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Abstract

Elite higher education institutions frequently present themselves as meritocratic, yet formal
openness often conceals institutional practices that reproduce inequality. Drawing on
sociological theory and anonymized qualitative accounts from doctoral and postdoctoral
researchers in Europe and North America, this essay argues that academic labor markets are
shaped not only by formal evaluation but also by delayed progression, supervisory discretion,
and network-based exclusion. These mechanisms disproportionately disadvantage external, non-
traditional, and internationally mobile scholars, even within formally open systems. The analysis
situates these patterns within broader debates on institutional reproduction, labor stratification,

and the sociology of knowledge.

Introduction

Higher education is frequently described as meritocratic: open in principle, competitive in
practice, and uneven in outcome. Sociological research has long exposed a paradox: equal access
does not guarantee equal outcomes. Nowhere is this tension sharper than in elite institutions —
defined here as highly selective, research-intensive universities with concentrated symbolic,

economic, and professional capital.

Such institutions often emphasize inclusivity and intellectual autonomy, yet these ideals coexist

with structured systems of evaluation, supervision, and professional advancement. In practice,



though, formal procedures are bent—sometimes subtly, sometimes overtly —by disciplinary

traditions, informal networks, and the unspoken hierarchies of academia.

As Bourdieu argued, institutions reproduce social order through unequal distributions of cultural
and symbolic capital. Similarly, Chomsky has emphasized how institutional authority is often
preserved through procedural normalization rather than direct coercion. Applied to higher
education, these perspectives suggest that universities are not simply sites of knowledge
production but also environments where institutional continuity is maintained through selective

reproduction.

Elite Formation: Pathways and Power

Theories of elite formation point to several recurring pathways into academic life.

First, there are those with inherited advantage: scholars entering academia with pre-existing
social, cultural, or institutional capital. Then there are the institutionally socialized elites —

individuals progressing through internal academic pipelines, often remaining within the same
institutions. Finally, there are external entrants: scholars arriving from professional sectors,

international institutions, or non-academic careers.

Although all three pathways remain formally open, qualitative accounts suggest that long-term
advancement often depends heavily on institutional familiarity and supervisory integration. The
line between insider and outsider isn’t just semantic—it dictates who gets mentored, who gets

seen, and who gets taken seriously.

Methodological Note

This essay draws on anonymized accounts from doctoral and early-career researchers collected
over several years through informal interviews and confidential narratives. These accounts are

not statistically representative. Instead, they are used to illustrate recurring institutional patterns



already documented in scholarship on doctoral supervision, labor precarity, and higher education

governance.

All accounts were de-identified by the author to preserve confidentiality. By centering qualitative
testimony, this analysis highlights institutional mechanisms that may remain difficult to capture

through quantitative measures alone.

Bureaucratic Mediation: Time, Authority, and Ambiguity
Institutional Time as Stratification

Doctoral progression is often highly sensitive to institutional time. Supervisors, committees, or
administrators — whether through delay or inaction—can stretch a doctoral candidate’s timeline
to breaking point. In many cases, such delays intensify financial instability, psychological stress,

and professional uncertainty.

These burdens tend to weigh more heavily on candidates lacking strong institutional embedding
or independent resources. Institutional time, therefore, does not operate as a neutral

administrative sequence; it functions as a mechanism of stratification.

Supervisory Authority and Informal Power

Supervisory relationships can also generate asymmetries that shape academic progression. In
some cases, evaluative expectations remain partially undefined or shift over time, particularly

regarding theoretical framing, publication expectations, or methodological choices.

Existing scholarship emphasizes the importance of clarity and support in doctoral supervision.
Yet when supervisory discretion remains highly individualized, progression may depend not only
on scholarly quality but also on interpretive alignment with supervisory expectations. Under such
conditions, doctoral work can become less a transparent intellectual process and more a

negotiation of informal norms.



Informal Gatekeeping: Networks and the Limits of Openness

Academic hiring is formally organized through open competition, but sociological studies
suggest that informal networks and prior institutional affiliation often influence outcomes in

significant ways.

Across anonymized accounts, respondents repeatedly describe the advantages held by candidates
already embedded within departmental environments. Such candidates often benefit from
sustained mentorship, collaborative visibility, and reputational familiarity. External candidates,
even when meeting formal criteria, may lack access to these less visible forms of institutional

capital.

This pattern aligns with the work of Granovetter on weak ties, Crane on the “invisible college,”
and Merton on the Matthew Effect. Together, these frameworks suggest that academic

opportunity is often mediated through networks rather than formal openness alone.

Case Patterns: The Anatomy of Enclosure

Across the accounts, the same frustrations emerge again and again: revision cycles that drag on
without end, supervisory expectations that shift like sand, and progression criteria so opaque they
might as well be invisible. Then there’s the unspoken rule that real advancement depends less on

merit than on who you know —and whether the right people know you.

These patterns do not necessarily imply intentional coordination. More often, they reflect
structural ambiguity within decentralized systems. Yet the absence of centralized control does

not prevent similar outcomes from emerging across institutions.



Boundary Crossing: Mobility as Institutional Bypass

Some accounts reveal an important paradox: scholars who encountered persistent difficulty
within local institutional settings later gained recognition in external or international contexts.

This suggests that evaluative standards vary substantially across academic environments.

For internationally mobile scholars, movement across institutional boundaries may serve as a
form of institutional bypass. It allows alternative forms of recognition where local structures
prove restrictive. At the same time, such mobility is unevenly distributed. Access to it often
depends on prior resources, linguistic fluency, or professional networks. Mobility may therefore

function both as resistance and as another site of stratification.

Discussion: Decentralized Reproduction

The evidence presented here suggests that elite higher education operates less as a unified system

than as a series of overlapping institutional logics that nevertheless produce similar outcomes.
Three patterns appear particularly important:

1.the reproduction of institutional familiarity in hiring;

2.the centrality of supervisory discretion in doctoral progression;

3.unequal access to informal academic networks.

Taken together, these mechanisms reproduce inequality without requiring centralized intent or
coordinated exclusion. Institutional enclosure, in this sense, emerges through ordinary academic

routines and accumulated procedural habits.

This interpretation connects with broader concerns surrounding academic labor casualization,

postdoctoral precarity, and unequal mobility across higher education systems.



Conclusion

Elite higher education continues to present itself as meritocratic, yet both sociological
scholarship and qualitative testimony point to a more complex institutional reality. Informal
structures —including network closure, temporal dependency, and supervisory discretion—

frequently shape how formal procedures are experienced and navigated.

The result is not a singular monopoly of academic power but a decentralized system in which
institutional familiarity, access to time, and embedded networks remain significant factors in
professional advancement. Elite higher education, then, is less a ladder than a maze—one where
the exits are visible only to those who already know the way. Whether these institutional routines

can be reformed without reproducing the same hierarchies remains an unresolved question.
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