Stake, 

1995). In other words, as Pettigrew argues, it was not simply idiosyncrasy or pure opportunism, 

but “planned opportunism” (1990, p. 274). In order to explain the value of having English higher 

education as context, I will briefly discuss two arguments. The first one has to do with 

conceptualizing higher education, in general, as a powerful space and hub of memes. The second 

one has to do with conceptualizing English higher education and its current dramatic changes, in 

particular, as a fullness with potency. 

 

 Higher education is made of a plethora of universities, plus other related types of 

organizations. Through its activities, interactions, and work, people in higher education build a 

specific culture, with specific memes, on how they make sense of their experienced reality and 

how they relate to it. Essential within that culture are the missions of the sector (Abreu Pederzini, 

2016b), which are varied and multifaceted (Scott, 2006; Jarzabkowski, 2005), yet all play a crucial 

role in creating and/or spreading memes in society. For instance, since the medieval inception of 

universities, these have been conceived as having the mission of teaching (Readings, 1996; Scott, 

2006), where teaching is a unique and powerful way to propagate memes from one generation to 

the next. This is such a fundamental mission that Alison Wolf claims that “Teaching is, ultimately, 

what universities exist to do” (2015, p. 75). The teaching mission is complex and multilayered, as 

universities teach undergraduate degrees, as well as postgraduate taught degrees, as well as non-

degree programmes, among other types (BIS, 2011b; Watson, 2013). The sources of the memes 

that students are taught are plenty. Many of such memes come from outside the space of memes 
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of higher education, while others are created directly in higher education. Some of those memes 

conceived within universities are born from a second mission of universities: research (Altbach, 

2011). Nurse claims that “Research in all disciplines, including the natural and social sciences, 

medicine, mathematics, technologies, the arts and the humanities, produces knowledge that 

enhances our culture and civilisation and can be used for the public good” (2015, p. 2). The 

intricacies of the research mission cannot be denied, as it can exist in various ways and 

expressions. Famously, Stokes in his Pasteur’s Quadrant conceives research as encompassed 

between two poles: pure basic and pure applied research. And, in between those two, we find 

various styles of use-inspired research that combines the basic and applied ethos (1997). Research 

is crucial for memes, as through research novel or renovated memes could emerge, which later on 

could be spread out. In order to spread memes, it is important that access to higher education is 

granted to anyone capable. Thus, democratizing access is another mission of the higher education 

sector (Scott, 2006), arguably most successfully championed in the United States. Another 

important mission of higher education is public service (Perkin, 1984; Clark, 1998), a mission best 

epitomized by the Wisconsin-Idea, which emerged in the University of Wisconsin in the early 20th 

century and that argues “that education should influence people’s lives beyond the boundaries of 

the classroom” (University of Wisconsin-Madison, 2014, p. 1). Therefore, universities work with 

their periphery in many different ways (Clark, 2001), including: continuing education 

programmes, the incubation of new enterprises and corporations, the licensing of intellectual 

property, and public lectures, among many others (Etzkowitz et al., 2000; Scott, 2006; Dowling, 

2015; Wilson, 2012). Such interactions with their surrounding world, allow universities to 

continue spreading memes to other sectors of society as well as acquiring memes from other spaces 

that might be helpful to universities and their missions. Hence, the benefit of such public service 

is many-sided; not only society benefits through the work of universities, but universities also 

benefit through their interaction with society. For instance, Clark’s well-known entrepreneurial 

universities are examples of universities that through their interaction with their broader society 

have found novel income streams to support their work (1998, 2001). Eventually, the 

interconnection of universities with their world has expanded to such a point that many of them 

have become not only connected to their immediate society but internationally as well. Thus, some 

universities are basically international organizations, where faculty, staff and students from all 

around the world converge, therefore accruing the potential of universities to spread memes 

(Horta, 2009; Marginson, 2008; Wooldridge, 2005). Hence, higher education is not only a space 

of memes, it is a hub of memes too. Here memes are produced, exchanged, spread out, and 

circulated in order to invade other spaces of memes. Yet, the interaction of memes is not 

exclusively from higher education to other spaces. Because of the importance and current social 

status of higher education, other spaces of memes also attempt to influence the space of higher 

education. For example, given the capacity of higher education to spread memes, inculcate culture 
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and replicate social structures (Béchard and Grégoire, 2005; Naidoo, 2004; Readings, 1996; Raffe 

and Croxford, 2013), universities have been used and/or influenced by many actors throughout 

their history, including the Roman Catholic Church (Rowland, 2008), nation states (Scott, 2006), 

and currently corporations as well. Furthermore, in current times, in what is called the knowledge 

economy, knowledge (i.e. memes) has become a highly valuable resource (Kogut and Zander, 

1992; McEvily and Chakravarthy, 2002), making then of higher education itself a meme: a meme 

of a dream that comes to possess people so that “the aspiration to higher education is [nowadays] 

almost universal”, especially “among the parents of young children” (Wolf, 2011, p. 20). 

Therefore, we can see how higher education, in general, could be conceptualized as a powerful 

space and hub of memes. Now, let us look into the particular case of English higher education.  

 

The English higher education sector is characterized by the interactions of all the 

aforementioned missions, which allow the space of memes of English higher education to relate 

in changing and complex ways to other spaces of memes. However, let us briefly look at some of 

the relevant particularities of higher education in England. Especially important is to distinguish 

the point in history that the sector is experiencing. After decades of generous and quasi-

autonomous funding from the central government to pay for undergraduates’ education (Shattock, 

2013; Smith et al., 2002; Tasker and Packham, 1990), the scheme of things has radically changed 

in recent years and continues changing today. Preceded by a series of related public policy reforms 

that date as back as the 1990s (Scott, 2013; Watson, 2014), the Browne Review published in 2010 

symbolizes an inflexion point, which eventually involved a drastic redesign of the ways in which 

undergraduate education is funded in England. Moving from what used to be a block grant system 

(i.e. money provided directly by the government) to a loan system, where students can be charged 

significantly higher tuition fees that they pay with government-backed loans (Thompson and 

Bekhradnia, 2011; Brown and Bekhradnia, 2013; Alderman, 2011). Such a change in the financial 

underpinnings of the English higher education sector represents a discontinuity, a sort of 

regulatory jolt, which is additionally surrounded by other types of disturbances, including the 

global financial crisis, the changes in research regulation, changes in demographics, and changes 

in international students’ regulations, among various others. The latter has created a period of 

significant environmental change. As it is well known, environmental change could be a source 

of cultural change, as given the change in the environment, those who are affected need to find 

novel or reimagined memes that allow them to get self-organized and survive (Meyer, 1982; Oliver 

and Holzinger, 2008; Shaffer, 1995; Mahon and Murray, 1981; Cook et al., 1983; Cook et al., 

1985; Parker, 2001; Smith and Mick, 1985). In other words, such a recent and current period of 

dramatic change in English higher education is a fullness, and therefore, has potency. And, as 

there is potency, one can expect for universities and their members to have been looking for new, 

novel or redesigned memes that allow them to make sense of their disturbed realities.  
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 To conclude, let me bring together the two arguments I have discussed on higher education 

(i.e. higher education as a space and hub of memes, and recent and current dramatic events in 

English higher education as having potency). First of all, the conceptualization given on 

universities and their missions illustrates the importance of higher education not only as a space 

with its own memes, but also as a hub that connects memes from different spaces. Due to the 

teaching, research, access, internationalization, and public service missions of universities, it is 

clear that not only sui generis memes are born in universities, but also memes from all different 

types of spaces converge and circulate in higher education. Ronald Barnett in his controversial 

Imagining the University (2013a) invites us to develop new imaginations of what universities are. 

This is precisely what I have tried to do here by providing a new imagination on the university as 

a space and hub of memes. Thus, like I mentioned in the beginning, there might not be a unique 

and absolute context where memes, and therefore the two research questions, could be fully 

explored and a definite answer provided; however, higher education seems like a rather especial 

context, given its role both as a powerful space and hub of memes. Finally, the specific 

selection of the English higher education space of memes, is also the result of the radical and 

changing moment that England’s sector has been living (especially since 2009). This 

revolutionary epoch in English higher education represents a fullness, has potency, and thus 

has the possibility of people developing memes to make sense of it. Memes that by collecting 

them I was able to find possible answers to the research questions in this context. 

Furthermore, in this sector I managed to get unmatched access to a particular community: 

the community of its leaders. Such access to this specific community of organizational and 

sectorial leaders of English higher education is very valuable, as this is a community of 

people that is relevant for both research questions. The first research questions asks how 

memes that give meaning could make sense, and since leaders have been said to be essential 

in the construction of meaning (Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991; Gioia et al., 1994; Gabriel, 

2011), then exploring the question in a community of leaders of a disturbed space and hub 

of memes seems appropriate. The second question asks how leaders’ memes could help them 

self-organize when confronting the complexity that surrounds them (i.e. the leaders’ 

tension). Again, exploring this question in a community of leaders of a disturbed space and 

hub of memes seems appropriate. In sum, given potency, complexity and other factors, there 

might not be a single underlying structure that we could find in order to answer universally the 

two research questions. Yet, the community of leaders of the English higher education sector 

seems to present an appropriate site where to explore the research questions.  

 

 In what follows, I will discuss some further philosophical underpinnings of this project, 

and then will present in detail the community of leaders I explored and the data I collected. Then, 

in the final sections of this chapter, the way my data was analyzed will be presented and my 
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approach will be defended. In the next chapter, findings will be discussed starting with first order 

findings, where the story of what has been happening in the English higher education sector will 

be analyzed. Based on these first order findings, Chapters 4-6 will present second order findings 

and discussions, where we will see what my research and data could contribute to the two research 

questions.   
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Section III: On Other Philosophical Underpinnings and Methods 

 

By now the complexity, evolutionary and more broadly scientific ethos and underpinnings of this 

thesis should be clear. As explained in the previous section, this complexity-evolutionary approach 

gives novel and infrequent philosophical foundations to this project. First of all, my argument 

regarding how meaning conferring memes could allow for humans to self-organize at the social 

level, evidences the ontological emergentism and connectionist assumptions of this research. In 

other words, if meaning, like in (social) constructivist perspectives (Schwandt, 2007; Burrell and 

Morgan, 2005; Willig, 2001), is to be understood as something that could only be explained at a 

higher level through the parts of a social system (i.e. humans) in interaction; then, meaning 

conferring memes are to be seen as an emergent property of human complex systems. By emergent 

property I mean one such that: “When aggregates of material… [parts] attain an appropriate level 

of organizational complexity, genuinely novel properties emerge in these complex systems” 

(Clayton, 2006, p. 2). This inherently acknowledges a connectionist ontological assumption. For 

instance, throughout Chapter 1, I have argued that humans negotiate their meanings and are 

influenced by people around them when defining them (Balogun et al., 2014; Buchanan and 

Dawson, 2007; Hardy and Leiba-O'Sullivan, 1998; Hardy and Thomas, 2014; Mueller et al., 2013; 

Vaara and Whittington, 2012). Therefore, to explore meaning is to explore not only humans, but 

humans in their connection to others and their worlds (Dingemanse et al., 2015; Polanyi, 1967; 

Merton, 1936; Nowak, 2012; Saussure, 1966). So that “a connectionist ontology… takes the 

world’s fundamental constituents to be relationships” (Boisot and McKelvey, 2010, p. 416; Boisot 

and McKelvey, 2011). These philosophical underpinnings might differ from the classical realism, 

metaphysical realism, objectivism, or subjectivism discussions of most standard academic 

research (Bryman and Bell, 2007; Bryman, 2012; Barnett, 2013a; Marshall and Rossman, 2006; 

Ladyman, 2002). Yet, as shown throughout Chapter 1, a complexity-evolutionary approach and 

its philosophical underpinnings can allow us to see novel problems and approach them in novel 

ways. 

 

 The main conundrum is, actually, epistemological. In a word, the challenge of complexity 

theorists is to find adequate approaches to know the phenomena of interest (Marion and Uhl-Bien, 

2001, 2007; McMillan, 2004; MacKay and Chia, 2013). The main point to emphasize is that a 

complexity-evolutionary approach cannot be fully reconciled with standard epistemological 

stances such as positivism or interpretivism (i.e. a degree of incommensurability exists between 

them). A (post) positivist stance would overemphasize the detached role of the researcher in 

his/her aim to find objective knowledge through mathematical/statistical relations via a classical 

reductive philosophy of science, usually characterized by clear-cut causal relationships (Gephart, 

2004; Fairhurst and Connaughton, 2014; Williams, 2006; Ladyman, 2002). Interpretive 
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approaches, on the other hand, might embrace the subjectivity of meaning (Marshall and Rossman, 

2006; Chaffee, 1985; Bryman, 1984), yet as I myself elsewhere have extensively criticized (Abreu 

Pederzini, 2016a), interpretive researchers too have been moved by and large by classical science 

and its philosophy, where clear-cut causal frameworks are aimed at, and where the unit of analysis 

might not necessarily be posited at the systemic level. Thus, the first important tenet to distinguish 

epistemologically, regarding a complexity-evolutionary approach, is that the unit of analysis 

resides at the systemic level. In the case of my research of a community of leaders of the English 

higher education sector and how they are self-organized by memes, this means that the unit of 

analysis is the English higher education space of memes (specifically the nook of its leaders). 

This means that, therefore, I will not be researching or building specific case studies on 

universities, or on mission groups within higher education, neither will I be doing a 

comparative analysis of some universities against others. By contrast, I will focus on memes 

and how memes at a systemic level (i.e. the leaders’ nook of the English higher education 

space of memes) structure meaning, closure and self-organization, especially around the 

post-Browne Review undergraduate reforms (Chapters 4-6 will provide further insight on the 

implications of such a systemic analysis). Hence, if the analysis I will be doing could be called a 

case study (Eisenhardt, 1989; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003), it would not be a case study on a university 

or various groups of universities, but a case study on the English higher education space of 

memes (in its recent 2009-2014 reforming period), particularly focusing within this space on 

the nook of its leaders and the leaders’ memes around post-Browne Review undergraduate 

reforms.    

 

Unfortunately, complexity leadership is a fairly young tradition, and thus, 

epistemologically there is no consensus in terms of methodologies. However, since the focus of 

both research questions is on memes and particularly meaning conferring memes, a qualitative 

interviewing approach adequately focused at the level of the space of memes, seemed to be 

appropriate (Suddaby, 2006; Bryman, 1984, 2012; Yin, 2003). More importantly, as I was able to 

negotiate the adequate practicalities, such as access to interviewees, this method presented itself 

as the most approachable route towards data collection. Now, some important points must be made 

regarding interviews. Interviews do not necessarily collect facts -the facts might be gone as 

interviews are retrospective- (Golden, 1992; Gardner, 2006; Morrissey, 1998; Eisenhardt and 

Graebner, 2007), nor do they collect subjective qualia -as already discussed qualia is difficult to 

share fully. Interviews collect transmittable ideas that are based on interviewees’ qualia and 

sensemaking of experienced facts, in short: memes, and thus interviews are an instrumental vehicle 

in a memetic analysis. Furthermore, since my focus is not on oral history, or reconstructing the 

past, or finding the facts of what might or not have really happened in higher education, the 

limitations of interviews in this regard are not important. By contrast, my focus is on how memes 
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could develop meaning construction with the necessary factor of closure. And for this, the 

main thing that is necessary is a broad census on existing memes in the relevant space of memes, 

and then an analysis on how these memes are connected, so that the emergent property of meaning 

and arguably closure could loom systemically. This is important to understand because classically, 

and especially in management research, people have tended to link qualitative approaches with 

processual analysis (Walsh and Bartunek, 2011; Langley, 1999; Langley, 2007), which is not what 

I am trying to do. What I will do is to take a snapshot of the memes of the English higher education 

space of memes and particularly the nook of its leaders, and then try to figure out how memes are 

structured, so that they can relief the sensemaking and the leaders´ tensions (again this point will 

become clearer throughout the analysis of Chapters 4-6 and my discussion on what I will call the 

memetic domino effect).  

 

In terms of interviews, as the unit of analysis is at a system level, it was important for me 

to do interviews and collect data from a sufficiently large variety of leaders and universities 

(Saunders and Townsend, 2015), so that the nook of the leaders of English higher education could 

be explored as fully as it could be practically possible. A total of 47 leaders were interviewed, 

where the main focus of the interviews was on collecting memes through which interviewees were 

interpreting and making sense of the recent undergraduate post-Browne Review reforms, although 

with a continued awareness that these reforms did not happen in isolation (i.e. there is no ceteris 

paribus condition), and by contrast, other important changes concurrently occurred, which were 

also addressed by interviewees in their interviews. The sample of 47 leaders included leaders of 

various types and levels as Table 2.1 shows. Leaders across 23 different universities were 

interviewed, covering thus most types of universities as shown in Table 2.2. In universities that 

offered easier and more open access (i.e. UniW, UniC, UniD, UniF, UniG, UniI, UniX, UniO, and 

UniY), more than one leader from these institutions was interviewed. Additionally, sectorial 

leaders from the main central bodies were interviewed, including bodies such as: Universities UK, 

Business Innovation and Skills Department, the Browne Review Panel, and Mission Groups, 

among others. The list of interviewees included a significant number of the most senior and higher 

level leaders in the higher education sector. Most interviews lasted 1 hour, with some extending 

as long as 3 hours. In total, approximately 65 hours of interviews were collected. In addition, prior 

to each interview I did an extensive documentary analysis (Bryman and Bell, 2007; Leonard-

Barton, 1990; Marshall and Rossman, 2006), especially focusing on the background of the 

interviewee, and including: public recent interviews given by the interviewee, institutional 

documents regarding the interviewee´s university or body sector, newspaper articles regarding the 

interviewee, and academic or media articles recently written by interviewees. For each and every 

interview, I would usually review around 50-100 pages of relevant documents. The interviews 

were semi-structured (Fontana and Frey, 2000; Flick, 2002; Kvale, 1996), as I considered that a 
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flexible approach was needed in order to explore specific opportunities relevant to each 

interviewee. Thus, I prepared a standard themed interview protocol, which outlined the main 

topics to be covered and some possible opening questions. Table 2.3 provides a summary of the 

topics covered in interviews. For all interviews I travelled to meet the interviewee at his/her place 

of work or a location that suited the interviewee best.  

 

 

Table 2.1. Summary table of all the interviews. 

 

Strict ethical considerations were taken for all interviews (Pettigrew, 1990; Marshall and 

Rossman, 2006; Bryman, 2012). All interviewees received first a formal invitation to an interview 

providing them with details on the project and my background. In most cases, to improve rapport, 

I made sure I was referred by a friend or colleague to potential interviewees. This was extremely 

helpful as it allowed very senior informants to feel confident and open to meet me. Once an 

interview invitation was accepted, a formal information sheet was sent to the interviewee (or 

his/her PA) prior to the interview. This document informed them of the details of the interview, 

and the fact that all data would be non-attributable and fully protected and anonymized. This 

document also informed interviewees of their right to withdraw their interview ex-post and the 

deadline to do that (31 March 2016). Additionally, it was part of the interview agreement that I 

would not be using any specific data to identify the universities of interviewees (the information 

provided in Table 2.2 is the most that I can disclose). I could agree on the latter, because as 

previously expressed, the unit of analysis is not the university or the interviewees, but the memes 

and their connections at the level of the space of memes of English higher education.  
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Table 2.2. Summary list of all the universities covered. Chapter 3 provides a detailed historical 

account of the sector, from where an explanation of the labels used in this table can be inferred. 
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Table 2.3. Broad summary of the sections and topics covered in the semi-structured interviews. 
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Section IV: Data Analysis 

 

The analysis of the substantive amounts of collected data proceeded in various steps that are 

important to distinguish, in order to understand the next chapters. 

 

 First of all, after each of the 47 interviews I wrote field notes that summarized the 

interview and reflected my first impressions on it (Danneels, 2011; Eisenhardt, 1989; Bryman and 

Bell, 2007). I wrote usually 1-3 pages of notes for each interview. These notes (memos) were 

instrumental to understand how to improve future interviews, and to decide what type of 

interviewees might be necessary for me to approach, in order to keep exploring any possible gaps 

in the data. Additionally, these preliminary analysis and reflection allowed me to identify a point 

of at least sufficient theoretical saturation, as to know when to stop the interviews (Tripsas and 

Gavetti, 2000; Saunders and Townsend, 2015). The next step consisted in transcribing the 

interviews. I personally transcribed all interviews, as to guarantee I would familiarize myself 

deeply with the data. Although the interviews represent the core data, the documents I collected 

and revised prior to every interview were instrumental in triangulating some of the memes I was 

finding in interviews, and sometimes provided me with some further insight on these memes. The 

software NVIVO was used -when appropriate- in the transcription and in some parts of the 

subsequent analysis of interviews and documents. 

 

 The analysis continued in a two-step process, much in line with what has been called the 

Gioia methodology of a first order analysis through descriptive codes, and a second order analysis 

through theoretical themes (Ravasi and Phillips, 2011; Langley and Abdallah, 2016; Balogun and 

Johnson, 2004; Maitlis, 2005; Maitlis and Lawrence, 2007; Corley and Gioia, 2004; Gioia and 

Chittipeddi, 1991; Gioia et al., 1994; Gioia et al., 2013; Gioia, 2004). The first order analysis 

consists in developing “in vivo codes through ‘open coding’ of data extracts using the words of 

participants, and then group these into ‘first order’ (participant-based) concepts through ‘constant 

comparison’” (Langley and Abdallah, 2016, p. 148). This initial first order analysis enabled me 

“to discover themes and patterns in events and informants' accounts” (Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991, 

p. 437). As part of this first order analysis, codes were brought together to form a coherent 

descriptive narrative of the events in English higher education; constructing, therefore, “a detailed 

story from the raw data” (Langley, 1999, p. 695). This provided the data with some level of order 

before moving towards theorization. This first order narrative is presented in Chapter 3. 

 

 The second step in the Gioia methodology, is a second order analysis, which purpose is to 

seek, construct and develop theory themes that explain the descriptive outcome of the first order 

analysis (Balogun and Johnson, 2004; Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991; Maitlis, 2005). Thus, in 
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contrast to the first order analysis where a plethora of codes and labels emerge and are kept, the 

second order analysis requires a level of distilling (Gioia et al., 2013), as to produce theory themes. 

This distilling process is aided by constantly comparing the data to the literature (Eisenhardt, 1989; 

Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2003; Langley, 1999; Glaser and Strauss, 1967), while 

continuously exploring novel literatures that might turn relevant in order to explain unexpected 

findings given the partial inductive essence of my research (Phillips and Pugh, 2010). It is 

important to note that because the leaders of higher education are usually very well educated 

people, with advanced degrees, significant experience either as researchers or analysts, their 

memes, as I will discuss in Chapters 4-6, were highly developed and structured much as scientific 

theories. Hence, there was an element of para-ethnography within the second order analysis 

(Holmes and Marcus, 2008; Lea, 2012), where the data was “in a sense, already filled with theory” 

(Islam, 2015, p. 242).  

 

It is, hence, clear now that my methodology was guided in broad terms by the “the constant 

comparative method” (Suddaby, 2006, p. 636), where first my preliminary memos guided future 

interviews, and then the first order analysis, the interviewees, and the literature, through constant 

comparison, guided the second order analysis; therefore, creating “cycles of inductive and 

deductive reasoning” (Walsh and Bartunek, 2011, p. 1021). The value of second order themes is 

that they are “firmly in the theoretical realm, asking whether the emerging themes suggest 

concepts that might help us describe and explain the phenomena we are observing (Gioia et al., 

2013, p. 20). Thus, my second order themes shed light on the theory that could explain how -at 

the level of the space of memes- a set of memes could or not sustain the operation of closure 

(research question 1) and the self-organization of the explored community of leaders (research 

question 2). In order to provide some possible answers to these two research questions, second 

order themes were finally clustered into aggregate dimensions, which are “‘core categories’ that 

serve to summarize the elements of an emerging theoretical model” (Langley and Abdallah, 2016, 

p. 148). Moreover, in an effort towards transparency (Pettigrew, 1990; Gioia et al., 2013), 

Chapters 3-6 will show continuous and extensive samples of the data, so that it can be seen how 

the analysis and conclusions I have developed do emerge from the data I collected. Most 

importantly, several final steps were taken in the analysis and writing of this thesis, in order to 

prevent possible (extreme) issues of personal reflexivity (Willig, 2001; Bryman, 2012; Fontana 

and Frey, 2000). Evidently, the reflexivity of my own values and beliefs on the data is impossible 

to be reduced to zero, however, through constant critique and opinion-gathering I aimed to reduce 

as much as possible this risk. First of all, my lead supervisor reviewed every single chapter and 

finding I report on this thesis. Additionally, other members of my supervisory team plus another 

two academic colleagues also reviewed the thesis and its findings. Furthermore, some of the 

preliminary ideas of the findings of this thesis were shared in various academic conferences, 
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including EGOS and the British Academy of Management. Finally, I shared a preliminary draft 

of the thesis with a small sample of 6 interviewees, from whom I also collected their views and 

impressions of my analysis. All of these efforts to collect frequent and varied opinions from 

different types of colleagues, allowed me to be constantly considering gaps, shortcomings, and 

inaccuracies in my thesis and its findings, so that I could continue improving it, while reducing as 

much as possible idiosyncratic elements in my writing. In the case of research question 1, I did an 

analysis on the constitutive absence of the data too (Zizek, 1989; Deacon and Cashman, 2012). 

By which I mean that I looked into how what was not expressed in the data said something about 

the interviewees (full details on this are given in Chapter 6). Table 2.4 shows a summary of the 

data structure of the analysis of research question 1, and Table 2.5 does the same but regarding 

research question 2.  
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Table 2.4. Data structure for research question 1, following the Gioia method (2013; Walsh and Bartunek, 2011).

1st Order Codes 2nd Order Themes Aggregate Dimension 2nd Order Themes 1st Order Concepts 

Statements that conveyed 

memes regarding various 
and different variables that 

determine higher education 

Labyrinth of 
Complexity: Many 

variables 

Magical realism 

(Juxtaposition of 

the Magic of 

Meaning Against 

the Labyrinth of 

Complexity) 

Magic of meaning 

through market memes 

and their différance 
magic logic 

Statements that conveyed 

memes regarding the 
value and importance of 

competition in higher 

education 

 
Statements that conveyed 

memes regarding the 

simultaneity of different 
variables that determine 

higher education 

 
Statements that conveyed 

memes regarding the 

value and importance of 
diversity, dynamism, 

choice, alternative 

providers, or more 
broadly market dynamics 

in higher education  

Statements that conveyed 
memes regarding the need of 

leaders to pay attention and 

work on a number of 
different fronts 

 
Statements that conveyed 

memes regarding market 

dynamics as an 
awakening 

Statements that conveyed 

memes regarding the 
temporal interaction and 

contiguity of various 

variables in higher education 
 

Labyrinth of 

Complexity: 
Contiguity 

Magic of meaning 
through prestige memes 

and their différance 
magic logic 

Statements that conveyed 

memes regarding price as 
proxy for quality 

Statements that conveyed 

memes regarding the space 

interaction and contiguity of 
various variables in higher 

education 

Statements that conveyed 

memes regarding the 

importance of prestige 
and reputation in higher 

education 

Statements that conveyed 
memes regarding the 

lobbying activities of 

universities 

Labyrinth of 
Complexity: Co-

Creation 

Magic of meaning 

through independent 

agenda memes and their 
différance magic logic 

Statements that conveyed 
memes regarding an 

essence, or an untouched 

kernel in universities not 
affected by policies 

 

Statements that conveyed 

memes regarding the 
networking of university 

leaders and its influencing 
effects on external 

conditions 

Statements that conveyed 

memes regarding things 
on which university 

leaders’ could act 
independently regardless 

of external conditions 

Statements that conveyed 

memes regarding leaders’ 
perceived uncertainty around 

various topics in higher 

education 
 

Labyrinth of 

Complexity: Epistemic 
limits 

Magic of meaning 
through caring for 

students memes and their 

différance magic logic 

 

 
 

 

 
 

Statements that conveyed 

memes regarding the 
rhetoric of Students at the 

Heart of the System 

 
 

Statements that conveyed 

memes regarding more 
broadly a sense of care 

from leaders towards 

students 

Statements that conveyed 

memes regarding leaders’ 
acceptance of things they 

could not or cannot fully 

know or predict 
 

Statements that conveyed 

memes regarding risks 

around leaders 

Statements that conveyed 

memes regarding 

expectations being violated 

Labyrinth of 

Complexity: Absurd 
 

Statement that conveyed 

memes regarding things not 
making sense or being 

perceived as irrational 
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1st Order Codes 2nd Order Themes Aggregate Dimension 

Statements that conveyed 

memes regarding leaders’ 

need, wish, or activities of 

communication 

 
Missionaries 

Missionaries converting 

believers, as identity to 

self-organize leaders 

Statements that conveyed 

memes regarding leaders’ role 

as educators for other 

stakeholders 

 

Statements that conveyed 

memes regarding leaders’ 

mission as to convince or 

persuade others 

 
Make them believe 

Statements that conveyed 

memes regarding leaders’ 

mission as to motivate and 

inspire others 

 
Table 2.5. Data structure for research question 2, following the Gioia method (2013; Walsh and Bartunek, 

2011). 
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Section V: Final Ruminations  

 

“Laws alone cannot secure freedom of expression; in order that every man present his views without 

penalty there must be a spirit of tolerance in the entire population.” 

  

-Albert Einstein 

 

I will conclude this chapter by addressing some possible issues regarding my research approach. 

First of all, and this is by far the most important thing I ask from my readers: please do not try to 

read this thesis and assess it under standard philosophical frameworks, it will simply make 

no sense. In other words, if you read this thesis and assess it through the pervasive lens of classical 

science and its philosophy that influences most management research, where what is valued is 

replication, generalization, reductionism, simplicity, Occam’s razor, causal linear thinking, 

atomistic ontological conceptions, and a modernist ethos of taking for granted that the world 

makes sense, you will most likely miss all the points that this thesis and my findings will try to 

make, as they will look irrational to you. In short, one cannot reduce my complexity-

evolutionary approach and all its implications to the language of other more popular and 

dominant approaches, and thus, to follow this thesis one most aim to see the world through 

the theoretical lens, philosophical assumptions, ontologies, epistemologies and philosophy of 

science that I have built and described throughout Chapters 1 and 2. Additionally, in Chapter 

4 I will present another key and crucial part of my approach, which is the stance from which the 

analysis and discussions were conceived. I will specifically explain with detail -in Chapter 4- that 

this thesis’ findings were discussed and analyzed through an externalist perspective (Putnam, 

1981; Dennett, 2006; Wilson, 2000; Harris, 1976; Morris et al., 1999). I have decided to leave the 

externalist/internalist discussion for Chapter 4, as it is extremely important and I believe it is best 

to have this discussion right next to my second order findings, so that these can make some sense 

to the reader. However, I do implore the reader, to try to read and approach Chapters 4-7 through 

the externalist stance I will construct and defend then.   

 

This takes me to my final and extremely important point: my defense of interdisciplinarity. 

My whole thesis is hugely and profoundly interdisciplinary, something that I know many do not 

approve of. Yet, interdisciplinarity is a necessary ethos, as it is the ethos that resonates with the 

connectionism of complexity theory. Thus, complexity is about connections, not isolation. So any 

boundary we may want to set between systems, between types of phenomena, between literatures, 

between authors, or between disciplines, is at best essentially permeable. Think about it for just 

one second, please: according to the best science, in the beginning everything was together, so 

that everything will eternally have at least one connection with everything else. Hence, 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/9810.Albert_Einstein
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interdisciplinarity is about embracing the fact that “The world does not match the static 

demarcations of university departments and disciplines” (Grey, 2004, p. 180). And thus, to rest 

my case, I would like to evoke Garrett Hardin’s insightful remarks: “Scientists know how to train 

the young in narrowly focused work; but how do you teach people to stitch together established 

specialties that perhaps should not have been separated in the first place?” (1998, p. 280). That is 

the challenge, and I sincerely hope this thesis contributes something to it. 
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Chapter 3: Setting the Scene 

 

“Don't tell me the moon is shining; show me the glint of light on broken glass” 

 

- Anton Chekhov 

 

Two research questions keep haunting us. The first question emerged from the sensemaking 

tension (see Ch. 1 § III and IV); from that ocean of indeterminacy, that infinity of potency, that 

necessary but impossible stop clause that always lies behind any attempt of meaning, and thus I 

asked: how could humans’ memes, which try to give meaning to their experienced reality, 

make sense to humans? The second question emerged from the leaders’ tension (see Ch. 1 § V); 

from that impossible position leaders face, having to represent and symbolize control over 

complex processes that memes and not them control, and thus I asked: how could leaders’ memes 

self-organize leaders? Both questions share at least one thing in common: memes. In the search 

for memes, we landed on the English higher education space (and hub) of memes to try to find 

some -even if only partial- answers. But before we proceed to the cornerstone of this thesis, before 

I embark you on the final trip within this journey to explore and attempt to answer the questions, 

the context must be clarified. The English higher education space of memes must be explained, 

the scene must be set, the actors presented, the story framed, the rhythm defined, and the plot, the 

plot must unravel. Thus, I begin the presentation of my findings by going to the first order level 

of things, by setting the scene, and based mainly on my documentary review -plus some relevant 

interviews- show you what English higher education and its current status are15. 

  

   

Section I: From the Ruins of Time a Space Emerged, English Higher Education 

 

In Chapter 1 I argued that there are processes in nature that spontaneously generate order. These 

are called processes of self-organization. Against tendencies of dissolution -tendencies that push 

for disorganization- there are nonetheless natural processes that find a way for parts to cohabit in 

harmony, in order (Deacon and Cashman, 2012; Kauffman, 1995). Thus, parts in certain systems 

in nature seem to sacrifice some of their freedoms, some of their potential, in order to form wholes 

                                                           
15 Whenever interview quotes will be used as part of the text in this and the following chapters, such quotes will always 

be in italics, in order for the reader to distinguish them as primary data. However, most interview quotes will be given, 

from the next chapter onwards, in tables that clearly distinguish them. Additionally, some contextual information is 

given for each quote, while respecting the strict terms of confidentiality and anonymity. Finally, in the findings narrative, 

I have changed the British nomenclature of Vice-Chancellors or Pro-Vice-Chancellors, to the American one (e.g. 

University President), in order to make the narrative more accessible to non-British readers. 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/5031025.Anton_Chekhov
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that through the countless constraints that they impose on their constituents, unseen degrees of 

autonomy they generate at higher levels. In short, new freedoms come from the sacrifice of old 

ones (Sherman and Deacon, 2007; Human and Cilliers, 2013; Allen et al., 2007). Hence, self-

organization is emergent, it can only be explained through the parts in interaction (Laughlin, 1998; 

McMillan, 2004; Stacey, 1995). Chapter 1 also discussed the formation of organisms in nature, 

the emergence of species, and the looming of consciousness in Homo sapiens, among other 

biological examples, as evidencing the capacity in nature for self-organization. Self because as 

evolution through natural selection has taught us, there is no single almighty agency guiding it -

as far as we know (Scott-Phillips et al., 2011; Allen and Boulton, 2011). Then, about Homo 

sapiens I said the great challenge was for it to continue self-organization, now at the social level 

of Homines sapientes. Here memes were presented as an at least partial pathway towards 

continued self-organization (Eagleton, 1991; Freedman, 2013; Lacan, 2008; Zizek, 2012; 

Blackmore, 1999; Wilson, 2014). Therefore, from its condition as an insignificant animal just a 

hundred thousand years ago, Homo sapiens has by far become dominant, preponderant, and all-

encompassing (Harari, 2014). The story that I will present of the English higher education sector 

can easily be seen through this evolutionary-complexity lens. It might come thousands of years 

after sapiens hominins’ self-organization took an unprecedented boost in the cognitive revolution, 

and even thousands of years after the agricultural revolution continued an ever faster process of 

human social self-organization. Yet, the story of the English higher education sector, from its 

origins to its current state where my research questions will be explored, is simply one more 

example, one more piece of evidence regarding the challenges of self-organization in human 

societies and the power of self-organization in our species. 

 

In an island not far from continental Europe, once invaded by the Romans, once overtaken 

by an Anglo-Saxon settlement, a nation arose. They call it England: a land in size insignificant to 

the world, in weather dreadful, and yet it was there that one of the most emblematic cultures of 

the world appeared. It was in the island of Great Britain that the English emerged, forming a nation 

that would influence like few others the path of human history; eventually forming the largest 

empire ever known to mankind, and producing throughout its history some of the most fascinating, 

powerful and everlasting memes: from the science of its scientific revolution to the arts of its 

immortals Shakespeare, Dickens, Woolf, or Pinter. It is here in England, where allegedly the first 

Anglo-Saxon university emerged in a town called Oxford. “There is no clear date of foundation, 

but teaching existed at Oxford in some form in 1096” (University of Oxford, 2015, p. 1), and its 

development and growth was boosted by Henry II’s ban over English students to attend the 

University of Paris. Later on, “Some Oxford scholars, however, became tired of the hostility of 

the townspeople and in 1209 they moved to Cambridge” (Gillard, 2011, p. 9), founding then 

England’s second ancient university.  The importance of the ancient history of the English higher 
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education sector lies in the fact that until recently there was no higher education sector. As history 

shows, there have been universities -Oxford and Cambridge- for centuries (Palfreyman, 2001). 

However, until the 18th century that was pretty much it. It was not a sector, it was not the 

organization of a plethora of universities forming something else than themselves, it was just two 

universities plus a couple of others in Scotland and Ireland, and that was tutto. There was no higher 

education sector. There was Oxford and Cambridge. Later on, “King’s College London was 

founded in 1829 by the then Prime Minister the Duke of Wellington and King George IV, as a 

reaction to create an Anglican alternative to UCL”; subsequently, “In 1836 King’s and UCL 

became the two founding colleges of” the University of London (Abreu Pederzini, 2012a, p. 14; 

Abreu Pederzini, 2012b). Oxford and Cambridge had set a federative fashion (a meme) of 

organizing universities as the collegial gathering of (quasi) autonomous colleges, conceived as 

“self-governing, legally independent, corporate bodies” (Tapper and Palfreyman, 2002, p. 50). 

Thus, the University of London followed in some ways this meme, so it “was initially established 

to act as an examining body for its Colleges and other ‘approved institutions’” (University of 

London, 2016, p. 1), granting a level of autonomy to its colleges, most of which throughout history 

merged and became more and more detached. The historical scholarship of the town called 

Durham should not be forgotten, where its university was formally founded in 1832 (University 

of Durham, 2016), and is as well one of the oldest in England.  

 

The industrial revolution of the 18th and 19th centuries gave a further push to the expansion 

of universities in England, eventually deriving in the foundation in the 19th and 20th centuries of a 

series of so-called civic or redbrick universities (e.g. Sheffield, Birmingham, Bristol etc.) 

(Shattock, 2010). “Established during the Victorian and Edwardian eras by the nation's larger 

provincial towns in order to meet local needs for higher education, they [civic universities] initially 

represented a distinct alternative to the ancient universities” (Barnes, 1996, p. 271). Yet, the fact 

remains that higher education more than being an actual sector was mainly a glitch within English 

society, a luxury that only a tiny minority of the population could enjoy.  

 

The 20th century represented a period of constant change in higher education in England. 

Between the two world wars, universities were (broadly speaking) funded by their local 

authorities, their endowments, tuition fees, the community and the central government, with all 

these carrying varying but not disproportionate burdens (Shattock, 2013). However, World War 

II decimated most funding streams, so that eventually “the national government stepped into pick 

up the tap” (Clark, 1998, p. 16). Thus, after World War II, “central government took increased 

control of higher education” (Goddard, 2009, p. 6), and it was then that major changes happened, 

which in the following decades derived ultimately in the extremely generous funding scheme of 

“Mandatory maintenance grants… for students to cover tuition fees and living costs” (Blake, 
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2010a, p. 1). Nevertheless, the sector remained extremely small. Even by the 1960s “The 

proportion of young people going on to higher education” was only “around 6%” (House of 

Commons Business Innovation and Skills Committee, 2011, p. 4). In the 1960s, surrounded by 

the rebellious and youthful progressive memes of the epoch (Wade, 2011), an expansionist mood 

emerged, where the government recognized the need for further universities (Perkin, 1972). 

Subsequently, such an expansionist mood was emblematically represented by the Robbins Report, 

and the foundation of the plate-glass universities (e.g. Sussex, Warwick, East Anglia, etc.) (Beloff, 

1968; Perkin, 1969; Rich, 2001; Abreu Pederzini, 2012c). To the new plate-glass universities, the 

Colleges of Advanced Technology were added, as they acquired university status around the same 

time (e.g. Bath). In the 60s and early 70s universities enjoyed an unmatched period of autonomy 

and unconstrained public funding. Back then funding came through the University Grants 

Committee, which operated within the Treasury but in practice provided a buffer between the 

government and universities to guarantee the autonomy of these (Perkin, 1984; Shattock, 2010; 

Tasker and Packham, 1990).  

 

 

The Rupture: A Higher Education Trauma 
 

“Nothing is so painful to the human mind as a great and sudden change” 

  

-Mary Shelley 

Frankenstein 

 

From a quasi-nonexistent sector that entailed two ancient English universities, England throughout 

literally hundreds of years saw its higher education sector emerge one small step at a time with 

the addition of London, Durham, the Redbrick and eventually the Plate-Glass universities. By the 

1960s the skeleton of a sector could be seen, self-organization had started to take place to form a 

sector bigger than only two Ancient universities. What followed then was a rupture, a fissure of 

ideology, economics, sociology, and values that created some sort of trauma in the English higher 

education sector. The migration from the 60s to the mid-70s was dramatic in many ways for 

Western countries, including England. As the President of UniT (a pre-92 campus university) 

confessed in interview: “The 60s were incredibly forward looking, idealistic, because we 

stabilized…. Anyway, that broke down in the 70s with the oil shocks”. The oil shocks of the 70s 

destabilized Western economies in unprecedented ways, and “What was unique about this crisis 

was that prices rose in tandem with an economic slowdown and a rise in unemployment, called 

stagflation. During the 1970s, the major Western economies saw growth rates roughly halve and 

unemployment rates rise by 40% to 400%” (Centeno and Cohen, 2012, p. 319). Thus, as the actors 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/11139.Mary_Shelley
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/4836639
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in the higher education sector were re-accommodating, constraining each other to cope with the 

needs of a newly emerging sector, the country faced substantial challenges, which eventually led 

as well to a change in ideology in the government (Henisz, 2011). In short, Thatcherism arrived 

with its pro-market neoliberal memes. The higher education sector Thatcher inherited was fairly 

peculiar. Not only had the sector barely emerged, but most importantly, there was a crucial 

fragmentation. There were universities, and there were other types of institutions such as the 

polytechnics that were not universities, but resembled universities a lot (Scott, 1992; Watson, 

2014). These were a type of university mutation in the evolutionary process of higher education. 

The expansion of polytechnics was boosted during the 1960s, and they were largely the 

responsibility of local authorities. Yet, these mutations of universities were considered widely 

successful in terms of the role they played in opening opportunities to their local communities. 

The Thatcherite Education Reform Act of 1988 took a first major step in bringing polytechnics 

and universities together. The University Grants Committee that much autonomy provided to 

universities was replaced by the University Funding Council that exerted closer monitoring. For 

polytechnics, they were rewarded by being brought under the umbrella of the national government 

in the Polytechnics and Colleges Funding Council (Henkel, 2000). Eventually, in 1992 the binary 

ended, and polytechnics became universities (Watson, 2014), a decision made by Thatcher’s 

successor Sir John Major, a Prime Minister who by the way did not go to university (Tysome, 

2007). After this fundamental change, the sector was informally divided into pre-92 

universities (usually considered research-intensive) and post-92 universities (mainly former 

polytechnics), now all under the umbrella of the Higher Education Funding Council for 

England (HEFCE)16. Later on, in the early 1990s, mission groups also emerged (Brabner, 2011), 

which are collections of universities with similar missions so they “could lobby effectively”, as a 

former Chair of one of these groups confessed in interview. Current examples of the latter include: 

the Russell Group, the University Alliance, Million+, GuildHE, Cathedrals Group, and until 2013 

the 1994 Group.  But before the 1990s and the emergence of mission groups, there were other 

major Thatcherite changes worth mentioning; for instance, “full fees for overseas students… 

[were] introduced soon after Margaret Thatcher took office” (Marginson, 2013, p. 354). 

Additionally, Thatcher saw universities as ineffective and unproductive (Abreu Pederzini, 2012a), 

so in order to inculcate competitive pro-market memes, paradoxical measures were taken by 

increasing monitoring and accountability. The paradigmatic example of this would be the 

introduction of the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) (Bailey, 2014). The RAE came at a 

                                                           
16 Although I have tried to be as explicit and precise as possible regarding the geographic scope of my exploration of 

higher education (i.e. England’s higher education sector), I should emphasize that this means that higher education 

sectors in other regions of the United Kingdom have partially differing histories, regulations, and institutions, which are 

not part of my study in anyway. 
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special point in time. Just after Thatcherism had implemented a funding cut throughout the whole 

sector (Shattock, 2010), now the research related funding was to be distributed based on quality 

assessments (Wolf, 2015). This started to create a vertically differentiated sector, where not 

everybody secured the same level of funding (Abreu Pederzini, 2012a), and so ironically through 

closer government monitoring via the RAE, competition and neoliberal memes were introduced 

in English universities (Henkel, 2000), memes which were even exported to other countries 

(Enders, 2015).  

 

 As England got into the 1990s, the sector’s overall expansion meant that the way 

undergraduate education was funded “came to look unsustainable” (Hillman, 2013, p. 250). An 

initial change involved the transformation of most maintenance grants to government loans. 

Another important policy (meme) was the introduction of number controls: “Number controls 

have been used in a variety of ways in England since 1993 to control the amount of funding that 

the Government invests on students studying for undergraduate degrees” (Taylor and McCaig, 

2014, p. 6). Yet problems continued. Higher education in England had reached a point in which it 

realized that its continued expansion, its continued self-organization to create a larger more 

encompassing sector, was not simple. It needed further measures if it was to be successful. By the 

late 1990s, the funding per student had been drastically decimated, as Universities UK documents 

it 

Between 1989–90 and 1997–98, higher education institutions experienced a period of 

‘unsustainable growth’ when the unit of resource declined by just over 30% in real terms. 

The real value of grant plus fee income [i.e. total public income] reduced from just over 

£9,500 in 1989–90 to just over £6,250 in 1997–98 (in 2012–13 prices) (Universities UK, 

2015, p. 16). 

 

Thus, the government commissioned the Dearing report, which as a former minister stated in 

interview, “the Dearing committee was a more robust analysis” of higher education, where hopes 

were put to find a solution to all these problems. Published in 1997 (Watson, 2014), Dearing 

suggested the introduction of undergraduate tuition fees, which were eventually implemented as 

upfront fees of £1,000.00 on a means tested basis (Scott, 2013; Shattock, 2013). The Dearing 

report was iconoclastic in the sense that it was a rupture with the previous funding paradigm. A 

rupture that was necessary as part of the self-organization of the sector in its attempts to emerge 

and expand. An attempt that vigorously continued in the Blair administration, which set the aim 

of a 50% access rate to higher education (Watson, 2013). Ultimately, the initial upfront tuition fee 

was insufficient, leading to the legislation for top-up fees in 2004, in spite of Labour’s commitment 

in its 2001 manifesto not to do it: “We will not introduce ‘top-up’ fees and have legislated to 

prevent them” (Labour Party, p. 20). Hence, the path to the Higher Education Act of 2004 was 
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tortuous, given the intense politics it involved. As the President of UniF (a pre-92 collegiate 

university) explained, “in 2003… that white paper and the politics that followed really brought 

down the Blair government, because Blair had a very big majority, but the Labour party split 

about the proposal”. In the end, top-up fees of a maximum of £3,000.00 were introduced, but 

these were to be paid through government-backed loans. Given the controversies, “the then 

Secretary of State for Education, Rt Hon Charles Clarke MP gave a commitment to examine the 

variable fee regime after three years of operation” (House of Commons Business Innovation and 

Skills Committee, 2011, p. 4). These problems in undergraduate funding contrast with the 

regulations (memes) on postgraduate study (particularly postgraduate taught), where numbers 

have not been generally controlled, “fees are unregulated and must be paid up front” (Britton and 

Crawford, 2015, p. 1), and government funding through bodies such as HEFECE or the Research 

Councils is considerably smaller compared to undergraduate funding (Smith, 2010). 
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Section II: The Recent and Current Disturbances (from 2009 onwards) 

 

Clarke’s promise of a “review of the workings of the new system” (Thompson and Bekhradnia, 

2010, p. 1), takes us then to the most recent and current disturbances in the higher education sector. 

By 2004 it was clear that a new system was needed for undergraduate funding. The initial top-up 

fees were seen as a ray of hope. Yet, the increased size of the sector needed much more, and thus, 

further efforts to look and find the right policies (i.e. memes) to self-organize higher education 

were taken. Among the many efforts, perhaps the most relevant was the much awaited examination 

that Clarke had promised, which was formally launched in 2009, as an independent review chaired 

by the Lord Browne of Madingley (Graeme, 2009). The previous political battles around 

independent reviews profoundly influenced the launching of the Browne Review, as it was clear 

that “The government rarely accepts in total or [in] package” the recommendations of reviews, 

as a former government minister stated in interview. Thus, as a member of the Browne panel 

explained,  

One of the things that certainly concerned David Willetts [then Shadow Minister for 

Universities and Skills] when Browne was being commissioned was the experience of the 

Dearing Review…, and in a strong sense that, you know, Labour did not follow through 

on the Dearing review and changed the recommendations. 

 

Therefore, the Browne review was set up with bipartisan agreement, so that in the event of a 

change in ruling party, Browne would still be followed. As a former Chair of a mission group 

stated, “Mandelson [then Secretary of State for Business, Innovation and Skills] and Willetts 

reached an agreement to say, when Browne reported, if there had been a change in government, 

there would be continuity of the thinking from what Browne reported”. Furthermore, the origins 

of the Browne review would not be complete without “the global economic downturn that began 

in 2008” (Davis, 2010, p. 704). As a former Chair of a sector body commented, “the Browne 

review was commissioned… before the implications of the international financial crisis were 

clear”. One important implication of the crisis was that “The desire to avoid a repeat of the Great 

Depression… led to rapid and concerted efforts to maintain the liquidity and confidence in the 

financial system”, which transferred “current and potential future liabilities from the private to the 

public sector without an associated shift in control rights or authority” (Henisz, 2011, p. 306). This 

put enormous pressure on the British government, where the “government bought controlling 

stakes” at various private corporations to avoid a possible collapse of the financial sector (Curtis, 

2011, p. 2), among many other major decisions, including the historical lowering of interest rates 

and a public austerity programme. The crisis not only surprised many, but it quickly “turned what 

was already a nasty downturn into the worst recession in 80 years” (The Economist, 2013a, p. 1). 

The main possible implication of the financial crisis was a general expectation that following the 
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general election of 2010, massive funding cuts would be implemented in higher education. Thus, 

a former Chair of a lobbying group conceptualized the Browne review as “Mandelson’s 

realization that if Labour were in government after [20]10 there would be massive downward 

pressure on public expenditure limits, and this would require some kind of move of payment from 

the state through HEFCE grant to student fees”. Therefore, the needs of the higher education 

sector to find a new funding system were exacerbated, and pressures for its continued self-

organization increased.   

 

For several months the Browne panel studied the English university sector. Calls for 

evidence were launched, and certain leaders and experts gave “oral evidence at public hearings” 

(Morgan, 2009, p. 1). Higher education leaders tried to convey their memes to the panel; although, 

given the heterogeneity within higher education (Raffe and Croxford, 2013), different leaders were 

promoting different memes. For example, the President of UniC (a pre-92 collegiate university) 

said, “we made a submission to the Browne review”, and “we recommended the cap [on tuition 

fees] should be removed”, while others promoted the exact opposite message. Sometimes 

lobbying would be done in group; for instance, a former Chair of a mission group explained, “So 

in Browne a number of us [VCs] went to the Browne team and said you should look at 

postgraduate taught courses and possibly PhD courses in order to provide a system to those 

students who go on”. Others took a different approach; for example, another former President of 

a sector body mentioned that given the government’s austerity programme a funding cut to 

universities was inevitable, so “because we were certain the cut was coming, through late 09 and 

10 we tried to influence Browne to make sure that loses were made up”.  Thus, a plethora of 

memes were heard in many ways by the Browne panel. 

 

As the review panel was working, the May 2010 general election was getting closer. 

Initially the decision had been made that the publication of the review should be postponed until 

after the election. This decision was strategically helpful as “a way of removing it [(i.e. HE funding 

cuts)] as an election issue in 2010”, one of the main representatives of the higher education sector 

confessed. The election eventually came with great surprises. 326 seats are needed for a party to 

achieve majority at the House of Commons of the United Kingdom (to which England belongs), 

and then its leader can become Prime Minister (www.parliament.ac.uk, 2015). On 6 May 2010 

British people casted their votes to elect their national government, yet the result was inconclusive, 

deriving in a hung parliament. In spite of the conservatives having won the largest number of seats, 

nobody achieved the so dreamed 326 number (The Electoral Commission, 2010). 306 seats the 

conservatives won in that election (www.parliament.ac.uk, 2015), only 20 seats short of the magic 

number; 20 seats which represent only 3% of all the seats at the House of Commons. And, it was 

that tiny 3%, those 20 seats, which violated everyone’s expectations. As a member of the Browne 
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panel remembered, most mistakenly assumed that “there would be a majority conservative 

government after the general election”. The UK solved its hung parliament by the formation of a 

coalition between the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats (from here on Lib Dems). Just like 

that, in a matter of hours, “Britain took a leap into the political unknown… when the Conservatives 

and Liberal Democrats formed the first full coalition government in Britain since 1945” (Wintour, 

2010, p. 1). Thus, in recent years the UK, and England therefore, saw themselves immersed in a 

global financial crisis of magnitudes never seen in the last 80 years and in a hung parliament as it 

had not been seen in 65 years. The chances of these two infrequent events coinciding precisely in 

this period, when a major reorganization of English higher education was needed, are probably 

minimal. Yet, it happened, and it made of the exception, reality, and created a period where 

previous predictions were of little use. 

 

The Browne review, finally published in October 2010 (BBC, 2010), came to promote 

several memes through its recommendations. In terms of fees, a system of deregulated fees was 

suggested, but where universities charging more than £6,000.00 would have to pay a levy to the 

government on extra income. The Browne panel, as told by one of its members, “envisaged… 

[that] a lot of institutions in a post Browne environment would charge a fee of 6,000 pounds or 

not much greater than 6,000 pounds”. Regarding the control on student numbers, the panel 

actually believed in fully deregulating numbers. However, it proposed in its recommendations that 

UCAS tariff points should be used to set minimum entry standards (Browne, 2010). The latter was 

a necessary political mechanism, so “that for any given year the Treasury could determine the 

scale… having some control over total numbers”, a member of the review panel mentioned. The 

review also recommended student loans on very favorable terms, which students would start 

repaying once earning £21,000, where balances would be forgiven after 30 years (Browne, 2010). 

Additionally, a flat-rate maintenance loan for all students was recommended, plus a grant for 

students from poorer backgrounds.  

 

 Once the review was published, “The coalition government… [was] not bound to adopt 

Lord Browne's proposals” (Vasagar and Shepherd, 2010, p. 1). However, in principle both Labour 

and Conservatives had agreed beforehand on following Browne’s memes. Nonetheless, as a 

former Chair of a lobbying group mentioned, “the mistake of course was that they did not include 

the Lib Dems”; although some dispute this. A member of the Browne panel, for instance, said: 

“the liberal democrats had since suggested that they weren’t signed up to the review, we were 

certainly under the impression that we were operating with the agreement of the three major 

political parties”. Even if indeed the two major parties did not include the Lib Dems, who could 

blame them? The truth is that when setting up the review in 2009, the Lib Dems were not expected 

to even have a chance to win the election. Yet, ironically, the Lib Dems did end up in government, 
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and the problem was that they had ran a campaign on “a pledge to abolish fees” (Jeraj, 2010), 

which was in complete opposition to the Browne review’s recommendations. A leaked Lib Dems’ 

document showed that the party, at least since March 2010, had started thinking on how to 

negotiate a coalition and considered that “in the event of a hung parliament, the party would not 

waste political capital defending its manifesto pledge to abolish university tuition fees” (Watt, 

2010, p. 1). Perhaps because of the latter, “nobody thought that there would [actually] be the kind 

of toxic policies that there was in the autumn [of 2010]”, as a member of the Browne panel stated. 

  

The coalition government then became entrapped by the constraints of a disastrous 

financial recession and a difficult political landscape. As a former very senior government leader 

said, the government was “primarily driven by financial pressures around the Spending Review 

and by the need to mitigate the political damage to the Liberal Democrats”. On the financial side, 

the Spending Review of 2010 laid out the plans for a drastic austerity programme (a meme), 

“comprising 40 per cent savings from reform of higher education” (HM Treasury, 2010, p. 52). It 

became clear, then, as a former head of a higher education agency said, that the “politics of the 

Browne review and the spending review became inextricably linked and that is why in my view we 

didn’t get the pure version of the Browne review”. Cuts were executed gradually, with initial 

savings implemented in 2011-12, when there was “a 6% reduction in teaching grant against the 

comparable figure for 2010-11” (Cable and Willetts, 2010, p. 4). The government saw in increased 

tuition fees an opportunity for universities to compensate for the lost in public funding. And thus, 

a process began where “the public money that supports higher education… shift[ed] from block 

grants universities and colleges receive from the Funding Council towards repayable tuition loans 

made to students” (Cable and Willetts, 2011, p. 2). Yet, for this to happen the government needed 

approval from parliament. Therefore, in December 2010 the coalition put to a vote in the House 

of Commons a motion to “raise fees to a maximum of £9,000 a year” (UK Politics, 2010, p. 1). 

The motion barely passed, in the midst of ferocious student protests and a political mess. 

Originally, the coalition’s agreement stated that “If the response of the Government to Lord 

Browne’s report is one that Liberal Democrats cannot accept, then arrangements will be made to 

enable Liberal Democrat MPs to abstain in any vote” (HM Government, 2010, p. 32). 

Nevertheless, the mess emerged when, as a member of the Browne panel described, the coalition 

“decided it wanted to behave like an ordinary government, like a conventional single 

government”. Thus, various compromises were done to try to get the support of the Lib Dems. 

One was that the new £9,000.00 fee was not to be indexed to inflation. This was a problem for 

universities, as “for universities the absence of an indexed fee means that… [they] are actually 

being squeezed”, as the President of UniU (a pre-92 urban university) claimed. The fee not being 

indexed was due in part to the Lib Dems opposition, as a former Chair of a lobbying body said, 

“simply the Lib Dems said no. The Lib Dems said absolutely no”. Another compromise was on 
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the threshold of repayment for loans. Loans to pay the newly increased fees were proposed by the 

government in agreement with the Browne Review’s generous terms. Therefore, “These loans will 

only be repaid at a rate of nine per cent of earnings over £21,000. Repayment will be based on a 

variable rate of interest related to income” (BIS, 2011b, p. 9). Remaining balances after 30 years 

are condoned (Student Finance England, 2011, 2015), and interest rates increase progressively; 

for “Those earning above the £21,000 threshold increases gradually, reaching the full RPI+3 per 

cent at £41,000” (BIS, 2011c, p. 2). The high repayment threshold at £21,000.00 has presumably 

generated problems, as partly because of it the RAB charge (i.e. the risk of non-repayment) is 

going to be higher than expected. As a former President of a sector body stated, “the government 

certainly initially wanted 18[000]” that might have prevented some of the problems with the RAB 

charge, which originally was estimated at around 30% (Universities UK, 2015). However, the 

RAB charge will likely be much higher. To estimate the RAB charge is difficult and carries much 

uncertainty (Thompson and Bekhradnia, 2012), yet it is currently estimated by the government at 

“around 45%” (BIS, 2015a, p. 66).  A lower repayment threshold might have prevented this, but 

again the problem was political: to limit the damage to the Lib Dems, “hence the high threshold 

for repayment”, one former senior government leader confessed. Another political compromise 

was the creation of the National Scholarship Programme to support disadvantaged students 

(although it quickly perished) (Vignoles, 2013; Thompson and Bekhradnia, 2011). Eventually, 

with all these compromises the vote in the Commons passed; although, the mess was evident as 

in spite of these rearrangements, 21 Lib Dems voted against the motion (UK Politics, 2010).  

 

In the end universities were largely protected from the funding cuts, and have fared 

reasonably well in terms of annual operating surpluses ever since (Universities UK, 2014; Willetts, 

2015). The government did “take [more than] 3 billion off public spending, [but they] immediately 

replaced that by students’ fees”, a former Chair of a lobbying group explained. For the government 

this meant savings, because “Classed as ‘financial transactions’, annual loan issuance and any 

repayments are excluded from the expenditure and receipts that determine the current measure of 

the deficit”, although loans do impact on debt metrics (McGettigan, 2015, p. 3-4). Yet, in cash 

terms there was not much change, as the government still funds substantial amounts of student 

loans (see, for example, the Student Loan Company’s statistical first release (2013)). Because of 

this, the funding policy changes (i.e. a change in memes on how to organize funding) was seen by 

some as “a smoking mirrors type of stuff anyway, because it was a public accounting device…”, 

one of the interviewed Presidents from UniW (a post-92 urban university) stated. Moreover, there 

were recommendations in Browne (memes) that to be implemented required legislation, for which 

a higher education bill (i.e. more memes) was expected (Morgan, 2012). However, the bill never 

happened, at least partially again because of the coalition politics. Allegedly, “Nick Clegg [then 
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leader of the Lib Dems] blocked that [HE Bill] in advance….”, a former government officer 

indicated.  

 

  The new fee regime was itself the materialization of certain memes the government 

promoted, based on their particular collapse of the potency that higher education and its 

sustainability represent. Yet, at the same time the new fee regime was a fullness with potency 

itself, as once implemented a plethora of actors in the sector came to make sense of it in various 

different, sometimes diverging, ways. For instance, as the new fees were introduced, the biggest 

surprise for some came in 2011, given the way some universities and their leaders collapsed the 

potency of the new policy regime. The naïve “assumption was that universities would spread their 

fees across that 6,000-9,000” range, the President of UniQ (a pre-92 urban university) stated. 

However, as Sedghi and Shepherd described in the Guardian in 2011, “A growing number of 

universities” turned out  to plan “to charge £9,000 per year” (p. 1). Furthermore, as time passed, 

by 2014 almost all universities were charging the maximum or close to it (Bienkov, 2014), where 

“Average tuition fees for 2013-14 were £8,507 (£8,263 after fee waivers)” (Taylor and McCaig, 

2014, p. 18). Interestingly, the politics again were involved, as for some reason, perhaps because 

of their commitment to abolish fees, “it was the Lib Dems who pushed and pushed that 6 would 

be the norm and that 9 would be the exception”, a key higher education representative of this 

period argued. However, many other reasons lie behind this false expectation on how universities 

would react to the new regime. For instance, because “All institutions which charge more than 

£6,000 must agree Access Agreements with the Director of Fair Access” (BIS, 2011b, p. 11), 

“people in government believed OFFA was more powerful than OFFA is”, and therefore, they 

thought OFFA could prevent the collective diaspora towards £9,000.00, a former government 

officer confessed. Most universities charging near the cap, created serious discomfort in the 

government. The President of a former polytechnic even narrated having been called to a 

meeting by David Cameron the Prime Minister: “he called a meeting of Vice Chancellors, a 

group of Vice Chancellors who were charging £9,000 pounds, and said, ‘why are you all 

charging 9,000 pounds? You should be charging 6?’” A bit ironic the latter results coming from 

a Prime Minister from a pro-market neoliberal party. University Presidents claimed that they had 

done some market research before deciding that their interpretation of the potency of the new 

regime would be that they had to charge the maximum. Their market research showed that 

charging less would not bring them more or better applicants, and thus, there was no point. In 

other words, the same students, paradoxically, were allegedly asking to pay the maximum. In 

short, the way students collapsed the potency of the new policy regime was also surprising and at 

the same time contrasting. For example, the President of UniF (a pre-92 collegiate university) 

described his interactions with students in this regard:  
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in public the students wanted to demonstrate saying fees shouldn’t go up, but in private 

the key students came to see me to say, ‘if the fees go up we want you to move your fee to 

9,000 pounds, because we think that is a market signal’…and then we had a dialogue 

about recycling as much money back into scholarships and bursaries.  

 

The paradox is clearly evidenced, as the outrage of many groups of students by the new fees was 

shown at the same time in endless and extreme protests (BBC, 2011; Blake, 2010b). For instance, 

the National Union of Students publicly called the Browne Review and its recommendations “a 

foolish and extremely risky approach to funding the higher education sector” (2010, p. 2). 

Nevertheless, in the reputational and image driven higher education space of memes (Marginson, 

2013; Diamond et al., 2012), it seemed that not many wanted to project a meme of looking like a 

“worse” university by charging less. Hence, it became evident that the hiking of the tuition fees 

cap had not really created a market or even a quasi-market. Then, other policies (memes) came to 

bring the much sought after market dream back to life (Wyness, 2013; Barnett, 2013b). 

Particularly important was the deregulation of students with AAB A-levels (or equivalent). The 

government, in its long awaited June 2011 White Paper Students at the Heart of the System, 

suggested the following policy: 

We will free around 85,000 student numbers from current controls in 2012/13 by allowing 

unrestrained recruitment of the roughly 65,000 high-achieving students, scoring the 

equivalent of AAB or above at A-Level and creating a flexible margin of 20,000 places 

to reward universities and colleges who combine good quality with value for money and 

whose average charge (including waivers) is at or below £7,500 (BIS, 2011b, p. 13). 

 

These changes “were introduced by BIS [Department for Business Innovation and Skills] as an 

attempt to further increase choice for students and competition amongst higher education 

providers” (Taylor and McCaig, 2014, p. 6). The AAB memes presumably boosted student choice, 

which from the Browne review to the Government’s White Paper and until today is a central meme 

in the official discourse. With these, as Browne advocated for, also came the advent of the Key 

Information Sets and increased access to information (memes) to students, so they could 

presumably make the best decisions (Barnett, 2013b; BIS, 2011b; Browne, 2010). The policy on 

student numbers, therefore, had dramatic impact on the dynamics of higher education. As a former 

President of a lobbying body said, “What changed the game was the deregulation of student 

numbers above AAB”. Some universities interpreted the potency of these new policies, as 

indicating an opportunity for expansion. And so, they decided to expand vigorously, but as the 

President of UniS (a pre-92 urban university) mentioned, “of course the pool of AAB students is 

naturally limited. So we took a thousand more out of the pool, which means a thousand didn’t go 

somewhere else”. Later on in 2012, numbers were further deregulated by liberating ABB students 

starting in the 2013/14 academic year (Hillman, 2014b; Piatt, 2012). And from 2015 student 
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number controls (an old and classic meme) have been completely removed (Harrison, 2013; 

Britton and Crawford, 2015). Moreover, an original fear was that higher fees would damage the 

number of applications, as students might interpret the potency of the new policies as indicating 

financial risks that some might not want to take. This was briefly observed in the first years of 

implementation, but the net effect has been for applications to regularize and continue now their 

previously growing trend, where “Numbers of applications for entry in 2015 were at their highest 

ever level” (Universities UK, 2015, p. 4). Another fear was that the policy changes (meme 

changes) would impact the access to higher education from disadvantaged groups. Widely 

acknowledged as a society with deep inequality problems (see, for example, the OECD February 

2015 report  or the Institute for Fiscal Studies 2015 paper on inequality and living standards), 

voices have been continuously heard regarding the need to improve equal access to higher 

education in England, especially to the most prestigious universities (see, for example, The 

Hughes Report (2011)). The hike in tuition fees does not seem to have affected access rates from 

the most disadvantaged groups so far (Universities UK, 2015). Yet, a massive problem still exists 

when “the most advantaged 20% of young people are still seven times more likely to attend the 

most selective universities than the 40% most disadvantaged” (Milburn, 2012; Whitty, 2014). A 

renewed dream (meme) has emerged recently, the One Nation dream, where all such inequalities 

would cease, although at this point in time it is just that: a dream (The Social Mobility and Child 

Poverty Commission, 2015). Even if applications have not been affected and access could be 

improved, serious questions have emerged about the role of higher education. For instance, a 

recent CIPD document reported that an important number of graduates are underutilized in jobs 

that might not match their university skills (2015), something that could also be partially observed 

in some numbers reported by the What do Graduates Do? annual reports (although the situation 

varies across disciplines and universities) (HECSU and AGCAS, 2014). To the latter, one must 

add the global phenomenon felt in England as well of youth unemployment (Mok and Neubauer, 

2015).  

 

The Browne Review and the subsequent changes in undergraduate funding and 

number controls, encompassing mainly the period from 2009 to 2014, represent the most 

significant changes in the higher education sector since the Dearing Report. These recent 

undergraduate changes set the scene for the discussions I had with the community of leaders 

I interviewed, as the interviews were done throughout 2014-15, and these changes were the 

most widely discussed topic within the spectrum of recent perturbations being experienced 

in the sector. However, such transformational process in higher education is far from finished, 

and therefore, self-organization keeps working in the English higher education sector. Just in 2015 

the government published a Green Paper proposing further drastic reforms (memes), including the 

idea of implementing a Teaching Excellence Framework that would rank universities depending 
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on their teaching quality, bestowing on the best the capacity to charge higher tuition fees above 

the current cap (see BIS (2015b)). Ironically, once again as in the Thatcherite 80s and its RAE, a 

pro-market, pro-small government, neoliberal ruling party has decided to promote competition 

and market values by increasing government monitoring. Thus, if the plans go ahead, fees will be 

determined by a government assessment exercise, making us all wonder: and then what happened 

to the market?17 Furthermore, it is important to note that although the undergraduate 

funding changes were the main focus of the interviews, these changes did not happen in 

isolation, and thus, my exploration of English higher education (including the interviews) 

includes as well many other variables that concurrently were changing in the sector. In short, 

in so-called real life there is no ceteris paribus (Persky, 1990). In other words, there is no: 

“let’s change this bit, while the rest is held constant”. Hence, many other variables were 

changing as undergraduate policies (memes) were changing, and to understand how an 

answer could emerge from this context to my research questions, and more importantly, to 

understand English higher education’s current moment of reorganization, we need to take 

a look at those other variables and the memes they have produced and affected. For example, 

capital funding was affected at the same time all these new undergraduate policies were 

implemented. As one of the Vice-Presidents of UniC (a pre-92 collegiate university) mentioned, 

“…HEFCE capital funding dried up, and so university budgets were under enormous 

pressure…”. A different topic of which almost everyone in higher education has been talking 

about is the changes in international students’ visas, as “international students have become a 

prime target for efforts to reduce overall migrant numbers” (Sachrajda and Pennington, 2013). 

This has widely affected the recruitment of international students, especially from countries like 

India and Pakistan (Morgan, 2013a). In a time when local public funding for universities has been 

uncertain, international students have been generally a source of financial health and autonomy, 

yet such regulatory visa restrictions have become “an increasing worry”, the President of UniD 

(a pre-92 urban university) expressed.  

 

Postgraduate students, have been as well the focus of extensive debate and controversies, 

as many feared the increased debts undergraduates will be taking might deter them from applying 

to postgraduate courses (Whitty and Mullan, 2013). Some others claim postgraduate numbers were 

already struggling, as a former Chair of a mission group stated: “Particularly, in terms of UK 

postgraduates… those numbers were already going down. A lot of people blame the new fee 

                                                           
17 At the time this thesis was being finished, the story of the Green Paper was still unravelling, with a White Paper 

recently published, and further events being expected to happen. However, these latest events, from mid-2016 

onwards (including the newest White Paper), are not part of this thesis, nor are they part of the topics discussed 

in interviews, or the scope of this PhD project. Yet, the reader must be aware that this story continues. 
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structure as causing issues with postgraduate taught…but…. UK student numbers were already 

falling”. Lobbying regarding the postgraduate issue has continued, as explained by the President 

of UniO (a pre-92 semi-urban university), “As far as postgraduate taught is concerned what we 

continue to do since Browne or since the 2012 settlement is to say: ‘this is an area of unfinished 

business’”. Such efforts seem to have paid off, as in the Autumn Statement of 2014 the Chancellor 

announced the introduction of “a new offer of income contingent loans for those… wishing to 

undertake a postgraduate taught masters in any subject” (HM Treasury, 2014, p. 44; Institute for 

Fiscal Studies, 2015). In addition, there is the different but connected issue of part-time 

undergraduate students (Callender, 2013). The financial crisis allegedly impacted part-time 

students more as an important number of them are funded by their employers, many of which had 

to cut back on such expenditures (Universities UK, 2015). In the end, part-time numbers 

plummeted, also due in part to some of the post Browne review reforms (memes), which changed 

part-time policies too. Other issues in part-time education are the consequence of previous 

policies, such as the restriction to access loans for those holding already equivalent degrees 

(Morgan, 2013c). Nonetheless, some enthusiastic news came with the 2015 Spending Review, 

where the Chancellor, supported by a now slightly recovered economy, announced: “the 

government will introduce new part-time maintenance loans from 2018-19 to support the cost of 

living while studying…. For all STEM subjects, tuition loans will be extended to students wishing 

to do a second degree from 2017-18” (HM Treasury, 2015, p. 47).  

 

In a different dimension, another important concern was the government’s reformed and 

renewed research assessment exercise -now called REF (a whole new meme for research). This 

was a concern for many in the sector, as the President of UniZ (a pre-92 campus university) said: 

“what was probably most immediately thinking about was the REF”. The REF emerged from the 

intention of administratively simplifying the RAE. Thus, “a metrics-based system for assessing 

and funding research, to substantially reduce the administrative burden associated with the RAE,” 

was initially considered (REF2014, 2014a, p. 2). Originally, the intention was, therefore, to use 

bibliometric material such as that from CWTS in the Netherlands (see, for example, CWTS 

University of Leiden Rankings (2013a, b; 2014a, b)). However, consultations showed this meme, 

which had potency, was interpreted negatively by academics who did not support the use of 

bibliometric tools. In the end the exercise was similarly burdensome for universities. The 

distinction and differentiation of the REF came from its new focus on assessing the impact of 

universities’ research on cultural and economic terms (REF2014, 2014b). The results of the REF 

evidence the current dramatic process of self-organization that higher education is still going on 

in England (Research Fortnight, 2014). The big winner in many ways was King’s College London, 

improving its standing and research funding very significantly. However, the evidence of a 

changing order came when UCL broke the usual hierarchy, and became the second largest receiver 
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of quality-research funding in England (see Jump (2015)). Regarding research, there was another 

important process that was triggered in parallel with the discussions on the Browne review back 

in 2010: defending the research budget. Given the austerity programme of 2010, it was possible 

that cuts would come to the research budget, as they came to the teaching budget. Mission groups 

(e.g. the Russell group or 1994 Group) were key in lobbying for the science and research budget 

to be protected. A former Chair of a lobbying group, for instance, narrated an important meeting 

where the government asked for advice on what to do with the research budget: 

So very close to the budget being announced [in autumn 2010], George Osborne 

[Chancellor of the Exchequer], David Willetts [then Minister for Universities and 

Science], and Vince Cable [then Secretary of State for Business, Innovation and Skills] 

had a meeting of about eight people, no officials, only public representatives, the head of 

the Russells, the 1994 group, and we were asked around why there should be a ring-fence 

to protect science activities.  

 

To explain and convince the government that it should ring-fence research, higher education 

leaders “were using every technique known to mankind!”, another former Chair of a mission group 

confessed. Eventually, such efforts were successful. In the Spending Review of 2010, the 

Chancellor announced: “A ring-fence will be maintained to ensure continuity of investment in 

science and research” (HM Treasury, p. 23). Protecting the research budget evidences the 

importance of mission groups, which suffered different experiences in the post-Browne Review 

period. The Russell Group expanded, inviting four universities to join it in 2012: Exeter, Queen 

Mary, Durham and York (Coughlan, 2012). By contrast, by 2013 the 1994 Group had disintegrated 

(Morgan, 2013b). 

 

Yet another topic concurrently evolving was the incentives for more private or alternative 

providers. Changes through the White Paper Students at the Heart of the System and others coming 

later on, simplified things for alternative providers, by for example, making it easier to achieve 

university status (Temple, 2013), or allowing partial access to loans for their students (House of 

Commons Business Innovation and Skills Committee, 2011). Controversies exist regarding 

alternative providers, with complaints on both sides (public and private) that there is not a level 

playing field (see, for example, Hillman (2014a)). Thus, this remains a topic in the government’s 

recent Green Paper (BIS, 2015b). Finally, a really pressing challenge for the higher education 

sector in recent years has been the issue of pensions. One of the main pension schemes, the 

Universities and Superannuation Scheme, has gone through deep reformation, which is the product 

again of a continued process of the self-organization of a sector that has to acknowledge that staff 

nowadays live longer, and that in the larger sector we currently have, some old benefits are simply 

unsustainable. “Under current arrangements,… pensions are determined by two factors: how long 
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we have been in post and our final salaries” (Wolff, 2015, p. 1). In the possibly reformed system, 

“to cut an estimated deficit of £20 billion, pension payments towards a final salary pension would 

cease in March 2016” (Grove, 2015, p. 1). 

 

To conclude, a reflection is much needed. A general historical overview of the sector has 

been presented, which is just a summary, many things have happened in English higher education 

beyond the ones here discussed (e.g. the evolution of teacher training). However, this historical 

account allows us to see three important things. First of all, that in the beginning as until recently: 

there was no higher education sector in England. And therefore, the higher education sector that 

today seems to be emerging is the product of evolutionary processes of self-organization that have 

created a whole new something called English higher education. This whole new something is 

far from perfect, coherent or unified, and by contrast, it could be messy, constantly changing and 

even fragmentized in multiple struggling groups, such as the mission groups. More importantly, 

in order to evolve from two Ancient universities to a multi-faceted sector, it seems that England’s 

higher education has needed to find new and constantly changing public policies and other types 

of  memes, so that it could arrange itself and give form to itself. The latest period, from setting up 

the Browne Review in 2009 until today, has been one of the most dynamic and radical periods of 

changes, as a sector with an almost 50% access rate within young people (CIPD, 2015), is trying 

to redefine itself in order to survive and prosper. Second, it is clear from all the countless variables 

involved in higher education that this is a complex system. A nonlinear living system which whole 

is greater than the sum of its parts. Throughout this historical review we saw many different types 

of universities, the plethora of regulatory and government actors defining public policies, the 

countless leaders responding to policies and guiding universities, the students being students and 

protesting, the staff being caught up in the midst of unimaginable intricate processes that overtake 

any single individual and make us all be part of something larger than ourselves. And, as a complex 

system, we also saw the nesting of English higher education within other complex systems. Call 

them the economy, the political system, the English society, or the global economic environment, 

endless foreign forces seemed to invade higher education and influence it in relentless ways that 

shook the whole sector again and again. From the industrial revolution of the 18th century, to the 

global financial crisis and the advent of the much feared Lib Dems of the 21st century, higher 

education has been the victim of forces beyond itself, as it remains nested within other complex 

systems. Third, if English higher education is a social human-made living complex system in a 

process of self-organization, then as predicted from my discussion in Chapter 2, it has to be a 

space of memes too. Memes that come to guide self-organization, by compelling people in higher 

education to restrain their wants and give in to the systemic good. In the advent of the industrial 

revolution, those memes might have told the English to confront their new challenges by creating 

new universities. After World War II, other memes came to tell higher education that the 
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government would take care of it, that it was protected. In the 1960s, memes from the youthful 

and rebellious epoch came to convince everyone that hope was in universities, and that anyone 

willing to go to university should be able to, so that the sector started expanding. In the 70s some 

pessimistic memes might have invaded the sector, producing complacency, inefficiency, slower 

growth, and precarious finances. In the 80s the answer to all problems seemed to come from the 

neoliberal memes that vigorously transformed the sector, although sometimes in paradoxical 

ways. The neoliberal memes seem to have survived until today and in spite of changes in ruling 

party, so that in the late 90s a process to share the financial burden between state and society 

initiated. And, within all those memes a truly essential meme emerged in the period encompassed 

from the 60s to the early 2000s. It is the meme of the value of higher education. In this period, 

governments of all types, despite ideological differences, became convinced of the value of higher 

education as a tool for so-called progress, culture, education, skills development, and national 

growth and flourishing (something to be further explored in Chapter 6). As Macfarlane argues 

“Both the Robbins (1963) and Dearing reports (NCIHE, 1997) on UK HE recognise the central 

role of universities and colleges in reflecting and shaping the common cultural values of a 

democratic society” (2005, p. 308). And so it did as well the Browne Review, which started by 

recognizing that “Higher education matters. It helps to create the knowledge, skills and values 

that underpin a civilized society”. A civilized society: a self-organized one, in other words. In 

short, an intricate meme looms in this period, a meme that conceives higher education not only as 

a space of memes, but -as expected- as a hub of memes, and therefore as strategic in the 

implementation and dispersion of any agenda, values, beliefs, and aims of the nation.  

 

Furthermore, the most recent disturbances, from the Browne Review being commissioned 

in 2009, the new REF, the changing visas regime, the postgraduate policies of 2014-15, the part-

time debacle, and the pensions struggles, to the current Green Paper have all changed, expanded, 

transformed and altered the space and hub of memes of higher education in England.  Creating, 

thus, a disturbed space and hub of memes. In this disturbed space, where there are recent 

disturbances being made sense of through many different memes by many different actors, 

we can now zoom into, in order to explore with detail all the relevant memes, how these 

memes actually come to make sense to the relevant people (i.e. first research question), and 

how these memes could organize leaders in the higher education sector (i.e. second research 

question). In sum, this first findings chapter has allowed me to present you with a first order 

descriptive analysis, from which a disturbed space and hub of memes has been envisaged, defined, 

described, conceived, understood and explored. Setting the scene therefore to explore the research 

questions. Yet, we can only now do this, as we now know English higher education, not because 

someone told us about it, but because like in Chekhov’s opening quote, I have shown it to you. 
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Chapter 4: The Labyrinth of Complexity 

 

“Do you not see how necessary a world of pains and troubles 

 is to school an intelligence and make it a soul?” 

  

-John Keats  

Letters of John Keats 

 

The focus of this and the next chapter is on the second order analysis of my data, as to provide a 

possible answer to the first research question, which asks: how could humans’ memes, which try 

to give meaning to their experienced reality, make sense to humans? This is a deeply existential, 

and more importantly philosophical question. It is a question that has to do with the sensemaking 

tension. In short, if fullnesses experienced by human beings could mean anything or everything, 

how could Homines sapientes come not only to collapse specific meanings, but more importantly 

to conceive these meanings as the meanings, ignoring therefore, the inevitable ocean of potency 

that lies behind any fullness? Ideologists call this the problem of closure. And of closure, Ernesto 

Laclau said that it was the “impossible but at the same time necessary” operation (1997, p. 302). 

In other words, we saw in Chapter 1 that Homo sapiens constructs symbolic orders that as Zizek 

argues are “decentred discursive mechanisms that generate Meaning” (2012, p. 23). About these 

symbolic orders it was clear too that they could lead (i.e. self-organize) human beings. Yet, for 

this to happen, a level of confidence must be reached, so that those meanings are felt as the right 

meanings, and thus the ocean of potency -the sea of indeterminacy- somehow comes to be ignored: 

to be closed. In this and the next chapter I will explore the answer I am suggesting, within the 

explored higher education context, for the problem of closure.  

 

 

Section I: Inside Out, a Problem of Perspective 

 

“Man has gone out to explore other worlds and other civilizations  

without having explored his own labyrinth of dark passages and  

secret chambers, and without finding what lies behind doorways  

that he himself has sealed.” 

  

-Stanisław Lem 

Solaris 

 

Before we move on to explore the first research question, it is important to acknowledge and 

understand the perspective from where the analysis will be done. Broadly speaking, there are two 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/11978.John_Keats
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/133152
http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/10991.Stanis_aw_Lem
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/3333881
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main different angles from which a space of memes could be explored. On the one hand, we have 

what Putnam calls an internalist perspective (1981, p. 49). The classic ethnographic approach of 

going in situ (Burawoy, 1998; Langley and Abdallah, 2011; Schwandt, 2007), attempting to 

become part of the context of interest, in order to understand -through an emic perspective (Harris, 

1976)- how things look through the eyes of those being researched, would be an example of an 

internalist perspective. In management research, such a perspective is exemplified, for instance, 

in (neo-)institutionalist works. They might use different terminology, but institutionalists are 

basically talking about a type of fittest memes called institutions, defined as “shared linguistic 

constraint or opportunity that prescribes, permits, or advises actions or outcomes for actors” 

(Crawford and Ostrom, 1995, p. 583). Furthermore, “organisations within a common institutional 

framework” form a field (Naidoo et al., 2011, p. 1146), where certain capital (e.g. economic, 

cultural or social) is needed to be part and active in the field (Bourdieu, 1986; Green et al., 2014). 

Therefore, institutional theorist might research isomorphic “taken-for-granted resilient social 

prescriptions that enable actors to make sense of their situation” (Greenwood, 2010, p. 521; 

Zucker, 1987); or in the neo-institutionalist ethos they might explore how these normative 

pressures influence organizational members and their activities, as well as how sometimes those 

shared norms might change and the prescriptions transform (Greenwood and Hinings, 1996; 

Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006). Hence, researchers here aim to see the world through an internal 

viewpoint, so they could understand, for example, the institutional logic(s) of a field, which actors 

are dominant or not in defining institutions, as well as Bourdieu’s famous concept of habitus 

(Naidoo, 2004). In short, in the language of potency, internalist perspectives (e.g. 

institutionalism) are concerned with what happens (and how) as potency becomes collapsed and 

shared meanings become accepted forming a symbolic order. But this is not exactly what I am 

looking for. The first research question to be explored here is not internalist in sensu stricto. By 

contrast, the question asks about everything that is left behind -outside or externally- as potency 

becomes collapsed and memes become shared in a symbolic order.  

 

If we want to know, as the research question demands, how memes make sense in spite 

of the ocean of indeterminacy behind them, then we need first to be aware of the ocean of 

indeterminacy. And we cannot do that from an internalist point of view, because in an internalist 

perspective by definition the memes make sense quasi automatically, as the internalist does not 

see the ocean of potency but the logic of the symbolic order. Hence, the perspective I will follow 

is instead a weak externalist, which is partially related to what anthropologists would call an etic 

perspective, although with some minor differences (Morris et al., 1999). Daniel Dennett basically 

defines what I mean by weak externalist, when he talks about the Martian anthropologist 

approach (an idea he borrowed from Oliver Sacks). Dennett describes this approach by saying: “it 

will help if we temporarily put ourselves into the (three bright green) shoes of a ‘Martian,’ one of 
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a team of alien investigators who can be imagined to be unfamiliar with the phenomena they are 

observing here on Planet Earth” (2006, p. 75). I am labelling this approach weak externalism, 

because sometimes in philosophy of science, strong externalist perspectives are associated with 

the idea of an absolute truth, something which I do not fully accept. Furthermore, my approach is 

weak externalism because I recognize, as Putnam, that pure or strong externalism is utopian 

(1981). In the end, I am a human being and there is no way I could completely detach and 

externalize myself from the studied space of memes. However, the latter does not imply that I 

could not at least try. The implications of weak externalism will become evident and highlighted 

throughout the chapter. 

 

In sum, the sensemaking tension (i.e. closure is a quasi-impossible operation because there 

is an ocean of possible meanings) will only be able to be tackled by following E.O. Wilson, and 

therefore, “consider man in the free spirit of natural history, as though we were zoologists from 

another planet completing a catalog of social species on Earth” (2000, p. 547). 
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Section II: The Memetic Domino Effect  

 

“Invisible threads are the strongest ties” 

  

-Friedrich Nietzsche 

 

So let us begin our exploration as Martian anthropologists with the memetic domino effect, which 

in order to approach I would like to reemphasize first an essential feature of memes: that using 

memes to explore sensemaking inherently frames sensemaking in the language of science, the 

language of an evolutionary-complexity perspective. This means that memes evolve and are 

naturally selected with the potential to enable self-organizing processes in complex systems, and 

that meaning can only be internal. From the Big Bang to the creation of our Solar System, the 

emergence of the primordial soup, the first replicators, and eventually the evolution of complex 

forms of life on Earth (including ourselves), it all has been a blind process -as currently understood 

by science-, where there was no design, no designer, no intentions, no telos, and certainly no 

meaning: the universe and life on Earth are not pointing anywhere. Apropos to the latter, then, 

meaning only exists in the interior of a space of memes formed by living organisms with the 

capacity to interpret -collapse potency- of fullnesses in the Popperian Worlds. This is a truly 

crucial point that will keep chasing us until the last sentence of this thesis: meaning can only be 

internal, so in an externalist perspective the universe is meaningless.  

 

As the world becomes internalized and meaningful, a memetic domino effect is triggered, 

which for instance, was clearly portrayed in the explored English higher education space of 

memes. Let me explain this. Chapter 3 showed us that in recent years the symbolic order of the 

English higher education sector has been disturbed, as many radical events have reformed the 

sector. Those recent changes include, most importantly, the post-Browne review policy reforms, 

where teaching funding and regulation changed in fundamental ways, plus other changes, such as 

the incursion of the REF, the changes to the visas regime, new postgraduate policies, problems of 

pensions, and the troubles of part-time studies. In the story of English higher education’s recent 

disturbances, we can see a memetic domino effect: the disturbances in higher education came 

championed by certain memes (e.g. neoliberal pro-market memes) that represent the way in which 

a group of actors (e.g. policy makers) had made sense of the fullness of higher education; yet when 

these policy reformation memes impacted the sector they became fullnesses with potency 

themselves, as now other actors (e.g. university leaders) needed -through more memes- to make 

sense of them in order to know what these reforms meant and how to relate to them, then the 

memes of university leaders (e.g. their similar sticker prices almost all at the cap) became 

fullnesses with potency of which the government needed to make sense through other memes (e.g. 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/1938.Friedrich_Nietzsche
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the AAB policy), and so on and so forth. Thus, the memetic domino effect is about a recursive 

cycle of sensemaking processes that produces memes to make sense of fullnesses, while these 

memes being fullnesses themselves too, hence producing more memes, which could derive 

sequentially in ever more complex or different memes, of which some via evolution through 

natural selection might become -in the end- part of the symbolic order: a symbolic order that is 

constantly changing. Figure 4.1 presents a scheme of the memetic domino effect. Three things I 

must explain about Figure 4.1. First of all, it is a tool, an excessive simplification only focusing 

on undergraduate funding reforms for the purposes of exemplifying the process through which 

fullnesses with potency derive in memes, which become fullnesses with potency, which derive in 

more memes, until eventually some memes manage to be naturally selected to become embedded 

in the symbolic order enabling or collapsing self-organization. Second, this reasoning shows that 

the symbolic order is a region within a space of memes. In other words, a space of memes could 

be seen as a phase-space of a system of meanings, in which a region representing quasi-stable 

preponderant memes is the symbolic order. Third and finally, it is clear from Figure 4.1 that 

the symbolic order keeps evolving and changing. Thus, the memetic domino effect expands our 

understanding, initiated in Chapter 1 § III and IV, about what evolution through natural selection 

particularly entails in the case of memes. 

 

 



 

Figure 4.1. The memetic domino effect in English higher education. 
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The Problem of 

Financing 

Undergraduate 

Education 

1) A Fullness with 
Potency 
 

The Browne Review collapses 

the potency. It proposes 

memes of fee deregulation and 

numbers deregulation (among 

others) in order to make sense 

and relate to the previous 

fullness. 

2) Memes are Produced  

 

Browne’s memes turn out to be a 

fullness with potency themselves. 

So the government collapses them 

their way, expressed in the White 

Paper (a collection of more 

memes). Some of them are 

Browne’s memes, others 

mutated, and others are new. 

3) Memes Become More 

Memes 

The White Paper’s memes change 

the higher education sector. Thus 

they become fullnesses with 

potency too, so now university 

leaders (among other actors) have 

to collapse them, deriving in more 

memes: some are the same, some 

mutated, some are new. 

4) The Domino Effect Continues 

Leaders’ memes (e.g. let’s charge all 

9k) become fullnesses with potency, 

which the government collapses by 

deciding to introduce new memes to 

keep alive the market dream (e.g. 

AAB policy meme). Leaders’ respond 

with other memes (e.g. “let’s 

expand”). To which the government 

responds with more (e.g. new Green 

Paper) 

5) And So On, and So 

On 

In this process some memes survive, 

evolve and are naturally selected, 

becoming now -in the English higher 

education space of memes- part of 

its symbolic order. An example 

would be quasi-market memes, as 

now higher education accepts some 

competition pro-market memes. 

 

6) The Symbolic Order Evolves 
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Section III: Realism (Scientism) 

 

“Powerful words harmonize heart and mind as if a symphony” 

 

-Toba Beta 

Master of Stupidity 

 

Now, in the midst of this memetic domino effect, I entered and studied the English higher 

education space of memes, getting a snapshot of the domino effect at a particular period and from 

the particular perspective of higher education leaders. The intention of my exploration, of 

course, was to study memes, and not people or organizations per se (people or organizations 

are actually far more complex than anything I could here describe). Furthermore, my focus on 

the many interviews, was on understanding how a community of leaders were attaching 

meanings -memes- to the recent (2009-2014) higher education disturbances, as part of the 

unravelling of the memetic domino effect, and with a particular focus on the post-Browne 

Review undergraduate reformations. In this and the next chapter, I will explore first the 

meanings -memes- these disturbances had for the studied community of leaders, and how these 

memes are structured. Later on, these meanings -memes- and their structure will allow me to tackle 

the problem of closure and provide an answer to the first research question. Closure in the studied 

community of higher education leaders, seemed to entail an unavoidable dichotomy, where two 

opposing voices, as in a Biblical clash, kept challenging most of my assumptions. One is the voice 

of realism (scientism), to be explored in this chapter. The other is the voice of the magic of 

meaning, to be explored in the following chapter.  

 

 

The Labyrinth of Complexity 
 

“Realism can break a writer's heart” 

  

 -Salman Rushdie 

Shame 

 

In Chapter 2 we saw how the space of memes of higher education is also a hub of memes, where 

memes get distributed and interact with other spaces. One particularly important space that is 

profoundly connected with higher education is the space of science. For centuries, higher 

education and science have forged an unbreakable attachment, a blood bond that as if they were 

family unites them in successes, failures, happiness and sorrow. That bond emerged partly in 

England, where since the time of Newton, science was higher education and higher education was 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/3299.Salman_Rushdie
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/855015
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science. Hence, many of the phenomenal successes of science were born in the cradle of higher 

education. From Cambridge’s Cavendish Laboratory and its atomic revolutions, to King’s College 

London’s and Franklin’s genetic breakthroughs (Abreu Pederzini, 2012b), science has evolved in 

unison with higher education. The one defines the other, and the other defines the one, at least in 

some ways. Eventually, the Germanic model and the subsequent obsession with the research-

intensive university accentuated this close link (Altbach, 2011; Horta, 2009; Marginson, 2013; 

Readings, 1996; Scott, 2006; Shattock, 2010; Temple, 2013). From the affair between science and 

higher education, universities became then temples of science, cathedrals of Scientia.  

 

Since the scientific revolution of the late 15th to 18th centuries, science has rebelled against 

past memes, mainly those of the Church and some of the ancient ways of thinking of Roman and 

Greek cultures (Boisot and McKelvey, 2010; Gribbin, 2003). Since those times science was about 

knowledge (Nurse, 2015), although not just any knowledge, but one that is developed through 

scientific methods. It was, then, Francis Bacon and his Novum Organum that epitomized the 

scientific method, so that “Baconian science [especially] argued for the empirical rather than the 

faith-based justification of truth claims” (Boisot and McKelvey, 2010, p. 418). Eventually Comte, 

his positivism, and the advent of logical positivism (Polanyi, 1946, 1967), championed the idea of 

a mind-independent reality: an objective reality that could only be known through science and its 

“experimental and theoretical investigation” (Thagard, 2010, p. 279). This belief, hence, drove the 

idea of “the truth value of a sentence as constituting its reference” (Frege, 1892, p. 42), as the 

sentences of scientific theories are said to be true because they mirror what really exists, and thus, 

in their reference lies their validity. This belief made of semiotics an empiricist undertaking, as in 

this belief “to be meaningful, a word must have some connection with what can be experienced” 

(Ladyman, 2002, p. 150), because in the theories of science symbols are said to represent truly 

what they describe. And so the meme -the powerful belief- exists that science, by mirroring what 

allegedly really exists, is THE window to reality. A meme that represents a powerful dogma, 

which I will later critically assess, but that at this point is essential to acknowledge its all-

encompassing implications. Science and its alleged authority over reality became such a success 

that they came to permeate fully most other human undertakings within academia. For instance, a 

reflective and critical Hayek, in his economics Nobel Lecture, reproached his colleagues for the 

“propensity to imitate as closely as possible the procedures of the brilliantly successful physical 

sciences” (1974, p. 1). This “notion that social science could or should replicate the natural 

sciences” (Fournier and Grey, 2000, p. 13), is something that in the same spirit Ghoshal 

acknowledged when he claimed that in organization science, the “Adoption of scientific methods 

has undoubtedly yielded some significant benefits for both our research and our pedagogy, but the 

costs too have been high” (2005, p. 77). Science, thus, spread throughout academia invading all 

sorts of fields, sometimes including even the humanities. So that the spirit of scientific realism 



 

95 
 

possessed and possesses universities. It is, hence, unsurprising that my interviewees, as heads and 

deputies of the Cathedrals of science (i.e. universities), recurred to scientific explanations 

(scientism) in their attempts to describe to where all the current disturbances of English higher 

education are pointing to, or in other words, what their meaning is.  

 

As proud descendants of Galileo, interviewees went well beyond the plausible simplistic 

descriptions that some sensemaking literature might expect (Maitlis and Lawrence, 2007; Maitlis 

and Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005; Balogun et al., 2014). Evidencing the 

para-ethnographic essence of my fieldwork (Holmes and Marcus, 2008; Islam, 2015), 

interviewees provided highly developed theories on their environments. Theories that in the 

metaphysical realism that characterizes science, aimed to explain with a degree of excruciating 

detail their environments, so that their theories could be scientific mirrors of reality. In the arts, 

including literature, such descriptions are called realist or realism, precisely because in the 

Aristotelian sense they promote a sense of mimesis, where the most detailed memes end up 

“depicting something that exists, has existed or could or should exist” (Bowers, 2004, p. 20). And 

so, although in different ways and with various nuances, interviewees’ theories (validly or 

invalidly) are realist, as they contain multiple memes regarding the many different variables that 

define the higher education system, therefore aiming to mirror their lived worlds as closely as 

possible. All these many variables we already know, because I discussed them in the historical 

account of English higher education in Chapter 3. Yet, what is interesting to note, is that 

interviewees’ themselves constantly used most of the myriad variables and events to describe 

realistically (scientifically) their experienced worlds with lavish detail: from the changes in 

undergraduate tuition fees, the new policies and impact on part-time studies, the problems of 

pensions, the REF, and the possible implications for postgraduate studies, to some other even more 

particular internal variables, such as the opening of an overseas campus, the change in senior 

management team, the selloff of university buildings, among many, many other variables, the 

community of leaders I explored did not hesitate to provide all necessary detail on the plethora of 

variables that concurrently have been recently influencing the world they experience. Table 4.1 

provides illustrative memes regarding the ocean of variables covered in interviews. This, first of 

all, evidences the impossibility of focusing -as a researcher- on just one variable or event. 

Thus, even if my main interest was on the post-Browne Review undergraduate reforms, these 

did not happen in isolation,  and as so many variables have some times in synchrony 

sometimes asynchronously varied, the lack of ceteris paribus begs for a systemic (and at least 

partially holistic) approach and not a reductive one. As the President of UniT (a pre-92 

campus university) expressed it, when asked about the impact of the Browne Review: “I am 

not sure I can answer that… because there were lots of things going on in the university, and 

is hard to disentangle things which are relevant to the Browne review as opposed to other things, 
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everything is all part of a rationale and coherent time, things are linked”. More importantly, the 

dance of the variables was seen as unstoppable, as one of the Vice-Presidents from UniY (a post-

92 urban university) said:  

…there is always uncertainty the whole time I’ve been here. There’s always some change 

on the horizon, the government is always threating with something…. So we are always 

thinking about what are the risks to our institution, and obviously the whole issue around 

the fees going up was a huge thing, but we’ve been through so many changes….  

 

Various interviewees approached this realist (scientific) dimension in different ways: some 

provided more details on the many variables, while others focused on the detailed account of a 

specific set of them. Yet, it is clear that a significant proportion of them went far to depict not only 

memes that are an account of their world, but memes that form theories: realist (scientific) theories 

with a level of extreme detail. Given the plethora of variables, the theory these memes are 

describing is a complexity theory, because as Anderson argues, complexity is evidenced in “the 

length of the schema needed to describe and predict the properties of an incoming data stream” 

(1999, p. 217). Therefore, these realist (scientific) memes are not simple attempts of theorization, 

but probably complex ones. And, hence, the world of interviewees is presented as epiphenomenal 

and not experimental (i.e. everything moves: no control), as the President of UniQ (a pre-92 urban 

university) said, “…I am a scientist by training, if you want to understand the significance and the 

importance of a particular factor influencing change you do an experiment where you change one 

of those. You change one variable and you see what happens. We haven’t done that experiment!” 

 

However, as Baranger argues, complexity is more than a collection of many variables 

interacting, is about the interconnectedness of parts and their inherent interdependence (n.d.). So 

that in the tension of complexity, “Complexity theory holds that such tension leads to increased 

connectivity”, which take us to what Boisot and McKelvey call a connectionist ontology (2011, 

p. 127). Connectionism was classically described by Hume, who called it contiguity (1910, p. 18). 

Contiguity is about “the relation of being connected in space and time” (Ladyman, 2002, p. 36), 

and it was an integral part of the realist (scientific) memes of many interviewees too. Contiguity 

was expressed in various different memes, including those relating to: the connection between the 

increased debts of undergraduates and the effect of this on postgraduate education, the link 

between a change in public policy for part-timers and the recruitment of these, the interconnected 

effect of increasing tuition fees while at the same time decreasing HEFCE grant, the link between 

A-levels and university recruitment, the relationship that should be made between undergraduate 

fees and postgraduate fees, among many, many more. Table 4.2 provides a summary of contiguity 

memes. Among the most interesting memes of contiguity there are those relating to how as some 

universities expanded with the AAB policy others struggled losing students, so they had to take 
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students that would have gone to yet other universities, which had to take a loss or find other types 

of student too. The President of UniK (a post-92 semi-urban university) described this as the 

smarties effect: “…there was a sort of like smarties going around and… you taking smarties from 

me, me taking smarties from the next one…” Other interesting contiguity memes included the 

connection between unintended consequences of public policies, and therefore, the need to 

develop new ones once more. As the President of UniQ (a pre-92 urban university) said:  

I mean the changes that have been made in higher education during the course of the 

government that is now coming to an end, perhaps slightly cynically but not excessively, 

but you could say that each of the… innovations which has been introduced was to an 

extend designed to correct the unintended consequences of the previous innovations. 

 

This type of perceived temporal contiguity, where events in the past could come at any point to 

define in complex ways the future, resonates with Smith’s emphasis that chaotic systems, as 

difficult to understand as they may be, are still deterministic (2007). Another important face of 

contiguity has to do with co-creation. Especially university Presidents saw themselves as co-

creating the very higher education environment they were responding to. This is illustrated by the 

roles that many of them played as, for example, Chairs or Presidents of mission groups or sectorial 

agencies, and the intensive lobbying most universities constantly do. As the President of UniO (a 

pre-92 semi-urban university) explained:  

for a number of us it’s an interesting challenge what you do as the leader of your 

institution and what you do as somebody who has some influence over the way in which 

policy might be made. And I think those who are effective in policy making and policy 

advice are those who are seen to be able to understand the interests of the sector not just 

the interest of their own institution. 

 

Table 4.3 provides further examples of the perception of co-creation. The perception of contiguity 

as co-creation is consistent with Stacey’s claim that “when the dynamic is chaotic, the business 

[or organization or its leaders] itself will partly be creating its own environment through creative 

interactions with other organisations and people in that environment” (1992, p. 99). 

 

 Thus, it is clear that, although in different ways and at different levels, the largest 

proportion of interviewees constructed an overall memeplex consistent with realism (scientism) 

and its ethos, where a whole range of variables, events, elements and actors were considered as 

contiguously and interdependently defining higher education. So in the space of memes of English 

higher education, we first find realist and scientific type of memes forming a complexity sort of 

theory of higher education. However, a problem quickly emerges: where is the meaning? This 

section began with an attempt to find out what the meaning of all the disturbances in higher 

education is for the interviewees. In short, to where are these disturbances pointing. Partly, I can  
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Type of Leader Illustrative Meme Type of Leader Illustrative Meme 
University Vice-President or 

Equivalent 
(UniY, post-92 urban 

university)  

 

…a lot of our part time degree students were 

supported by their employer, so sometimes we 

would run a course which was specifically for 

an employer…, and of course their budgets 

were going down, what is the first thing you do, 

cut education. So we also found the impact of 

that…. 

 

University President 
(UniE, pre-92 campus university) 

There is quite a lot of sort of hygiene and maintenance 

you have to do on all those things. You can’t take your 

eye off international students, you have to make sure 

you continue to deliver research. 

University President 
(UniX, pre-92 campus 

university)  

 

I don’t think there is any chance that change 

will stop. I don’t think we are ever going to get 

to a point were any government would say we 

have done enough, so I think further change 

is inevitable… 

University President 
(UniD, pre-92 urban university)  

 

Things changed dramatically by the time that the 

Browne Review was actually published, so we had the 

full force of the international financial crisis. And the 

crises of the RBS and the Halifax… And we had the 

general election… 

University President 
(UniK, post-92 semi-urban 

university)  

 

…for the next five years we have demographic 

downturn too, in terms of the number of 18 year 

olds…. 

University President 
(UniZ, pre-92 campus university)  

 

But was what also in my mind was the university’s 

decision of whether or not to open a campus [abroad]… 

 

University Vice-President or 

Equivalent 
(UniC, pre-92 collegiate 

university)  

 

The other major affair in which we experience 

real difficulties is of course the visas. And that 

is extremely harmful…. 

Member of the Browne Panel And then of course the financial crisis was important… 

University President 
(UniW, post-92 urban 

university)  

 

…but I do think they should have looked at 

whether there would be any impact on 

postgraduate study…, because that is an 

integral part that goes on in higher education. 

 

University President 
(UniE, pre-92 campus university) 

You are cognizant of those changes, whatever they are. 

We had a big pensions problem with USS, the fact that 

staff, and you know it affects us, we are all staff…. 

 

University 2nd President 
(UniW, post-92 urban 

university)  

 

Well, like a lot of other institutions we have 

seen a significant dip in the numbers of part 

time students at the university. I think the 

reasons for that are manifold. 

University President 
(UniN, pre-92 specialist institute) 

So there was a lot going on that required a strategic 

response, and most things that were going on were a 

threat to our income, most of our income streams I think 

were under threat, and this is relevant…. 

University Vice-President or 

Equivalent 
(UniG, pre-92 campus 

university)  

 

…whether is students or universities or parents 

are much more focused on employability. That 

never used to be a key element, it was just 

assumed that unless something very unexpected 

happened the graduate would get a graduate 

level job…. 

University President 

(UniS, pre-92 urban university) 

I mean the REF was very important, but of equal 

importance to student expansion. 

University President 
(UniM, a pre-92 urban 

university) 

The other big issue for us, I think it’s been 

London and accommodation, so we worry 

about London getting too expensive.  

University Vice-President or 

Equivalent 
(UniD, pre-92 urban university)  

 

I think there is a kind of wider environment in which we 

seat, and then there is a micro internal environment. 
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University President 
(UniG, pre-92 campus 

university)  

 

Yeah I mean, for VCs and senior management 

teams making sure that you could keep up 

with everything! 

 

University President 
(UniV, pre-92 collegiate university)  

 

You have the maximum fee, controlled student numbers, 

and then you start to get the changes to student number 

controls depending on the A levels. So there are three 

bits to it, yeah. 

University President 
(UniX, pre-92 campus 

university)  

 

…the biggest challenge for a university of this 

size is the size of the research fund…. But, you 

know, although the present government said 

that they would ring fence the science budget 

or research budget…it was flat cash and so in 

real terms it has been going down. 

University President 
(UniZ, pre-92 campus university)  

 

But if I was going to be kept awake at night everything 

would keep me awake at night.  

 

University President 
(UniO, pre-92 semi-urban 

university)  

 

…you have to remember of course that a huge 

number of students in the UK are NHS funded 

and that unit of resource has declined, so it is 

not only, in terms of UK students they are not 

all loan students, some of them are NHS 

students…  

University Vice-President or 

Equivalent 
(UniG, pre-92 campus university)  

 

…also the fact that there has been no prospect of the 

9,000 being raised, so that inflation even in the current 

climate, which isn’t going to last when oil prices go up, 

so that 9,000 is dwindling…. 

University President 
(UniK, post-92 semi-urban 

university)  

 

And then the second bit of which we are now 

beginning to see the consequences of is 

postgraduate, so the first concern again, was 

for universities having set an undergraduate 

fee at 9,000, would your postgraduate fee going 

to be 9,000 or was it going to be something 

else? 

University President 
(UniW, post-92 urban university)  

 

…the failure to broaden sixth form studies, this is a long 

term problem in this country, is a constraint on 

universities that want people to arrive with a reasonably 

broad and high quality general education… 

University Vice-President or 

Equivalent 
(UniC, pre-92 collegiate 

university)  

 

…one of the results of the Browne review, was 

that HEFCE capital funding dried up, and so 

university budgets were under enormous 

pressure particularly if you have a big capital 

plan with lots of things you want to achieve. 

 

University Vice-President or 

Equivalent 
(UniD, pre-92 urban university)  

 

The bigger point is there was this remarkable 

uncertainty on a number of fronts on how to move 

forward, and ultimately I think the reality is you made 

your best decision not knowing what the outcomes of 

other things would be, hoping that they weren’t going 

to be really negative…. 

Table 4.1. Illustrative memes showing some of the many different variables that interviewees used to describe their environment.          
  

 



 

Table 4.2. Illustrative memes regarding the perceived contiguity -in space and time- of different variables interacting and impacting different parts of the 
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Type of Leader Illustrative Meme Type of Leader Illustrative Meme 
University President 
(UniY, post-92 urban 

university)  

 

…and of course what we don’t know yet, is how 

many students who have 40,000 pounds in debts 

would now in 2015 want to go to a master’s 

programme.  

University President 
(UniA, post-92 urban university)  

 

Well I think my biggest disappointment was the drop 

in part time students, because I had thought that the 

availability of fee loans for part time students would 

be very important. But what of course I hadn’t 

factored into that was that the price would be moved 

to the equivalent of 9,000 and I knew very well the 

market wouldn’t pay that…. 

 

University President 
(UniS, pre-92 urban 

university) 

So we said fine, let’s increase it, the more 

students, brilliant students, great students, brings 

us a lot of income. But of course the pool of AAB 

students is naturally limited. So we took a 

thousand more out of the pool, which means a 

thousand didn’t go somewhere else. 

University President 
(UniV, pre-92 collegiate university) 

At the same time you got the REF, now the REF was 

really interesting because the key question then was, 

when do we ramp up the number of staff? …so 

actually the student numbers going up, or at least we 

wish going up, and the REF sort of went in parallel. 

We won in both accounts, you know we needed them 

to teach students, we needed them for the REF. 

 

University Deputy COO 
(UniC, pre-92 collegiate 

university)  

 

[About post-Browne reforms]…so I think it is 

conceivable that there would be a long term effect 

that we haven’t yet seen, and nobody knows yet. 

 

University President 
(UniK, post-92 semi-urban university)  

 

The first thing is that if you set the fee at 9,000 for 

undergraduates, that is full time undergraduates, if 

you studied part time then you had to, we had to work 

through the consequences of part time study on a 

pro rata basis. 
 

Sector Agency CEO So as I said the politics of the Browne review and 

the spending review became inextricably linked 

and that is why in my view we didn’t get the pure 

version of the Browne review…. 

 

University President 
(UniD, pre-92 urban university) 

Myself and my management team we clearly saw 

difficulties with that because we would struggle to 

remain even, because we feared and our fears turn 

out to be right, that we would loose as much from the 

reduction in the recurrent grant in teaching as we 

would gain in the increase in fees. 
 

University Vice-President 
(UniG, pre-92 campus 

university)  

 

…so the schools teachers were, I think, at least for 

the first year or so, were advising their students 

pretty much as they had always advised them: if 

they were not the highest flying students, then they 

shouldn’t risk necessarily having to trade up. I 

think that was an element so it all has to do with 

that change impacting on different parts of the 

system at different times. 

University President 
(UniE, pre-92 campus university) 

So we were relying that people would not get into 

Oxford and the top and would come to us as their 

insurance. And is probably less Oxbridge and more 

the Bristols and Durhams, the moment the cap is off 

for the AAB’s, they will go there because that is their 

first choice not their second. So we took a dip in year 

one…. 
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University Vice-President 

or Equivalent 
(UniX, pre-92 campus 

university)  

 

Then of course there is a big decision to make 

about PGT because you’ve got, UG, if you as this 

institution decided 9k was essential as our fee, you 

then got to decide what you are going to do for 

PGT because you got 120 credits for UG charged 

at 9k, you got 180 credits of PGT, 60% more 

credits, not charged at 9k, in fact nowhere near 

the 9k. You know where is the equity in that? 

University Vice-President or 

Equivalent 
(UniG, pre-92 campus university)  

 

…what you then have is a reduction in the number of 

students who got either first two As and a B or later 

an A and two Bs. And that was partly Michael Gove 

working to toughen up the A levels. So you have 

fewer people getting the top grades…, and there is 

only some many of them to go around. 
 

University President 
(UniY, post-92 urban 

university)  

 

And one of the things that we were immediately 

aware of, because we talked to further 

education… was of course that the 2012 students 

had chosen the A levels or their BTECs or 

whatever two years before and so if they had 

chosen to study English, and History and French, 

they couldn’t suddenly become a dentist, any 

change in subject balance is gonna have to be 

refilled through the supply chain before it would 

reach us…. 
 

COO or Equivalent 
(UniI, pre-92 collegiate university)  

 

And the whole city X phenomenon you know the 

extraordinary numbers of biotech, and high tech 

firms is undoubtedly you know it’s been stimulated by 

ideas from UniI, and is now symbiotic with it. 

University President 
(UniU, pre-92 urban 

university)  

 

…and my technique in doing that is to link the 

research and the education very closely together. 

So the idea is the research stays high and you 

bring the education up, and you do that in part 

by linking it. 

  

Table 4.2. Illustrative memes regarding the perceived contiguity -in space and time- of different variables interacting and impacting different parts of the system. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

102 

 

now say that for most of the explored leaders these disturbances were pointing to realist (scientific) 

complex and chaotic memes and processes. However, complex and chaotic dynamics are by 

definition ambiguous, where actually the links between cause and effect are lost (Stacey, 1995), 

and therefore, things do not necessarily point anywhere. Hence, the realist (scientific) part of this 

first voice of the dichotomy of closure does not seem to be clearly pointing anywhere in specific. 

Furthermore, if complexity is embraced, then unpredictability and the epistemological limits of 

Homo sapiens must be embraced too (Allen et al., 2007; Allen and Boulton, 2011; Boisot and 

McKelvey, 2010; Mlodinow, 2008), as this is what complexity entails. It turns out that the latter 

is precisely what interviewees expressed as well, as they confessed that full knowledge and 

epistemological certainty was impossible. As the President of UniG (a pre-92 campus university) 

said, “I don’t think you can predict precisely, because if you could predict precisely you might 

start to do things immediately…. And I agree… that actually because of the complexity, you 

couldn’t predict how all these variables interact”. The President of UniZ (a pre-92 campus 

university) expressed too the difficulty of knowing clearly what happened in the past, and thus the 

dilemma of not knowing precisely what one should do in the future: 

And interestingly I spoke to other vice chancellors around the same time who were saying 

exactly the same, that strategic planning was really hard to do, because all those 

certainties had gone, you don’t know what is coming, you don’t know if your university 

was a winner or a loser, I mean probably we wouldn’t be able to judge that for a period 

ahead, so how do we plan for this future? I think a number of us felt that it was quite a 

difficult thing to do, I certainly did. 

 

The overall feeling of what were perhaps inevitable epistemic limits was poetically framed by the 

President of UniX (a pre-92 campus university), who confessed the inherent frustration that this 

sometimes conveys: 

Is difficult to be absolutely certain what has supported and helped our growth strategy, 

because nobody changed one thing at the same time, there were always more than one 

variable being changed which was frustrating: so we had the fees, we had AAB then we 

had ABB…, then we had change in demographics, 18 year olds, increasing numbers of 

18 year olds. We have changes in visas… So the difficulty is to what do I attribute all of 

this? 
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Type of Leader Illustrative Meme 
University Vice-President or Equivalent 
(UniY, post-92 urban university)  

 

So yeah huge amounts of lobbying goes on at every 

stage. 

University Vice-President or Equivalent 
(UniC, pre-92 collegiate university) 

…we did put together a submission to the Browne review. 

Well we didn’t so much give evidence, but we put a 

submission to the consultation, so we consulted within 

the university and we produced our own commentary in 

relation to the consultation. 

University President 
(UniF, pre-92 collegiate university) 

Well I think we spent a lot of time here in London, 

talking to people on Victoria Street, officials there… 

meeting the ministers on a regular basis, and we were 

also meeting with treasury officials to talk about 

options and models with treasury. 

Government Officer The levy idea, the biggest lobbyers against the levy idea 

was UniI. So UniI rang me up…, and said (and I didn’t 

really believe it) UniI will leave the publicly funded 

sector if you impose that idea….  

University President 
(UniW, post-92 urban university) 

…the other thing, the other reason I think the government 

did this, was that they were over influenced by a group 

of vice chancellors who were frankly making demands 

for maximum fees which I disagreed with… 

University President 
(UniA, post-92 urban university)  

 

Yes! Well I was in a fortunate position because I was at 

that time Chairman of the [A MISSION GROUP]…, and 

so that meant I was on the people that Treasury 

consulted, and I went to see Treasury and we talked 

about the possible fee level coming up… 

University President 
(UniN, pre-92 specialist institute) 

 

…we were lobbying for a positive settlement in terms of 

bursaries and actually I think that was good, initially…. 

Deputy University COO 
(UniC, pre-92 collegiate university) 

 

…we for example tried to influence government over its 

immigration policies, which have been really hurtful and 

damaging… 

University President 
(UniO, pre-92 semi-urban university)  

 

…if you are asking that question of me as a leader of a 

university, then the answer is you have to be connected, 

you have to try and be an influential vice chancellor, 

you have to have good channels of intelligence. 

University President 
(UniH, pre-92 campus university) 

 

But the problem is because we were certain the cut was 

coming, through late 09 and 10 we tried to influence 

Browne to make sure that loses were made up, and we 

succeeded on that. 

University Vice-President or Equivalent 
(UniC, pre-92 collegiate university) 

 

I think, you know, we obviously tried to do a certain 

amount of influencing behind the scenes, everybody 

does or did… 

Table 4.3. Illustrative memes regarding the idea of university leaders as co-creators of the same 

environment they have to respond to. 
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Table 4.4 provides further memes regarding epistemic limits. With complexity others memes 

beyond epistemic limits came too, including those about the unexpected and sometimes the absurd. 

It is a well-known fact that phenomena in complex system is best described by power laws, which 

entail that even if there are apparent central tendencies, the complexity of the intricate feedback 

loops through which the parts are connected could easily derive -all of the sudden- in unexpected 

events that violate all trends (Bak, 1996; Marion and Uhl-Bien, 2001; McMillan, 2004). An 

example of this would be the Lib Dems becoming part of the government, something that many 

interviewees confessed they were not expecting, and it changed thus their predictions. More 

importantly, the fact that complex systems could self-organize does not mean that they always do 

or that they do it perfectly. Actually, sometimes because of their inherent complexity, order is lost, 

and there might be times, even if it is just ephemeral, when things make no sense. The latter was 

constantly expressed by interviewees through memes of the absurd. The classic example would 

be the RAB charge, where some leaders wondered what had been the point of all the funding 

disturbances if in the end the government will keep paying a significant portion of higher education 

through the RAB charge. As the President of UniX (a pre-92 campus university) observed: 

…the government is still putting billions into higher education, it is going in through the 

student loans, the money is not going to come back, they didn’t do the proper 

calculations…. and of course they get none of the credit for the money that they are putting 

into higher education. So it was an absolute shooting yourself through both feet. 

 

Other memes regarding the absurd and things that might not make sense are shown in Table 4.5.  

 

In sum, we went out to search for meaning, and have come back partially empty handed. 

Yes, on the one hand, interviewees constructed their higher education experience as pointing to 

complexity18. And therefore, their memes were memes of realism (scientism), as if they were 

building a scientific theory they tried to describe reality in extreme detail, in order to find the 

scientific truthful real. Yet, complexity did not produce meaning, at least not in any clear manner. 

For instance, sometimes complexity made it impossible to know what were the causal connections 

of what was happening, evidencing epistemic limits, and hence, if scientific meaning could be 

                                                           
18 A caveat is important to note here. Although they were a very small minority, there were some interviewees that did 

not touch on complexity. For them the environment was simple and they could handle almost everything. For instance, 

one university President described the loss of students due to the AAB policy as planned, and pointed out that the 

university actually used it to improve the quality of its intake. For another interviewee the environment was simple, as 

it was all basically the fault of the government, which was guided by simplistic ideas. However, what is also important 

to note is that even if this minority of voices and their memes did not invoke complexity, they nonetheless provided a 

description of their perceived environment consistent with realism and scientism too. For instance, they spent significant 

time providing every tiny detail on how they thought their environments worked. So in this minority of cases, the memes 

might not be complex, but they are still consistent with realism given the intensive level of detail.  
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found in causality, this was certainly lost in the realm of complexity. More importantly, in complex 

systems unexpected events could sometimes happen, which far from making sense they were 

perceived as absurd even to the sophisticated academic leader. Hence, so far despite interviewees’ 

being internal to the space of higher education, their memes are fairly consistent with an externalist 

perspective, inasmuch as there is no actual meaning found yet: they remain undetermined in 

potency. As previously explained, that is what an externalist approach entails. If we, as Martian 

anthropologists, for instance, study the evolution of life on Earth, we would find very complex 

phenomena happening, some of which derived in self-organization, some of which is absurd and 

cruel, some of which we cannot fully understand. But more importantly, we would find that 

everything that has happened in life’s evolution on Earth is the result of a blind process, and thus 

is not pointing anywhere: is meaningless and therefore has the potential -potency- to mean 

everything or anything, leaving us undetermined. In the case of higher education, things might not 

be this dramatically blinded, as there are certainly -at the local level- intentions and designs, which 

nonetheless at the systemic level get swiftly lost in the complexity of what happens. Thus, so far 

the perspective of interviewees is still mostly meaningless; yet described in the ethos of highly 

detailed realism and with the scientific rigor that characterizes academics. Now, at this point, I am 

sure you are thinking this makes no sense. We were supposed to be tackling the first research 

question about how memes make sense -about alleviating the sensemaking tension and reducing 

potency. Yet, things do not seem to make sense so far. We went out to search for meaning and we 

seem to have failed. Complexity appears to be pulling us taut in various contrasting and confusing 

directions. We seem lost as some times the interviewees said they are too. And if that is your 

feeling as it is mine too, I am glad, because it means you have joined me all the way to the promised 

land: the labyrinth of complexity.  

 

The labyrinth of complexity begins with the realization of it in the first place. Something 

that was clearly evidenced, although in different ways, by many interviewees’ memes. The leaders 

of higher education seemed to have had experienced that life changing moment when the world 

around you abruptly shifts from the clockwork sensemaking ensemble it was, to the disparate 

although sometimes self-organized conundrum of myriad elements and forces that while defining 

you they escape from most attempts to be fully captured and understood. In “the clash between 

our need to feel we are in control and our ability to recognize” complexity, potency and 

meaninglessness, it is the latter ones which win once we get into the labyrinth of complexity 

(Mlodinow, 2008, p. 169).  And, hence, the labyrinth of complexity bestows on those that visit it 

a radical experience, an epiphany that while not necessarily condemning them to Dante’s inner 

circles of hell, it could nonetheless, quickly turn into a nightmare. I am talking about what is 

perhaps the most powerful human experience: the experience of solitude. Solitude is not only 

about the objective fact of loneliness. Solitude is much more. A thing in itself, a guiding force, a 
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Type of Leader Illustrative Meme Type of Leader Illustrative Meme 

University Vice-President or Equivalent 
(UniY, post-92 urban university)  

 

So I’ve gone through a lot of these changes 

but now I look back and is very hard, you 

know things change so quickly, it is quite 

hard to think back to five years ago, you know 

three years ago, and what things felt like... 

 

University COO 
(UniD, pre-92 urban university) 

You know in retrospect you think: God 

why didn’t we do that! Simply it all 

seems so linear, but it didn’t feel like it 

at the time, didn’t feel like it.  

 

University Vice-President or Equivalent 
(UniO, pre-92 semi-urban university)  

 

We are facing around the election really, 

really difficult uncertainty, an uncertainty so 

great you almost can’t plan for it. I think 

there are some things that you can’t plan 

for, you just know they might be there. 

 

University President 
(UniQ, pre-92 urban university)  

 

…because there isn’t a day that goes by 

without me being made aware of 

something I ought to already know, 

so…about the time I retire, or not even 

then, I will… I think am better now than 

I was five years ago when I started. In 

most academic areas the real trick is to 

recognize what you don’t know, and 

not pretend you do… 

University Vice-President or Equivalent 
(UniC, pre-92 collegiate university) 

 

We weren’t exactly unprepared for Browne 

but nobody knew exactly what was going to 

be in Browne when it did indeed come out.  

 

University Vice-President 
(UniX, pre-92 campus university)  

 

And the other thing is you know 

sometimes things can conspire against 

you. There is a big luck element. 

Everything went wrong. Something 

come along that you couldn’t have 

predicted… 

Member of Browne Panel life… demands you on balance to make 

decisions, decisions are always made with 

imperfect information. And decisions are 

also made with shifting information. So the 

moment you made a decision in any event, 

you have changed the world so all the facts 

change anyway. 

University President 
(UniB, post-92 urban university)  

 

…I take the position there are known 

risks, and there are unknown risks, and 

what we have to do is positon ourselves 

every year to try to minimize the impact 

on the community of the known risks, 

and have… a management structure 

that is reasonably responsive to the 

unknown risks…. 

 

University President 
(UniG, pre-92 campus university)  

 

So you know there are things that you can 

plan but you only get so far…. 

 

University President 

(UniS, pre-92 urban university) 

I think you have to accept that there was 

some degree, a serious amount of 

uncertainty during this period. 

University President 
(UniX, pre-92 campus university)  

 

…one of my positions always is that you have 

to be prepared for any option that is 

presented to you by politicians and therefore 

it is about preparing probably a series of 

strategies depending on how the answers are 

going to come out. 

University President 
(UniG, pre-92 campus university)  

 

Is completely unpredictable, I mean I 

went on a holiday in the summer and 

they discovered [BIG DISCOVERY X], 

and a week before I came back they 

made the discovery and I was told to 

come back from holiday… 



 

Table 4.4. Illustrative memes regarding epistemic limits. 

 

107 

 

University President 
(UniX, pre-92 campus university)  

 

Yeah, it would be arrogant to say you could 

predict, I mean sometimes we get responses 

to things… I haven’t anticipated at all.  

 

Sector Agency CEO Yeah, you do your best to kind of 

identify what the risks or potential risk 

might be…, but sometimes you just 

have to kind of move forward, accept 

it…. I used to have a phrase that said: 

we will not get everything right… but 

we should therefore be ready to 

make… adjustments. 

University Vice-President or Equivalent 
(UniY, post-92 urban university)  

 

…and what the people doing it want to know 

is how many students would we have in 2030 

and can we please have the breakdown by 

faculty and discipline? … [laughter] I can 

tell you that for September. So you know is 

one of those things where you have to think 

what information can I possibly give, you 

know I can say some big things like the 

university hopes to grow….But I can’t say: 

and the department of engineering will have 

500 students in 2030, just can’t be done! 

University President 
(UniZ, pre-92 campus university)  

 

We got an astonishing raise in the 

applications for this autumn, 21% 

increase in applications for this 

autumn, which is great, and last year 

had been a strong year. Now, if you 

said to me OK explain it. I got some 

hunches…, I think our open days are 

much better, our social media is much 

more provocative, we have been openly 

advertising the university, we made 

some crucial changes to the 

curriculum in some key areas which I 

think have already started to have an 

impact, our student experience scores 

have been going up. But if you said to 

me “well come on tell me, really what 

made the difference?” I can’t! 

University President 
(UniE, pre-92 campus university) 

…but we didn’t push ahead and said: we 

know how we are going to respond to this 

environment, we didn’t. And the rules, of 

course the rules change every year, so is a bit 

crazy.  

 

University COO 
(UniD, pre-92 urban university) 

I think at the most fundamental level 

because all of this is just so complex, 

as I was just saying a moment ago, most 

of the people who work in higher 

education don’t understand it.  

Table 4.4. Illustrative memes regarding epistemic limits. 
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Type of Leader Illustrative Meme 
University Vice-President or Equivalent 
(UniY, post-92 urban university)  

 

What surprised me was that things didn’t change more. 
Well, I think so, the HE system now is still recognizably 

very similar to the HE system we had prior to Browne. 

And things are done in the same ways with students, of 

course we are innovating and changing all the time, but 

the core principles are the same. 

University President 
(UniM, a pre-92 urban university) 

The other thing was of course, they didn’t introduce 

legislation, they just passed a vote, I mean the interesting 

thing about the vote was that it was just on the statutory 

instrument which specifies the limits over which you have 

to have an OFFA agreement or whatever. So there was 

no, it was very unusual vote, because it wasn’t on a bill… 

University President 
(UniK, post-92 semi-urban university) 

Yeap, so this was all about how do I move us in the league 

tables, although I, and every vice chancellor would tell 

you the league tables are a complete waste of time, 

nobody thinks they are any good, but we all play it.   

University President 
(UniB, post-92 urban university)  

 

So I think it [current system] is actually building a lot of 

irrational drivers into the university economy. It has 

allowed universities that didn’t need more money to 

charge more money, it has stopped universities with a 

higher cost provision from expanding, and the market is 

sort of being driven by political rhetoric and ideology. 

CEO of Sector Lobbying Body …but you know the typical of those who don’t agree with 

student loans is that: “the state should pay, and look what 

has happened the RAB charge is now nearly 50%, isn’t 

that a complete disgrace? The state should pay” You 

think, well hang on, that is exactly what is happening, 

they are paying! 

University President 
(UniW, post-92 urban university)  

 

…because this was all a smoking mirrors type of stuff 

anyway, because it was a public accounting device to do 

it this way, rather than saying we are going to continue 

paying universities directly. Well they are paying, they 

have been paying them directly, they’ve been getting the 

fee, but with the pretense that it is a sort of loan. The 

taxpayer will pay more, and the system will be worst off 

in the longer term. 

University President 
(UniQ, pre-92 urban university)  

 

And we sometimes lose that because particularly with the 

current system, which understandingly many people find 

difficult to understand, and the current system does an 

extremely good job of disguising the proportion of the 

cost of education that is covered by the state. 

University President 
(UniW, post-92 urban university)  

 

I never thought there would be any change at all, and 

there wasn’t. Why? I mean as far as I know there wasn’t, 

but I left after. Why would the students behave 

differently? They complain from time to time when their 

teaching is poor or when people don’t turn up and so on. 

The fact that one day in ten or fifteen years’ time they will 

be paying back isn’t going to affect their behavior now. 

It is a myth. It is a myth that Willetts believed that 

somehow this would force universities to be more 

responsive. 

Table 4.5. Illustrative memes regarding things that were perceived as somehow absurd. 
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tortuous vision, a dragging tension, an unescapable cognition. In his masterpiece on the topic, 

Octavio Paz of solitude said, 

All men, at some moment in their lives, feel themselves to be alone. And they are. To live 

is to be separated from what we were in order to approach what we are going to be in the 

mysterious future. Solitude is the profoundest fact of the human condition. Man is the 

only being who knows he is alone, and the only one who seeks out another. His nature - 

if that word can be used in reference to man who has "invented" himself by saying "No" 

to nature- consists in his longing to realize himself in another. Man is nostalgia and a 

search for communion. Therefore, when he is aware of himself he is aware of his lack of 

another, that is, of his solitude (1961, p. 195). 

 

Thus, the labyrinth of complexity encompasses an unavoidable paradox. On the one hand, the 

realization of complexity is the realization of connectionism, of the fact that since the Big Bang 

and the primordial soup on Earth we are all connected. That, as in the words of Stewart-Williams, 

“any two species share a common ancestor if you trace it back far enough on the family tree of 

life on earth” (2010, p. 30). A vision that reveals itself as life and existence only materializing in 

the inherent connections with the otherness of others. So the epiphany of complexity first 

resembles the epiphany of the young heroine hushpuppy, who in the glorious Beasts of the 

Southern Wild confessed that, “When it all goes quiet behind… [our] eyes,… [we] see everything 

that made [us] lying around in invisible pieces. When… [we] look too hard, it goes away” (Zeitlin, 

2012). Nonetheless, it is here then, on the other hand, that the paradox of the labyrinth of 

complexity looms, because when we realize as in the Buddhist belief that all dharmas -“[the] 

composite of elements of reality” (Nakasone, 2003, p. 76)- are connected, the awe of complexity 

takes us into a revelation of the countless forces that while beyond our control define us. An 

apocalypse of the world that while demarcating us is yet beyond our ken. And far from causing 

wonder or peace the revelation paradoxically might cause fear and sorrow, up to the point that it 

may validate the psychoanalytic maxim that “the only emotion that doesn’t deceive is anxiety” 

(Zizek and Fiennes, 2009). In this case in particular, a Cartesian type of anxiety (Weick, 1995), 

related to “the discontents that go along with the awareness that there are no harbours where we 

can anchor our systems of meaning” (Pelzer, 2004, p. 143). So that in the labyrinth of complexity 

to be is to be suspended in a state of indeterminacy -of potency- which far from alleviating the 

sensemaking tension -the tension of not knowing what it all means- it protects it, leaving us as it 

was clear for the higher education leaders, in a state of epistemic limitations, of not fully knowing, 

of not making sense (Simpson and French, 2006; Lindblom, 1959). A state that as Keats called it 

is of negative capability: “precisely the ability to tolerate anxiety and fear to stay in the place of 

uncertainty” (Eisold, 2000, p. 65). Like this the paradox emerges, because as we become aware of 
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our connection with the whole and so we are found, we are at the same time lost, lost in the 

labyrinth of complexity.  

 

The worst realization, as it is for leaders, is to see ourselves abandoned in the labyrinth of 

complexity. In short, to become aware that most people around us do not perceive the world 

through complexity, but through simplicity, perhaps in denial. And yet we most continue. Leaders 

must keep going. Thus, in solitude they lead. Something that was expressed in bizarre yet 

marvelous ways in the interviews. For instance, the reflective COO of UniD (a pre-92 urban 

university) mentioned: “…it is becoming abundantly clear that the vast body of academic staff 

and professional staff really don’t understand the basic finances of the institution. Very 

complicated”. Moreover, an insightful member of the Browne Review confessed the frustration 

of not finding in a foreign land something that could guide them in their task:  

Just one other frustration…, the real challenge is that looking at other higher education 

systems didn’t provide massive amounts of insight while we were doing our work. Because 

they are so different from each other, they are so different in a variety of ways, they are 

different in terms of the institutions that they contain, they are different in the extent to 

which they are centrally directed…, they are different in terms of who they are trying to 

educate, massive differences…..  

 

And what about the solitude of competition? As all these reforms were emerging and universities 

had to decide how they would face the challenges of setting higher fees, because of competitive 

regulations, they could not talk to other universities, they could not share what they were 

experiencing. As one of the Vice-Presidents from UniY (a post-92 urban university) said, “So you 

know we had a lot of conversations led by [the VC] absolutely strictly confidential, I mean that 

was the other thing…. This was so strictly confidential….” But in spite of all of this, the leader 

does not surrender. The leader must continue and they do. The leader must keep going, hanging 

in there, in negative capability, uncertain, undefined. And the system, the system must keep self-

organizing or if not succumb. Yet nonetheless, even when the complexity hurricane has passed, 

solitude might not go, some memories will remain suppressed and hidden. Some things in the 

labyrinth of complexity are not lived to be remembered: are not to be spoken. As the President of 

UniH (a pre-92 campus university) confiding in me acknowledged: “I think even in an interview 

like this, there are things you don’t say, and the most difficult point is that there were some 

extremely delicate negotiations, and it would just be wrong for me at the moment….” Eventually, 

from the realization of the ontological interconnection that binds us all while at the same time its 

awareness making us feel in solitude, the labyrinth of complexity could then take us to exquisite 

places where self-organization, success, and glory are realized. Nevertheless, ironically, even there 

the leader could still have to face solitude, he might still have to face, in the words of Churchill, 
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his black dog (Bartra, 2014; Ghaemi, 2015): the no sense of the world, the meaninglessness and 

at the same time potency of the universe that forces the leader to stay in negative capability, 

undefined, unknowing, in solitude in the labyrinth of complexity. Because as confessed by the 

President of UniX (a pre-92 campus university), even after success and glory, people might not 

remember the bad times, people might have forgotten what the leader did to help, people might 

not acknowledge the miracle of self-organization: 

No. Because people forget, they forget the bad times, they forget when they couldn’t re-

appoint people because there was no money. They forget when professorial salaries were 

demoted into lecturer salaries. All of that is forgotten, nobody thanks you for saving half 

a million a year. And because somehow, you know, they think is just mere management…: 

that is not what we are here for. It is very tricky, most people don’t, they don’t really want 

to engage in the upsides of that aspect of university management. And of course, the other 

thing you find that actually the majority of people really don’t understand the complexities 

of the business model of universities. Is a messy business. Can you imagine?  

 

 Welcome to the labyrinth of complexity. Where memes might be realist (scientific), where 

they might even come from those who are internal to the system, where things will probably might 

end up in the breathtaking moment of self-organization, but where nonetheless, meaning has kept 

eluding us. We searched for meaning: we found solitude, negative capability and a labyrinth. We 

searched for memes and memes appeared, but this time they betrayed us, they could not give us 

meaning, because meaning like in the externalist perspective deserted us. And so our journey to 

closure begins with a dichotomy. The first voice of this dichotomy is the labyrinth of complexity, 

where realism (scientism) might pervade but meaning evanesces. And then, as Martian 

anthropologists, we feel compelled to ask ourselves, what is the second voice of this dichotomy? 

Is this really it? Could there be, perhaps, meaning somewhere else? Will this journey make sense 

at some point?   
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Chapter 5: Escaping the Labyrinth on Magical Realist Memes of La 

Différance 

 

“I advance toward destiny in chains  

leaving behind all that I can still hear” 

 

-Rosario Castellanos 

Malinche 

 

Early in the sixteenth century, in the name of the King of Spain and following various previous 

Spaniard expeditions, Hernán Cortés invaded México. Conquering, eventually, the ancient Aztec 

empire. La Conquista (the Conquest) as it is usually referred, was the result of various and intricate 

social and bellicose processes. However, most would agree that Cortés success was much aided 

by his capacity to connect, understand and manipulate to his favor the local culture (Carrasco, 

2008). Epitomizing that process the legend of La Malinche was born. She was an Indian princess. 

The well-educated daughter of an Aztec Lord in the village of Painala. After the death of her 

father, her mother remarried, giving birth to a son, and decided it would be La Malinche’s 

stepbrother who would rule, robbing then La Malinche of her natural right (Romero and Harries, 

2005). To achieve the latter her mother disposed of La Malinche by giving her to local traders who 

sold her as a slave, while proclaiming in Painala that La Malinche had died. Time went by and 

princess Malintzin (presumably her native name) ended up in the hands of the Spaniards, to whom 

she was extremely valuable. The Spanish conquerors, before taking the Aztec empire, had been 

facing a problem: they could not understand the local languages. They say Cortés originally relied 

on a colleague who was able to translate Mayan. Yet, as the key challenge was the conquest of the 

Aztecs, Cortés needed a way to communicate in Náhuatl, the Aztec’s predominant language. 

Because La Malinche was a well-educated woman, she knew Mayan, and became a translator for 

Cortés: they translated Spanish into Mayan and she translated it into the language of the Aztec 

empire (Gerson, 2004). Later on the influence of La Malinche accrued, as she became Cortés’ 

lover.  

 

Whatever the history might or not be, the legend of La Malinche is incredibly meaningful 

to my journey analyzing my data. In the ethos of a grand epic, some argue that without La 

Malinche’s help the Aztec conquest would have been impossible, as it was she who promoted a 

message among the locals to cooperate with Cortés (Messinger Cypess, 2001). And, therefore, the 

neologism of malinchismo arose in México to denote an attitude, in the spirit of La Malinche, to 

deny one’s own culture in favor of a foreign one. We could broadly define malinchismo, then, as 
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“to be unable to find anything of value in one’s own culture” (Gerson, 2004, p. 43).  It is here that 

we find the connection between La Malinche and the findings of this thesis, because as the 

proverbial Mexican, even while struggling, my malinchismo possessed me. Let me explain the 

latter in more detail. A challenge emerges from my data, as the data portrays an inexplicable 

dichotomy. On the one hand, there are memes within the interviews that build the labyrinth of 

complexity. Nonetheless, on the other hand, next to those labyrinth of complexity memes, there 

are also the magical ones that manage to find meaning, thus, escaping the labyrinth. As this 

dichotomy became ever more pressing, it came to intensively trouble me. I struggled with it, 

thinking about how exactly I could tackle it. In my odyssey battling this problem, I considered 

almost every possible Western theory, approach and perspective one could imagine. But, as the 

proverbial Mexican, in my search, my malinchismo blinded me. Much in the spirit of Castellano’s 

opening quote, I advanced to my destiny chained to a Western way of thinking and leaving behind 

my Mexican inner voice. Ironically, I eventually realized that the explanation of this dichotomy at 

the level of the English higher education space of memes, lied not in Western theories and 

approaches, but in a Mexican and more broadly speaking a Latin American one: magical realism.  

 

 

Section I: Let There be Magic 

 

“The simple truth is that the truth does not exist; it all depends on a person's point of view.” 

  

-Laura Esquivel  

Like Water for Chocolate 

 

In all his brilliance, Michael Polanyi about meaning once said: “But to integrate a thing B into 

bearing on some C, amounts to endowing B with a meaning that points at C” (1967, p. 301). Or, 

like I argued in Chapter 1 § IV, the meaning of something is that to which it is pointing (Saussure, 

1966; Dingemanse et al., 2015). Overall, human beings are characterized by their obsession with 

meaning (Freeden, 2003; Abreu Pederzini and Balogun, 2015; Maitlis and Lawrence, 2007; 

Maitlis and Sonenshein, 2010; Porac et al., 1989), and more specifically, by the longing to have 

the right answers: to find out what their lives and everything in them mean (Flanagan, 2007). For 

ages, a dominant tradition has existed that finds meaning by deferring/differing it in various 

intricate ways. In short, in the Derridean sense (Belsey, 2002), meaning or perhaps simply the 

impression of it, is achieved only by postponing it. The operation of la différance is so powerful 

and pervasive that Derrida of it says: “In it, however, we shall see the juncture… of what has been 

most decisively inscribed in the thought of what is conveniently called our ‘epoch’” (1973, p. 

130). The problem of meaning is, thus, that when looking at nature one only finds the lack of it or 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/4694.Laura_Esquivel
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/1172473
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the indeterminacy of everything (i.e. potency). Even in the early times of our species (Blackmore, 

1999; Marean, 2015), when our cognitive capabilities might not have been so developed as to 

realize the scientific tenets of our meaninglessness and indeterminacy, it is possible our ancestors 

found a gap when trying to explain their world. In short, they found things they could not make 

sense of: phenomena which their causes were not easily discerned and even if they were, meaning 

escaped. Dennett’s hypothesis is that -at some point- all that was inexplicable became gradually 

explicable through the intentional stance, which entails to “treat some other things in the world 

as… agents with… limited beliefs about the world…, specific desires, and… enough common 

sense to do the rational thing given those beliefs… and desires” (2006, p. 110). However, those 

agents that were supposed to be the cause of everything Homo sapiens could not explain (e.g. the 

weather) were not to be found anywhere. And, hence, a rupture at some point -or many, how 

knows- may have evolved in the process of making sense. A rupture between the natural and the 

supernatural, so that meaning could be deferred/differed, and therefore meaningfulness could at 

last be felt. In other words, Homo sapiens was still looking for whys, the fundamental causes of it 

all that would tell it where everything was pointing to -what it all means. Yet, those causes were 

not found in our own natural world, but in the supernatural, where Gods and other agents were 

supposed to explain the cause, and thus, the meaning of everything that made no sense to Homo 

sapiens (Manson, 2000; Flynn, 2006). So like Jorge Luis Borges famously argued, the supernatural 

or what is the same the magical, at some point became the coronation or nightmare of the causal 

(1932, p. 177): in the magical the causes of our world loomed. Hence, the meaning of it all was 

deferred/differed -postponed- to the supernatural. The supernatural which was not to be found here 

with us, but out there, somewhere else, and thus, constantly deferred/differed. Apropos to the latter 

is, for instance, Judaism and its waiting for the Son of Man who will bring finally to us the magical, 

so that the Kingdom of God is no longer postponed (Ehrman, 2014). Yet, in the meantime, for 

many religions, especially Judeo-Christian ones, meaning is postponed. You have to sit and wait 

for it to come one day from the magical.   However, this way of thinking, as aforementioned, came 

to be seriously challenged by Scientia. Science which has existed ever since the Greeks, but it was 

nonetheless its European revolution from the 15th to 18th centuries that finally made it flourish 

(Hatch, 1989; Westfall, 1993). Science came to challenge magical religious beliefs and their truths. 

And, thus, science claimed to be able to find the actual causes of everything that surrounds us, and 

therefore, meaning as the cause of something -its why- was supposed to be given by science. 

Hence, the metaphysical realism of science entailed that there was nothing beyond science but 

science, and that therefore, to understand the causes of the world we needed only of science 

(Mumford, 2012; Thagard, 2010). Yet, there are two main reasons why science cannot fully derive 

the so longed ultimate causes and meanings. The first one is that in spite of what some scientists 

might say, science’s aim for mind-independent truths or the ultimate truth, is never fully reached. 

Science is simply a way of making sense of the world (Harari, 2014), through a set of very specific 
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memes. The memes of science need to fulfill one particular characteristic, which is to minimize 

the narrative distance. In other words, memes as discussed in Chapter 1 § III narrate what is 

happening in the world. However, the moment we symbolize the world, a narrative or memetic 

distance always emerges between the narration and the actual world (whatever that might be) 

(Zizek and Fiennes, 2009; Lacan, 2008; Putnam, 1981). Therefore, any act of making sense of the 

world could be portrayed as a memetic function, which among many variables depends on the 

narrative distance (n.d.) between memes and the physical world. So making sense entails a 

function 𝑓(𝑥, 𝑦, 𝑧 … n.d.), which takes the world and maps it into the memetic symbolic order. 

Yet, since science wants to find the so-called ultimate truth -the truth that does not depend on 

magical human beliefs- the memes of science aim to minimize the narrative distance. In other 

words, for the making sense function to be science, the narrative distance (n.d.) needs to approach 

zero. In short, very broadly speaking, the lim
𝑛𝑑→0

𝑓(𝑥, 𝑦, 𝑧 …𝑛. 𝑑. ) = 𝑆𝑐𝑖𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑖𝑎 (Eq.1). 

   

Now, the first problem with science is that the narrative distance (n.d.) is never actually 

zero: it approaches zero but only asymptotically. It does not touch it. Evidencing, again, the all-

encompassing power of la différance, as even in science, which promised to give us the ultimate 

truth, there is always a difference and a deferral -even if only tiny- between our memes and the 

truth (whatever that might be). For example, mathematical theories might be brilliant to describe 

atomic processes. Yet, when I look at an electronic microscope I cannot see the equations. These 

only emerge if I -the physicist- start making sense of stimuli through the language and methods of 

science. Moreover, the ultimate truth that science promised by finding the actual causes of 

everything, is further challenged by the problem of induction, which entails that scientific 

statements cannot actually be verified, as there might always be an instance that falsifies them. 

The ethos behind the latter has been encapsulated in physics ever since the advent of statistical 

mechanics (Staley, 2005), evidencing then that as Popper claims (1959, pgs. 29-30), “it is not 

given to science to reach either truth or falsity… but scientific statements can only attain 

continuous degrees of probability whose attainable upper and lower limits are truth and falsity”, 

or equivalently science is Eq.1. Even worst, as we reach complexity, causes and effects become 

blurred (Stacey, 1992, 1995; McMillan, 2004; Kauffman, 1995), and hence science’s aim of 

finding truths and meanings -the whys of things- in the actual causes of the world, dwindles even 

further. Additionally, whatever partial truths science could give us of our complex world, they 

have been shown to be meaningless so far. As I have extensively argued, science went out and 

tried to search for our ultimate whys, our ultimate causes: where do we come from? And in that 

quest, even as its conclusions are always partial and incomplete, science has not found any 

meaning. The cause of something has not turned out to be meaningful. In short, we looked for 

meaning in our causes -our origins-, and we did not find it, all we found was a process of evolution 
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through natural selection, which by being blind, unintended and purposeless (although functional) 

is not pointing anywhere: is meaningless (Scott-Phillips et al., 2011; Dawkins, 2006; Nowak, 

2012; Kurzban et al., 2015). In that process, additionally, we have been shown to be insignificant, 

as “Science tells us that we are inconsequential specks of dust scrabbling around blindly on a pale 

blue dot orbiting a tiny star in an inconceivably large universe” (Stewart-Williams, 2010, p. 189). 

Even worst, as Green popularly has argued, our universe might not be but only one of a quasi-

infinite ensemble of universes called the multiverse (2014), which would then only reminds us 

once more of our meaninglessness. And thus to make sense -to find meaning and direction- in 

science is not to make sense because meaning and direction have not yet been found, and 

perhaps they cannot be found.  

 

 In sum, even if we take on the quest of finding the absolute through science, the most that 

we have been able to find is, as Zizek claims, the fragile absolute: “the Absolute appears in all its 

fragility” (2000, p. 159). This is precisely what our higher education leaders found when they 

faced the labyrinth of complexity. As Popes of the churches of science (i.e. universities), higher 

education leaders first sought for meaning in realist (scientific) memes, which in the ontological 

spirit of science, aimed to be “respectful of the order of nature” (Anderson Imbert, 1975, p. 1). 

Nevertheless, they found out that the order of nature bestows solitude, negative capability and a 

labyrinth: a labyrinth of indeterminacy, of potency, of meaning nothing but with the potential to 

mean everything. A labyrinth which evoking the words of Alfonso the Wise makes us all wish 

that “If the Lord Almighty had consulted… [us] before embarking on creation… [we] would have 

recommended something simpler” (in Frenk, 2015). Yet, the problems for those that as the higher 

education leaders are part of the scientific culture, is that once science’s culture and the realist 

(scientific) memes of the world have been embraced, even if they do not give us meaning, even if 

they leave us indeterminate, we cannot go back to the supernatural. In short, there are people who 

as aforementioned find meaning in the supernatural, which represents a rupture -a discontinuity- 

between the natural order and something beyond it. However, science promised to erase that 

discontinuity, by giving us the ultimate truth on how it is all naturally caused and what it all is. 

Nonetheless, the ultimate truth turns out to escape even science (Polkinghorne, 1998), and even 

worse, the partial glimpse that science can take on it, only points to a meaningless, indeterminate, 

unintended and purposeless labyrinth of complexity.  Nevertheless, we do not see higher education 

leaders jumping off bridges because how meaningless their world is. If anything we see them 

sometimes even fighting passionately for memes that they appear to consider highly meaningful. 

So against the realist (scientific) backdrop -drawn with excruciating detail and academic rigor- of 

the labyrinth of complexity, the magic of meaning does seem to emerge somehow without having 

to appeal to the divine orders of the supernatural. But how exactly? 
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The Market 

 

 “Don't for heaven's sake, be afraid of talking nonsense! But you must pay attention to your nonsense” 

  

-Ludwig Wittgenstein 

 

In the Garden of Eden of the labyrinth of complexity, a simple but alluring temptation for meaning 

always looms: self-organization. When faced with the meaninglessness and indeterminacy of the 

labyrinth of complexity, there are people that attempt to escape the labyrinth by arguing that its 

meaning has to be in self-organization. An example of the latter would be social Darwinism, which 

argues “that moral codes follow from the need to cherish and promote the evolutionary process” 

(Ruse, 2003, p. 811). In other words, if the self-organizing process of evolution through natural 

selection has done such a good job in evolving us, then we should organize society in a way that 

allows the process to continue. In economics these approaches are epitomized by neoliberalism 

and pro-market ideologies. Following the liberal frenzy in economic policy of the late 19th and 

early 20th centuries in some major Western economies, the Great Depression and the subsequent 

World War II, derived in economic policies where capitalism went together with regulation, 

markets were closer to a type of coordinated market economies (Hancke, 2009), and a central and 

significant role for the government was accepted (Henisz, 2011). However, eventually the oil 

shocks of the 70s, and the raise of “inflation and unemployment” in tandem in the United States 

(Akerlof and Shiller, 2009, p. 85), went against some of the then held beliefs about the economy 

and regulation, and thus evidenced that control and prediction of the economy was pointless 

(Freedman, 2013). Therefore, liberalism reemerged in neoliberalism and the Washington 

consensus, arguing to allow markets and their Darwinian dynamics to unravel freely and 

supporting: “fiscal austerity, market determined interest and exchange rates, free trade, inward 

investment deregulation, privatization, market deregulation, and a commitment to protecting 

private property” (Centeno and Cohen, 2012, p. 319). In other words, if we cannot control the 

economy, then perhaps -some say- we should just let things self-organize freely. The US and 

Britain spearheaded this pro-market ethos (Chomsky, 1996). Markets advocate here for “dog-eat-

dog capitalism and an extreme laissez-faire approach to government (i.e. little or no state 

intervention)” (Stewart-Williams, 2010, p. 237). In short, neoliberalism finds a way out of the 

labyrinth of complexity by arguing that meaning is deferred/differed there to something called the 

market. This is certainly an appealing way out of the labyrinth of complexity, which quickly made 

its way into higher education (Taylor and Baines, 2012; Enders, 2015). As I described in Chapter 

3, the English higher education sector has been evolving from a non-existent sector of two 

universities to a massive social and economic undertaking that requires much more complex 

memes to get organized. At some point, as per usual, the complexity of organizing such a 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7672.Ludwig_Wittgenstein
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gargantuan human undertaking seems daunting. And, hence, some policy makers and government 

leaders, perhaps trapped in the labyrinth of complexity, have argued that all the disturbances from 

the Browne Review onwards are not meaningless or indeterminate, they do point somewhere: the 

market, which in all its wisdom will self-organize higher education like no one else could. The 

belief in unfettered markets entails memes of increased competition, decreasing regulation, and of 

course transparent information through which buyers and suppliers allegedly make rational 

choices to maximize their utility (Marginson, 2013; Chomsky, 1996; Enders et al., 2013; 

Eisenhardt and Zbaracki, 1992). All these are clearly present in the disturbances of the English 

higher education from the Browne Review onwards. For instance, the Browne Panel in its review 

argues that: “In our proposals, institutions will face increased competition. They will compete for 

students and they will set different charges. They may also face competition from new providers 

of higher education and, if they fail to meet students’ aspirations for learning, they might 

ultimately close or be taken over” (2010, p. 49). The same could be said of the White Paper 

Students at the Heart of the System that followed the Browne Review, where the arguments 

continued about how giving more information to students would improve their choices, and how 

demanding students would push up quality in the sector, evidencing how markets can themselves 

organize higher education better than bureaucracy. As the White Paper claims, in their proposed 

new system: “…funding follows the student and the forces of competition replace the burdens of 

bureaucracy in driving up the quality of the academic experience” (BIS, 2011b, p. 24). An impact 

assessment of the Business, Innovation and Skills Department regarding the post-Browne policies 

continued the promotion of these memes by saying: “Competition is a great driver of improvement 

and a more diverse sector will mean more and better choice for students and better value for 

money through new and potentially innovative and lower cost approaches to teaching” (BIS, 

2011a). Furthermore, in their letter to HEFCE, Vince Cable and David Willetts stated the need of: 

“introducing competition into the higher education market to incentivise all institutions to operate 

as efficiently as possible” (2011, p. 4). Even the more recent Green Paper of the government 

continues to champion pro-market memes by aiming to: “Create an open, market-based and 

affordable system, with more competition and innovation, and a level playing field for new 

providers…” (BIS, 2015b, p. 57). Table 5.1 shows further market memes related to competition. 

The same was illustrated in some interviews, where interviewees argued about the power of 

markets. For example, the President of UniY (a post-92 urban university) said: “And one of our 

abiding marketing beliefs for many years was you try to give students as much decent information 

as early as you can and then they are likely to come to you, and we felt that was true”.  About the 

inevitability of competition, a Member of the Browne Panel said: “Because these universities they 

compete, you know they compete for research funding, they… compete for postgraduate students, 

they compete for international students… these are market players….” Table 5.2 shows other 

market related memes emerging from interviews.  
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Market memes are fundamental to understand meaning construction -collapsing potency- 

in the explored English higher education sector (Kenny, 2009). It is important to note that any 

invocation of the market is an invocation of complexity and Darwinian thinking. To say that the 

market is where things are pointing to, because the market, competition and choice will 

undoubtedly improve the organization of the sector, is to accept complexity because without 

complexity there is no self-organization. In short, people can argue that the disturbances in higher 

education are meaningful as they point to the market, only because in the market, due to complex 

competitive processes of evolution through natural selection, eventually sometimes fittest 

organizations emerge, appearing to have been purposefully designed. So letting Darwinian 

processes take over higher education is to accept complexity and its processes of spontaneous 

organization. Thus, just as in complexity we can find a realist (scientific) highly detailed 

meaningless and undetermined account on higher education through the labyrinth of complexity; 

now, in the case of the market, even though we still have the undetermined labyrinth of complexity 

as backdrop, some are finding meaning in this complexity too. In other words, there are times 

when humankind looks up to the supernatural orders to find meaning in Gods and other deities. 

However, in the English higher education sector, a sector in an almost incestuous relationship with 

science, meaning cannot come from magical orders. People cannot look up to the skies and claim 

that the Holy Spirit will give meaning to all of this. That would be, in the language of 

institutionalists, an illegitimate source of meaning, because higher education is the land of science. 

And so, interestingly, the magical is brought to the so-called real. Hence, meaning, what in some 

other nooks of human society can only be achieved in the magical, here in higher education is now 

part of, or at least appears to be part of, the realistic (scientific) order of things, encapsulating us 

then in the ethos of magical realism.  

 

Remember I told you that to understand the English higher education space of memes, I 

would need to reject my malinchismo and look for the wisdom of my Latin American ancestry? 

Here it comes. Magical realism is a term coined in the 1920s in the world of painting by art critic 

Franz Roh. The term emerged “to characterize this… return to Realism after Expressionism’s 

more abstract style” (Roh, 1995). Later on novelist Alejo Carpentier, and his related marvelous 

real, came to argue that this movement was something particular to Latin America (1949), a point 

somehow echoed by Angel Flores’ famous essay on the topic, where he describes the boom of the 

Latin American novel as coming from magical realism. Flores argues that “the novelty… consisted 

in the amalgamation of reality and fantasy” (1955, p. 189). The Bible of magical realism was to 

be written some years later by García Márquez and his Cien Años de Soledad (One Hundred Years 

of Solitude) (2014; Robinson, 2006). Nowadays, of course, magical realism, is recognized not 

only as a Latin American phenomenon but a global one, usually associated with postcolonial 

countries (Hart and Ouyang, 2005), including authors such as Salman Rushdie, among many 
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others. The important point to highlight about magical realism is that, as Bowers argues, it presents 

“magical happenings in a realist matter-of-fact narrative” (2004, p. 2). With this brief introduction 

to magical realism, let us look back at meaning in higher education and its connection to magical 

realism. 

 

The main reason why meaning for leaders of English higher education is to be found 

through magical realism, is that there are two voices juxtaposed in their memes: a realist and a 

magical. As I showed in the previous section, for leaders the English higher education space of 

memes presents a backdrop that looks fairly enough as a realist (scientific) painting: the labyrinth 

of complexity. The labyrinth of complexity tries to give us a highly detailed set of memes that 

describe with qua scientific rigor the many variables (Table 4.1), their contiguity (Table 4.2), the 

epistemic limits that these generate (Table 4.4), the lack of boundaries between organization and 

environment (Table 4.3), and the absurd (Table 4.5). Additionally, like in an externalist 

perspective the labyrinth of complexity does not seem to have much meaning, is undetermined, it 

has not been able to collapse potency in a way that gives us the meaning we are looking for. This 

gives us the realism (scientism) voice. The magical voice comes here not from supernatural orders, 

but it is brought -this time- from the supernatural to the realistic, simply because of the attempt to 

get meaning. Let me explain this. If there is one message I hope is clear by now is that meaning is 

only internal. There are no absolute meanings of anything, as I have been arguing since Chapter 1 

§ III. At most we get the fragile absolute. So from an externalist point of view any attempt to find 

meaning is automatically magical, because it is extraordinary: it involves to attach what Marxists 

would call a surplus on nature (Zizek, 1989, 2000, 2012). This surplus is still natural as it is created 

by humans who are part of nature; yet it was not originally part of nature, it came after. So in sensu 

strictu from an externalist perspective, as Martian anthropologists, any achievement of meaning 

is magical: you won’t find it in nature when you study it through a microscope.  Now, in the nook 

of leaders of the English higher education space of memes these two voices are juxtaposed. In 

other words, any attempt to do the magical operation of meaning here is set against the 

backdrop of a raw, crude, realist (scientific) labyrinth of complexity, and therefore, at the 

systemic level any such attempt will be -even if only weakly- magically realist, because it 

would involve a Hegelian synthesis or more broadly the juxtaposition of the magic of 

meaning against the realism of the labyrinth of complexity. The latter, as Amberson Imbert 

argues, is characteristic of magical realism (1975). In short, we can see in our journey towards 

closure, the juxtaposition of two contrasting voices: one is the realist (scientific) labyrinth of 

complexity, the other is the magic of building meaning in a meaningless undetermined world. This 

particular juxtaposition we call magical realism. Now, in the case of the market, there is a further 

reason why it epitomizes more than any other attempt the magically realist ethos. The reason is 

quite simple, the market is presented as part of the evolutionary competitive Darwinian processes 
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that are natural to life on Earth, and thus, it can present -although deceivingly- the magic of 

meaning as a matter-of-fact, because meaning is found precisely in the realist (scientific) 

complexity account of the world. In other words, it is easier to say that everything is pointing 

somewhere in higher education, if it is pointing to the market, which is part of the natural order. 

So that meaning is no longer overtly magical existing in supernatural orders, but instead its magic 

has been disguised as part of the real, as part of the scientific. 

 

  Having said all this, now comes the big disappointment. The market memes can only be 

a source of meaning not only because they look like a matter-of-fact, but because while they seem 

as fact they also indefinitely postpone meaning: they defer/differ it. Or, to be more precise, 

meaning emerges from market memes because we never really get the market. If you look at the 

story of higher education we clearly see this everywhere. People argue that a market is impossible 

in higher education (Marginson, 2013), and so as Wyness mentions we ended up not with a market 

but a quasi-market (2013; Bowl and Hughes, 2014). This was expressed for instance by a former 

Government official who in an interview said: “And David [Willetts’]… view is that you can have 

a market of a sort even in a world with a price cap: you have competition over teaching…, student 

experience….” So David Willetts, as probably everybody else in government, was aware that even 

if all was pointing to the market, the pure full market could not be reached as the price cap was 

kept. Memes about the incompleteness of the market constantly emerged in interviews. For 

example, a university leader from UniC (a pre-92 collegiate university) said, “because the idea is 

that they were trying to introduce a market which has obviously not happened yet….” Some even 

said that it was the very same government, who while arguing that it was all pointing to the market, 

did not really dare to go all the way to the market. For instance, the President of UniT (a pre-92 

campus university) explained: “So Browne of course proposed that the fee cap should be removed, 

he proposed the number cap to be removed as well. The government didn’t, they didn’t had quite 

the guts to remove the fee cap….” This is therefore what Chomsky would call a “really existing 

free market” (1999, p. 34), or the non-realization of market policies sometimes led by the very 

same people who argued for them (Table 5.3 shows more memes regarding the incompleteness 

of the market dream). Now, this impossibility of reaching the market, whether intentional or not, 

might be necessary because although the memes of the market may look as giving us some 

meaning as a matter-of-fact, they actually do not. Let me explain this by clarifying three obvious 

fallacies behind the market memes. The first one is the Humean problem between “is” and 

“ought”. In Book III of his Treatise of Human Nature (2009), Hume asks us “not to assume that 

we can derive ‘ought’ from ‘is’, adding that we should give a reason for trying” (de Waal, 2014, 

p. 49). In other words, this is the ultimate reason why science will never give us meaning, because 

even if we managed to understand everything in the universe, to know how the world is, says 

nothing or very little about how it should be and how we should be in it (Weber, 1922). Yet, this 
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is what people do when they argue for Darwinian memes of meaning such as the market. The 

market might represent competitive evolutionary processes that do constantly happen in 

nature, however, the fact that that is the way nature works, does not necessarily say anything 

about whether or not we should follow it. The second fallacy is the fallacy of the wonders of 

self-organization. Some are so in love with self-organization that as Kauffman, argue that such a 

power of self-organization might be part of a reconceptualization of God (2008). Certainly, I have 

myself at some point romanticized self-organization because sometimes it leads to outstanding 

things: but not always. Some of the worst atrocities have also been the result of self-organization. 

For example, war might end up in chaos but it emerges from highly organized human efforts 

(Freedman, 2013). Another example is evolution through natural selection, it might derive in 

wonderful self-organized beings as us -Homo sapiens-, but we only got here through the extinction 

and complete annihilation of all of our close relatives. Or, have you ever met a Homo erectus or a 

Homo habilis? Of course not, we probably killed them all. So Darwinian processes as much life 

as they could produce they destroy too. Finally, the third fallacy is the fallacy of self-

organization. Yes complex systems could self-organize, and that might be a good reason to let 

complex competitive Darwinian market dynamics unravel freely. However, complexity does not 

necessarily ends up in self-organization, sometimes it ends up in the complete disintegration of 

the system. Actually, someone like Perrow would argue that “Complexity increases vulnerability” 

(2008, p. 165), leading not only to accidents, but to what he calls normal accidents, as they might 

be unavoidable. 

 

In sum, there are three fallacies behind the market memes and their supposed 

meaningfulness (their collapsing of potency): the Humean problem, the fallacy of self-

organization and the wonders it brings, and the fallacy of self-organization happening. Thus, 

market memes might seem as if they could give meaning to everything in higher education; yet if 

we actually reach them -if we actually touch the market- we would see that there is nothing behind 

it. It is a chimera, because meaning, as the externalist perspective argues, is magical. So meanings 

are then necessarily an illusion: an internalist non-absolute act of magic. This evidences an 

important consequence of taking the externalist perspective to analyze the higher education space 

of memes. From an internalist perspective, such as a neo-institutional one (Greenwood and 

Hinings, 1996; Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006; Greenwood, 2010), the market memes might 

dictate the logic of this space of memes, because they give meaning to it: they provide a rationale. 

Nevertheless, because we are Martian anthropologists, we can see that market memes are far from 
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Source Illustrative Meme Source Illustrative Meme 
Browne Review pg. 48 Increasing competition for students will 

mean that institutions will have stronger 

incentives to focus on improving teaching 

quality. If they are not able to attract 

enough students, their funding will 

decrease. 

Impact Assessment BIS pg. 17 More competition will drive 

improvements in quality and value. 

Giving students the ability to exercise 

greater choice will allow them to attend 

the institution that best meets their 

needs.  

Browne Review pg. 8 Our proposals are designed to create 

genuine competition for students between 

HEIs, of a kind which cannot take place 

under the current system.  

Impact Assessment BIS pg. 17 To create an open and dynamic HE 

system by encouraging competition 

and innovation in supply and enabling 

new providers to enter the system on 

fair terms. 

Impact Assessment BIS pg. 2 We will be introducing a new regulatory 

framework to deliver the HE reforms and will 

be encouraging more dynamism and 

competition in HE.  

Impact Assessment BIS pg. 27 To reform the funding of higher 

education, to make it fair and 

sustainable and ensure that the methods 

for allocating public funds create the 

right incentives to drive competition to 

deliver efficiency, quality and 

innovation. 

Browne Review pg. 9  [“How would it benefit me” section] More 

competition… Less involved, less regulation. 

Impact Assessment BIS pg. 67 …the beneficial effects that greater 

competition in recruitment could 

achieve in driving up choice and 

quality and encouraging competitive 

pricing. 

Browne Review pg. 11 Competition – ensuring that students get the 

benefits of more competition, by publishing 

an annual survey of charges, looking after 

the interests of students when an HEI is at 

risk and regulating the entry of new 

providers. 

Impact Assessment BIS pg. 70 Competition is likely to be primarily on 

quality – any institution or department 

within an institution that is complacent 

risks losing numbers to others that are 

both able to attract sufficient students 

with AAB and wish to grow. 

Browne Review pg.27 This will expose institutions to more 

competition as they will no longer get a large 

block grant year on year regardless of the 

quality of teaching; more of the investment in 

higher education will be directed by students. 

Impact Assessment BIS pg. 86 Students – will benefit from a 

regulatory framework that creates a 

dynamic HE sector that encourages 

competition…  

Browne Review pg. 2 Competition generally raises quality. BIS Letter to HEFCE pg. 4 From year to year, every institution will 

have to compete for the student numbers 

outside its core allocation and the core 

will reduce every year. 



 

Table 5.1. Meaning in the market is illustrated by competition memes. 
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Browne Review pg. 49 Competition can also be increased to the 

benefit of students by allowing new 

providers to offer higher education teaching. 

Green Paper 2015 pg. 8 …open up the sector to greater 

competition from new high quality 

providers… 

White Paper 2011 pg. 6 Universities will be expected to publish 

online summary reports of student surveys of 

lecture courses, aiding choice and 

stimulating competition between the best 

academics. 

Green Paper 2015 pg. 42 Widening the range of high quality 

higher education providers stimulates 

competition and innovation, increases 

choice for students, and can help to 

deliver better value for money. 

White Paper 2011 pg. 12 As part of HEFCE’s revised remit as the 

sector regulator, it will be given an explicit 

remit to protect the interest of students, 

including by promoting competition where 

appropriate in the higher education sector. 

Impact Assessment BIS pg. 17 To reform the funding of higher 

education, to make it fair and 

sustainable and ensure that the methods 

for allocating public funds create the 

right incentives to drive competition to 

deliver efficiency, quality and 

innovation.  

White Paper 2011 pg. 19 Enabling greater competition, while 

removing unnecessary regulations, is an 

important theme of this White Paper, 

because of the benefits for all users of 

higher education. 

White Paper 2011 pg. 48 Reform is essential if we are to secure 

the benefits of improved competition 

and diversity. 

White Paper 2011 pg. 47 But we are keen to encourage diversity and 

competition in the sector… 

  

Table 5.1. Meaning in the market is illustrated by competition memes. 
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Type of Leader Illustrative Meme 
University President 
(UniY, post-92 urban university)  

 

…the more you charge a student, for a student who is 

paying 9,000 pounds, they can’t go there, not because 

they don’t have the grades or whatever but because there 

are no numbers… So my natural instinct is to support 

freedom of choice and I think many people’s… 

Member of the Browne Panel …we wanted there to be price competition, for the usual 

reasons that you want there to be price competition….  

University President 
(UniB, post-92 urban university)  

 

…there is also a strand of thinking in government that 

for a market for it to be really working effectively you 

have to show market failure. In other words, you have 

to be able to show that institutions are driven out of the 

market. In other words, you need some bankrupted 

institutions…. 

University Vice-President or Equivalent 
(UniG, pre-92 campus university)  

 

Ok the first issue was about what fee you are gonna 

charge. We did quite a bit of market research and what 

we found was that once you got above 6,000 it didn’t 

make very much difference to the likelihood of students 

applying. So we couldn’t see any sense in charging 8,500 

for example. It wouldn’t give you a competitive 

advantage but you would lose quite a lot of income…. 

University 2nd President 
(UniW, post-92 urban university)  

 

…what the conservative, the then coalition government 

were attempting to do was to introduce a market into 

higher education…, there were a number of other things 

that they introduced as part of that: publishing more 

information, the KIS, pressures to publish more different 

types of things. The development of so-called private or 

alternative providers to liberate the market, so a lot of 

things... 

University Vice-President or Equivalent 
(UniY, post-92 urban university) 

…so competition was something that we were 

concerned about at that time, and of course the 

response to that is to be much more smarter in your 

marketing, and much clearer in the messages at open 

days, going out to schools, in the value of courses and 

so on. 

University President 
(UniQ, pre-92 urban university) 

…the lessening of student number controls, and 

eventually the removable of student number controls, 

that was the second attempt by the government to 

introduce what they would consider to be genuine 

competition. 

University President 
(UniX, pre-92 campus university)  

 

…one of the things that says is that you know the student 

market in higher education… among other things it has 

driven every university to think that they should have 

everything, more students, more research…. 

University President 
(UniY, post-92 urban university) 

…if you want to save lives you actually need student 

number controls. But if you believe in fairness or 

whatever you call them, freedom of choice of students, 

then you don’t. 

Table 5.2. Some interviews illustrate the focus on or awareness of market memes too. 
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Type of Leader Illustrative Meme 
University Vice-President or Equivalent 
(UniC, pre-92 collegiate university)  

 

It was never clear to me that going to 9k was a significant 

step in the direction of deregulation, I think you could in 

fact argue that it was setting a bar quite high in a way 

that actually potentially made it harder to argue that you 

need to deregulate. 

University President 
(UniB, post-92 urban university) 

 

So Home Office is kicking in against the logic of the 

market rule, because we are not operating in a… market 

economy…. In any other market, we say ourselves to be 

friendly with China, politically and economically but 

then we don’t actually welcome their students to stay here 

when they graduate…. 

University Vice-President or Equivalent 
(UniX, pre-92 campus university) 

Because it is not a true market… 

University President 
(UniB, post-92 urban university) 

 

I think is extremely damaging to the university sector to 

present the university experience as a customer supplier 

relationship. That is my personal view. I think it has also 

confused some students, who feel that they must exert 

their consumer rights whereas is not a transaction. 

University President 
(UniF, pre-92 collegiate university) 

…because they had not created a market, they just 

moved the fees to 9,000. 

University President 
(UniU, pre-92 urban university) 

…I remember absolutely having a debate about if this 

made students customers and our students didn’t like that 

notion at all, they wanted to be regarded as members of 

a community. 

University President 
(UniT, pre-92 campus university) 

Listen UCAS is a highly constraining influence on 

British universities, is not like the States. In the States 

you can apply to many universities, as many universities 

as you want, here you can apply to 5, we have this crazy 

system, what kind of a market it is where you can only 

apply, you can only buy, you can only go to 5 super 

markets in the country?  

Member of the Browne Panel So higher education has a very different model from 

secondary education, secondary education you’ve got 

qualifications that are accredited by independent 

organizations…, whereas in higher education every 

university issues their own degrees…. But if every 

university awards its own degrees you do run into 

market power problems. If Cambridge is the only place 

that awards Cambridge degrees, by definition, then 

there is no competition for the award of Cambridge 

degrees. Cambridge controls a monopoly good. 

University President 
(UniB, post-92 urban university) 

 

I don’t think is a huge crisis, but we are pretending we 

are delivering in a market system… 

Deputy COO  
(UniC, pre-92 collegiate university)  

 

And I think students feel they belong to a community 

rather than being paying customers. 

Table 5.3. Illustrative memes regarding the incompleteness of the market dream. 
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logical. Actually, due to the aforementioned fallacies, market memes seem fairly illogical. So we 

cannot say there is any logic but at most a magic logic: a set of memes that in absolute terms make 

no sense, but that when you become an internal member of this space of memes and if you believe 

in those memes, they magically appear to you qua logical. The magic logic generates once again 

a direct link with magical realism, where novels and stories are usually based on magical logics. 

For instance, in Rulfo’s Pedro Páramo (1987), considered one of the key predecessors to magical 

realism, Juan Preciado travels to Comala to meet his father. His mother had told him his father 

lived there. In Comala, he learns more about the history of her mother and his father. It turns out 

that in their wedding night, her mother was not ready to sleep with his father, so she asked her 

friend to play the role for her, arguing her husband would not notice due to the lack of light and 

his state of inebriation. For the internalist characters this seems logical, although for the externalist 

reader is nonsense. The same goes for market memes: for the internalist if he/she believes in them, 

memes seem logical, but for us, the alien zoologists, they make no sense, because in absolute terms 

nothing makes sense.  

 

In summary, in the English higher education space of memes, market memes are not only 

magically realist, but are also memes of la différance. They defer/differ meaning, because only 

through the longing and questing for meaning, a meaningful experience can be felt. This point is 

clearly illustrated in higher education, where the market is never reached. Additionally, the market 

memes also illustrate the power of la différance in a completely different way. Before the market 

memes became so preponderant in higher education, higher education in England already had a 

dynamic and beliefs centered around: its autonomy and its detachment from market dynamics 

(Rowland, 2008; Shattock, 2010, 2013), its cherished collegiality (Burnes et al., 2014; 

Palfreyman, 2001; Kligyte and Barrie, 2011), the dynamics of reputation (Bryman, 2007), and the 

loyalty of academics foremost to their academic disciplines and research (Kenny, 2009). Some 

argue that the latter was a failure because academics became self-complacent (Williams, 2013). 

Yet, the point is that whatever the previous non-market dynamic was, (for better or worst) it 

seemed like we knew what higher education was all about. So we could say -in a way- that higher 

education had achieved -reached- its meaning as a collegial ivory tower separated from the 

mundane markets. But achieving meaning, as we have seen, breaks the magic of meaning, because 

it evidences the chimera of meaning. Therefore, a different interpretation of the arrival of market 

memes, is that higher education needed the market memes to tell it: “wait, you have to reset, you 

have not reached your meaning yet, now you need to chase the market”, or like Bolden et al. argue, 

pro-market “changes have challenged traditional assumptions on the nature and purpose of HE” 

(2014, p. 755). So that meaning could be pushed away again, and therefore, the illusion of 

meaningfulness remains. Interestingly, some university leaders precisely framed the whole series 

of recent pro-market disturbances in higher education as a sort of awakening, which allowed them 
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to see that their old ways were not enough, they needed to change and do something new: meaning 

had not been reached, they still have to chase it. For example, the Vice-President of UniX (a pre-

92 campus university) said: “I think the deregulation of universities, particularly the market for 

HE changed the way that every university thought about its strategy because it opened up new 

opportunities, which weren’t there before, and it meant that implementation of the strategic travel 

needed to be re-thought”.  Table 5.4 shows other similar memes. What is even more interesting 

is that a Member of the Browne panel expressed the role of the Browne Review precisely as hitting 

reset in higher education: “Easy, iconoclast. To break a mold, that’s what we were there for, we 

were there to break a mold and to reset expectations on higher education. That is it”. Thus, if we 

thought we knew what higher education meant before, now we do not: now there is something 

else, meaning has been deferred/differed again, so that we do not find out that meaning is a 

chimera, and thus the experience of meaningfulness remains. 

     

      Is this such a radical idea? Not really, and actually it links back to magical realism. In 

Like Water for Chocolate (Esquivel, 1993), one of the greatest novels of magical realism, our 

heroine Tita cannot be with the man she loves because her family’s traditions say she must take 

care of her mother until she dies (again the magic logic). Tita goes through a whole martyrdom 

trying to be with her loved one: the man she thought would give meaning to her life. In the end, 

when she finally finds a way, after many years of struggle, to be with her loved one and 

consummate their love, he dies during the act. As he dies, she does too so that she could go chasing 

her dearly beloved again but now in the afterlife. In other words, she reached love and there was 

nothing behind it but death: the chimera of meaning crumbled and the only way to sustain it was 

to defer/differ meaning yet again by now chasing it in the afterlife, where allegedly she found it 

(Price, 2005). And so the epiphany of meaning emerges: that it is not about the pursuit of 

meaning but the meaningfulness of the pursuit. 

 

 

On Other Magical Realist Memes of La Différance 

 

“It is good to have an end to journey toward; but it is the journey that matters, in the end” 

  

-Ernest Hemingway 

 

It is clear now how by having the labyrinth of complexity as backdrop, then possibly any attempt 

for meaning construction -collapsing potency- in the leaders’ nook of the English higher education 

space of memes, is an act of magical realism: the magic of meaning is set against the realism 

(scientism) of the labyrinth. The market memes have been particularly instrumental to illustrate 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/1455.Ernest_Hemingway
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these dynamics, as they bring the magic of meaning into the realist matter-of-fact competitive 

Darwinian processes, which although meaningless, are portrayed otherwise. Additionally, market 

memes were said to be able to provide meaning, in spite of the absurdity that sometimes lies behind 

them, because they are never reached. So market memes first defer/differ meaning and put it there 

in some place called the market, and then make it impossible to reach it, as to never encounter its 

fallacy -its actual lack of meaning-, and hence, the house of cards of meaning does not crumble. 

Finally, the market memes’ dynamic is sustained by a magic logic that for an externalist might 

seem as nonsense, but for the internalist that believes in it, is not. Based on the market memes and 

how they might create meaning -or the illusion of it- we could find other types of memes with the 

same characteristics: they are magically realist, they are quasi-perpetual instruments of la 

différance, and they are supported by a magic logic. Let us call any meme(s) that fulfill these three 

features: magical realist memes of la différance.  

 

 Another set of memes that could be considered magical realist memes la différance, are 

those regarding prestige and elitism. As we saw in Chapter 3 § II, some in government were 

expecting that the introduction of the higher fees would lead to price differentiation, which in the 

end did not really happen. This caused frustration among some politicians. The standard argument 

from universities to justify setting fees at the cap or near it, is that setting a lower fee would have 

signaled that they were a cheaper perhaps second class university. Now, this is still closely related 

to market memes, because it tells us something about the quasi-market of higher education: that 

people -both providers and students- in this quasi-market value reputation and prestige perhaps 

above all. Thus, setting a lower fee was seen as detrimental due to what an interviewee called the 

Heathrow Express dynamics:  

…because when the Heathrow Express was first introduced… it was quite a low price, 

and people particularly American tourists, wouldn’t use it because of the low price, they 

assumed that therefore it wasn’t any good. And when they increased the prices the 

customer base increased very significantly. So it was a very kind of interesting. And I am 

not going to name names, but there were one or two universities who did try to go in at 

much more lower fee as a natural policy and it didn’t work for them, they didn’t get the 

student numbers, they regretted it.    

 

Hence, the fee level was seen by some as a proxy for reputation, as one of the interviewed 

Presidents from UniW (a post-92 urban university) said: “Well I could see a number of things 

going on, one is that the level of fee was being used as a proxy of quality and reputation of an 

institution”. And, therefore, in the reputation driven higher education sector (Horta, 2009; 

Marginson, 2013; Bryman, 2007), being seen as a second class university was inconceivable for 

some. Table 5.5 shows further memes regarding prestige and reputation.  
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Even as the prestige memes are in some ways market memes, they differ from these 

partially in terms of their end. For the market memes, the end is competition, price differentiation, 

among other things. For the prestige memes, is about appearing as elite, as the top university, 

where usually -for better or worst- research intensive universities (Naidoo, 2004; Marginson, 

2008; Raffe and Croxford, 2013; Enders et al., 2013), particularly Oxbridge or the Russell Group, 

are considered the panacea of higher education. Therefore, the prestige memes create a whole 

different but also magic logic, evidenced in the following quote from an interview: “also the point 

about caps is if you set yourself anything other than the cap, it will define yourself as a second 

class institution”. By counterfactual, the latter would imply that somehow setting your fees at the 

same level of Oxbridge and the most reputable universities, would define you as them. As if just 

because you are charging £9,000.00 you have become a Russell or Oxbridge. This would be an 

example of what Dews calls “deceptive identity forged by concepts” (2012; Eagleton, 1991; 

Adorno, 2012), as if the concept of your sticker price would define who you are as a university: 

the magic logic. In the end, of course what is regrettable is to live in a society that only values 

universities like the Russells and discriminates others that do highly important things, such as 

expanding access. Nonetheless, the actuality is that everyone wants to be Oxbridge. The cherry on 

top of the cake of this magic logic is that somehow people forget that if every university actually 

became Oxbridge, then nobody would be Oxbridge, because no one would be top: by definition 

everyone would be average. Therefore, the dream of all being top, reputable, ultra-prestigious 

universities cannot by definition ever be reached, and thus prestige memes are shown clearly as 

memes of la différance. But, what about Oxbridge, UCL, and Imperial and those others that are in 

the so-called top? Have they stopped the process of la différance? Not at all. As it was expressed 

in interviews with leaders from these types of universities, they are now worried about their 

international competitors and reaching Harvard status. As a leader from one of these universities 

said while describing its university’s competitive environment: “but actually far more importantly 

to our international profile are Harvard, Stanford, Berkeley”. So even for these universities, the 

prestige quest is still -even if only slightly- being postponed. In sum, the prestige memes are 

another vehicle for meaning, or more specifically, magical realist memes of la différance: they 

emerge in a space of memes with a meaningless labyrinth of complexity as backdrop, yet they 

manage to find meaning by postponing it in the utopia of becoming Oxbridge, a utopia that by 

definition cannot ever be reached, and that even for those that reach it there seems to be still 

something more beyond it, a further différance.  

 

 What is more interesting is the interaction of the prestige memes and the market memes. 

It seems that these two sets of memes (i.e. market vs. prestige) generate a tension between 

themselves. For instance, the episode narrated in Chapter 3 § II, where some university Presidents 
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are called by the Prime Minister and are reproached for charging the cap, clearly evidences this 

tension. One the one hand, the Prime Minister -as many in government- is moved by market 

memes and the idea that with a market, price differentiation should come so that competition 

emerges. On the other hand, the university Presidents are driven by the prestige memes, and their 

wish not to look like second class universities (which by the way they would not have been if they 

had charged less, but nonetheless that is what they believed). This in a way resembles Kligyte and 

Barrie’s Lacanian argument that all these new market and competition memes are felt as 

precluding universities to reach what they really want (2014), and so they are left fantasizing and 

desiring (Luborsky and Barrett, 2006; Zizek, 1989). The crucial point here is that this tension 

contributes to the perpetuation of the postponement of meaning. In other words, in this story the 

Prime Minister -in a way and perhaps exaggerating a bit- can avoid facing the meaninglessness of 

the market memes because in his view those terrible university Presidents and their prestige 

memes inhibited a full market from happening: his meaning in the market is never reached, so he 

could still think the market is meaningful. The same would be for the university Presidents, they 

can avoid the meaninglessness behind their prestige memes because the Prime Minister and his 

terrible memes of competition are not allowing them to fully be the university they wish they were, 

and so they can continue thinking that there is meaning behind prestige. 

 

 Other memes that also brought meaning are those of the independent agenda. These, 

simply put, are about how market memes and all the disturbances in higher education might not 

make sense, yet there is something beyond all these mundanities that is much more important: an 

independent agenda that the university will follow regardless of the hassles of the so-called real 

world. Hence, the independent agenda changes the direction of meaning by saying: “forget about 

things pointing to the market, things are actually pointing to something that is independent of it”. 

For instance, one of the Vice-Presidents from UniY (a post-92 urban university), about the Browne 

Review said: “Well it was on the radar, but I don’t think that we were doing anything specifically 

to anticipate what it was coming from the review, because it didn’t matter what the review said, 

we needed to implement changes. So really you know increasing the quality, extending the breath 

of what we were doing was going to be important irrespective of what would came out of the 

review”. Table 5.6 shows further memes regarding the independent agenda. So the independent 

agenda memes postpone meaning to a mystical almost metaphysical kernel that cannot be touched 

by the mundanities of the so-called real world. And if by definition meaning has now been 

postponed to a place that is untouchable, then it can never be fully reached; making of these, 

memes of la différance too.  

 

Interestingly, again the tensions between different magical realist memes of la différance 

enables the perpetual postponement. For instance, the President of UniC (a pre-92 collegiate 
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university) talked about the central importance of the international mission of his university. Here, 

the international competitiveness is part of that independent agenda that they would like to follow 

regardless of government policy. However, government policy by disrupting the national 

dynamics became an obstacle for this university to go fully chase its independent agenda. So the 

President said: “we press government to allow us to or not to inhibit us in our international 

competition”. Therefore, in a way, the market memes from the national reforms are distracting the 

university from chasing its independent agenda memes, and thus the independent agenda memes 

remain meaningful, as they cannot be fully reached. This example also illustrates the magic logic 

of the independent agenda memes: if the government’s reforms are distracting the university from 

the independent agenda, then there is some interaction between the independent agenda and the 

government’s reform. And if there is interaction, is it really an independent agenda? The idea of 

the independent agenda memes lies in a popular metaphysical ethos that there might be a kernel 

that is not affected by all the disturbances (Mumford, 2012), however, as I discussed in Chapter 1 

§ II and earlier in this chapter, in complex systems the ontology is connectionist (Boisot and 

McKelvey, 2010; Boisot and McKelvey, 2011); and hence organizations define their environment 

and the environment defines organizations, making it qua impossible to define a clear-cut line 

between them (Stacey, 1992). Thus, there might be a kernel, but who knows what or where it is 

exactly. 

 

 So far we have market memes, prestige memes and the independent agenda memes as 

different types of magical realist memes of la différance. Let us now analyze a final type. When 

lost in the labyrinth of complexity, in that place where things are pointing nowhere, some leaders 

and policy makers in the higher education sector found meaning in others, particularly in students. 

This is not something new. Gabriel has widely discussed the importance for followers to find 

leaders who care about them (1997, 2011), where a “caring leader is compassionate, giving and 

concerned for the well-being of his or her charges, willing to go the extra mile to meet their needs 

and ensure that they flourish” (Gabriel, 2015, p. 321). The first instance where we find this caring 

ethos in the English higher education space of memes, is in the government’s policies. The policies 

might have been guided by the financial short-term pressures of the global international crisis, yet 

the government made significant efforts to turn them into something more than a mere accounting 

device. That something more came from their crusade to save the students from what they 

considered was a higher education sector that had neglected the student. Hence, the White Paper 

following the Browne Review was about putting the students at the heart of the system (BIS, 

2011b). Like a Former Chair of a Lobbying Group said, “Students at the Heart of the System… a 

very deliberate title”, as they were trying to transform the message, from an utilitarian financial 

reform, to a reform supposed to face “the challenge… [of] putting the undergraduate experience 

at the heart of the system” (BIS, 2011b, p. 4). The care for students is most emblematically 
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illustrated in the government’s obsession with giving information to students, so they could have 

the freedom to make the best choices. For instance, the Browne Review says, “Students need 

access to high quality information, advice and guidance in order to make the best choices” (2010, 

p. 12). The White Paper Students at the Heart of the System goes a step forward and claims that 

“Putting financial power into the hands of learners makes student choice meaningful” (BIS, 

2011b, p. 5). Even the more recent Green Paper continues this focus on student choice: “To be 

able to make the best choices about where and what to study, individuals need access to robust, 

timely and objective information regarding the quality of teaching they are likely to experience 

and what this is likely to mean for their future employment” (BIS, 2015b, p. 11). So far, then, in 

the case of the government, these caring for students memes have entailed a crusade to give more 

freedom, information and choice to the student, something that illustrates partly the magic logic 

of these memes. In principle, more information and choice sound very nice. Nevertheless, this 

assumes, first of all, the classic economics assumption that people know what they want and with 

the right information will do what is best to accomplish their goals (Eisenhardt and Zbaracki, 

1992; Hodgkinson and Sparrow, 2002). Yet, ever since the times of Simon (1991) it has been 

argued that rationality is at best bounded (Weible et al., 2012; Enders et al., 2013). Even worst, 

sometimes people, especially young teenagers, might not know what they want, or be completely 

irrational, impulsive or emotional (Evans, 2003; Evans, 2011; Freud, 1929; Hodgkinson and 

Healey, 2011). More importantly, who said more choice should be the aim? Whenever I read the 

government’s policies, I realize no one in government ever read Barry Schwartz and his paradox 

of choice (2005). Schwartz argues that yes, on the one hand, “There is no denying that choice 

improves the quality of our lives”, but on the other, “the fact that some choice is good doesn’t 

necessarily mean that more choice is better…. there is a cost to having an overload of choice” 

(2004, p. 8). The latter is simply a consequence of complexity once more. To illustrate the problem 

of choice I will recur to Jaco Van Dormael’s grandiose film Mr. Nobody (2009). At the beginning 

of the movie, in a dramatic scene, a young boy faces an apparently simple choice: whether to go 

with his mother or stay with his father as they are divorcing. The choice seems quite simple: mom 

or dad. Yet, the young boy delves into the various possible parallel universes that could derive 

from his simple decision. The people he would meet, the love he would find, the mistakes he 

would make, the troubles he would get into, the loses he would suffer, the pain he would 

experience, the cities where he would live in, when he would die, how his relationship would be 

with the other parent, the feelings he would have, the dreams he would accomplish, the nightmares 

that would haunt him, they all vary depending on whether he goes with mom or dad. When he 

realizes the myriad of variables that are at stake, he wets himself, and does what any other human 

being would do: he freezes and then runs away from the decision. In short, he faced the labyrinth  
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Type of Leader Illustrative Meme 
University Vice-President or Equivalent 
(UniY, post-92 urban university)  

 

UniY has never been… that great in promoting itself, it 

always sat comfortably, it always recruited well, and so 

it didn’t worry too much about market forces, but that is 

when it really started to kick in, we do need to worry 

about market forces. 

University President 
(UniX, pre-92 campus university)  

 

…I think we have got smarter about how we present the 

whole package, we’ve got better at that. And we spend 

more time thinking about it than we ever did before, I 

mean, this university was not a university that wanted to 

admit that it was spending a lot of time marketing itself…. 

University President 
(UniK, post-92 semi-urban university) 

 

The other thing that… the private providers, the for 

profit providers or not for profit has introduced a 

dynamic into the sector which is causing change even 

within the publicly identified funded universities. So 

there is a much sharper thinking about competition, 

there is a much sharper thinking about how do we 

innovate, how do we get to market first, how do we 

become more efficient. 

University President 
(UniE, pre-92 campus university) 

But actually we do a lot of selection, but the mentality is 

one of you got to go out and sell it. That is the big 

difference, before it was: “they will come to us”. That is 

what Browne triggered… 

University President 
(UniS, pre-92 urban university) 

We’ve gone from a world of unbelievable stability and 

predictability. I could predict my income for decades 

almost in advance. Now complete instability and very 

simply unpredictable. 

University President 
(UniM, a pre-92 urban university) 

…but what those essentially those reforms did was 

precipitate us into a market and a volatile market like… 

we’ve never been in before. Because we were used to… 

take our undergraduates for granted…. Again when the 

system changed we started to take them seriously, we 

started to ask questions about who our undergraduates 

were, where are they coming from, why were they coming 

here, in a way that we never had done before. 

University President 
(UniZ, pre-92 campus university) 

Now, I was pretty clear that that world was changing, I 

can’t necessarily predict how everything was going to 

change, but I thought those certainties were going. And 

therefore, it seemed to be the most obvious challenge was 

helping the university to understand that there was no 

more certainty. 

University 2nd President 
(UniW, post-92 urban university)  

 

And eventually it has changed higher education without 

question, marketization has been the biggest single 

change. 

Table 5.4. Other illustrative memes regarding a sort of awakening brought by market memes. 
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Type of Leader Illustrative Meme 
University President 
(UniA, post-92 urban university)  

 

…if you put up less than 9,000 aren’t you saying we are 

not as good as…, we are damn well as good as… 

University President 
(UniG, pre-92 campus university) 

We decided that we would charge 9,000. Part of that it 

was we had an argument about status, that one of the 

things that I think concerned people was if you were in a 

situation where there was a suggestion that you might 

charge less, what would people think of  your 

institution?.... 

University President 
(UniQ, pre-92 urban university) 

The reason we didn’t of course, was to follow the logic 

that most other institutions followed which was to say, 

well hang on a minute if you charge 8,000 pounds then 

students, possibly students would think is not a good 

degree at UniQ because it doesn’t have the same 

monetary value. 

University Vice-President or Equivalent 
(UniG, pre-92 campus university) 

The second thing was that we guessed that a number of 

our peers would do the same, and not being at 9,000 

would have been in our view about a negative statement 

to quality. If you were charging between 7 and 8,5 it was 

advertising or to an extend you think you were not of 

the same quality of someone chagrining 9. 

University President 
(UniX, pre-92 campus university) 

I think certain universities became very anxious about 

being seen to be part of what might be called the second 

tier of research intensive universities. They saw 

themselves as first tier universities. There is as you 

know, I mean, slightly snobbish elitist feel that there is 

only one place to be which is in the top group, if you 

can’t be in the top group we won’t be in any group. 

University President 
(UniM, a pre-92 urban university) 

And then we had our own deliberations, and our own 

view, as management team, very clear, which was that 

we could not charge less than 9,000, and we would be 

foolish to do so. Not least because you know, it would 

actually bring in more money for us…, but also the 

point about caps is if you set yourself anything other 

than the cap, it will define yourself as a second class 

institution. And we weren’t going to do that. 

University Vice-President or Equivalent 
(UniX, pre-92 campus university) 

 

…that is an indication of our success, we stayed in the 

world top 150 institutions, that is really important for us. 

University President 
(UniA, post-92 urban university)  

 

Ok, well I saw clearly the opportunity to charge 9,000 

pounds. Now, the major reason that [UniA] charged 

9,000 pounds fees… was because, just like with the 3,000, 

if you don’t charge the top then people think you are 

not a quality institution.  

University Vice-President or Equivalent 
(UniY, post-92 urban university) 

So for institutions, particularly you know HE and FE 

colleges that provide degrees, if they charge 6,000 

pounds they were seen to be offering an inferior 

product, regardless of whether that is true or not. That 

was the assumption, if they are charging 6 is because 

they are not as good. So there was a big issue for us, you 

know, that if you don’t charge the maximum are you 

saying you are not as good?  

University Vice-President or Equivalent 
(UniX, pre-92 campus university) 

And a university like this, there is no question that one of 

the things that attracts students to it is its research 

intensive character, and its prestige and ranking in 

world and domestic league tables…. 

University President 
(UniG, pre-92 campus university) 

And from that point of view it became really critical to be 

able to say we are a top 20 university and you could 

demonstrate through a whole range of evidence that it 

was a top 20 university, and that became important. 

Table 5.5. Illustrative memes about meaning pointing to prestige and reputation. 
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Table 5.6. Illustrative memes regarding how meaning could be in an independent agenda, including an 

untouched kernel. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Type of Leader Illustrative Meme 
University Deputy COO 
(UniC, pre-92 collegiate university)  

 

So government policy matters a lot but it doesn’t change 

our core academic purposes, and our job is to try to 

navigate in spite, you have to adapt to what happens, you 

have to adjust to it, but it doesn’t make us change our 

basic objectives. 

University Vice-President or Equivalent 
(UniX, pre-92 campus university) 

Well, I think that there were other two big, I mean 

research, you don’t stop thinking about research because 

Browne doesn’t mention research, it is actually the heart 

of the mission of a university like this. 

University Vice-President or Equivalent 
(UniF, pre-92 collegiate university) 

I suppose something about universities is that you have 

to strike a very difficult balance between being 

responsive to new emphasis and preoccupations whether 

those are political or societal, as well as demonstrating 

that you are upholding the essence of what universities 

are about.  

University Vice-President or Equivalent 
(UniX, pre-92 campus university) 

We weren’t anticipating what Browne might say and then 

thinking what is right for the university. We were thinking 

what is right for the university, and let’s do those things 

that are right for the university, and then if Browne 

comes along and produces a particular outcome we will 

respond to that when we get there. 

University President 
(UniZ, pre-92 campus university) 

…so the university council in appointing me, and 

particularly the president of the university council, was 

clear that he felt that irrespective of what else was going 

on as a result of Browne and all of that, the university 

had been a bit sleepy, kept itself to itself, and it just 

needed to be a different kind of place so to a certain 

extend that was helpful to me in the context of what else 

was going on, because I felt that I had a mandate. 

University Deputy COO 
(UniC, pre-92 collegiate university) 

But, I mean we have been here 800+ years, we are not 

gonna go away, and I mean that is the same with all big 

international universities, this goes beyond national 

politics, what we do, we are always thinking of the longer 

term, the bigger picture, but the integrity of our purpose 

will not change just because some government comes 

along and tries to do something…. 
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of complexity with all its variables, filled with potency, pointing nowhere while pointing 

everywhere, unpredictable, unmanageable and intimidating. The boy was brilliant enough to 

gather all the necessary information and analyze it to try to make the best decision, and brilliant 

as he was he found out that he could not make a decision because all that vast information and 

choice had led him into the unavoidable solitude and nightmare of the labyrinth of complexity. 

There is a reason why from philosophers (Flanagan, 2007), to cognitive psychologists and 

organization scholars (Daniels et al., 2002; Hodgkinson, 1997; Walsh, 1995; Barr et al., 1992), 

people have argued that our species has evolved by simplifying and reducing its environments 

(MacKay and Chia, 2013). So that even if such acts of incision generate some blindness (Chia, 

1994), they at least allow people to avoid the labyrinth of complexity. Or, why did you think the 

popular mantra evolved and survived that says “ignorance is bliss”?  Because the reality is that 

sometimes big decisions actually turn easy when you have no choice and not the other way. Thus, 

it is clear there is -at least partially- a magic logic. 

 

 Another way that the caring for students memes were expressed was through leaders, who 

finding little meaning in the disturbances of the higher education sector, decided they would focus 

on students and serving them. For example, a then CEO of a Sector Agency said: 

…we were quite effective to say, look we negotiated the best possible circumstances we 

can, in a very difficult political position, and in a very difficult financial situation, the best 

we can do now is just calmly and effectively introduce this in a professional way, and try, 

and we struck on this right at the beginning, and try always to use our touch point as the 

interest of the students. So everything that happens from now on has to happen for the 

interest of the students, at the center, because that is the only bit of high ground we got 

left, and that means you know above all better teaching better facilities, and lots of stuff. 

     

The latter, as other similar memes shown in Table 5.7, are more broadly focused on caring and 

serving the student, not necessarily through the concept of choice, but more generally through the 

concern of giving the student the best experience, as higher education has become so important 

and instrumental for students’ professional careers and developments. The obsession with higher 

education and how it has become an instrumental dream for many who think that getting a degree 

will automatically open the doors to a better life, has been constantly addressed by many authors. 

For instance, Wolf mentions that “the aspiration to higher education is almost universal among 

the parents of young children” (2011, p. 20). Mok and Neubauer argue as well about the “the belief 

[of parents and students] that completing higher education and obtaining higher qualifications 

would provide much better career prospects and upward social mobility” (2015, p. 1). The 

obsession with higher education is almost global, from the UK to China (Mok and Wu, 2016). 

Thus, the caring leader facing a space of memes that makes no sense -that is a labyrinth of 
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complexity- allegedly finds meaning in serving the students to accomplish all the dreams they 

have. Now, the latter sounds quite romantic in principle, yet a magic logic covering various 

fallacies looms here too. First of all, higher education has turned into an obsession because people 

believe that it is the tool needed for a better job, better income, and better professional life. But, 

who said those are the goals in life? What is wrong with having a humble job but a happy family? 

Or, simply living a life of contemplation and spirituality? Second, it turns out that higher education 

does not always lead to a better and more successful professional life, an example would be the 

current times of significant youth unemployment and/or underemployment (Mok and Neubauer, 

2015; CIPD, 2015). Third, and most importantly, where does caring end? Nowadays people need 

not only to study a bachelor’s but a master’s too -some argue. And then, after the master’s they go 

into the job market and it turns out they need more training. So if leaders are going to care about 

students, when should they stop? Because it seems like caring could keep being postponed always 

one further step. In sum, memes that find meaning in caring for students defer/differ meaning to 

the students, but then, when chasing the meaning, this is postponed again and again, while it all is 

at the same time based on a magic logic about the almighty power of getting a degree.  

 

 The memes on caring for students evidence some other interesting dynamics as well. First 

of all, the tension between different types of magical realist memes of la différance is seen here 

once more. For instance, McCaig argues that market memes, especially the AAB policy, pushed 

universities to have to invest more on scholarships for high achieving students who could benefit 

from the AAB regime (2014). This was done presumably at the expense of scholarships for other 

types of students. Therefore, the market memes in some ways enabled caring memes, but in other 

ways they made it more difficult for caring to actually include all students, having to neglect some 

in favor of others. So market memes during the AAB regime were somehow inhibiting or hassling 

caring memes, so that the memes on caring for students are not fully reached and the quest for 

their meaning continues. A second interesting topic evidenced by the caring for students memes, 

is that the meaning mechanisms I have described for higher education leaders’ are shown not to 

be exclusive to higher education leaders. Let me explain this. It turns out, for example, that for 

students and parents the meme of higher education is also magically realist, as the meaning of 

higher education for them emerges arguably from the realistic conception of possible 

unemployment and a tough life, which could be somehow magically fixed by getting a degree that 

will open all sorts of great doors. More importantly, higher education condemns students into a 

perpetual cycle of la différance too: first they realize they need a bachelor’s, so they go into the 

quest for one, then they realize they need a master’s, so they go into the quest for one, then they 

need a first good job, so they go into the quest to get that, then they realize they need more training, 

so they go into the quest for that, then they want a better job, so they go into the quest to get that 

too, then they have children and now they want a good education for their children, so they go into 
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a quest for that, then they want a bachelors for their children, so they go into a quest for that too, 

and son, and so on, until one day they die not even knowing what they were searching for and 

whether they got it. The only thing that gets realized in this whole process is the power of la 

différance: it is a mode of survival by ignoring the meaninglessness of the world through quests 

for meaning that never actually get it, it is a modus vivendi by keeping us busy chasing phantoms 

instead of wondering about the labyrinth of complexity, it is a source of peace of mind by keeping 

us focused on the eternal chasing and thus ignoring the ocean of potency and indeterminacy that 

characterizes our existence, it is the spirit of an epoch, the ethos of a species. La différance: it is 

who we are. 
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Type of Leader Illustrative Memes 
University Vice-President or Equivalent 
(UniY, post-92 urban university) 

[About thinking the university’s response to all these 

disturbances] …but you have to accept the fact that 

students that are taking the courses at that point in time, 

that is the only chance they get, they see for that year, and 

that year only, and if your experimentation doesn’t 

work, then you are permanently damaging the possible 

effects on that cohort of students as they go through the 

system. So is all about really thinking through everything 

and the consequences of what you want to do on the 

students that you have at the moment… 

University President 
(UniK, post-92 semi-urban university) 

I happened to be very supportive of the fact that you 

remove student number controls, and the reason I am 

passionate about that is, if you have a control number, 

it would always impact on widening participation, if you 

have an artificial control it would always impact mostly 

on disadvantaged groups and widening participation… 

University President  
(UniE, pre-92 campus university) 

Yeah, the other one is graduate employability , that is 

another consequence, I mean student experience and 

graduate  employability become a consequence of 

Browne. And you are worrying more about where your 

students are going… 
University Vice-President or Equivalent 
(UniY, post-92 urban university) 

But you know at the end of the day, we are only here 

because people chose to come here, so we have to give 

them what they want in a sort of simplistic way, but we 

really have to think about what can we do as a university 

to make sure that our students are successful…. 

University President 
(UniV, pre-92 collegiate university)  

 

We then put 1,500 pounds per student a year into the 

buildings, so we are able to increase our buildings, so it 

had to be focused on students, because their money was 

paying for it. 

Member of the Browne Panel I think something else that has worked is a sense in which 

this new funding model has driven a greater 

acknowledgement of the importance of teaching in 

universities. And I think that now universities are much 

more sensitive to student needs in a way that is good.  

University President 
(UniO, pre-92 semi-urban university)  

 

Alongside we thought very carefully about student 

support regime. And we were concerned that there was 

insufficient, student, insufficient maintenance support not 

just for students from nontraditional disadvantaged 

poorer backgrounds, but also that students from middle 

income families hadn’t sufficient support. So there was 

an attempt to balance the fee regime and the student 

support regime. 

University President 
(UniJ, pre-92 campus university) 

 I think that the jump in fees undoubtedly made it terribly 

easy to turn all academics, even those who were rather 

falling sleep about the students, look it really matters, it 

really matters that students feel what they are receiving 

and creating is fulfilling that it is providing the 

education they want. And all our jobs depend on it…. 

They are the source. 

University President 
(UniV, pre-92 collegiate university) 

Yeah I think, one of the things we tried to do is that we 

are supporting all of our students to get the best possible 

undergraduate degree that they can…. 

University President 
(UniY, post-92 urban university) 

…you know and there weren’t really any marches against 

higher fees in [here] because we really worked with the 

students to explain what was going on, and because we 

haven’t gone for the highest fee, I think we could still 

have some confidence that we were doing the right thing 

to our students…. 

Table 5.7. Illustrative memes regarding students and caring for them as the meaning. 
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Section II:  Closure, Finally Some Closure 

 

“The magic is only in what books say, how they stitched the patches of the universe together into one 

garment for us.” 

  

-Ray Bradbury 

Fahrenheit 451 

 

Throughout these last two chapters, I took you to see first how the potency of the higher education 

disturbances was being collapsed by a community of leaders: how meaning was being constructed 

by them. In exploring meaning construction two contrasting voices were juxtaposed. The first 

voice emerged from the ethos of science (Thagard, 2010; Gribbin, 2003; Abreu Pederzini, 2012b). 

Science, which I defined as a memetic function in the limit where the narrative distance 

approaches zero, has been for long promising us to give us the truth, the actual metaphysically 

realist truth of what the universe is and how it is (Ladyman, 2002; Civitarese et al., 2015; Kilduff 

and Mehra, 1997). Scientific explorations, additionally, have shed light on the causes of 

phenomena, so that in the origins of what happens, we could find some meaning for it (Marion 

and Uhl-Bien, 2001; Mikulecky, 2001). Science has been, furthermore, engaged in a never ending 

affair with higher education. And so the leaders of higher education, as Popes of the churches of 

science, first tried to express meaning through the voice of science, a realistic (scientific) voice 

that tried to map with excruciating details and sophistication the causes and mechanisms behind 

all the recent disturbances in higher education. However, these efforts far from making it all 

discretely meaningful, encapsulated us instead in a labyrinth of complexity, illustrating the limits 

of science in Homo sapiens’ sensemaking efforts. Science, hence, could tell us a lot about the 

world, yet there is always some doubt; whether it is the problem of induction or the problem that 

all science is necessarily an act of symbolization, the point is that whatever the holy truth might 

be, we do not ever seem able to grasp it fully (Polanyi, 1946, 1952; Popper, 1959; Polkinghorne, 

1998). The truth is always deferred/differed. Even worst, in the little or much that we can know 

through science about our origins, we have not found any meaning or purpose. Once we get to 

complexity things turn sourer, as all of the sudden we lose the connections between causes and 

effects, between variables and between times: it is now all contiguous, and thus, it is all causally 

indiscernible in some ways (Stacey, 1992, 1995). Like this the voice of science of our higher 

education leaders discovered the labyrinth of complexity: a maze where not mattering how much 

we can know, it never seems enough to fully clarify what is going on, and where meaning eludes 

us leaving us in solitude (Paz, 1961) and in a state of negative capability (Simpson and French, 

2006). The labyrinth of complexity almost scientifically postponed meaning, making us face for 

the first time the problem of la différance (Derrida, 1973; Human and Cilliers, 2013; Zizek, 2006), 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/1630.Ray_Bradbury
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/1272463
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and setting a realist (scientific) backdrop for any other attempt to achieve meaning in English 

higher education.  

 

Eventually, meaning or the impression -perhaps illusion- of it seemed to emerge. 

However, before analyzing how meaning emerged in English higher education, we saw that in 

various other alcoves of human undertaking, people have managed to escape the labyrinth of 

complexity by deferring/differing meaning to the supernatural: the Gods and spirits that with their 

powers explain it all, giving us meaning and direction. Hence, meaning has been for some an act 

of magic in various ways. Magic because it was found in the supernatural, but most importantly, 

magic defined as “any extraordinary occurrence and particularly to anything spiritual or 

unaccountable by rational science” (Bowers, 2004, p. 19). And so I argued that all meaning is 

magical precisely because it is extraordinary: you could travel throughout planetary systems and 

you would rarely find it, even in the history of Earth it is only a tiny fraction of it that has seen the 

emergence of meaning. And as Bowers’ definition highlights, meaning most importantly is 

magical as it cannot be accounted by science. Remember, for example, that when our higher 

education leaders tried to find meaning through science -through the realistic depiction of their 

environments-, they found instead the labyrinth of complexity. Nevertheless, the problem for 

higher education was that it is the land of science, so people cannot defer/differ meaning to 

supernatural powers. We must remain in the qua realism of legitimate science and find the magic 

of meaning right here. To achieve some meaning, then, we met first the market: that natural 

temptation in the labyrinth of complexity to make of competitive Darwinian processes of self-

organization our source of meaning. In short, against the realist (scientific) backdrop of the 

labyrinth of complexity, some memes sometimes found meaning in self-organization as incarnated 

by the market. Therefore, instead of going to the supernatural, these memes brought the magic of 

meaning into the realist (scientific) labyrinth of complexity. An act of meaning that I was able to 

recognize only after having rejected my malinchismo, which allowed me to realize that this was 

magical realism (Anderson Imbert, 1975; Flores, 1955; Hart and Ouyang, 2005; Morris, 2005; 

Price, 2005; Robinson, 2006; Roh, 1995; Slemon, 1995; Borges, 1932; Carpentier, 1949). Magical 

realism, because on the one hand, the Darwinian self-organizing market is part of the realist 

(scientific) labyrinth of complexity, which produces memes that as Echverría argues, mirror or 

reflect as closely as possible the natural word (1974, p. 19). Yet, on the other hand, within that 

very same realistic labyrinth of complexity, the magic of meaning seemed to happen when blind 

and meaningless Darwinian market processes -all of the sudden- were turned into sources of 

meaning: the longed direction. In a word, like in the masterpieces of García Márquez or Rushdie, 

the scientific memes that reflected with excruciating detail the world, were not simple mirrors of 

it anymore: but “speaking mirrors” (Slemon, 1995). Speaking mirrors that while reflecting the 

natural order, were giving it a meaningful surplus, telling us something, giving us meaning in the 
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Darwinian market processes of self-organization presented as a matter-of-fact, so that without 

leaving the realistic labyrinth of complexity we could paradoxically escape it.  

 

Thus, the magic of meaning became the second voice of the juxtaposition through which 

meaning seemed to emerge in the leaders’ nook of the English higher education space of memes. 

Eventually, however, because of my externalist perspective I had to face the fact that the meaning 

the market seemed to bring, could at some point be reduced ad absurdum, and thus, the logic 

behind it was perhaps not a logic but a magic logic. Among the fallacies behind the market, I said 

that self-organization does not necessarily happen, that even if it does it may lead sometimes to 

terrible things, and more importantly if it happens it does not mean it should (Hume’s problem). 

So the market gave us meaning by putting it into the Darwinian competitive processes of self-

organization; nonetheless, we swiftly found out that if we ever reach it, the meaning would 

crumble, we would realize the fallacies behind it and it would perish: its magic would disappear. 

And, hence, we saw how the market was not to be reached, tensions precluded us from touching 

it: we ended up with a quasi-market, a type of Chomsky’s really existing market that was a 

frustrated realization of market memes, sometimes led by the very same people that promoted 

them (1996, 1999). Here, the amalgamation between magical realism and la différance became 

clear. Magical realism could bring us meaning in higher education -the land of science- in spite of 

the labyrinth of complexity, by brining meaning right here to us in the natural order, without 

needing Gods or spirits. Yet, to work, meaning needed to be perpetually postponed by tensions 

that pulled us away from it, so that while seeming graspable, it would never actually be reached. 

Because of this I called the market memes magical realist memes of la différance. Later on we 

found other magical realist memes of la différance: the prestige memes, the independent agenda 

memes and most importantly the caring for students memes (this list is not exhaustive, other types 

of memes like these could exist in higher education but these are the ones I found). These other 

types of memes might not be as clearly and directly magically realist as the market, yet magical 

realism remains in them, because they still manage to find the magic of meaning against the 

backdrop of the realist (scientific) memetic labyrinth of complexity, and without having to recur 

in any way to supernatural orders, so that meaning instead of overtly magical could be disguised 

as a matter-of-fact. More importantly, these other types of memes were seen to work through la 

différance too, because as we saw, all of them could be reduced ad absurdum, and thus, to protect 

meaning they needed to make it feel real, while at the same time never fully reached. So more 

tensions emerged that inhibited us from fully reaching any of these types of memes. Tensions even 

seemed to exist between different categories of magical realist memes of la différance, like for 

example, when the prestige memes pulled in one direction frustrating the full realization of the 

market memes, while at the same time the market memes were pulling on an opposite direction to 

prevent us from fully reaching the prestige meaning. Tensions, then, like I have argued since 
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Chapter 1, are instrumental in allowing us to describe anything that instead of not being, is. Like 

this, finally, the higher education space of memes and its leaders seemed entrapped in a 

complicated web of memes that bestowed meaning through magical realism, but yet paradoxically 

always postponing it. Figure 5.1 provides a summary scheme of these findings. 

 

Magical realist memes of la différance represent a source and mechanism for meaning. I 

am not claiming it is the only mechanism, the best one, or the mechanism, but it is nonetheless 

one possible mechanism that contributes to our understanding of humans’ cultural (memetic) 

processes of self-organization. Where magical realism is truly important because it represents a 

legitimate way of collapsing meaning in spaces that have been permeated by science, a science 

that has taught us that there is no meaning. At the end of the day, science is -so far- right, meaning 

is extraordinary, it is magical because there are no absolute meanings in nature: we have to 

construct them, and thus, all meanings are at most fragilely absolute. The fragility of meaning 

memes is precisely what makes of closure such a difficult operation, which is why the first research 

question asks: how could humans’ memes, which try to give meaning to their experienced reality, 

make sense to humans?  Now, what the magical realist memes of la différance of the English 

higher education sector and its leaders tell us about closure and the first research question, is that 

once meaning in the land of science has been qua legitimately constructed through magical realism 

memes, meaning must in principle not be reached: it usually needs to be postponed, so that humans 

remain in a quasi-perpetual quest for those magical realist memes, and hence, avoiding their 

fragility. Then, as people become entrapped in these tensions that preclude them from reaching 

their meaning conferring memes, they can ignore the ocean of potency, and therefore, start 

believing the world makes sense not because they have actually reached sense, but because they 

are in the quest for it and truly believe that sense will be found there in those magical realist memes 

once they reach them. Hence, what can be seen now is how closure might be operating. Where 

closure is portrayed as emergent: it comes from the myriad tensions that prevent us from reaching 

our meaning conferring memes, hence quasi-eternally deferring/differing meaning, and thus, 

saving us from facing its fragility and the ocean of indeterminacy behind it. In the meantime, while 

we chase for our perpetually deferred/differed magically realist memes, the quest for them allows 

us to believe in meaning, giving us then some closure. 

 

   In conclusion, it may be possible that the search for meaning resembles the journey of 

young Ofelia, who in Pan’s Labyrinth -the supreme example of magical realism in film-, finds 

herself entrapped in a terrible, explicit and crude reality of a civil war (2006). A war whose villain 

is about to become her stepfather. Surrounded by such monstrous expressions of the cruelties of 

the world, Ofelia finds a labyrinth, much like the labyrinth of complexity: it seems dead, it seems 

to lead nowhere, it seems to mean nothing. Yet, in it, if you look close enough, you will find a 
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faun. The magical creature that as a meaningful meme, instead of giving meaning to Ofelia, sets 

her into a journey, an odyssey for meaning, for justice, for salvation; her salvation and the salvation 

of her baby brother. As it turns out, in the magic of the labyrinth, in her quest for meaning, young 

Ofelia eventually only finds dead. Murdered by her own stepfather, her quest seems to have led 

nowhere; only for her to discover that dead is not the end but the beginning, as in her deathbed the 

faun returns to save her, showing her a new world, a new kingdom, a kingdom where her quest 

could continue. Just like Ofelia, it seems then that humans, lost in a labyrinth, embark too on the 

most outstanding quests for meaning led by memes, which as the faun, mobilize us into a perpetual 

chasing. These memes eventually, through the operation of closure, come to feel like the ultimate 

truth, like the right answer, like the right memes to follow. Notwithstanding that, behind them, as 

in the Lacanian ethos, there is nothing (Jameson, 1986; Zizek, 1989): they are empty. But, it is not 

what is behind these memes that is meaningful to us, but our journeys to them; journeys that every 

time that they end they seem to begin again, unceasingly prolonging themselves, so that we 

become, then, forever doomed to a specter, “the specter of a promise” (Zizek, 2006, p. 232).



 

Figure 5.1. Summary scheme of the meaning analysis of the English higher education space of memes (leaders’ nook). 
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Chapter 6: Believing, The Reflective Operation in Otherness 

 
“As for believing things, I can believe anything, provided that it is quite incredible”  

 

-Oscar Wilde 

 The Picture of Dorian Gray 

 

 

Section I: Between Constitutive Absence and Closure 

 

In the previous chapter, we saw how in the English higher education space of memes, a community 

of leaders seemed to have alleviated the sensemaking tension, and thus, reached a level of closure, 

through magical realist memes of la différance (e.g. market, prestige, independent agenda, or 

caring for students memes). In short, in the land of science, permeated by the need to develop 

realist memes, the magic of meaning emerged by disguising it as part of the realism of the labyrinth 

of complexity or in spite of it. However, meaning remained magical, as various fallacies behind 

all types of possible meaning conferring memes were found. Thus, to work, meaning needed to be 

perpetually postponed, something I argued was accomplished through tensions of la différance. 

Due to such tensions, different types of magical realist memes pull taut in different directions, 

hence embedding my studied community of leaders in a sort of struggle of the memes, and 

therefore, enabling the illusion of meaning to survive, as by never being reached its fallacies could 

not be uncovered. Nevertheless, there is a final step in the operation of closure that we need to 

address. Yes, the tensions la différance enable some closure by allowing leaders in higher 

education to believe in their memes without facing their emptiness. Yet, these tensions enable 

closure at an even more fundamental level. Since Chapter 3 § II, I have argued that the most basic 

and perhaps powerful meaning in higher education, is that there is something called higher 

education, which is worth having. In other words, that instead of dissolving higher education, we 

must fight to keep it. And so I have said since Chapter 3, that people throughout the history of the 

English higher education sector, have come to truly believe that higher education is a fundamental 

need and tool that will take the English society to a dreamed land of prosperity and progress 

(Macfarlane, 2005; Wolf, 2015, 2011). This profound belief is evidenced explicitly in the very 

same recent disturbances that the English higher education sector has experienced and which set 

the scene for my exploration of the sector. For instance, one of the key recent disturbances is the 

Browne Review, which overtly proclaims that “Higher education matters. It helps to create the 

knowledge, skills and values that underpin a civilized society. Higher education institutions (HEIs) 

generate and diffuse ideas, safeguard knowledge, catalyse innovation, inspire creativity, enliven 

culture, stimulate regional economies and strengthen civil society” (2010, p. 14). Even some of 

the newest policy disturbances, for instance the government’s 2015 Green Paper, begins by 
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claiming that “Higher education (HE) is one of our country’s greatest strengths” (BIS, 2015b, p. 

10). The same message we find in Milburn’s report on social mobility: “Our universities are a 

great source of strength for the country and their role – in an increasingly knowledge-based 

economy – is becoming more and more central to our future prosperity” (2012, p. 1). And similarly 

the Wilson report on university-business collaborations, opens by quoting Lord Dearing, who said 

that “universities are the source of strength in the knowledge‐based economy of the twenty‐first 

century” (in Wilson, 2012, p. 2). In sum, there seems to exist a more fundamental set of memes 

among those who lead the English higher education sector. These memes are about the sacredness 

of higher education, about its ultimate importance for the progress of English society, which 

therefore produces an undoubted need to defend higher education at all costs, even if/when people 

are arguing for different expressions of what higher education entails or not. Let us call this 

argument the sacredness of higher education.  

 
 But, how did the sacredness of higher education is expressed in the interviews? The 

answer in this case does not come from what the interviewees said, but from what they did not. 

Thus, to understand this we need to look not into the constitutive structure of the data, but its 

constitutive absence instead (Chia, 1994; Belsey, 2002). Following Deacon and Cashman, the 

constitutive absence of something entails to define something “in terms of what is not included, 

not realized, not present” (2012, p. 199). It might have taken me some time, but eventually I 

realized the importance of the constitutive absence of my interviews. Yes, most interviews argued 

in some way or another for certain magical realist memes of la différance, and therefore, 

interviewees might have disagreed, as some emphasized the market memes, others the caring for 

students memes, and so on and so forth. Yet, all interviewees agreed -better said resonated- in 

their constitutive absence. The absence in this case is the absence of any attempt, comment or 

more broadly meme, arguing against higher education, its continuance, its need, or its relevance 

for English society. Although we live in a time of massive youth unemployment (Mok and 

Neubauer, 2015; Mok and Wu, 2016), extremely concerning youth underemployment (CIPD, 

2015; HECSU and AGCAS, 2014), plus a recent devastating financial crisis that evidenced how 

little we understand about the world we live in and how poorly prepared and educated our leaders 

are (Henisz, 2011; The Economist, 2013a; G30, 2015), yet no one, not even a single interviewee, 

dared to challenge the sacredness of higher education. No one even tried to argue against it. Hence, 

no one claimed, for example: “perhaps we should forget about higher education and look for an 

alternative”, or “perhaps we should stop growing the higher education sector”. In their lack, all 

interviews resonate, and as Zizek would argue, the lack is fundamental, as “The lack of (a certain 

mode of being) is always also an inherent lack of some notional determination -say, for a thing to 

exist as part of opaque material reality, a whole set of notional conditions- determinations have to 

be met (and other determinations have to be lacking)” (1989, p. xix). In this case, for the sacredness 
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of higher education to determine the state of the English higher education space of memes, it needs 

to be lacking, as the sacredness of higher education can only be evidenced through the fact that it 

is not even spoken about. Ultimately, once I realized what the constitutive absence of my data 

might entail, I did some efforts to see whether my interpretation of it was appropriate or not. And, 

thus, in some final interviews, I had the opportunity to inquire about the sacredness of higher 

education. To this, immediate replies swiftly confirmed my suspicions. For instance, about 

whether to defend or not higher education in the times of austerity, a Former CEO of a Sector 

Body said: 

So what we were arguing… was to protect the science and research because it was an 

engine for economic growth… that was the argument, and I used to argue in Treasury, 

you know, first thing I would say in these conversations was: HE has to be part of the 

growth story not part of the austerity story. 

  

About why to defend higher education and continue investing in it, a Member of the Browne panel 

explained: 

…we start with a presumption that there are only two things you need to know about the 

state of a great nation. Number one, how good are the laws and regulations and are they 

applied according to the way they should be. And number two, how well educated is the 

workforce and the nation. With these two things in mind you can do anything. 

 

Finally, about whether we should keep motivating students to go into higher education, the current 

CEO of a Sector Body said: 

But I think what needs to happen here… is to analyze what it is that the economy needs 

and make sure that in some very broad terms the supply is there, but not try to drive 

behavior either by limiting graduates or by focusing or forcing them to go into certain 

subjects. What UCAS has identified is the jobs for the future being overwhelmingly 

graduate jobs to a quite terrifying degree, so the idea that we need to move away from 

that is very counterintuitive. 

 

 

It is, then, at least possible that the lack of memes against higher education, notionally 

determine the English higher education space of memes in a way consistent with the sacredness 

argument, which defends at all costs the sacredness of higher education. Now, as Martian 

anthropologists -as externalist zoologists studying English higher education (Dennett, 2006)- we 

can see, nonetheless, that the sacredness of higher education is partly empty, just as the market 

memes or the prestige memes turned out to be. In this case, the emptiness of the sacredness of 

higher education spontaneously emerges from what is best called the fallacy of progress (or of 

prosperity). Let me elaborate on this. It could be contested in many ways whether higher education 
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is the best vehicle for economic growth or social progress; however, let us dream, and hence, let 

us think that there is sufficient evidence to categorically determine that higher education is the 

best vehicle for the so dreamed progress. So far so good, but bear with me just one second, because 

the most ridiculous question has occurred to me, what exactly is progress? Well, somehow in 

modern Western societies progress has to do with the alleged betterment of humankind through 

complexification (sophistication) that furthers its dominion. In other words, we talk about 

technological progress because we have been able to develop ever more complex tools to master 

our environments. We talk about economic progress because we have reached ever more complex 

and larger economies and economic outputs to impose our will on nature. We talk about scientific 

progress because we have achieved ever more complex theories to dominate the world. Thus, to 

the question of “What is good?”, progress provides the Nietzschean answer of “Everything that 

enhances people’s feeling of power” (2005, p. 4). Therefore, as Stewart-Williams argues, progress 

is more than mere complexification and dominance, progress “is to give… a positive valuation” 

to that complexification and dominance; a positive valuation “that is often difficult to justify” 

(2010, p. 171). In short, it is a classic instance of a value judgement (Grey, 2004), where in this 

case such complexification and dominance are presented as better than the opposite, and thus, 

progress becomes about moving forward (Paz, 1990). Here, forward is a normative direction 

presented as the right direction. Hence, a lot of people today -especially in Western countries- 

believe somehow that we are better off if we are improving our dominion through our 

complexified technology, science or economy, and so on. The word dominion, nonetheless, has 

been usually substituted by the poetically and politically correct quality of life.  

 

So far so good, but bear with me another second, because another indecent question has 

occurred to me: perhaps I missed the memo, but who exactly said that more complexification and 

dominion are better? Last time I checked, even with the best available science, our world and our 

species is the result of an unintended and blind process that is pointing nowhere, so who said that 

it is pointing towards complexification and dominion? Yes, if we look at the Darwinian process 

of evolution through natural selection on Earth (Kurzban et al., 2015; Marean, 2015; Buss, 2009; 

Delton and Sell, 2014; Scott-Phillips et al., 2011; Dawkins, 2006; Blackmore, 1999; Boal and 

Schultz, 2007; Distin, 2005), we see how life has become ever more intricate and complex and 

some species more preponderant (Oparin, 1957; Kauffman, 1995, 2008; Tomasello, 2013). Yet, 

this is a classic instance of Hume’s problem (2009; Thagard, 2010), because the fact that 

something is -increased complexification or dominion- does not mean that it should be.  More 

importantly, the complexification of life only exists from an internalist perspective, because from 

an externalist one, self-organization -no matter how intricate and complex- is precluding the 

disordered decay that entropy demands, and thus, it actually controls the messiness of the world, 

or in other words, it inhibits its greatest complexification. Of course, this is not the way that an 



 

151 

 

internalist would see it, as for the internalist there is only life and how it has evolved to increasingly 

intricate/fitter organisms. In short, the internalist does not see the alternative of accruing entropy. 

Overall, the point is that, like this, then, progress has become probably the most powerful and 

broad magical realist meme of la différance: against the backdrop of the realism (scientism) of 

blind Darwinian processes of evolution through natural selection, progress bestows on their 

apparent quality of continued complexification and dominance, a most valued direction that should 

be protected and sought after at any cost, thus disguising the magic of meaning as part of reality. 

The market memes we met in Chapter 5, could be a particular and very specific instance of the 

progress memes, where in the case of markets the focus is on the competitive dynamics of blind 

Darwinian processes of self-organization, which if they produce a more complexified and 

dominant economy -as well as fitter organizations- then they would be part of progress. Yet, 

progress is a much more generalized beatification of Darwinian self-organization, where anything 

(e.g. science, morality, laws, regulations, technology, lifestyles, markets, economies and 

organizations, etc.) that evolves into something fitter, more intricate, more capable and more 

complex, is bestowed an increased and unmatched value.  In other words, by looking at the 

constant evolution of everything, progress is about the modernist ethos of looking forward to the 

future (Bowers, 2004; Flynn, 2006; Jameson, 1984), as if something magical were awaiting for us 

then in our increased complexification of life and our dominance of the world. Hence, progress 

turns the neutral temporal dimension of space-time into a normative moral one, where the future 

is always preferred, as long as we are complexifiying and dominating it. Something that we see 

reflected in the fact that the word evolution somehow has come to mean that something is better, 

as when people praise something because of how evolved it is. This inference is not part of 

evolutionary theory in anyway. In evolutionary theory, livings systems simply survive because 

they have the capacity to survive; there is no moral judgement made on it. Yet, the problem with 

always looking to the future like progress does, is that the future is always coming and never 

arriving, because as it arrives it becomes the past and a new future is envisioned, and so modernity 

(and its progress) becomes “a word in search of its meaning” (Paz, 1990, p. 17). It is a mirage that 

is never reached, always undefined, while its delusion leading us. Progress: an absolute that guides 

and drives humans in the 21st century like probably nothing else does; but fragile as all absolutes 

are (Zizek, 2000). However, in this case progress is the cornerstone fragile absolute, because as 

Paz argues, progress is “the ruling principle of the West and its main intellectual myth” (1989, p. 

64). The Western world would crumble into pieces if progress were to be exposed as the fallacy 

that it unquestionably hides, and therefore, it must be protected no matter what. In this process, 

higher education has become the foundation of the progress fallacy, as people truly believe (as the 

documentary and interviews quotes at the beginning of this chapter show) that the more we educate 

Homo sapiens the faster it will get to the promised land of progress and prosperity. So the marriage 

between progress and higher education emerges. But who is to say that people holding bachelor’s 
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degrees or doing fancy PhDs like me are any better? Who proclaimed and why that the hierarchy 

of human beings most be built around ephemeral pieces of paper called degrees? And even worse, 

who said we need a hierarchy where the future is better than the past and those prepared for the 

future are better than those who are not? I am simply posing the conundrum that it is impossible 

to determine in absolute terms a hierarchy of what the true meaning and direction (sense) of our 

societies are/should be, because unlike the Nazarene proclaimed, the truth shall not set us free, as 

“there is no single, final, and objective truth, but only a number of alternative approximations to 

and perspectives of a highly complex and unbounded process” (Civitarese et al., 2015, p. 559). 

Hence, when a society like the English society -as most others do nowadays-, decides to proclaim 

progress as the holy truth and education as one of the roads to it, it must then defend it no matter 

what, as any alternative would evidence the fragility of this delusion. And, thus, we find now what 

the role of higher education (and education more broadly) has become, as it has turned into a 

symbol (a meme) that somehow materializes the illusion of progress. Education: an institution that 

enslaves people to the progress memes, so that they always look ahead into the progressive future 

we will build, awaiting for economic, technological and scientific complexification and dominion 

to somehow lead us into the promised land, where everything one never arriving day will 

magically make sense. Yet, progress and its relationship to higher education work, because they 

have an outstanding and undeniable power to self-organize people. 

 

 In conclusion, in the previous chapter we saw that in the leaders’ nook of the English 

higher education space of memes, there is a struggle of magical realist memes of la différance. 

This struggle I suggested might enable leaders to find the magic of meaning even against the 

realism (scientism) of the labyrinth of complexity. Furthermore, I said that the struggle of the 

memes was necessary so that leaders would not reach their meaning conferring memes and 

evidence their inherent emptiness. Like this a mechanism for closure emerged. However, now we 

understand this mechanism even better, as we can see that the struggle of the magical realist 

memes of la différance is a multi-level operation. At the highest -let us call it the most superficial- 

level, the struggle allows leaders to find closure in the memes that directly give meaning to the 

current and most pressing events; like in my data would be the case of market or prestige memes 

that give direct meaning to the immediate disturbances in higher education. Nevertheless, this 

most superficial level of closure enables, furthermore, a deeper level of closure, which is that 

as leaders in higher education fight the struggle of the superficial memes, they forget about 

the fragility of their most cherished absolute meme: progress, allowing therefore the fragility 

of progress to remain untouched, and thus, its absoluteness respected. In the constitutive 

lack of the interviews, we see this multi-level mechanism of closure at work, as while 

everyone was busy fighting for the superficial memes (e.g. market memes), no one dared to 

even question the sacredness of higher education and its role as the most magical of all the 
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magical vehicles towards the promised land of progress: a progress that most do not even 

understand what it is or why it should be fought for and sought after, but that almost 

everyone is willing to defend by not even challenging it.  

 

Like this, then, we can now connect the operation of closure to the operation of believing. 

In a word, closure could be said to have been achieved if and only if (iff) it derives in the capacity 

to believe, where to believe in certain memes entails “the implied acceptance of their appositeness” 

(Polanyi, 1952, p. 219). In other words, my fragile absolute meaning conferring memes, iff I 

believe in them, will all of the sudden turn for me into the appropriate meanings -the right ones- 

(Flanagan, 2007); because as Harris claims, memes are mere memes “until you believe them. Once 

believed, they become part of the very apparatus of your mind, determining your desires, fears, 

expectations, and subsequent behavior” (2005, p. 12). In short, believing is qua a boundary 

operation, as it takes us from the externalist position into an internal one ruled by a memetic 

symbolic order. Thus, believing completes the process of closure by finally making you feel that 

there is no externalist perspective (or any other internal besides the one you hold); just like when 

the interviewees, as believers of higher education and its related promise of progress, would not 

even consider the possibility of denying its sacredness.  

 

Finally, what is essential for me to highlight at this point, is that doing an analysis from 

an externalist perspective is in no way an attempt to show that internalist humans are wrong 

or an attempt to attack them. By contrast, the externalist analysis is instrumental only in 

enabling us to understand the operation of becoming an internalist (i.e. believing), where no value 

judgement has been made on whether externalism or internalism is better. Furthermore, in the 

operation of conversion -believing-, through which the externalist becomes internal, there are no 

lies or truths. Let me explain such a crucial point by deferring to the genius of Larry David and 

Jerry Seinfeld. In what is probably the most revolutionary TV show ever created -Seinfeld, a show 

about nothing-, the paths of three clearly externalist characters called Elaine, Kramer and George 

were followed for 9 seasons. By far the most externalist of all was George Costanza, a man who 

saw life as the emptiness it entails, and thus, was able to confront and live in the internalist bubble 

as an authentic cynic. George saw the nothingness of the world, and therefore, did not care to take 

the rules, norms, and customs seriously (just like I have done in this externalist thesis). In the 

middle of these three externalist characters, there was Jerry Seinfeld, a man who lived at the 

boundary: half internalist, half externalist, always dubious to delve on any side, but always 

influenced by his externalist colleagues, who continuously taught him not to take things too 

seriously. One of the greatest lessons came in Season 6, when a conflicted Jerry Seinfeld did not 

know whether to lie to his girlfriend. The context is irrelevant, what matters is the lesson. Jerry 

asked his cynic friend George -the externalist par excellence- how he could lie, to which George 
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in all his wisdom and understanding of what it takes to shift from externalist to internalist, replied 

with what is probably TV’s greatest line ever: “Jerry, just remember. It’s not a lie… if you believe 

it” (David and Seinfeld, 1996). Like that, in a couple of seconds, sassy George Costanza 

enunciated the single most powerful maxim about the operation of believing: it is not a lie if you 

believe it. Through this TV anecdote, I hope to show that even if I have taken an externalist 

perspective, from where most of what happens internally makes no sense and is to be questioned, 

I mean in no way to imply that internalist humans are wrong or are living a lie: because it is not a 

lie, if you believe it. So even if from an externalist perspective there are no safe harbors of meaning 

and only purely fragile absolutes, I am not implying that the interviewees are naïve and living a 

lie: because it is not a lie, if you believe it. They are believers, who by performing a successful 

operation of closure, have come to believe in their memetic symbolic orders, bringing such 

symbolic orders to be a part of what Zizek calls people’s “objectively subjective” (2000, p. 83). 

In a word, the truths and lies of an externalist cannot be reconciled with the truths and lies of an 

internalist, and thus, finally, “it is not a lie, if you believe it” entails undoubtedly a breach between 

the externalist and the internalist. So that I could already bet that most internalist readers who read 

this thesis will simply not like it, they might even deny it, or cast it as fallacious, just like I -the 

alien zoologist exploring a group of humans on Earth- have found emptiness (and/or fallacies) 

behind their internalist memes.  Hence, we have arrived to the crucial Kuhnian concept of 

incommensurability (1996, p. 112). Thus, just like Kuhn proclaimed that there were no right or 

wrong types of science, but simply different ones at different times which are incommensurable 

with each other, I proclaim as well that the internalist and the externalist perspectives are 

incommensurable due to the operation of believing (García Márquez, 1982; Harris, 1976; Morris 

et al., 1999), just as two internalist perspectives rooted on two differing symbolic orders are largely 

incommensurable too19.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
19 Incommensurability in my text means, simply put: that two different memetic symbolic orders (or worldviews 

or cultures) cannot be fully (100%) reconciled, there is always an edge -even if only tiny- between the two. The 

main implication of incommensurability is, therefore, that even if people notice others’ memetic symbolic orders, 

they cannot fully reconcile them with their own. A classic illustrative example would be the Spanish conquest of 

Latin America, where the problem was that the Spanish manipulated natives and their worldviews, but never 

fully understood them (these two were in a way incommensurable). In the end, of course, what the Spanish did 

was simply to impose their ways (e.g. their Catholic religion) on natives. 
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Section II: On Missionaries and Believers 

 

“And he said unto them, Go ye into all the world, and preach the 

gospel to every creature” 

 

-Mark 16:15 

 The Holy Bible, King James Version 

 

The problem with believing is that it could potentially take only one human being who believes in 

something different, for a group of people to realize that their beliefs are not absolute. Put 

differently, it becomes incredibly easier for humans to believe in their fragile absolutes, if they 

interact with other people that believe the same (Foss et al., 2008; Hodgkinson and Healey, 2011; 

Leonard-Barton, 1992; Walsh, 1995; Walsh and Fahey, 1986; Balogun and Floyd, 2010), so that 

“Perceived social consensus can serve to solidify and maintain belief[s]” (Lewandowsky et al., 

2012, p. 113). This is the Lacanian argument par excellence: that our beliefs leave us desiring as 

if they were a will, yet we “only… become lost in a will that is will of the other” (2005, p. 77; 

2008). Now, this conundrum conflicts humans all the time: through their sensemaking of the world 

they might arrive at meaningful memetic symbolic orders that make the world seem as if it is 

pointing somewhere, through closure they might even come to believe in those symbolic orders to 

the point of conceiving them as an agency of their own -what Lacan would call the big Other-, 

which dictates people what to do and how to be (Lacan, 2008; Zizek, 1989; Zizek and Fiennes, 

2012). However, people can easily come to face the discrepant memetic symbolic orders of others, 

and find a reflection, that far from reinforcing their beliefs, threatens them.  

 

Here, a fundamental tradeoff has come to be revealed. On the one hand, our exploration 

of the struggle of the magical realist memes of la différance of the leaders of higher education, 

showed us that in this group, in order to constitute a symbolic order, variety in the meme pool 

might be important to keep, as the contest between different memes may preclude people from 

reaching their meaning making memes and thus realizing their emptiness. Therefore, in the case 

of the group of the leaders of the English higher education sector -at the superficial level- leaders 

seem to be partially putting tête-à-tête their market, prestige, independent agenda, and caring for 

student memes, creating a struggle that precludes them from reaching their memes, and thus 

enabling these to feel meaningful in spite of their fragility. Then, we saw that this variety and the 

struggle it generates -at a superficial level- might also be instrumental in distracting people in this 

group, so they avoid tampering with the most profound and fundamental memes that underpin 

their whole social experience (i.e. the sacredness of higher education). Therefore, the first side of 

the tradeoff is clear: just as biology has needed variety and the struggle for existence to evolve and 

survive on Earth (Buss, 2009; Nowak, 2012; Huxley, 1894; Darwin, 1872; Malthus, 1798), 
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culturally speaking we need too of variety and the struggle of the memes within a group to support 

closure and the operation of believing. Nonetheless, on the other hand, there is a contrasting 

pressure (the second side of the tradeoff), which is that we also need a level of harmonic 

homogenization within the group, so that some ordering could emerge.  

 

The point to make now is that this tradeoff (i.e. the struggle of the memes vs. harmonic 

homogenization) is essential not only within a group but across groups too. Here, a clarification is 

much needed in order to understand this point. Ever since Chapter 2, I have said that I am exploring 

the English higher education space of memes; however, as I have constantly mentioned in this 

document too, I would like to re-emphasize that I have only been exploring a particular nook of 

this space of memes, which is the nook of the leaders of higher education. In the nook of the 

leaders, we have come to understand significantly how the multi-level operation of closure works 

there through magical realist memes of la différance. Nonetheless, the problem emerges as we 

look at the whole of the higher education system, where other relevant groups that are part 

of the system, are going through parallel and interconnected processes of sensemaking as 

the leaders, but might not be arriving to the same memetic symbolic orders and mechanisms 

for closure and believing than the leaders. The classic example would be the students, of whom 

I have said something throughout this document. In Chapter 3, for instance, it was clear that given 

the intense and fierce protests of some students, their symbolic orders, telling them how relate to 

higher education, may be partially different from those of leaders. For students, it is possible that 

their meanings were leaning towards the futility of all the changes and the need to stop them. 

Therefore, the market and the prestige memes might not necessarily be so important to the 

students’ thinking (although exceptions always exist). In addition, magical realism may not be 

representative of students’ memetic processes, as students may not see the realism of the labyrinth 

of complexity at all. They are students, they might still idealize the world, and dream of the utopia 

of revolution against fees and the oppressing state. Moreover, chances are that when looking at 

yet other nooks of the English higher education space of memes, such as that of parents or of 

academic staff, we could find yet other more different symbolic orders and memetic mechanisms 

for closure and the operation of believing. This is, therefore, the crucial point of the Lacanian 

otherness conundrum: once we look at higher education as a whole and not just the nook of 

the leaders, different groups might be developing partly contrasting symbolic orders. And, 

thus, as different groups fail to see their symbolic orders fully reflected in other groups, they 

could come to experience and evidence the fragility of their absolutes. Yet, higher education’s 

self-organization is an emergent property that looms from the interaction of all these different 

groups, and somehow we know it works because higher education has survived. It might again be 

that at the level of the whole of higher education, some struggle of the memes still needs to 

continue, as to sustain the perpetual postponement of meaning necessary for closure. However, 
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more importantly, the tradeoff between a struggle of the memes and some level of harmonic 

homogenization might still be essential. This tradeoff between a memetic struggle and memetic 

harmonic homogenization generates, therefore, a tension at the systemic level, as social systems 

are then pulled taut in two contrasting directions (i.e. the struggle and harmony). This tension is 

unsurprising. Per Bak might have studied physical not social complex systems, but he and other 

colleagues discovered the importance of tensions, when they realized that for a system to self-

organize it needed not to be in a state of equilibrium, but in a state of criticality instead, which 

means to be “way out of balance” (1996, p. 1; Kauffman, 1995, 2008). We can see now how 

cultural social systems may present a similar condition, as on the one hand they need the constant 

struggle between memes in order to protect the operations of closure and of believing, and on the 

other hand, they can be pulled in the contrasting direction of needing harmonic homogeneity at 

the same time, so that some ordering and alignment among the constitutive parts could emerge. 

Now, the question is what enables the force of harmonic homogenization at the systemic level of 

the whole of England’s higher education? And the answer (or at least one partial answer) is leaders.  

 

 Clear it should be by now that leaders do not lead, complex systemic and memetic 

processes of self-organization do. However, we still have individuals called leaders in most 

organizations, industries and countries, etc. And one of the reasons why these individuals persist 

is because they are most needed to enable the force of harmonic homogenization (plus other 

things) that is part of the process of self-organization. Furthermore, the way these leaders enable 

the force of harmonic homogenization is by becoming intergroup missionaries, so that when 

people come to achieve closure and believe in something, they do not just find, in their reflection 

in others, opposite and contrasting beliefs that destroy their own, but some degree of resonance 

and similitude that allows their fragile absolutes to survive. This missionary role is clearly 

evidenced in the case of my studied leaders of the English higher education sector, as the 

interviewed leaders provided a series of memes that portrayed this role. For example, for many of 

them the post-Browne Review reforms were incredibly confusing and complex to follow (i.e. they 

had potency and thus the potential to derive in different interpretations), and so the leaders set 

themselves on journeys to preach their own interpretations. More importantly, many of the 

sectorial and university leaders felt pressured to jump into this missionary role, as they felt the 

government had done a terrible job in communicating with other stakeholders in higher education. 

For instance, the Vice-President of UniD (a pre-92 urban university) about the government’s 

failure at communicating said: 

…or let’s put it this way, I never heard anyone explaining why the government was so bad 

at doing this, and you know when you talk to UUK people they say: well we mentioned 

this to government. And I mean I’ve been on trips with David Willetts, and this was 



 

158 

 

mentioned to him, but they never really came out, I mean it took them an age to come out 

and explain properly, far too long. 

 

A former CEO of a Sector Body added that the government’s communicating efforts came too 

late: “So a lot of effort went into that but it was kind of belated effort, and in a sense the political 

damage had been done before people got on the front of communications”. Thus, other sectorial 

and university leaders took their missionary task extremely seriously, as to compensate for the 

lack of missionaries in the government. The President of UniZ (a pre-92 urban university) 

explained his role as missionary: 

I tried to go around the university and embedded myself and talked to lots of people. I 

tried to give the story of what was happening in the outside world. This might come as a 

surprise but I didn’t think that people were necessarily all that clued in, which in some 

respects is quite remarkable: here there is all this massive change in the outside world, 

and sometimes people didn’t understand what was going on.  

 

The President of UniM (a pre-92 urban university) emphasized too his missionary role by saying: 

…part of the job of a vice chancellor is education. And one of the phrases that I say to 

VCs is: when you are an academic you are trying to say different things all the time and 

then you end up as VC saying the same thing all the time but in different ways. So… part 

of your job is on one to one meetings with heads of department and deans and individual 

members of staff is that all the time to try to impart part of that wider perspective to them. 

So that’s, there is an educational role if you’d like.  

 

Table 6.1 shows further memes regarding leaders conceiving themselves as missionaries. Thus, it 

is clear that the way most leaders conceptualized their role is in agreement with the complexity-

evolutionary framework I have been advocating for, as they portrayed themselves as intergroup 

missionaries that through their preaching could contribute to the harmonic homogenization force, 

so that a degree of symbolic order sharedness could emerge -at the system level- among different 

groups in higher education. Now, the fact that leaders used missionary memes to describe their 

roles does not mean that these roles are as romantic as they sound. First of all, missionaries fail, 

and it could very well be the case that some of the university leaders failed in their missions, which 

might have been the reason behind the turmoil experienced at various universities. At the same 

time, the higher education sector has self-organized and survived, so it is possible they did manage 

to achieve some resonance among groups as they wished, allowing others to believe with them. It 

is precisely in this way that some leaders explained their missions: as missions to make others 

believe. For instance, the Vice-President of UniX (a pre-92 campus university) was at the time of 

the Browne Review the Head of a School, which this interviewee decided it was time to grow; 
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however, persuading was needed, as others did not believe in his plans. The following is how this 

interviewee described his role as a missionary making others believe: 

…they didn’t believe that the benefits of growth would flow and I had to convince them 

that they would flow. And that is, is about inspiring, is about presenting the truth in a 

way that is compelling. I mean persuade them, inspire them, you present how that 

journey will go, why is important. 

 

Table 6.2 shows other memes where leaders show themselves as the source of others’ believing. 

Second, the missionary role is not as romantic as it sounds, because as we have seen there are no 

absolutes but only fragile absolutes, and thus, even if the leader is preaching what she believes, 

this is a relative and fragile absolute, and in the case of leaders they could come at some point to 

see it as such, like when they realize the negative capability and solitude of the labyrinth of 

complexity. In those cases, sometimes, then, the operation of believing is not fully reached by the 

leader, who still has doubts about his memes and his symbolic order, and this could make the 

missionary role harder, because the leader is not convinced by what he is preaching. For instance, 

the President of Uni-Z (a pre-92 urban university) said: 

And I think that is what you try to do as a leader, you may have more private doubts about 

things that you are prepared to share, but one of our jobs I think is to give the people 

hope, to give people a sense of we can make this work. 

 

Similarly, the then CEO of a major Sector Agency said: “And that was important, so you have to 

sometimes hide your concerns… and just occasionally allow people to see your own vulnerability 

or your own position…”. Finally, on the topic of not romanticizing the missionary role of leaders, 

as Martian anthropologists, we can see what we might call the horror behind the missionary idea. 

If there are no safe harbors for meaning (Pelzer, 2004), and no absolute symbolic orders but only 

the fragile absolutes, then there is no categorical reason to say that students are wrong and their 

minds need to be changed. Thus, when we find actors like leaders deciding to go out as 

missionaries, their missions -at least partially- are missions of intolerance. In other words, these 

are missions that require them to acknowledge the memes of others as wrong, and therefore, 

needing to be changed, even though in absolute terms there is no way to argue for right or wrong 

memes. Hence, leaders’ missions require a necessary act of intolerance, as it is only by casting 

others’ memes as wrong or by repressing them, that they will be able to harmonize the system. Of 

course, most leaders may claim it is not intolerance, as they were trying to make others understand 

what was happening in the sector. So they would argue that perhaps students fighting for free 

education was naïve because that was not practically possible, and thus, it represented a 

misunderstanding of the sector. Here, again the powerful influence of science is overwhelming. 

Science has taught people that there is necessarily a right way to see things, and that is through 
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“truth by correspondence” (Civitarese et al., 2015, p. 560), where the only memes that can be 

believed are those memes that bring the narrative distance close to zero (see Eq.1 in Chapter 4). 

But what if I want to live my life in misunderstanding? What is wrong with that? What if I am a 

student and want to believe in the misunderstanding of dreaming of free education? In absolute 

terms, there is no way of categorically proving that science and its truth by correspondence is the 

only way. Actually, as Polanyi would argue, we “must call science a belief” too (1952, p. 219; 

1946). And, thus, any effort to try to impose the understanding of science on those who might not 

share it or believe in it, is necessarily -in some ways- an act of intolerance. However, the latter 

does illustrate once more the incommensurability of an externalist and an internalist perspective, 

because while for the externalist it looks like an act of intolerance, yet that does not mean that it 

was actually done with that intention by the leaders, who probably just took their messages out 

there and became missionaries because they are believers. Moreover, of course the same thing 

regarding intolerance could be said of students, who took their memetic symbolic order and tried 

to impose it on other groups. For instance, when the National Union of Students regarding the 

Browne Review said that it was “a foolish and extremely risky approach to funding the higher 

education sector” (2010, p. 2), it was being equally intolerant against the memes of the leaders of 

the sector. Therefore, once again because of incommensurability (Kuhn, 1996; Putnam, 1981; 

García Márquez, 1982), each internalist group in the space of higher education will perceive their 

memetic symbolic orders as absolute, and might become intolerant to those of others not because 

they are necessarily intending to be intolerant, but because they are believers20. Of course, the 

difference between other groups and the group of the leaders, is that leaders will insist and use all 

of the extensive resources at their disposal in order to impose their memetic symbolic orders on 

others. In this process, leaders will probably face the incommensurability that exists with other 

groups’ perspectives, and therefore, will have sometimes to negotiate a compromise, as to reach a 

sort of hybrid systemic symbolic order that includes elements from each group’s symbolic orders.  

 

                                                           
20 I must clarify here that I am not implying that incommensurability necessarily leads to a state of constant conflict, 

but simply that because of incommensurability intolerance could potentially (although not necessarily) arise. This is 

why the role of leaders as possible homogenizers of the meanings within systems could be essential. More importantly, 

I would urge you, my reader, to please consider and assess these arguments from an externalist perspective, because 

from an internalist perspective they might seem nonsensical. Let us take an example: from an internalist perspective, 

when Christian missionaries go out to the world preaching what they believe, they are not intending (most of the time) 

to be intolerant or to initiate conflict because other people’s beliefs expose the fragility of their own and threaten them. 

By contrast, these missionaries truly believe that their beliefs are the right ones, and that therefore, they are doing other 

people a favor by preaching to them. Yet, from an externalist perspective, where the point of departure is an accidental, 

unintended and meaningless universe filled with potency, then no meaning is absolute, and thus, the imposition of any 

meaning as such, could be seen -in some ways- as intolerance. Therefore, the arguments here presented will only make 

sense in an externalist analysis.   
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Type of Leader Illustrative Meme Type of Leader Illustrative Meme 

University President  
(UniY, post-92 urban 

university) 

I think my view was and still is that the most 

important thing when you are dealing with the 

staff, who are at the heart of making that day to 

day decisions, is that you need to keep them 

informed about what is going on…. 

University President 
(UniG, pre-92 campus university) 

So I remember doing open days when I went on the 

road… because I thought it was important, and I also 

wanted to say to staff in the university: this is so 

important that I came in. And that also gave me an 

opportunity to shape some of the messages 

University President  
(UniA, post-92 urban 

university) 

Secondly, talking to young people. So people 

that make the decisions are not aged 

professors, are not even post-docs, people who 

are gonna make the decisions are 16, 17, 18 

year olds. So you got to meet them, talk to 

them, and what it is they are saying about how 

they feel. 

University Vice-President or 

Equivalent  
(UniY, post-92 urban university) 

 

Yes, I think so, and we were more concerned about the 

quality and consistency about the messages that we were 

sending out… 

University Vice-President or 

Equivalent  
(UniC, pre-92 collegiate 

university) 

…so whenever we know we have a big decision 

coming, the first thing we do is: what is the 

timeline? Sometimes the timeline is terrifying. 

But once you know what the timeline is then you 

take the view: who do I have to convince? Who 

has to agree? And once you got that, that gives 

you the structure in which you take the 

decision... 

University President  
(UniW, post-92 urban university) 

…we paid much more attention internally to targeting 

high quality, high tariff students, about engaging with 

them, in the way we interact with them, and the way we 

communicate with them…. So we’ve been through every 

single facet about how we do marketing and student 

recruitment. 

University Vice-President or 

Equivalent  
(UniG, pre-92 campus 

university) 

…for undergraduates in the UK the view of 

parents is very influential in terms of what the 

students decide…. So you got to, we learned 

very rapidly the you have to… pitch your 

marketing and your promotion and what you 

say about yourself primarily to the prospective 

students but also to the decision makers which 

are in part at least the parents. 
 

University President  
(UniK, post-92 semi-urban 

university) 

So a lot of this is about communicating, a lot of it is 

about trying to evidence the direction. And recognizing 

that you are not gonna please everybody all the time that 

is impossible… 

COO or Equivalent  
(UniI, pre-92 collegiate 

university) 

…I mean you work really hard at networks, and 

be creative in your thinking and recognize that 

you know we need to get from here to there as 

quickly as possible, but if I have to go there first 

and come back, that is fine actually, because 

I’ve probably taken more people with me by 

doing that, than by running… 

University President  
(UniD, pre-92 urban university) 

Yeah I think it did, we put a lot of effort in 2009-10 to 

communicating to our colleagues the general tighten of 

public finances and the resources we were likely to have 

at the institution. That communication went badly wrong 

in the case of one of the schools and that undercut a lot 

of those efforts. But we made a lot of effort. 
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Former Chair of Sector 

Lobbying Group 

…and myself take the flack, and we did 

enormous amount of media, she and I did 

dozens and dozens and dozens of 

programmes…. I did the same programme 

seven times. So we did, we took it out there and 

said look you got to protect the university 

sector you got to get the money in. 

University President  
(UniB, post-92 urban university) 

…the really enjoyable part of being in a university 

environment is patience, and the need to convince people 

more completely of change before you implement it. 

University President  
(UniO, pre-92 semi-urban 

university) 

And I am constantly thinking on as vice 

chancellor how would I engage with you know 

students… 

Former Chair of Sector Lobbying 

Body 

I remember doing several interviews you know TV, radio, 

where I tried explaining the system the bare minimum 

possible…. 

Former CEO of Sector Body The thing that surprised me most was that there 

was no immediate impact on widening 

participation….Well, it didn’t happened 

because I think people ultimately did 

understand the loan system and how it works, 

although they were late, the communications 

did work. 
 

University Vice-President or 

Equivalent  
(UniX, pre-92 campus university) 

You need to have measures of evaluation, you can’t 

ignore the risks. You have to be honest about the risks, 

but you have to explain why you believe it is achievable. 

University Vice-President or 

Equivalent  
(UniY, post-92 urban 

university) 

…the big thing we focused on when the fees 

went up and all these changes were brought in, 

was you know there was such a lot in the 

newspapers that it is gonna cost 15,000 pounds 

to go to university…., so we put a huge amount 

of work through our student finance center, 

where we were working with local schools and 

colleges in the region to give really clear 

financial briefings to the schools themselves, 

you know to careers and teachers, people who 

were advising potential applicants…, and also 

to parents, to make sure that everybody who 

was involved… making decisions about 

getting into HE really understood the fact…. 

University President  
(UniA, post-92 urban university) 

…we are gonna have to charge 9,000 because we know 

back from the 3,000 pounds experience, and we need to 

get a message out to colleagues of what the advantages 

are, because we can’t sell the advantages of these new 

system to students unless we first sell it to our 

colleagues. 

University President  
(UniV, pre-92 collegiate 

university) 

So I would spent quite a bit of my time visiting 

every academic school, explaining what is 

going on…. 

University Vice-President or 

Equivalent  
(UniG, pre-92 campus university) 

We also put a lot of effort into ensuring that our schools 

team went to schools in poorer areas and explain to 

students, teachers, parents, exactly what the financial 

implications of going into university were, particularly 

in those areas where people were anxious about debt.
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University President  
(UniU, pre-92 urban 

university) 

 

I think there are  largely changes of 

communication, because what I found is, if you 

take the time to explain the complexity of the 

funding of universities most people would be 

more understanding, about you know why the 

fees and why the system. But of course is a 

complex thing to communicate. So time spent 

communicating this sort of change is time 

incredibly well spent, to whoever the 

stakeholder or audience is, which is why I 

personally did it… 

 

 

CEO of Sector Lobbying Body 

 

…we did a huge amount on that, we did it through 

ambassadors, someone called Martin Lewis… who was a 

fantastic ambassador and we really, we put a lot of 

resource into trying to get the message out there that is 

not a credit card debt…, we were always fighting against 

the vocabulary. But I remember one occasion… when I 

was watching Newsnight and they interviewed some 

students and the students were using some of our text 

about repayment over 21,000 and is not like a credit card 

debt, and I remember thinking that has had some impact, 

it was extraordinary, they were quoting back some of 

what we had said! 

University President  
(UniZ, pre-92 campus 

university) 

…at a time of uncertainty I am incredibly 

visible around the university. Being prepared 

to go and talk to groups of staff and students 

however small or large, I think it helped me to 

share with them both my fears and hopes for 

the future, and people have commented since, 

that that willingness to do that was quite 

important at the time…. 

 

University President  
(UniB, post-92 urban university) 

…we have a bigger job in communicating the reality to 

them. So we have produced… sort of explanations of 

where our money goes, and other universities have… 

University President  
(UniQ, pre-92 urban 

university) 

…for someone like myself and others in the 

senior executive, we do actually have to 

engage in frequent conversations to 

understand, not to understand, to remind 

ourselves of what is like to just deal with 

everyday issues and personal issues, which are 

often the trickiest. 

University President  
(UniY, post-92 urban university) 

So I think during the Browne-Willetts period… I would 

send out probably once every two or three weeks an all 

staff email with an update. So quite regularly, and all 

staff communication and to some extent staff meetings 

going around to departments, making sure that people 

couldn’t say,  “well nobody told me and therefore I am 

carry on doing my thing”. 
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Type of Leader Illustrative Meme 

University President  
(UniJ, pre-92 campus university) 

Yes. I think power doesn’t quite capture it, I think you will 

learn to succeed for the most part, if you are trying to 

shift the culture like I was…, it is only ever gonna work if 

you get enough support, you cannot do it by command, 

nothing would happen. So I think it is more leadership 

than power. Convincing people. And show that it can be 

done. 

University Vice-President or Equivalent  
(UniY, post-92 urban university) 

So it is just like gambling you have to speculate a little 

bit, and you have to believe it, you have to think we will 

be here, we will be a better and stronger university, in 

lots of flexible ways…. 

University Vice-President or Equivalent  
(UniX, pre-92 campus university) 

So when I came in 2009 to UniX, I created a vision for 

growth which was partly more ambitious than many, 

many people thought, may be all of them thought it could 

not be delivered. Now, I could have taken a very cautious 

approach, and say Ok let’s go for 20% in growth, and 

now let’s see if we can get that, and then let’s go for 

another 5%, and see if we can get that, and then for 

another 20%.... That is one way of going. The problem 

with that is, is that it can limit the horizons of the people 

whose capacity needs to be unleashed in order to get the 

big picture to be delivered. They start to be more 

constrained in their thinking, less imaginative, less 

dynamic, and what can do won’t. So if you set a really 

big goal out there that is quite ambitious, quite hard and 

challenging to achieve, you can unleash that human 

energy, in a way that can be quite difficult if you set very 

conservative goals that can be delivered without really 

trying. 

Former CEO of Sector Body …is about tone of voice. I think as a leader tone of voice 

is very important…, you have to change your tone of 

voice to suit the circumstances. So in the circumstances 

of… implementing the HE changes, my tone of voice was 

reassuring: this is possible! Of course there are 

complications, of course it is a difficult set of changes, of 

course you know there are systems and processes and 

concerns that people have, but don’t worry we’ll figure it 

out, we’ll help you, we’ll work with you to achieve a 

sensible transformation. 

University President  
(UniZ, pre-92 campus university) 

…but there was also a degree of under confidence in that 

some people almost felt that they had to apologize for 

what the university was doing. So part of what I think I 

felt myself trying to do, and in part still trying to do, is to 

get people to be ambitious and to think about all the 

opportunities for the university…. 

University President  
(UniG, pre-92 campus university) 

….Because I think you need to build people’s self-

confidence, so that when you say that what you are going 

to do is to enhance the institution’s reputation and to go 

up in league tables and to do well in all sorts of 

competition, morale has to be good and people have to 

believe, they have to believe is possible, and that is 

where the work of the VC and senior management team 

becomes important 

University President  
(UniA, post-92 urban university) 

But I think that you can actually make success, you can 

actually make something work by persuading people…. 

Table 6.2. Illustrative memes on leaders’ missions as missions of making others believe. 
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Yet, regardless of what type of compromise is reached for a quasi-shared systemic symbolic order, 

leaders, as part of their missions, might have -at some point- to play a role of what Lacan would 

call the Name of the Father, in order to uphold such compromises (2005). The Name of the Father 

means precisely the prohibitive incarnation of a big Other (Evans, 1996). In short, “the bearer of 

symbolic authority” (Zizek, 2000, p. 75). So that when a degree of harmonic resonance is 

achieved, through a partially shared systemic (intergroup) symbolic order, an imposition must 

emerge to restrain humans not to violate the symbolic compromise, and hence, to sustain the 

alignment across groups. The President of Uni-U (a pre-92 urban university) precisely described 

his role in terms fairly consistent with the Name of the Father: 

And the first thing I think would be alignment, you need to understand that a decision here 

has consequences over there, and you try and get things to align or coalesce. So if you 

remember, I don’t know, do you remember going into high school for the first time? Do 

you remember your first physics lesson in high school? Probably, in your physics lesson 

at some point the teacher would sprinkle iron fillings onto the bench you know the work 

bench, and then he would draw a magnet underneath and you would see all the iron 

fillings going around following the line of the magnet, and that is what I mean by 

alignment, you have to have these things moving roughly in the same direction.  

 

 

Thus, in those cases when the leader becomes literally the magnet, then the leader is the 

Name of the Father, as he is acting as the prohibitive voice of whatever symbolic order has been 

reached in compromise across the groups at the systemic level. So that the symbolic order, felt as 

an agency of its own -the big Other-, is this time imposed and enforced through its incarnation in 

the Name of the Father. Now, there are two truly important things to highlight about missionary 

memes and leaders as the Name of the Father. First of all, if leaders actually follow their 

missionary memes and go out to preach and enforce -if necessary- the meanings in which they 

believe, then they would be sensegiving (Balogun et al., 2014; Foldy et al., 2008; Gioia and 

Chittipeddi, 1991; Gioia et al., 1994; Kaplan, 2011; Lichtenstein and Plowman, 2009; Maitlis, 

2005; Maitlis and Christianson, 2014; Maitlis and Lawrence, 2007; Snell, 2002; Weick et al., 

2005), as this would entail “the ability to shape the way others make sense” (Whittle et al., 2015, 

p. 378). However, this shaping the way of others, could end up in something more than simply 

sensegiving, as when the leader becomes not the shaper but the prohibitive and constraining 

materialization of the systemic symbolic order (i.e. the Name of the Father). Second, in this case 

the missionary memes are not simply telling us that leaders are sensegivers, but that most 

importantly, leaders believe their role is to be missionaries (sensegivers); and therefore, the 

missionary memes might be forming an identity for leaders (Clark and Geppert, 2011; Corley and 

Gioia, 2004; Derue and Ashford, 2010; Dews, 2012; Gioia and Thomas, 1996; Kanji and Cahusac, 
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2015; Martins, 2005; Althusser, 2006). In other words, now that leadership has been shifted to the 

system (i.e. a systemic process of self-organization) leaders could be lost, without a role; yet their 

symbolic order seems to give them an answer to the question of “who am I?” (Smerek, 2013, p. 

374), through the missionary memes, which in a true act of inverted reflection, once created by 

leaders themselves, the missionary memes come back to tell them what their role, place and 

identity is. Thus, here sensegiving missionary memes are not simply about the act of 

sensegiving, but about the self-organization they enable in leaders by giving them an identity.       

 

The conceptualization presented in this chapter on leaders provides a possible answer to 

the second research question, which asks: how could leaders’ memes self-organize leaders? In 

Chapter 1, I derived this research question by talking about the leaders’ tension, which I said 

emerges from the fact that leadership in complex adaptive systems is no longer about leaders, but 

about a systemic process of self-organization, which is why this question asks about what is then 

the place and role for leaders in this new systemic conceptualization of leadership (Lichtenstein 

and Plowman, 2009; Marion and Uhl-Bien, 2001; Plowman et al., 2007). Eventually, by exploring 

self-organization in the English higher education sector, we learned about closure, the operation 

of believing and the intra and intergroup tradeoff between the struggle of the memes and the force 

of harmonic homogenization. And in that exploration, we met the missionary memes (a type of 

sensegiving memes), which as part of the symbolic order of the leaders gave these leaders an 

identity, as Althusser would have predicted (2006). In this case, this identity is the identity of 

preaching missionaries of the meanings in which now thanks to closure leaders believe in. On the 

other hand, at the same time, these missionary identities of leaders, probably enable the wider 

systemic process of self-organization of English higher education as a whole, by helping a level 

of harmonic homogenization to emerge across different groups, which otherwise could potentially 

be led by differing and misaligned symbolic orders. However, additionally, it could be that leaders 

contribute to the wider systemic struggle of the memes of higher education as a whole too, because 

as we have seen, different leaders believe in different meanings and could therefore be preaching 

different messages. Thus, although perhaps only partially, the missionary memes seem to provide 

an answer to the question on how could leaders’ memes self-organize leaders? Furthermore, this 

chapter has shed light on the importance and connection between the two research questions of 

this thesis, as we needed to explore the process of closure within the group of leaders first (research 

question 1), so that then we could wonder how such closure and whatever symbolic order it 

produces could give these leaders a role and an identity -a hailing- (research question 2).  
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Chapter 7: Conclusions and Implications 

 
 

Section I: Summary of Findings and Contributions 

 

Our journey has finally come to its conclusion. This journey began in Chapter 1, where we met 

complexity, Darwinism, self-organization and memes. I argued, then, that social human systems 

are complex adaptive systems, and that as such they can self-organize (Kauffman, 2008; Boisot 

and McKelvey, 2011; Marion and Uhl-Bien, 2001; Plowman et al., 2007; Osborn and Hunt, 2007; 

Schneider and Somers, 2006; Chiva et al., 2010; Allen and Boulton, 2011; Lord et al., 2011). 

Subsequently, we saw how through evolution through natural selection, life on Earth has evolved, 

self-organizing our insignificant planet into a lively land of forms and shapes that animated 

permeate our world today (Dawkins, 2012; Breslin, 2011; Darwin, 1872; Sherman and Deacon, 

2007; Wilson, 2000). But the problem emerged on how Homo sapiens at the social level could 

continue the dance of self-organization. In short, atoms, molecules and more have managed to find 

a way to organize themselves forming complex expressions of life, such as a human being. Yet, 

now at the level that Homines sapientes loom, how could they socially continue self-organizing? 

To answer this question we met our cherished partners in crime: the memes. I said that having 

achieved some freedom from the slavery of the genes, humans have the marvelous capacity to find 

their own ways to make their world meaningful in order to know how to relate to it: culture 

(Wilson, 2014; Norenzayan et al., 2016; Freud, 1929; Henrich et al., 2008). Like this, then, “Man’s 

world” becomes “the world of meaning” (Paz, 1956, p. 13). Nevertheless, the search for meaning 

is not unproblematic, as it has casted over Homo sapiens a torment, the torment of potency.   

 

Even if there is life on other nooks of the multiverse, it is clear that at least in our corner, 

meaning is more the exception than the rule. Travel some lightyears ahead into the deepness of 

the Milky Way and you will not probably find meanings anywhere else. Furthermore, from the 

Big Bang to the emergence of life on Earth it has all been a vast and convoluted blind, unintended, 

purposeless evolutionary process that is pointing nowhere (Stewart-Williams, 2010; Blackmore, 

1999; Scott-Phillips et al., 2011). It might take us places, we do arrive somewhere, but yet that 

does not mean it was pointing there. And so the universe before complexity, before interpreters, 

before sentient and reflective beings like us, was and in most places remains, meaningless: 

undetermined, deriving then in the torment of potency, as we could make it mean almost anything 

(Eagleton, 1991; Freeden, 2003; Laclau, 1997; Zizek, 1989; Freud, 1919; Eden et al., 1981; Foss 

et al., 2008). Now, in our capacity to find novel ways to relate to the world -in our cultures and 

memes- the potential exists for us to continue our self-organization, although for this to happen 

somehow we must collapse potency, forget about its indeterminacy and agree on meanings and 



 

168 

 

directions to follow. Like this we met, in Chapter 1, the sensemaking tension, the tension of having 

to make the universe discretely meaningful, while ignoring the ocean of meaning that always lies 

behind. It was here that a first research question was envisaged: how could humans’ memes, 

which try to give meaning to their experienced reality, make sense to humans? Thus, in 

Chapter 1 § IV, following Barthes (1977), Marxism (Marx and Engels, 2000; Zizek, 1989) and 

Foucault (2004; 1982; Fleming and Spicer, 2014; Hardy and Thomas, 2014; Lukes, 2005; Hardy 

and Leiba-O'Sullivan, 1998), I talked about the need for humans to impose stop clauses on their 

sensemaking, as to avoid the infinite regress to which potency could easily lead. The same infinite 

regress that would make self-organization probably impossible. Additionally, in Chapter 1 § IV, I 

also discussed top-down and bottom-up mechanisms that could allow for stop clauses to emerge, 

yet the question remained on how meaning conferring memes, which behaved much as stop 

clauses, could stick. In a word, memetic stop clauses on the infinite regress of potency could make 

the world mean something and not everything/nothing at once, yet if humans remain aware of the 

ocean of potency behind any stop clause, then their meaning conferring memes would be 

evidenced as the fragile absolute that they are (Zizek, 2000), and whatever self-organization they 

produced might quickly perish, making of closure the missing link. I said, later on, this first 

research question was, therefore, a question regarding closure. And, hence, we departed on a 

journey towards understanding closure, and we delved into the unknown to figure out how memes 

could fit together and form symbolic orders (what I called the Kingdom of Bullshit) without us 

having to lament the infinity of potency that underpins them.  

 

 In order to explore closure, in Chapter 2 § I, I argued that although structure is essential 

to complexity science, structuralism and its need for underlying structures that would universally 

explain phenomena (Chia, 1994; Belsey, 2002; Dews, 2012; Rousseau and McCarthy, 2007), is 

probably invalid. This rejection of the universality of structure, I said was especially important 

when talking about complex systems and their features, as complexity and self-organization are 

emergent, and thus, profoundly depend on the whole and its myriad parts in interaction (Clayton, 

2006; Laughlin, 1998). Making, then, of context and other localized factors, extremely important 

if self-organization is to be studied. Thus, debunking the myth of a fundamental structure 

universally explaining closure and self-organization, pushed me then to select a bounded context 

(a case): the English higher education space of memes. Then, in Chapter 2, I argued as well that 

the space of memes of English higher education could be an instrumental case, because it has 

experienced recent fundamental disturbances that therefore triggered important self-organization 

through sensemaking processes, plus the fact that higher education is a space of memes deeply 

connected to others too. Like this, hence, we went out into the English higher education space of 

memes to try to learn how closure works there: to see if this space of memes could teach us 

something about it. The English higher education space of memes, as we saw in Chapter 3, is a 
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space looking to form and keep evolving a symbolic order(s) that in its expansion and growth 

could self-organize a system that once was made by two universities, and now is a complex human 

undertaking called English higher education. Thus, epitomizing the problem of Homo sapiens, 

English higher education is in constant search for the right memes that in their aggregation could 

continue self-organizing the sector. In the process of English higher education’s self-organization, 

recent disturbances from 2009 to 2014, as discussed in Chapter 3 § II, have perturbed the system: 

from my main focus on the Browne Review and the revolutionary turn in undergraduate policies, 

to the REF, the problems of pensions, the issues of postgraduate students, the problem of part-

timers, the challenges of access, and the newest possible reforms on teaching, higher education 

has been swamped by disturbances all connected somehow to each other, while at the same time 

all being fullnesses with potency. Then, therefore, we met the memetic domino effect, which told 

us that some recent disturbances happening in higher education (e.g. Browne Review) are the 

result of policy makers’ sensemaking of the challenges of the sector; yet, those disturbances 

became fullnesses with potency themselves, which then needed to be interpreted by other groups, 

such as leaders and students, who searched for their own meanings -memes-, in an effort to 

develop memetic symbolic orders that could show them how to relate to all these events. Then, 

we found out a first fundamental insight: that it might be possible that memetic symbolic orders, 

in order to self-organize people, are constantly evolving, changing, and refining, and so change 

appears to be probably the only constant (Rindova and Kotha, 2001; Bartunek, 1984; Bower and 

Christensen, 1995; Ambrosini and Bowman, 2009; Barreto, 2010; Easterby-Smith et al., 2009; 

Eggers and Kaplan, 2013; Gavetti and Rivkin, 2007; Burgelman, 1983; Noda and Bower, 1996; 

Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000; Galunic and Eisenhardt, 2001; Brown and Eisenhardt, 1997; 

Armstrong and Shimizu, 2007; Danneels, 2011; Felin et al., 2012; Helfat et al., 2007; Helfat and 

Peteraf, 2014, 2003; Laamanen and Wallin, 2009; Pablo et al., 2007).  

 

At some point of that higher education memetic domino effect, I entered the English 

higher education space of memes qua a Martian anthropologist (Dennett, 2006; Wilson, 2000; 

Morris et al., 1999), with the intention to figure out how specifically the community of higher 

education leaders had been making sense, and thus, developing meanings -memes- for these 

disturbances, although with a particular and main focus on the undergraduate post-Browne 

reformations. My aim more than anything else was to figure out, from an externalist perspective 

and by studying these leaders, a possibility on how Laclau’s impossible yet necessary memetic 

operation of closure could be achieved (1997). Eventually, in the leaders’ nook of the English 

higher education space of memes, we found a novel mechanism for closure: magical realist memes 

of la différance. The latter mechanism entails three important steps (although whatever might 

be the temporal interconnection between the steps lies beyond the scope of my data, and 

thus, represents an important limitation). The first step was the labyrinth of complexity. As 
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proud descendants of Sir Isaac and our beloved Charles Darwin, the leaders of English higher 

education made sense of these recent disturbances through realist (scientist) memes, which tried 

to give meaning and direction to their experienced reality. Nonetheless, realist (scientist) memes 

failed, because instead of alleviating the sensemaking tension, they preserved it. In other words, 

the realist (scientist) memes formed a qua complexity account that, as in the case of evolutionary-

complexity theory, leads to no meanings. Here, an important clarification should be made: that 

starting from Chapter 4 two dimensions of complexity coexist in this thesis. The first one is 

the purely scientific dimension, where scientific theories have found non-linear systems that by 

presenting various specific properties (e.g. possible chaos, emergence, self-organization, the end 

of standard causality) are best described as complex systems (this is the complexity of Chapter 1) 

(McMillan, 2004; Baranger, n.d.; Allen et al., 2007; Arthur, 1999; Holland, 2014; Smith, 2007; 

Gleick, 1988; Ryall, 2009; Reed and Defillippi, 1990). Thus, the first dimension of complexity is 

qua an objective dimension. The second dimension, by contrast, is qua a subjective dimension 

(this is the labyrinth of complexity of Chapter 4). In short, the second dimension is about how that 

objective complexity is felt, experienced and lived by certain actors, in this case the leaders of 

English higher education. The Popperian Worlds (Popper, 1978; Blackmore, 1999), introduced in 

Chapter 1 §IV, are instrumental here once more, as the first objective dimension of complexity, is 

about memes in World3 (the world of ideas) which are trying to describe as closely as possible 

events in World 1 (the material arguably objective world). Whereas the second subjective 

dimension, is about memes in World 3, which are trying to describe as closely as possible events 

in World2 (the world of qualia: of how World1 is lived and felt (Dennett, 1988)). However, in the 

case of English higher education, because our leaders are like scientists building theories, their 

subjective memes describing their qualia, resemble in some ways the objective memes of 

complexity science. Yet, the subjective dimension of complexity is still subjective, which means 

that at some point, the labyrinth of complexity might not be -neither has it to be- completely 

scientifically correct. In sum, the labyrinth is a subjective complexity construction, which in this 

case it entailed memes on: the many variables, contiguity, co-construction, epistemic limits and 

the absurd. The labyrinth of complexity, as the outcome of sensemaking processes, entails a 

very valuable finding/contribution, as it differs from the plausibility outcome that it has been 

argued in the past. In other words, Sandberg and Tsoukas (2015, p. 20), based on Weick (1995), 

broadly define sensemaking “as intellectual grasp of a disruptively ambiguous situation, as 

perception, as meaningfulness, as understanding, and as a flection”. Therefore, others like Gioia 

and Chittipeddi have argued that “sensemaking has to do with meaning construction and 

reconstruction” (1991, p. 442). So sensemaking has been generally conceived as a process through 

which people try to put order on confusing events through the development of 

meaning(s) (Balogun and Johnson, 2004; Maitlis and Christianson, 2014; Maitlis and Sonenshein, 

2010; Gioia et al., 1994; Weick, 1995). However, in putting order or explaining events, the role 
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of plausibility and simplicity has usually been emphasized, because as Lewandowsky et al. claim 

“people generally prefer simple explanations over complex explanations” (2012, p. 117). Hence, 

Weick states that “sensemaking is driven by plausibility rather than accuracy” (2005, p. 415). 

Nevertheless, in the case of the labyrinth of complexity there is nothing plausible about it. By 

contrast, it is a convoluted effort to try to build memes to map the world as scientifically as 

possible. The important point to highlight, is that plausible memes may be unscientific, yet they 

are, nonetheless, usually extraordinary devices for finding meaning and direction (sensemaking); 

while complexity memes, in spite of the fact that they are also part of efforts to make sense, might 

be failing, as they could derive in solitude and negative capability (Simpson and French, 2006; 

Paz, 1961; Eisold, 2000; Varki and Brower, 2013; Montaigne, 1877).  

 

Additionally, another and most important finding/contribution of huge practical 

relevance, emerges from the interconnectedness or not of the objective and subjective dimensions 

of complexity. The connection between the two dimensions could be experienced in many 

different ways. Some people, for instance and as aforementioned, might experience the world as 

not complex and only through plausible memes, hence denying complexity in their qualia. This 

might actually be the case of most humans, who try to live by deceiving themselves, pretending 

the world is simple (Mlodinow, 2008; Bligh et al., 2011; Bligh and Schyns, 2007; Kahneman, 

2002; Loewenstein et al., 2008; Sloman and Lagnado, 2015; Santos and Rosati, 2015; Amit and 

Schoemaker, 1993). We see people in this status all the time, like when humans believe they can 

fully control their destinies, when CEOs think they are the masters of their companies, or when 

management scholars conspicuously insist on promoting, developing and defending at all costs 

simplistic theories that deny complexity and try to embrace the outdated reductive type of thinking 

relevant 400 years ago when science began (for a full analysis on this phenomenon within business 

studies you can see my review on the topic (Abreu Pederzini, 2016a)). This type of mismatch 

between the objective and the subjective dimensions of complexity could derive in serious 

consequences. For instance, a person having made sense of a complex system through a plausible 

simplistic memeplex, could go on with his sense unchallenged, and thus, being reinforced 

(Hodgkinson and Healey, 2011; Barr et al., 1992; Kaplan, 2008; Sull, 1999; Wrona et al., 2013; 

Garud et al., 2010; Hodgkinson and Sparrow, 2002; Hodgkinson and Healey, 2008), until at some 

point -because complex phenomena tends to be distributed in power laws (Boisot and McKelvey, 

2010)-, an extremely unexpected event happens, which in a violent way destroys the person’s 

sense of the world. The latter is an experience that could challenge in the most fundamental ways 

humans’ emotional stability and even survival, as we see it in the cases of people who after a 

natural disaster or the unanticipated loss of a beloved one lose all faith and will to live. Now, there 

is a second type of interconnection between the objective and subjective dimensions of 

complexity, which is the one evidenced in the case of the leaders of English higher education. In 
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this case, they instead tried to find a match between their qualia and the complexity of the world, 

and thus, they developed memes that -although not perfectly and still only subjectively- 

acknowledged complexity. This type of relationship between the objective and subjective 

dimensions of complexity could derive in serious consequences too. For instance, acknowledging 

complexity could create an insufferable problem, which is that in the labyrinth of complexity there 

is no meaning and direction, but solitude and negative capability. May it be time, then, as a species 

to give up on forcing the world to make sense?   

 

In the case of our higher education leaders, we saw that they did not give up, but found 

another way to make sense. Higher education leaders found a way to survive the labyrinth of 

complexity through magical realism (Hart and Ouyang, 2005; Morris, 2005; Price, 2005; 

Robinson, 2006; Roh, 1995; Borges, 1932; García Márquez, 2014; Esquivel, 1993; Rulfo, 1987), 

where magical realism is the second step in the magical realist memes of la différance mechanism 

for closure. Magical realism was best reflected in the market memes, where leaders found in the 

competitive blind, unintended and meaningless competitive processes that are part of Darwinian 

evolution through natural selection, a source of meaning. However, in Chapter 5, I described 

several fallacies behind the idea of the prowess and magic of the market, including of course, 

Hume’s problem, as there is no way to categorically derive ought (e.g. we must have the market 

as it will lead us to a better place) from is (e.g. Darwinian self-organizing competitive processes) 

(Hume, 2009; de Waal, 2014; Thagard, 2010). Additionally, in Chapter 5, I discussed various 

other memes through which the magic of meaning seemed to emerge in the leaders’ nook of the 

English higher education space of memes. These included: the prestige, independent agenda, and 

caring for students memes. The latter memes were not so overtly magically realist as the market, 

yet they remained magically realist as they managed to derive the magic of meaning against the 

backdrop of the labyrinth of complexity. Here, two dimensions of magic most be distinguished, 

as Dawkins would argue (2012). The first dimension is magic as the supernatural. The second one 

is magic as the extraordinary (Bowers, 2004), where meaning and direction (sense) are posed as 

magical, because they are extraordinary: that we know -so far- they only emerged in Homo sapiens 

on Earth, and have only been here for a tiny part of our planet’s history. Now, this distinction on 

the two dimensions of magic evidences one of the most important theoretical and practical 

findings/contributions of this thesis. In the past and in the present, there are a lot of people that in 

magic -as the supernatural- find meaning and direction (sense) (Freud, 1929, 2004; Norenzayan 

et al., 2016; Wilson, 2014). Yet, this option, as discussed throughout Chapters 4 and 5, is not really 

available to scientists or those highly influenced by science and its beliefs, as science emerged 

precisely as challenging those supernatural memes. Thus, science looks for truth by 

correspondence (Frege, 1892; Ladyman, 2002; Civitarese et al., 2015), and by doing that in sensu 

stricto, science finds no meanings and directions in nature (Mlodinow, 2008; Stewart-Williams, 
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2010; Weber, 1922). Now, to solve this conundrum magical realism is instrumental, as it brings 

the magic of meaning (magic in its second dimension of extraordinary) back to the realism of 

science by disguising it as part of this very same realism. Nonetheless, my exploration of the 

leaders of English higher education, showed that a further step is probably needed if closure is to 

be achieved in such heavily science influenced space of meanings. The third step of the magical 

realist memes of la différance mechanism for closure, is precisely the step of differing and 

postponement: the step of la différance (Derrida, 1973; Zizek, 2006; Belsey, 2002). La différance 

was achieved, in the case of the leaders of higher education, by creating tensions between different 

magical realist memes, which made it impossible for leaders to reach their meaning conferring 

memes, and thus, they never had to confront the fallacies and emptiness behind them. Thus, 

meanings become perpetually deferred/differed and the magic of meaning survives. This, I said in 

Chapter 6, creates a struggle of the memes. Furthermore, I said that such struggle of the memes 

might be fundamental, as it protects the most inner and cornerstone meanings, which in the case 

of higher education, was the sacredness of higher education and its role in the holy mission of 

progress. Progress is magical realism, as in a more general way than the market, takes the natural 

Darwinian processes of self-organization and their possibly increasing complexification and 

capacity/capability, and it casts their outcomes as somehow better (a specific outcome would be 

competition and the emergence of fitter firms and larger economies, another would be more 

powerful technology or more predictive science, but there are many, many others). In short, for 

progress, complexification and dominance through self-organization is good and preferred, as we 

move forward towards the future. A future that will take us to the promised land, where we can 

control it all as in the modernist ethos (Paz, 1990, 1989; Lyotard, 1979; Jameson, 1984; Bowers, 

2004). Hence, progress turns a neutral temporal dimension in space-time into a moral one, where 

the future is better and the past is worse. Yet, the fallacy of progress can survive (at least partially) 

because there is a superficial struggle of the memes that might enable people to overlook it. Like 

this the struggle of the memes becomes, then, a crucial finding/contribution of this thesis, as 

it shows that just like biology needed the genetic struggle for existence, culture might need 

the struggle of the memes, as to allow meaning and closure to emerge. Throughout the struggle 

of the memes, two dimensions, but now of meaning, are evidenced. The first one is the dimension 

of the superficial meanings that give meaning to the recent and pressing events (e.g. market, 

prestige, caring for students and independent agenda memes). It is in this first dimension that the 

struggle of the memes could emerge, in order to protect the second dimension of meaning, which 

is about the most fundamental meanings and directions that underpin the higher education 

experience (e.g. progress and the sacredness of higher education). Furthermore, in Chapter 6, I 

also said that the struggle of the memes was met by a contrasting force of harmonic 

homogenization, as some order emerged from some -in this space of memes- sharing common 

meanings, such as the group of leaders that agreed on the value of prestige memes or the group 
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that in agreement argued for market memes. Like this, in conclusion, the leaders’ nook of the 

English higher education space of memes, showed us a possible mechanism for closure: magical 

realist memes of la différance. The latter mechanism has contributed, thus, to provide some 

answers, even if only partial and context limited, to the conundrum of closure; the essential 

operation that Laclau called “impossible but at the same time necessary” (1997, p. 302). Therefore, 

the magical realist memes of la différance bring some light, even if only dim, to the torment of 

potency and the sensemaking tension of indeterminacy.  

 

Finally, in Chapter 6, I said that iff closure has worked, then leaders could come to believe 

in their meaning conferring memes, thus transforming their fragile memetic symbolic orders, as 

to feel absolute. However, there in Chapter 6, we saw too that a new challenge emerged when 

looking at this space of memes as a whole and not only the leaders’ nooks, as other groups 

in parallel and interconnected sensemaking processes might be arriving at differing -

perhaps even contrasting- memetic symbolic orders, and probably using different 

mechanisms for closure. This was illustrated especially in the case of students, who in the 

higher education sector seemed to be promoting some partially different memes than the 

leaders. However, it is important to note that a limitation of my study is that most of my data 

regards the leaders’ nook of English higher education, so the systemic analysis done in 

Chapter 6 is more like a probing/exploratory mission than a definitive one. Yet, one thing 

that seemed clear, was that different groups in the same space of memes, believing in different 

memetic symbolic orders, could hinder self-organization at the system level, especially 

considering that differing memetic symbolic orders could be incommensurable (Kuhn, 1996; 

García Márquez, 1982; Harris, 1976; Putnam, 1981). Hence, I argued that such discrepancies and 

incommensurability, could create a profound rift between different internalist believers. Thus, at 

the systemic level of higher education as a whole, I argued that it was at least possible that some 

struggle of the memes would exist too, which in part was necessary, again in order to preclude 

people from different groups from reaching the fallacy of their meaning conferring memes. 

However, the challenge became evident that groups might find it daunting not to see their memetic 

symbolic orders reflected in other groups (Lacan, 2008, 2012, 2005), and thus, a need for harmonic 

homogenization might also be systemically required. In short, the essential tradeoff between the 

struggle of the memes and the force of harmonic homogenization seemed to continue at the 

systemic level. Moreover, it was here that the missionary memes loomed in order to self-organize 

leaders, who while not actually leading (as leadership is now a systemic process), are nonetheless 

led by memes into intergroup systemic preaching missions (a type of sensegiving) (Foldy et al., 

2008; deLeon and deLeon, 2002; Gioia et al., 1994; Kaplan, 2011; Maitlis, 2005; Maitlis and 

Sonenshein, 2010; Snell, 2002). These preaching missions, imposed by their symbolic orders, hail 

leaders to give them an identity, place and a role (Derue and Ashford, 2010), and could also help 
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-or at least enable- the harmonic homogenization force at the systemic level. These missions did 

not seem completely romantic, as I argued they could entail some covert and necessary degree of 

intolerance, and a need -sometimes- to reach unpopular compromises. However, what is of 

practical relevance, is that through their missionary memes, leaders seemed to alleviate the 

leaders’ tension, which was the tension emerging from their losing control over leadership once 

leadership has been accepted as a systemic process.  
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Section II: Implications for Complexity Leadership Theory 

 

Self-organization as the systemic interpretation of leadership has been suggested for many years 

now by complexity leadership authors and advocates (Hazy and Uhl-Bien, 2013; Marion and Uhl-

Bien, 2001; O'Connell, 2014; Boal and Schultz, 2007; Osborn and Hunt, 2007; Schneider and 

Somers, 2006; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Stacey, 1992, 1995; Avolio et al., 2009; Snowden and Boone, 

2007; Bligh et al., 2011; Abreu Pederzini, 2016a). However, the truth is that complexity leadership 

never really took off, neither has it generated a revolution as it was expected in leadership studies. 

Probably the reason for the latter lies in complexity leadership authors’ incapacity to shed much 

light on what self-organization is, how it works, or what happens to those individuals we call 

leaders once leadership has been shifted to the system. What I have done since Chapter 1, 

therefore, has been to shed light on how self-organization might occur at the social level in our 

species. Particularly, I argued for a link to be built between Darwinian theory and complexity 

leadership, where memes through which humans make sense of the world, could self-organize 

complex social systems. Such a link, hence, has finally moved forward Marion and Uhl-Bien’s 

argument that “Natural selection and complexity, for example, are not necessarily competing 

explanations…, and indeed the two dynamics interact in nature and in society” (2007: 293). More 

importantly, the evolutionary-complexity framework I developed and used, evidenced that the 

operation of closure is crucial for systemic memetic processes of self-organization, as somehow 

humans in social systems need to reach some closure if they are to follow their memes, otherwise 

they would see their memes for the fragility that characterizes them and would not be mobilized 

towards them. Eventually, as I explored the empirical material, we have understood more about 

some of the particularities of the operation of closure, where I particularly presented and discussed 

how in a context highly permeated by science and its culture (i.e. the leaders’ nook of the English 

higher education space of memes), the mechanism of magical realist memes of la différance 

enabled closure and believing at multiple levels. 

 

What we have learned about sensemaking -meaning and direction construction-, closure 

and the operation of believing from the English higher education space of memes and particularly 

from its leaders’ nook, is truly important because of the implications it has for complexity 

leadership theory. First of all, this thesis has reconnected leadership to sensemaking. From the 

works of Gioia and Chittippeddi (1991), Weick (1995; 1993), and Thomas et al. (1993), to the 

more recent efforts of Dunbar and Garud (2009), Kelley and Bisel (2014), Keller (2003), Olcott 

and Oliver (2014), Orton (2000), Brown (2004), Gioia et al. (2002), Pye (2005), or Whittle et al. 

(2015), academics have constantly emphasized the connection between sensemaking and 

leadership in the perspective where leadership is located in individuals, something which more 

generally could be encapsulated in the idea of “leadership as the management of meaning” 
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(Gabriel, 2011, p. 393). Now, what I have shown throughout this thesis, is that sensemaking is 

crucial as well if we shift leadership to a systemic process of self-organization that cannot be 

reduced to any individual. More importantly, Brown et al. argue that “organizing is achieved to 

the extent that sensemaking is accomplished” (2015, p. 267), something that by reconnecting 

sensemaking to complexity leadership, I have shown why and how it might be true, as 

sensemaking becomes essential not only in organizing, but particularly in the self-organization of 

humans.  

 

Second, based on my analysis, I believe it would be prudent to suggest that closure and 

the operation of believing are crucial enablers for systemic leadership processes of self-

organization. Let me explain this. In Chapter 1 § V, I redefined leadership as activity to mobilize 

unlikely self-organization. Nonetheless, as we have extensively seen, self-organization at the 

social level might be terribly difficult if we do not know how to relate to the world -i.e. if we do 

not know what it means and which direction to follow-, because we can easily become desolated 

and abandoned in a labyrinth of complexity that makes no sense, where there is no closure and 

everything is undetermined. The only type of self-organization that could come from that would 

be paralysis, but paralysis is not mobilizing anything and is not actually an activity, so it would 

not be really leadership. Hence, I suggest that closure -even if only partial as it usually is- might 

be needed for leadership. In other words, closure may enable leadership. Now, of course, the 

operations of closure and believing are fairly complex, and thus, the mechanism that I discovered 

in the leaders’ nook of the English higher education space of memes (i.e. the magical realist memes 

of la différance), is a mechanism that might not apply to other contexts, which illustrates the 

main limitation of this study. I acknowledged this in Chapter 6, when for instance, I said that 

even in the English higher education space of memes, magical realism may not be relevant in other 

groups, such as students. Thus, the specific mechanism for closure and believing will most 

probably vary from group to group and from context to context, demanding therefore considerable 

more research in order to learn how closure happens or not elsewhere. In principle, as I have 

argued since Chapter 5, it is very possible that magical realist memes of la différance is a 

mechanism with important applications and repercussions in other contexts heavily influenced 

by science and its culture. However, regardless of the external validity of the actual mechanism 

for closure, I think it is clear that the importance of closure is undeniable by now. In a word, 

closure and its consequent operation of believing might be necessary (or at least highly helpful) 

enablers of systemic processes of leadership, such as cultural social self-organization.  

 

The third implication of my analysis for complexity leadership theory, is the fundamental 

tradeoff between the struggle of the memes and harmonic homogenization, as I believe this could 

be relevant and necessary in other contexts too, because the problem of the emptiness of meaning 
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conferring memes and the need to see ones’ memes reflected in others, is a fundamental problem 

that would most likely emerge anywhere due to the fact that there are no absolute meanings of 

anything (Pelzer, 2004; Blackmore, 1999; Zizek, 2000). More importantly, as I discussed in 

Chapter 4, where I talked about Cartesian anxiety, negative capability and solitude, the problem 

of the emptiness of meaning conferring memes is probably a pressing one for humans, as it may 

have serious emotional consequences (Thagard, 2010; Flanagan, 2007). However, the emotional 

dimension has not been one particularly/fully explored in this thesis; yet, as I have done since 

Chapter 4 I must acknowledge it, and indicate it as another possible limitation of my 

analysis. Nonetheless, what is clear is that the tension between the struggle of the memes and 

harmonic homogenization might be relevant for other contexts too. Of course, the expressions 

and mechanisms of this tension would probably greatly vary in different contexts. 

Nevertheless, this tension between the struggle of the memes and forces of harmonic 

homogenization, does generate -overall- a very peculiar contribution. Usually scholars from 

political (Bradshaw-Camball and Murray, 1991; Eisenhardt and Zbaracki, 1992; Fleming and 

Spicer, 2014; Lawrence et al., 2005; Mueller et al., 2013; Pettigrew, 1973, 1977; Pfeffer and 

Salancik, 1974) and even sensemaking perspectives (Balogun et al., 2014; Brown, 2004; 

Buchanan and Dawson, 2007; Maitlis and Sonenshein, 2010; Maitlis and Christianson, 2014; 

Thomas et al., 1993; Weick and Roberts, 1993; Porac et al., 1989) emphasize the importance of 

reaching meaning agreement -harmonic homogenization-  among people in a system for this to 

get organized. And as I have said a lot by now, I am not denying the importance of harmonic 

homogenization. If anything I have discussed since Chapter 1, again and again, the importance of 

finding common meanings for self-organization to occur. However, the paradox is that 

systemically, in order to keep following memes, avoid their fragility and achieve some closure, it 

seems important as well for some tensions to remain among different possible meaning conferring 

memes, so that people, due to the tensions of the struggle of the memes, are prevented from 

reaching their memes and their emptiness.  

 

Now, the obvious question is, what could happen if people actually do reach their meaning 

conferring memes? Will the self-organization of leadership collapse? Well, sometimes reaching 

them might derive in the debacle of realizing the emptiness of our meanings, but others we just 

magically re-postpone everything. Like when in Christianity, unlike in Judaism, the messiah has 

already come (Ehrman, 2014; Zizek, 2006), the Kingdom of God was supposed to have already 

arrived with him, but nonetheless, it did not, now Christians are awaiting again, having postponed 

their Kingdom of God until the next -the second- coming of the messiah, or in the words of the 

Nicene creed: “he will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and his kingdom will 

have no end” (Church, 2015). Thus, the wonderful thing of our memes leading us, and hence 

the most important implication of this thesis, is that memes turn leadership into the 
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perpetual illusion of thinking there is somewhere we need to go, only to never reach that 

somewhere, because even if we get there, there is always something more. A dynamic best 

epitomized in the West and its obsession with progress. Like this, the memetic leadership 

journey might “render possible a meaningful life that actually has no meaning at all” (Pelzer, 2004, 

p. 145).  

 

I hope that by now it can be seen how leadership in human systems, as it has been 

acknowledged in many other species for a long time now, can be “entirely passive and occur as a 

consequence of the emergent properties of the group” (King et al., 2009, p. 913). Thus, providing 

a novel reconceptualization, within the huge variety of leadership theories (Bligh et al., 2011; Barr 

et al., 1992; Bird, 1988; Boal and Hooijberg, 2000; Carroll and Nicholson, 2014; Crossan et al., 

2008; Denis et al., 2001; Derue and Ashford, 2010; Foldy et al., 2008; Gabriel, 2015, 1997; Glynn 

and Raffaelli, 2010; Grint, 2005b, 2000, 2005a; Hamel and Prahalad, 2005; Heifetz, 1994; Ibarra 

and Hunter, 2007; Juntrasook, 2014; Katzenbach, 1997; King et al., 2009; Lord et al., 2011; 

Marion and Uhl-Bien, 2007; Meindl et al., 1985; Mumford et al., 2015; Spisak et al., 2015; Yukl, 

2010, 1989; Zaleznik, 2004; Hambrick, 2007; Hambrick and Mason, 1984; Quigley and 

Hambrick, 2015; Freedman, 2013; Clausewitz, 1989; Machiavelli, 1515; McDermott et al., 2013), 

where now leadership is self-organization.  

 

There is still a final implication of my work for complexity leadership theory and its 

possible practical applications: the role of the leader. This has been for long a loose end of 

complexity leadership: if human systems can be led through memetic systemic processes of self-

organization, then what is the role of those who in the past we called leaders? Are they no longer 

necessary? Because even if leadership is systemic, organizations, countries, institutions and other 

types of social aggregations still have people at the top whom they call their leaders. Again, 

complexity leadership has been fairly ambiguous in describing or understanding what these 

leaders are doing. Usually, the invocation would be made that these leaders enable the process of 

self-organization, where authors tend to relate such enabling role to sensemaking processes 

(Lichtenstein and Plowman, 2009; Plowman et al., 2007; Marion and Uhl-Bien, 2001). 

Unfortunately, as self-organization is fairly obscured in most complexity leadership, the latter has 

had generally little value or meaning. Fortunately, we do know now a lot much more about human 

social self-organization, as the vast majority of this thesis has been dedicated to disentangle what 

self-organization means in human systems, exploring in particular the case of the 

group/community of leaders of English higher education. That exploration let us to a tradeoff 

between a struggle of meaning conferring memes and a process of harmonic homogenization. This 

tradeoff seemed particularly important not only for the group of leaders, but for English higher 

education as a whole too, where we saw that leaders could indeed be enablers, as they could 
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particularly enable the force of harmonic homogenization at the systemic level. The role for 

leaders, as intergroup systemic missionaries, could be very important in many other contexts too. 

Actually, we know it is relevant in other contexts because people working on sensemaking from 

classical non-systemic (non-complexity) approaches to leadership, such as Walsh and Fahey 

(1986), Maitlis (2005; 2007), Whittle (2015), Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991), or Gioia et al. (1994) 

have constantly reminded us of the importance of sensegiving, and how leaders are key 

sensegivers. The same has been said by others working from a complexity perspective, such as 

Lichtestein and Plowman (2009), who have too emphasized the role of leaders as sensegivers. Yet, 

with the memetic, evolutionary, and Lacanian framework I have worked and developed, it 

becomes now clearer than ever why leaders’ sensegiving might be necessary: as in the misaligned 

reflection in others, different groups in the same space of memes could be remembered of the 

fragility of their absolutes, and thus, the need emerges for someone -a believer enough or intolerant 

enough or powerful enough- to take the lead to enable the harmonic homogenization force of the 

fundamental systemic tradeoff; something that could happen especially if leaders fully become the 

Name of the Father (Evans, 1996; Lacan, 2005). Without an understanding of the systemic 

processes of interrelated sensemaking by different groups in the same space of memes, the role of 

leaders as sensegivers would only be witnessed, but it could not be fully explained, which is why 

once more systemic processes and analyses can shed light on otherwise only latent processes. 

More importantly, the approach I have taken of calling leaders missionaries and not simply 

sensegivers, derives from the fact that missions are a particular type of sensegiving. In short, it is 

not just about giving your sense to someone else, but about going into other nooks of a space of 

memes and preaching your fragile absolutes to believers of differing memes. And in order to do 

these missions, leaders need to get self-organized themselves by memes that tell them that their 

role is to preach. Therefore, sensegiving memes are here more than simply pointing to an activity 

leaders are doing, they are actually pointing to an identity leaders are building for themselves so 

that they play a role in such systemic processes of self-organization (Derue and Ashford, 2010; 

Smerek, 2013; Corley and Gioia, 2004; Gioia and Thomas, 1996; Colville et al., 2013). We saw 

this in the missionary memes of Chapter 6 that told the leaders of higher education what their place 

and role was. Once again, the limitation might be on how such conclusions apply or not in 

other contexts and/or in other times, for which further research will be needed. 

 

In conclusion, I started this thesis in Chapter 1 arguing that human social self-organization 

is a broad and general problem that affects Homo sapiens everywhere. Thus, the importance of 

leadership as a systemic self-organization process emerged. In order to learn more about this 

process, I delved into a particular space of memes, which has taught us a lot about the challenges 

of social self-organization, especially regarding the operations of closure, believing and the role 

of leaders in this process. Now, I have concluded by trying to reflect on these findings from the 
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English higher education space of memes and what they might entail for complexity leadership 

theory. In particular, I have said that indeed a limitation is that much could be context specific, 

and thus, it is truly important for future research to evaluate closure, believing and the role 

of leaders in other contexts. However, certain elements have emerged as possibly fundamental, 

making me suggest that the importance of closure, the operation of believing, the role of 

sensemaking, the tradeoff between the struggle of the memes and the force of harmonic 

homogenization, and the role of leaders as missionary enablers, would probably play a key role in 

other processes of human social self-organization (although in different ways, degrees, and 

through perhaps radically different mechanisms). Like this, then, some light has been shed on 

social processes of human self-organization, so to develop complexity leadership theory. A theory 

that by bringing complexity science into leadership studies, it showed great potential. However, 

unlike other disciplines, like biology or computer science, complexity has remained throughout 

the years an inconsequential theory of little impact on leadership studies, largely because of how 

mystical and nebulous some of its key constructs have been. Nevertheless, I hope that this thesis 

has shown, even if only partially and incompletely, that self-organization and complexity do not 

need to be mysterious, but light could be shed on them in order to understand in unprecedented 

ways processes that define the human race overall. 

 

 

The End. 
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Appendix 

The purpose of this appendix is to clarify some of the concepts and contributions previously 

described and reflect further on them. Considering the novelty of the theoretical approach I have 

followed, I hope to shed further light on and further develop some of the key concepts on which 

the thesis is built.  

 

 There are three main topics covered in this appendix, which represent three central themes 

and pillars of the thesis. The first one is the interdisciplinary ethos of the thesis. The second one 

is the exploration of a community of leaders to support most of the methodological approach. The 

third one is the importance and contribution of the concept of magical realism. This appendix will 

present a brief discussion on each of these topics, given their importance. 

 

Section I: Interdisciplinary Approach 

The theoretical approach, which is novel and sui generis, and which was built from Chapter 1 until 

the end, is presented undoubtedly as an interdisciplinary approach, given the way that its basic 

composition and implications radically combine perspectives from various academic and scientific 

disciplines.  

 

 The emergence of the evolutionary-complexity lens that guides this whole thesis started 

in Chapter 1, which constructed a novel theoretical lens that could describe and guide a leadership 

study, such as the one of this thesis. In Chapter 1, the journey towards building this approach 

began with an introduction to Darwinian evolutionary theory, a highly successful theory in the 

natural and life sciences, which has managed to explain a plethora of elements regarding the 

emergence of life on Earth, and for which substantial amounts of scientific evidence have been 

accumulated throughout more than 150 years, in order to support it. Yet, evolutionary theory is 

also a highly controversial theory, tarnished by various misinterpretations throughout history. 

From Hitler and the Nazis’ abusive misappropriation of Darwinian concepts (Harari, 2014), to 

modern and current uses of Darwinian thinking to justify policies such as neoliberalism (Stewart-

Williams, 2010), the truth is that this theory tends, to be until today, highly misunderstood. Now, 

the interesting thing about Darwinian thinking and its basic dynamics of replication, variation and 

selection (Blackmore, 1999), is that eventually some people, including Richard Dawkins (2006), 

realized that it could be used to describe so much more than only the biological evolution of life 

on Earth. It was here, then, that Chapter 1 introduced the concept of memes, a concept first 

promoted by Dawkins, in order to bring Darwinian thinking into cultural analyses, by 

acknowledging that the dynamics of variation, replication and selection could describe more 
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broadly any type of evolutionary process. The raison d´être of the memes is that somehow they 

could enable us to describe a process of evolution through natural selection that is now not genetic 

but cultural. It is clear that culture evolves too, we can see it when we witness how certain cultural 

values or beliefs, such as God or the meaning of life, have survived throughout thousands of years; 

which means that they have replicated themselves from one generation to another while being able 

to be selected. Nonetheless, other concepts, for example slavery or celibacy, have relatively 

dwindled in comparison. Furthermore, the important point here is that the moment one uses 

Darwinian style thinking, originally developed for biological processes, and applies it into culture, 

a bridge has been built since the get go of this thesis, because it is clear that a way of thinking 

from one field of knowledge has come to another one. 

 

 Following the transference of Darwinian thinking into cultural thinking, I continued by 

introducing complexity science. This was necessary as complexity science has shown to be one of 

the most sophisticated theories in order to analyze non-linear systems made of a plethora of 

elements that interact in an interdependent manner (Holland, 2014). The use of complexity science 

was fundamental as it shed light on certain features of complex adaptive systems, including 

especially the concept of self-organization (Bak, 1996), by far the most crucial and central concept 

of the whole thesis (hence, why the title includes it). Yet, the interesting point of the approach I 

followed was that in order to explain the self-organization of complex systems of the human social 

type, I had to go back to what I had developed regarding memes and cultural evolution. The latter 

was necessary because through culture and the concept of memes, a mechanism could emerge in 

order to explain how is it that sometimes groups of humans, instead of being in a Hobbesian state 

of constant struggle and fight, could at least partially reach certain levels of order. Thus, the 

moment that Chapter 1 connected cultural evolutionary theory with complexity science (a theory 

that comes originally from physics and later on from other fields such as chemistry or computer 

science), then a further bridge was built, as the ways of thinking of different disciplines and 

academic fields was connected in order to improve our capacity to explain social phenomena.  

 

 Once the evolutionary-complexity lens was developed, bridges with other fields and 

theories continued to emerge throughout the whole thesis. For instance, in order to understand the 

process of how within a meme pool the frequencies of certain memes could vary through time -

eventually deriving in some that become preponderant-, I analyzed how memes that are pushed 

and promoted by powerful groups could have a better chance of survival, just as those that without 

design or intention come to define our sense of identity do too. Having done this, for instance, I 

realized in Chapter 1 that of the latter two arguments the first one is the Marxist argument par 

excellence (Marx and Engels, 2000) and the second one is the Foucauldian one (Freeden, 2003). 

Thus, I concluded Chapter 2 with an extensive discussion of how once one starts seeing social 
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phenomena through the evolutionary-complexity lens developed by this thesis, this swiftly turns 

into an inclusive approach that is friendly to other ways of thinking within the social sciences.  

 

 The findings and the theory that was built based on those findings, turned once more into 

an interdisciplinary effort too. Chapters 4 and 5 tried to explain and answer the first research 

question, regarding closure, which related to what I identified as an essential challenge of human 

social self-organization. Yet, while doing this I found that in my data there was an unexpected 

element that could contribute to an explanation of the process of human social self-organization. 

This element was the juxtaposition of memes that were very realist (i.e. the labyrinth of 

complexity) and memes that were more fantastical and fictional (i.e. the magical ones). In order 

to explain how this juxtaposition allowed the explored community of interviewees to cope with 

the problem of closure, I was drawn to the theory of magical realism. This theory emerges from 

the literary genre that gave it birth, where magical realism evolved from being originally the voice 

of the Latin American novel (Carpentier, 1949), to a global phenomenon (Hart and Ouyang, 2005). 

Magical realism, as a literary genre, is characterized by the juxtaposition of reality and fantasy 

(Flores, 1955), where these two could become so merged, that fantasy, specifically, becomes 

disguised as reality. This disguising of fantasy and reality makes arguably impossible for the 

reader to distinguish sometimes reality from fantasy, and thus, all of the sudden, fantasy (or magic) 

becomes easier to believe. The important point to highlight here, is that at the end of the day, 

magical realism is a genre and literary theory that comes from the arts, and by providing crucial 

insights to answer the research questions of this thesis, it gives us then one further interdisciplinary 

bridge. Yet, this interdisciplinary bridge was fairly novel, as it now connects the thesis with the 

arts and literary theory. 

 

 Interdisciplinarity permeates the whole document from beginning to end. However, as the 

remarks by Garrett Hardin in Chapter 2 explain (1998), promoting interdisciplinarity is not easy 

or simple. The first problem is that most people are trained in usually one or two fields, and thus, 

their resistance to interdisciplinary approaches has usually very little do with the approach itself, 

but is, on the contrary, more related to a lack of familiarity with other fields of knowledge. Now, 

as the Zizekian concept here extensively discussed of the fragile absolute would proclaim (2000), 

the problem with interdisciplinarity is also that by seeing other ways of thinking, one perceives 

the necessary incompleteness of ones´ own views and thinking. A feeling that most of the times 

ends in acts or expressions of intolerance. The unfortunate thing of the resistance to 

interdisciplinary approaches is the huge cost of opportunity. As Wilson has elegantly described in 

his Darwin´s Cathedral (2003), learning from each other could save us huge amounts of time and 

effort, because sometimes the solutions or explanations of certain problems have already been 

found in other fields, or could be easily found with tools from other fields. 
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Section II: Leadership Community 

One important concept that underpins the methodological approach of this thesis is the one of a 

leadership community. This is a concept that was necessary for several reasons. First of all, as it 

is explained in Chapter 2, because of time and money constraints it was not possible to explore 

every single group in English higher education in order to provide an answer to the research 

questions. Thus, the group made by senior managers of universities and senior political or 

government officers involved with the reforms, was chosen because it was a group of people in 

which both research questions could be explored. For example, if I had taken the group of students, 

then how could I have addressed the second research question of the project? The second research 

question of the project regards what happens to those who have been conventionally called leaders 

now that complexity leadership theory has moved and shifted leadership to a systemic process. In 

order to answer such a question about what happens to standard or conventional leaders, one needs 

to research standard or conventional leaders. A decision which is purely technical and not in any 

way related to efforts of validating that community in any sense. The latter would be the equivalent 

of someone studying psychopathic child murderers (an extreme example but one that might make 

the point). I am sure that most researchers (fortunately) do not agree in anyway with what those 

people from that community are doing, if anything most researchers would believe psychopathic 

child murderers belong in jail (if not something worse). Yet, if one is to do a research project on 

psychopathic child murderers, one needs to go meet them, study them and work with them. 

However, the latter does not mean in any way that one is validating that community.  

 

 Thus, the idea of studying a group of conventional leaders has nothing to do with previous 

bias or a wish of validating them. It is simply a corollary that comes from the principle that if I 

want to challenge what conventional leadership is and what would happen to conventional leaders, 

then I need to study conventional leaders. Now, since the group of conventional leaders that was 

studied was an extensive group made of people, all of whom share several traits and 

characteristics, including most especially having the same or very similar jobs, I called this group 

a community, or more specifically a community of leaders (conventional leaders). The use of the 

word community is only intended to denote a group of people that share certain commonalities; 

there is no reference to any anthropological meaning of this word, in the sense of turning the 

project now into a project of the dynamics of a community. The focus of the project starts and 

ends in the same way: on memes within a group that could help us explain how a group gets self-

organized. This is also why, methodologically speaking, it was an adequate decision to do 

individual interviews. Because the focus, as clearly explained in Chapters 2 and 5, is on memes 

and how memes floating around in a meme pool of a given group are structuring meaning as to 

cope with the problem of closure. Hence, how the people of this community interact or work with 

each other, might be a very interesting problem to research, but it is not the object of my thesis. 
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The object of my thesis is about memes, and how memes structure meaning, and therefore, 

individual interviews were appropriate, in order to explore the topics and dimensions that were of 

my interest within the community of leaders of the English higher education sector. 
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Section III: Magical Realism 

Having reached the findings, probably the main and most powerful contribution is about the 

importance of magical realism. In the thesis, the concept of magical realism emerged from the 

dichotomy in which university leaders seemed to live, given the memes that they shared through 

interviews. For the leaders of English of higher education, on the one hand, there seemed to be a 

need, as Chapter 4 extensively describes, to be able to remain faithful to their scientific truth-

finding values, which underpin most of modern academic culture. Thus, while describing their 

environment, they tried to be as thorough as possible and as objective as possible. In doing so, 

they constantly returned to the theme of complexity, and in their own way ended up describing a 

sort of scientific theory of their environment, consistent with a complexity theory, as they 

acknowledged the interaction of the plethora of variables, the loss of cause-effect connections and 

the epistemic limits which that sometimes generates, the impossibility to clearly draw lines and 

boundaries between systems, and the contiguity of processes and events. Yet, the point or problem 

of describing the world in the most scientifically correct manner is that there are no meanings in 

science, things are not pointing anywhere, science´s truths are cold truths, which feel nothing or 

mean nothing (Thagard, 2010). This is why, eventually, these leaders’ complexity theory ended 

up in a complexity labyrinth, because all of the sudden making sense of a single event did not 

result in meaning but in complete confusion. It was here, then, that magical realism came in to 

save the day. Because magical realism managed to disguise the magic of meaning in the outfit of 

standard science (Bowers, 2004). We saw this, for example, with the idea that things are pointing 

to the market, because the wonderful market will suddenly take us into something that is 

meaningful and fulfilling. Now, the brilliant thing about the market is that it is basically a 

Darwinian process of competition, from which supposedly entities that are to be considered as 

better will emerge. Many arguments, including the Humean one (2009), were given back in 

Chapter 5, in order to explain that, this whole idea of the market as full of meaning, was basically 

a delusion. Nevertheless, it works, because it has managed to disguise as science an attempt to 

find meaning, so that people, like the people in higher education that mostly believe in science, 

will be able to have the experience of meaning once more. 

 

 As discussed in Chapter 7 as part of the conclusions, the idea of magical realism and the 

way that this is used in this thesis has considerable implications. We live in the times of science. 

There might have been a time when it was fine to say your son was ill because he was possessed 

by an evil demon. And there might have been a time when it was good to say that life was ruled 

by things of which we had no evidence at all, because back then people did not even have an idea 

of what the concept of evidence meant. As well, there might have been a time when Romans could 

gather around and decide to turn their leaders into Gods, because although they had seen how 

these people had perished as ordinary humans (Ehrman, 2014), yet the capacity of the people to 
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believe and their desire and wish to believe was bigger and pushed them to accept whatever fantasy 

they wanted to believe. And so, believing has been a highly effective cognitive device for humans 

because of how it managed to help humans solve a sort of paradoxical position. One the one hand, 

humans evolved and developed because contrary to other species they were able to understand 

much more of the reality that surrounds them, and therefore, they were able to manipulate and 

survive that reality much better than any other species. However, on the other hand, getting to 

know reality and becoming aware of it is not necessarily the greatest experience. Because as you 

get to know reality, you get to know, as one might colloquially say, how much it sucks. Imagine 

developing an enhanced level of self-awareness thousands of years ago, just to become aware that 

your child was ferociously eaten in front of you by a lion. Who would want to be aware of that? 

Thus, it is here that Varki and Brower become essential (2013), as they suggest that the capacity 

of humans to deny reality while at the same time learning about it, was by far the most important 

cognitive adaptation of our species. So that all of the sudden the same event, a lion devouring your 

child, turns easier to witness if you believe this was a path for your child to reach the magical land 

of paradise where the almighty awaits for him to be eternally happy. Moreover, the case has always 

been questioned of why other species with a level of self-awareness have not managed to become 

as self-aware as we are, and the answer from Varki and Brower, is that those animals probably 

have not developed the capacity to deny reality while learning about it.  

 

 Unfortunately, in the future, life might get harder and harder for human beings through 

the ‘curse’ of science. Let me explain this. Science came into our lives just some hundreds of years 

ago (Gribbin, 2003), and it promoted this ideal of searching for the objective knowledge of how 

the universe really is (Civitarese et al., 2015). Now, in spite of many limitations that science will 

always have, there is no doubt that science has managed to tell us a lot about how the universe 

works. In the beginning, science might have seemed threatening because it destroyed many 

important fantasies, yet, it eventually has improved so much the quality of our life and we have 

come to rely on it to such an extent that we just love it. For most people (not everyone) no day 

goes by without them using something that was developed thanks to the genius of science. From 

driving a car, taking a medicine, going online, or cooking using your microwave, our lives are 

filled with science all around us. So science has eventually become hugely popular, we love 

science and we love technology, especially in the Western world. But what most might not know 

is that science is deceiving us, it has not told us what really awaits for mankind at the other end. 

Right now it all looks positive, but the deeper tragedy of our species and its science, will be that 

at the same time that science is giving us better quality of life, it is also taking away from us our 

capacity to fantasize, dream and deny reality, because science emerged by challenging those 

things. We see this everywhere, for instance, in education where everyone is obsessed with 

educating highly critical students that are able to face the challenges of the 21st century, but very 
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few people are worried about educating people to be able to live in a lie. Thus, the tragedy or curse 

of science may probably come, when our increased cognitive capacities and pro-science cultures 

make us so against fantasy and imagination that we become the cold hearted ideal of a rational 

person. Because, then, a rational person will be able to see what science is really saying: that life 

emerged accidentally, that there is no purpose, that we inhabit an amazingly gigantic universe or 

multiverse where we are absolutely 100% insignificant, that we are only running around in circles 

to get literally nowhere, that there is no justice, no meaning, no sense, no right or wrong, and no 

matter what we do we are alone, because even if we someday find someone else in a far distant 

galaxy, we would still be alone, in company, but alone, because nothing will change the empty 

accidental nonsensical scientific essence of what being a human entails. 

 

 Is this a scientific truth or idea that warms hearts and brings hope to people? Absolutely 

not.  What is even worse is that the ideas of science are not ideas, they are at worst ideas really 

close to becoming facts (Popper, 1959), and when it comes to facts there is no hope of finding 

something else. And when it comes to facts, the purely rational humans we are trying to educate, 

will probably not be able to avoid or deny these facts. So what will happen then, if this future ever 

materializes? I really do not know, but one thing is clear to me, if we keep losing our capacity to 

deny reality, some very serious challenges might lie ahead. Will a human race aware of all of this 

keep wishing to live and prosper? Or will they finally ask what for, and just simply give up?  

 

 For people who believe that life should be preserved and that especially human life should 

be preserved, magical realism means hope, pure hope. Because it shows that it is still possible to 

deny reality even if you live your life by the tenets of science. Just like the higher education leaders 

did, they found a depressing labyrinth of complexity that, nonetheless, was fairly scientifically 

supported. Thus, scientifically speaking there was nothing really wrong with the labyrinth of 

complexity. And at some point it seemed that that labyrinth of complexity would only bring 

desolation, solitude, negative capability and some other very depressing feelings. Yet, magical 

realism came to save the day, because by disguising the magic of meaning so that it looked just 

like science looks, it brought meaning back, so that these science believers could buy into these 

meanings, escaping then the labyrinth of complexity. Could this be helpful to people more 

generally some day at some point? I bet it will, I do not know when or how, but believe me, 

magical realism is a crucial finding, because if we keep going on the direction of a science and 

technology based culture, one day all of our gadgets might not be enough to keep distracting us 

from what science really has to tell us, and unlike the proverbial caveman, fantasy and imagination 

will not be there save us, at least not directly, because in a world of science we would have been 

educated to be rational and objective. And when that happens, the power of magical realism to 

bring us back to that all-time cherished state of denial, will be stronger than ever. 




