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Abstract 

Immersed in a local and global contextualized higher education expansion process, the Mexican academic profession has 

undergone a profound reconfiguration during the last decades. Its socio-demographic, training, work, attitudes, and career have 

all change in a significant way, particularly amongst full-time academics. During this period, policies directed at public higher 

education have centred on a performance-based funding scheme that has generated a strong stratification amongst institutions, 

students, and faculty. Created in 1984, the National Researchers System (SNI), the first such policy, was directed at full-time 

faculty involved in research and served as a seed for future policies. This paper discusses the role of SNI as a cornerstone not 

only in the reconfiguration of the academic profession, but also in the emergence of an academic meritocracy that sits on top 

of a pyramid in terms of resources and prestige within the academic profession, many of whose members, particularly those 

oriented towards teaching and even more so part-time faculty, are excluded from adequate working conditions and recognition. 

Considering this situation as unsustainable, the proposal is made to move the SNI merit-based logic that now applies to all 

faculty working at a public higher education institution, into each institution individually, where its mission would play a 

central role in determining faculty work, career, and rewards. By making academic work and careers root in each of the 

institutions in which faculty work, the proposal aims at building an inclusive meritocracy much in need at this stage of Mexican 

higher education. 
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Introduction 

During the second half of the 20th century Mexican higher education enrolment expanded substantially, 

from an elite system to a system for minorities and then to a mass system (Rama, 2009).1 While the 

gross enrolment rate was 2.7% in 1960 (Casillas Alvarado & de Garay Sánchez, 1992), by 2019 it had 

reached 41.6% (SEP, 2020).2 Amid this growth there have been not only financial challenges, but many 

others —student body, academic and administrative staff, educational programs, facilities, etc.—, just 

as Trow (1973) envisioned in reflecting on the transition from an elite to a mass higher education system. 

 

Certainly, the recent evolution of Mexican higher education has been shaped by its expansion process, 

but the specific ways in which it has developed are intimately tied to its initial state, the nature of the 

national political system and the economic structure of the country. While higher education initial state 

determined the profile and training of its professoriate, among other aspects, the political system has 
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influenced the coordination and governance of the higher education system and its institutions. Lastly, 

the economic structure of the country has been key in orienting the undergraduate academic programs 

offered and, at the graduate level, its growth and articulation with scientific research as well as with its 

social and productive milieu (Ibarra Colado, 2010). 

 

An additional factor that has strongly influenced the contemporary development of Mexican higher 

education has been the global implementation of neoliberal policies. Intensified world-wide during the 

1980s (Escalante Gonzalbo, 2015), neoliberalism promoted a type of globalization where the idea of the 

U.S. research university became the hegemonic model that any institution of higher education had to 

imitate if its aspired recognition as a “world class” university (Marginson & Ordorika, 2011; Salmi, 

2009). Nevertheless, the efforts to respond to globalization imitating such a model in Mexico, as in many 

other countries with socioeconomic conditions quite different from the "first world" trying to be 

emulated, have led many institutions to poorly attend their local realities and surroundings 

(Balbachevsky, 2016; Cantwell & Maldonado-Maldonado, 2009). 

 

In its development, Mexican higher education has undergone a significant rate of institutional 

diversification (Teichler, 2009), which in turn has been associated with greater faculty differentiation 

(Rubio Oca, 2006). Such diversification, however, taking place in the Mexican political, economic, and 

aspirational context under the framework of neoliberal globalization, has induced an upsurge in 

institutional and academic stratification in which certain institutions and faculty have settled, in terms 

of resources and prestige, atop the academic pyramid (Didou Aupetit & Gérard, 2010; Mendoza Rojas, 

2018). This condition has also been precipitated by a public funding system of higher education based 

on performance evaluation and the attainment of indicators that essentially mirror the American research 

university model promoted by international rankings (Ordorika & Lloyd, 2013). 

 

In this general context the main purpose of this work is twofold. First, to advance the hypothesis that a 

small segment of Mexican academics has turned into a new aristocratic meritocracy —with 

characteristics similar to those Markovits (2019), Sandel (2020) and Young (1961) describe for 

meritocracies in countries with developed economies— and, secondly, to propose an alternative that 

would safeguard the positive aspects of the experienced “meritocratization” process while minimizing 

its negative collateral effects. 

 

Under this perspective, this work is organized in three sections and a final reflection and proposal. The 

first section briefly describes the reconfiguration of the academic profession in Mexico over the last 

three decades. In the second section the central idea of the text is developed: that a new “aristocratic 

academic meritocracy” has emerged in recent times. The third section comments some elements of the 

way in which this new academic meritocracy conceives its work and the rewards it receives from it. 

Finally, a proposal attempting to retain the achievements of a meritocratic approach to academic work, 

while reducing its undesirable effects, is made. 

 

The Reconfiguration of the Academic Profession in Mexico 

By 1980, in only two decades, Mexican higher education enrolment had grown more than 800% relative 

to 1960, and faculty positions had increased more than 500% (Casillas Alvarado & de Garay Sánchez, 

1992). At the same time, Mexican academics presented, in general terms, a professionally fragile profile. 

Less than 20% of its faculty had a full-time contract, most did not have any thorough professional 

experience and had not completed graduate studies, and they were essentially engaged in teaching 

undergraduate-level classes without adequate preparation for it. Additionally, they carried out little 

research and their collaboration with international colleagues occurred in very specific fields, where 

only a small number of academics from a few institutions were involved (Gil Antón, 1996; Gil Antón 

et al., 1994). 

 

After some important pioneering studies on Mexican faculty (Gil Antón et al., 1992; Kent Serna, 1986a, 

1986b), several national surveys were carried out from 1992 thereon: in 1992 (Gil Antón et al., 1994), 

2002 (Grediaga Kuri, Rodríguez Jiménez, & Padilla González, 2004), 2007 (Galaz Fontes et al., 2012) 

and 2018 (Estévez Nenninger et al., 2018). Using the respective databases that will be referenced as 
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1992, 2002, 2007 and 2018, what follows is a very general description of the evolution of a small set of 

characteristics of full-time Mexican academics that talk about their reconfiguration during the last four 

decades.3 

 

In relation to age, when compared with the year 1992, faculty in 2018 reported a rise in average age, 

from 42.0 to 52.5 years (see Table 1). More specifically, the percentage of faculty aged 60+ went up, 

from 3.8%, in 1992, to 25.7%, in 2018, while faculty under 40 years of age decreased, in the same time 

period, from 44.1% to 11.2%. 

 

Regarding sex, percentages of full-time female faculty increased between 1992 and 2018, from 30.3% 

to 43.9% (see Table 1). Even though the last percentage is still far from being a parity figure, percentages 

of female faculty relative to all academics under 40 years of age in each survey, have consistently risen: 

33.0% for 1992, 43.0% for 2002, 45.0% for 2007 and 51.1% for 2018. 

 

Regarding their educational level, the surveyed faculty who reported having a bachelor's degree as their 

highest degree decreased between 1992 and 2018, from 64.9% to 6.8% (see Table 1). At the same time, 

faculty who reported having completed a Ph.D. in that same period rose from 9.4% to 56.6%. This 

difference reflects, on the one hand, that a considerable percentage of academics completed their 

graduate studies while already working in their respective institutions, in not few cases thanks to federal 

and institutional programs (Padilla González, 2007), and on the other, the fact that a higher percentage 

of new personnel is entering institutions with a graduate degree. Thus, over the years the percentage of 

hired academics who access their first contract with completed Ph.D. studies has increased considerably: 

2.2% in 1992, 3.6% in 2002, 12.4% in 2007 and 19.9% in 2018 (see Table 1). 

 

Table 1. Several characteristics regarding the reconfiguration of Mexican full-time faculty, 1992-20181 

 Year 

Characteristic 19922 20023 20074 20185 

Average age (years) 42.0 45.9 49.9 52.5 

Sex (percentage of females of FT faculty) 30.3 36.2 35.7 43.9 

Highest degree at the time of the survey 

Bachelors 

Masters 

Doctorate 

 

64.9 

25.8 

9.4 

 

41.1 

36.6 

22.3 

 

24.8 

41.8 

33.5 

 

6.8 

36.6 

56.6 

Highest degree at first academic contract 

Bachelors 

Masters 

Doctorate 

 

90.1 

7.7 

2.2 

 

86.4 

10.1 

3.6 

 

62.0 

25.6 

12.4 

 

55.7 

24.4 

19.9 

Family educational background (percentage) 

At least one parent with higher education  

(For Faculty under 40 years) 

 

32.2 

31.5 

 

31.5 

34.9 

 

36.1 

47.9 

 

47.0 

65.6 

Hours per week devoted to: 

Teaching (time in classes) 

Research 

 

22.7 

- 

 

12.5 

6.3 

 

12.5 

10.2 

 

10.9 

9.7 

Academic preference leaning towards: 

Teaching 

Research 

 

59.26 

40.8 

 

- 

- 

 

55.6 

44.4 

 

40.6 

59.4 

1 All figures were derived directly from the databases of the surveys enlisted below. 
2 Traits of Diversity survey: NT = 3,764; NFT = 1,619 (Gil Antón et al., 1994). 
3 Public Policies survey: NT = 3,861; NFT = 1,775 (Grediaga Kuri, Rodríguez Jiménez, & Padilla González, 2004). 
4 Mexican CAP survey: NT = 1,973; NFT = 1,775 (Galaz Fontes et al., 2012). 
5 Mexican APIKS survey: NT = 4,668; NFT = 3,757 (Estévez-Nenninger et al., 2020). Figures for this survey differ from those 

in the referenced paper due to the use, in this work, of a weighing procedure developed afterwards. 
6 This figure corresponds to the 1992 Carnegie International Survey of the Academic Profession (Gil Antón, 1996). 

 
3 The surveys carried out in 1992 and 2002 included in their samples half- and part-time faculty. The 2007 and 2018, on the 

other hand, only considered full-time personnel, the group considered to be the core of the academic profession to the extent 

that it included those who could get involved in all tasks usually associated with academic work: teaching, research, service, 

and institutional participation (Bowen & Schuster, 1986). Pinto, Galaz Fontes and Padilla González (2012) have analysed 

methodologically the national faculty surveys prior to the 2018 one. 
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At the same time the above profile changes were taking place, the social origin and current households 

of academics had also changed in a significant manner. For example, the percentages of academics with 

at least one parent with higher education studies grew from 32.2% in 1992, to 47.0% in 2018. Also, 

among faculty under 40 years of age, the corresponding figures for 1992, 2002, 2007 and 2018 were, 

respectively, 31.5%, 34.9%, 47.9% and 65.6%, reflecting a strong dynamic mobility and socioeconomic 

replacement (see Table 1). Part of a social reproduction processes of a socio-labour sector (Esteve Palós, 

2005; Rodríguez, 2016), the percentage of academics who reported that their partners had higher 

education studies increased from 70.8% in 2002, to 79.6% in 2007.4 

 

In addition to the aforementioned aspects, work dynamics for full-time academics have been modified 

too during the period 1992 - 2018. While in 1992 the faculty surveyed reported, on average, dedicating 

22.7 hours per week to teaching classes, by 2018 that figure decreased to 10.9 hours. At the same time, 

for the period 2002 - 2018, the hours per week dedicated to research increased, on average, from 6.3 to 

9.7 hours (see Table 1).5 

 

Associated with the mentioned shift in work priorities, a change in academic preferences has also taken 

place. Thus, while in 1992 59.2% of full-time academics surveyed by Gil Antón (1996) affirmed that 

they felt more inclined towards teaching (including a percentage that reported incorporating research 

activities in a secondary way), in 2018 such percentage had decreased to 40.6%. Reciprocally, the 

preference for research, either exclusively or combined with some teaching activity, increased from 

40.8% in 1992, to 59.4% in 2018 (see Table 1). 

 

We therefore observe that between 1992 and today the profile of full-time Mexican faculty, which in 

2016 represented around one quarter of all academics (Mendoza Rojas, 2018), has been reconfigured. 

They have aged, become more feminine, gone through graduate studies, come increasingly from more 

educated families, have partners with a higher education level, are more involved in research then in 

teaching and, correspondingly, report a stronger preference for research than for teaching. All of this in 

just three decades (see Table 1) and, as will be argued in the next section, under the context of a set of 

public policies at the core of which has been the National Researchers’ System. 

 

The Emergence of the New Mexican Academic Meritocracy 

Although briefly, the previous section showed that in the last three decades full-time Mexican academics 

have reconfigured themselves to mirror the “ideal international” faculty, i.e., highest possible degree 

(Ph.D.) obtained at a “world-class” university (Salmi, 2009), productive research activities and being 

member of international academic networks in their fields of study (Didou Aupetit & Gérard, 2010). 

 

Beyond the "natural" processes expected from the expansion of a higher education system in a country 

with a developing economy like the one Mexico had until the 1970s, the growth that occurred in that 

decade has been interpreted as the result of a political exchange (or pact) between the State and middle-

class sectors of society, in which access to higher education for those middle-sectors—a possibility of 

upward social mobility— provided legitimacy to the State (Fuentes Molinar, 1986). Such growth, 

however, supported by a very limited institutional and academic platform and in a particular political 

context, was disorganized and generated, among other effects, an institutional stratification 

characterized by highly differentiated quality levels in terms of infrastructure, educational programs, 

personnel, teaching, research, and service activities (Fuentes Molinar, 1989; Kent Serna, 1993). 

 

Until the early 1980s, higher education institutions developed as “disorganized anarchies” (Ibarra 

Colado, 2010). At that time Mexico faced a financial crisis that led to a transformation in the relationship 

between the State and Society. In that context public higher education would be increasingly financed 

based on the evaluation of its performance (Mendoza Rojas, 2002). In the mist of budget cuts to public 

higher education and a salary containment that implied, due to inflation, a real-income reduction of more 

than 60% of faculty salaries (Ordorika Sacristán, 2004), the National Researchers’ System was founded 

 
4 The corresponding question was not included in the 1992 and 2018 surveys. 
5 The 1992 survey did not consider a question regarding the number of hours per week involved in research activities. 
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(SNI from its initials in Spanish; Poder Ejecutivo Federal, 1994). SNI, originally conceived to alleviate 

to some extent the sharp income reduction of faculty doing research, was a product of six factors acting 

together: (i) the expansion of higher education, (ii) the economic crisis arising from the Mexican 

development model, (iii) a dysfunctional governance of the higher education system, (iv) the neoliberal 

globalization then in action, (v) a political context characterized by a quid-pro-quo dynamics and, very 

importantly, (vi) the existence of a group of faculty members with strong research and international 

disciplinary referents. 

 

Just as the political pact between the State and the middle-classes that took place in the previous decade, 

the creation of the SNI expressed a new agreement, but now between the State and academic-researchers 

mainly from the natural and physical sciences, which happened to have close ties to the government 

(Soberón, 2015). Just like all higher education faculty working at that time, this group also suffered a 

very significant drop of income by 1982. However, unlike most academics, this group was in a position 

to directly communicate to the then Secretary of Public Education and through him, to the President of 

the country, the need and convenience of creating a “system of national researchers” to prevent the 

possibility of brain drain (Flores Valdez, 2012). Thus, appeared the seeds for financing policies that 

would later on target the hole of public higher education. Such policies would follow in what is known 

as the “modernization” stage (Kent Serna, 2009). 

 

Originally addressed to a small group of researchers working in public higher education institutions, the 

underlying logic of SNI would soon extend, directly and indirectly, to every full-time faculty member 

in the country (Galaz Fontes & Estévez Nenninger, 2015). It would also touch other aspects of higher 

education (program accreditation, student admission processes, certification of administrative 

procedures, etc.) in order to, finally, structure a conditional cash transfer system aimed at faculty (Galaz 

Fontes & Gil Antón, 2013a) and, at the institutional level, a remuneration scheme based on performance 

(Mendoza Rojas, 2002). 

 

Basically, the operation of SNI is based on (a) the establishment of criteria consistent with an 

international academic life (e.g. publication of articles in prestigious journals, citations to published 

works, obtaining funding for research projects, direction of graduate-level thesis, and others); (b) 

association of such criteria to a scale of positions or levels; (c) a collegiate evaluation of applicants, the 

vast majority of whom are full-time, by national committees; (d) a new member were admitted, he/she 

would be appointed national researcher and be given additional income, not assimilable to its contractual 

salary, depending on the level achieved, and (e) an evaluation process performed every several years 

that could result in moving up the ladder, but also in being expelled from the system (CONACYT, 

2020).6 Initially focused on the income dimension of academic work, SNI soon acquired, largely thanks 

to its operation centred on individual academic “merit,” something that had an important symbolic value 

and developed an enormous capacity to modify the lives of faculty in general, and particularly those 

with an inclination towards research and/or towards the material and symbolic rewards associated with 

prestige. 

 

In the first section of this text the global reconfiguration of the Mexican academic profession was briefly 

documented (Galaz Fontes & Gil Antón, 2009). However, these changes (and others) have not been 

homogeneous. There are significant variations with respect to their contract (full- versus non-full-time) 

and institutions in which faculty work, the disciplines they pursue, their gender and, in particular, in 

relation to whether their main activity is teaching or research. Indeed, it is SNI members those who have 

changed the most and, within this already select group (currently around 30% of full-time faculty), the 

subgroup located in the two upper levels of the SNI scale7 is the one that most fully meets all of the 

“ideal” international academic criteria recognized by this system. If official statistics reported a total of 

394,189 faculty members in 2019 (SEP, 2020), around 2-3% of them, those in SNI levels II and III, 

 
6 SNI by-rules are more complex and specific, but these are its central characteristics. Also, although not originally, in time the 

system would accept researchers working in private higher education institutions and in industry. 
7 SNI has five levels associated with different additional income and prestige: Candidate, Levels 1, II, III and Emeritus. By 

2016 national researchers II, III and Emeritus represented about 23% of all SNI members (Rodríguez, 2016). Emeritus SNI 

members are retired national researchers. 
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constitute what can be called a Mexican academic elite which, because it is based on its work, is labelled 

here as meritocratic (Markovits, 2019; Sandel, 2020). How did this elite emerge? What consequences 

has it brought? 

 

SNI, along with other merit-based payment programs, has had a considerable impact inducing faculty 

towards a Ph.D., to work and produce more in research and to teach at the graduate level (Galaz Fontes, 

Padilla González, Viloria Hernández, & Villa Chávez, 2014; Rubio Oca, 2006; Urbano Vidales, Aguilar 

Sahagún, & Rubio Oca, 2006). At the same time, however, several important negative collateral effects 

have been documented, i.e., promoting simulation, corruption, discouragement of academic 

participation in institutional governance, dismantling of the institutional academic career and, of utmost 

importance, it has discouraged teaching in a higher education system that is mainly oriented to 

professional training at the undergraduate level (Galaz Fontes et al., 2014; Galaz Fontes & Gil Antón, 

2013b). On the other hand, given that working conditions vary from institution to institution, SNI has 

also impacted their stratification in terms of the working conditions that a given institution can provide 

so their faculty can perform a job that may lead them to be admitted to the system or to stay in it. 

 

As a reflection of the SNI recognition and remuneration scheme, membership in SNI grew, relative to 

all full-time faculty surveyed, from 8.0% in 1992, to 30.7% in 2018 (13.8% in 2002, and 21.5% in 2007). 

Associated with this growing emphasis on scientific research work and knowledge production, there is 

also a difference regarding the time that faculty reported to be involved in different activities, consistent 

with the SNI reward system. Thus, while in 2007 non-SNI full-time faculty affirmed that they dedicated 

23.3 and 7.4 hours per week to teaching and research activities, respectively, SNI academics reported 

for the same activities 15.2 and 20.3 hours per week.  

 

Associated to the above-mentioned changes, SNI also seems to have a strong impact on its members’ 

academic preferences. While SNI members reported very high levels of preference towards research 

both in 2007 and 2018 (91.7% and 91.5%, respectively), only 32.8% of non-SNI academics surveyed in 

2007 reported leaning towards research (67.8% towards teaching), increasing to 45.0% in 2018 (55.0% 

towards teaching). This change in academic preference amongst non-SNI scholars indicates the 

powerful attraction that the research recognized and rewarded by SNI represents. 

 

Another evidence of the impact of SNI in Mexican full-time faculty is the fact that evaluation criteria 

for researchers in the areas of natural sciences and mathematics is in accordance with their working and 

production conditions and expected disciplinary trajectories, while the criteria used for social sciences 

are adaptations of the former. In this way, while criteria for mathematics and natural sciences constitute 

a kind of a photograph of the way in which its members work, they have served as a model for those in 

use in the social sciences area, in a process of disciplinary isomorphism (Gil Antón & Contreras Gómez, 

2017). 

 

On the other hand, given that SNI has been implemented in the context of a higher education system 

that has expanded and, at the same time, diversified and stratified, there has also been an unequal 

distribution of SNI members in different types of higher education institutions. For instance, in 2007 

SNI academics were over-represented, when compared to the percentage of faculty working in them, in 

public research centres (6.7% of the national total of academics and 27.4% of the national total 

researchers) and in federal public institutions (22.8% of the national total academics and 31.1% of 

national total researchers). However, they were under-represented in public state institutions (42.0% and 

30.9%, respectively), public technological institutions (15.1% and 3.8%, respectively) and elite private 

institutions (13.4% and 6.8%, respectively). While over-representation at public research centres is 

consistent with their explicit institutional mission, such is not the case with the over- or under-

representation of SNI academics in the other types of higher education institutions. 

 

Finally, regarding the international dimension of the academic body, Didou Aupetit and Gérard (2010) 

have documented, with 2009 data from SNI, that top-level membership has been associated with 

completing a Ph.D. in a foreign country or, alternatively, in a prestigious national institution. Along 

these lines, Galaz Fontes (2010) reports, for 2007, that among faculty who reported being SNI members, 
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47.0% obtained their highest degree in Mexico, while the remaining 53.0% did so in another country. 

Also, for that year, Galaz Fontes and colleagues (2012) point out that, while among non SNI faculty 

23.9% of those who report doing research also say that they collaborate with international colleagues, 

the corresponding percentage for SNI members is 63.3%.  

 

Summarizing, in the context of a performance-based public funding scheme for higher education, SNI 

has had an important impact on all Mexican faculty through a small percentage of those who hold a full-

time position (around 8% if we consider all members of the SNI, and 2-3% if we only include levels II, 

III and Emeritus). SNI has also contributed to the reconfiguration of its a socio-demographic and 

academic profile; it has modified their work and their perception of it. Likewise, it has encouraged 

faculty to focus more and more on research activities that lead to products recognized in international 

circuits of journals and publications and, at the same time, it is push institutions to hire, for their full-

time openings, academics that are in the direction of entering the SNI, as that brings more public budget 

and prestige form them. Thus, a new and contemporary academic meritocracy associated with the upper 

SNI levels has emerged that was not present three decades ago. 

 

The Perspective of the New Mexican Academic Meritocracy 

It has been commented that the political pact between the federal government and research- oriented 

faculty, reflected in the creation of SNI in 1984, was broadened and deepened in the following decades, 

and today, thanks to a network of programs consistent with such pact, the logic of the SNI system has 

been internalized by a vast majority of young people with academic and/or research aspirations as the 

only model of personal and professional development. For them, their perspective for development is 

set in climbing the SNI ladder, regardless of the institution in which they work, not paying appropriate 

attention to the profiles of the students they attend nor the discipline they cultivate. Start as candidate 

and do what is necessary to get to Level I and then to Level II, then keep going up to Level III and, 

finally, become an Emeritus National Researcher. Although entering the system is a highly rewarded 

event, remaining in it, and particularly not being able to do so, can be more than personally traumatic 

(Camarillo Hinojoza at al., 2020), but these are the costs of the meritocratic dynamic for its followers 

(Markovits, 2019). 

 

Regardless of the institutional uprooting that it promotes or the exclusion of broad sectors of colleagues 

and co-workers (Suárez Zozaya & Muñoz García, 2016), it is assumed that progress along the SNI 

categories implies a contribution to the training of competent and socially responsible professionals and, 

at the same time, that solutions to national problems are provided by way of their research. However, 

even though indexed publications of Mexican authors have increased (CONACYT, 2017), national 

economic development and general well-being of the population seem not to have been very affected 

by such scholarly production. But neither this nor the documentation of negative collateral effects seem 

to bother much the adherents of this scheme (Alvarez Mendiola, 2010; Esteinou Madrid, 2013; Galaz 

Fontes & Gil Antón, 2013b). 

 

The disorderly expansion of higher education contributed to the emergence of quality-differentiated 

sectors among higher education institutions (Kent Serna, 1993). Similarly, the pact formalized in SNI 

has generated a stratification of the academic body. While most faculty employees in Mexico do not 

have job stability or appropriate conditions to carry out their work, and are subject to a non-stop flow of 

public policies whose objective seems to be the improvement of a “paper university,” as Porter (2003) 

acutely expressed more than 15 years ago, a small percentage of academics is part of the global academic 

community thanks to their publications in journals and editorials of international quality, always under 

the hegemonic pattern of U.S. research universities, a scheme that is often divorced from the real needs 

of the countries that follow this model (Marginson & Ordorika, 2011). 

 

During the last three decades programs such as SNI have been transformed and sophisticated, but they 

have kept their orientation and reinforced a discourse characterized by the use of terms such as 

evaluation, accountability, quality, excellence, performance-based funding, accreditation, 

competitiveness, entrepreneurship, labour market, globalization, internationalization, human capital 

and, particularly, merit. These concepts are systematically used by politicians, education authorities, 
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institutional officials, faculty, and even students. With them, a new “common sense” (Alcántara, 

Llomovate, & Romão, 2013), in which the notion of “meritocracy” is central, has taken root around the 

functions, actors and dynamics of higher education and its relationship with society. 

 

The new meritocratic common sense and its associated practices have brought with its innumerable 

effects on the conformation, structure, organization and functioning of Mexican higher education. Thus, 

on the one hand, it gives privilege to training designed for a labour market that does not take into account 

non-commercialized social needs -as in the case of training of public health professionals- and, on the 

other hand, it makes civic formation non-existent, solidarity invisible and diminishes the helping 

capacity of students and faculty in a country that requires complete participation just to follow through. 

As a case in sample, in scientific research, publishing in international journals is frequently confused 

with helping generate real solutions to national problems. In other cases, the research being done deals 

more with the agenda of researchers from universities in the "central" countries rather with the 

immediate problems in an institution’s community. All of this contributes to keeping our scientific and 

technological development, albeit of quality, still "peripheral” to the extent it depends on the hegemonic 

academic centres of the world (Arocena & Sutz, 2001). 

 

Public higher education, its central actors and its dynamics have been commercialized in the sense that 

its operation has tended to incorporate the logic of the market and, in congruence with this, nobody sees 

it as a public space where rights and the common good should prevail, but as markets where essentially 

competition and profit recognize individual merit (Slaughter & Leslie, 1997). On the other hand, by 

accepting that academic normality in Mexican higher education institutions should be the same as that 

observed in developed countries, they more than willing to compete to improve their standing in 

university “rankings”, setting aside any question that might suggest that having “world-class 

universities” could be, at the same time, locally dysfunctional (Ordorika Sacristán et al., 2008). 

 

SNI, together with other similar financing schemes, has contributed to generating a “aristocratic 

academic meritocracy” that, following Markovitz (2019), we could characterize in terms of a high 

educational qualification (they have completed a Ph.D. in an international institution or in a prestigious 

national one), they focus on research and are part of the top SNI levels, they participate in international 

academic networks, they are very hard-working and see individual evaluation as the natural way to 

properly assign resources and prestige, although they do not necessarily agree with the quantitative 

instruments currently in use (Buendía Espinosa et al., 2017). This academic elite has endorsed the 

meritocratic principles and considers that the bonuses and the recognition they receive are fully justified 

and do not represent any concession from the State (Young, 1961); they assume that just as they now 

have favourable conditions, anyone can obtain them if they execute hard-enough work. Finally, they 

consider that their work is essential for the development of higher education and the country. 

 

In short, we have lived under material conditions and practices that have promoted the development of 

an individualistic "meritocratic common sense" and, to that extent, those of us who participate in public 

higher education (academics, students, workers, and authorities), have been, for all practical purpose, 

ideologically colonized (Galaz Fontes & Martínez Stack, 2020; Markovits, 2019). One consequence of 

this is the assumption that higher education and scientific research are absolutely neutral, and that the 

only thing that matters is that they keep their quality or excellence. Likewise, there is a tendency to think 

that, given such neutrality, higher education and scientific research are not, and should not be, closely 

associated with a national project. With all that is happening today, the real question is whether it makes 

sense that this ideology and its devices continue to function in the new times that are looming on the 

horizon, or if it does not. 

 

Final Reflection and Proposal 

In the context of the aforementioned, one of the challenges facing Mexican faculty, especially full-time 

and SNI members -and even more so the new academic aristocracy- is to critically question the 

meritocratic ideology to which they have been subjected during the last decades and begin to participate 

in the construction of a new perspective on the concept of merit. What alternatives can be considered 



Jesús Francisco Galaz Fontes, Jorge Martínez Stack, & Manuel Gil Antón 

146 

 

for a less meritocratic-excluding development of the Mexican academic profession in the face of this 

state of affairs? 

 

Based on the existing literature and on the antecedent reflections, the central proposal of this work is to 

take the meritocratic ethos and structure of the academic career immersed in SNI, and to transfer it to 

all higher education institutions where academics work. In other words, it is about building a horizontal 

meritocratic-inclusive alternative, one that would foster collaboration and solidarity, and would make 

institutional and individual isomorphism unnecessary. For countries not in the centre of the academic 

world it is important to build an alternative to their peripheral status in it, and this could be part of it. 

 

The approach has several important implications. First, advancement in an academic career should 

depend on the faculty members’ contributions, both individual and collectively, in support of the mission 

of the institutions where they work. Secondly, the academic career must expand in such a way that 

recognition and remuneration may be associated with research activities, but also with teaching and/or 

extension/outreach activities (Boyer, 1990). Third, additional remuneration based on short-term 

evaluations must be minimized and, instead, adequate income must be allocated to each of the categories 

that different work paths may assume. Fourth, it is important that the academic career should not be a 

sprint, but rather that it should have a temporal/periodical perspective in tune with the nature of the work 

being done. Finally, the decision-making process regarding faculty admission, promotion and retirement 

must result from a collegiate process in which academics assume, far from one of submission (Galaz 

Fontes et al., 2011; Gil Antón, 2000), a central role vis-à-vis the corresponding authorities. 

 

Today we observe the strong presence and influence of an academic meritocracy that is positioned at 

the top of a stratified academic profession. Faced with this situation, the previous proposal also implies 

that all academics should make an effort to transform such segmented and stratified profession, into a 

“unitary” profession whose existence reaches beyond the institutions where they work, a given type of 

contract, and the main activity they develop. There are interest groups (institutional and government 

authorities, political groups, unions, think-tanks, etc.) that must be considered and understood because 

they compete for control, resources and the platform that constitutes higher education (Acosta Silva, 

2015; Ordorika & Lloyd, 2014), and all this should be taken into account in a transition project. 

However, it is essential to recognize that maintaining a pyramid that converges in a sector that oscillates 

between 2% and 8% of a community of almost 400,000 members (SEP, 2020), is not sustainable. 

 

Rather than making proposals that only take into account SNI members (e.g., Bensusán & Valenti, 

2018), it is time to seek, with solidarity, coordination and bearing in mind the diversity that characterizes 

the Mexican academic profession, alternatives to better face the challenges that the current national 

situation presents to higher education, before the socio-economic and national political reality imposes 

conditions that could be counterproductive to everyone. Efforts in this regard demand that national 

academic elites assume themselves as part of a broader community that goes well beyond their 

institutions, in which not only their “meritorious” work is relevant to achieve the goals of Mexican 

higher education as a whole.  
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