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Introduction

In this book, I argue that the neoliberal “reform™ of the university has
resulted in a paradigm shift in philosophy in the United States, leading to the
emergence of what I call “Neoliberal Philosophy.” Neoliberal Philosophy,
I contend, is performative, in the sense that it seeks to attract investment
by demonstrating that it can produce optimal return. Recalling Herbert
Marcuse’s critique of postwar U.S. culture, I further argue that Neoliberal
Philosophy is one-dimensional inasmuch as philosophers in the neoliberal
paradigm internalize and reproduce the values of the prevailing social order
in their work, reorienting philosophical desire toward the production of
attractive commodities. To state it simply, the aim of philosophy in what I call
the “Neoliberal University” has become the production of human capital and
profitable knowledge. This orientation, I show, reproduces systems of exploi-
tation and oppression through appeals to merit. In contrast to Neoliberal
Philosophy, in this work I call for an alternative philosophical paradigm based
on values of creative self-discovery and collective liberatory praxis. This
new philosophical paradigm rejects the “realism” prescribed by neoliberal-
ism, instead looking toward possibilities and horizons that promise a world
beyond the prevailing social order.

With respect to the university, neoliberalism has been most dramatically
apparent in the defunding of public institutions of higher education and the
corresponding treatment of both knowledge and education as private con-
sumer goods. It is further evident in the insinuation of market logics and
corresponding forms of subjectivity into educational practice and research,
creating what Sheila Slaughter and Gary Rhoades have termed the “academic
capitalist knowledge/learning regime.”! To demonstrate the effects of this
change on philosophy, I follow the method developed by John McCumber
in his The Philosophy Scare: The Politics of Reason in the Early Cold War.?
According to McCumber, a paradigm shift occurred in American philosophy
in the mid-twentieth century that resulted in the emergence of what he calls
“Cold War Philosophy.” This change, he argues, was the result of pressures
placed on philosophy by McCarthyism. Similarly, I describe the shift to
Neoliberal Philosophy in the decades following the Cold War due to the
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pressures arising from the neoliberal restructuring of higher education in the
United States.

FROM COLD WAR PHILOSOPHY TO
NEOLIBERAL PHILOSOPHY

According to McCumber, the rise of Cold War Philosophy in the U.S. was
quite sudden and amounted to something akin to a “scientific revolution,”
as conceived by Thomas Kuhn. Kuhn himself imagines such a revolution
in terms of a change of worldview, a gestalt switch, or “shift of vision” in
which new phenomena or aspects of phenomena become visible or salient.
He uses the analogy of inverting lenses to provide a sense of what occurs
during a revolutionary change of paradigm.® It seems clear that something
like a Kuhnian paradigm shift took place in philosophy at the mid-century in
the U.S., establishing Cold War Philosophy. Indeed, the revolution is nicely
described by Richard Rorty in his account of the condition of the discipline
in the early 1980s. In Rorty’s narrative, the revolution was aided by the
emigration of such towering figures as Rudolph Carnap, Alfred Tarski, and
Hans Reichenbach, who fled the Nazis to join philosophy departments in the
United States. As Rorty recollects,

By 1960, a new set of philosophical paradigms was in place. A new sort of
graduate education in philosophy was entrenched—one in which Dewey and
Whitehead, heroes of the previous generation, were no longer read, in which
the history of philosophy was decisively downgraded, and in which the study of
logic assumed an importance previously given to the study of languages.*

The form of philosophy that emerged was assiduous in its avoidance of eth-
ics, politics, and metaphysics and devout in its commitment to logic and
natural science as the standard-bearers of knowledge. Itself a relatively new
phenomenon in the U.S., graduate education in philosophy would now con-
sist in learning to apply the new tools of logical analysis with little regard for
the “mighty dead” of the now obsolete philosophical canon.

Supporting Rorty’s recollection of this revolution, Joel Katzav and Krist
Vaesen document rapid changes in the types of articles published in top
philosophy journals in the 1940s and thereafter. The Philosophical Review
and Mind, which they analyze, were among the most highly regarded
English-language philosophy journals at the time and remain so today. As
Katzav and Vaesen present the matter, these journals were robustly pluralistic
in the early decades of the twentieth century, with work from various spe-
cializations and across the available methodological spectrum of the period.’
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However, this methodological pluralism came to an abrupt halt with changes
in editorship (Gilbert Ryle taking the helm at Mind, for instance) and the
journals in question subsequently published very little that was not readily
identifiable as what came to be called “analytic philosophy.”® Katzav and
Vaesen refer to this phenomenon as “journal capture,” a change in editors
and editorial policy served to install a particular philosophical method in the
position of power by promoting it while silencing others. Through such tac-
tics, among others, analytic philosophy emerged into dominance in the period
after World War I1.

McCumber, as I have already indicated, argues that the triumph of analytic
philosophy was in large part a result of Cold War “red hunting.” It is further
important to note, however, the confluence of the hegemony of Cold War
Philosophy with the so-called golden age of the American university system,
which corresponded to the post-war economic boom and the integration of
higher education into the military-industrial complex. John R. Thelin, a his-
torian of higher education, notes the massive growth of the U.S. academy
during the period, with enrollments increasing exponentially from 1.5 million
students in 1939-1940 to over 7.9 million in 1970. For Thelin, this growth
was in large part a result of the role that higher education and scientific
research played in World War II and the belief that it might have a significant
part to play in the post-war economy.” Slaughter and Rhoades refer to the
broad configuration of higher education that came into existence as a result
of the boom as the “public good knowledge/learning regime.”® Surely, the
ascendance of Cold War Philosophy was bound up with these developments.
As a result of these and other myriad and overdetermined causal histories, it
is clear that in the 1950s a new paradigm of philosophy corresponding to new
institutional and social imperatives had consolidated itself across the U.S.
academy and was busy eliminating or marginalizing rivals.

While there were, of course, important differences among practitioners,
Cold War Philosophy was primarily oriented toward a critique or “elimina-
tion” of metaphysics through the application of logical or linguistic analysis
and the deployment of one or another epistemological or semantic theory.’
Philosophy in this paradigm generally relegated normative questions of eth-
ics and politics to the purportedly noncognitive shadowlands of emotion
and poetry. Further, such philosophy often sought an ideal of clarity and
imagined itself as especially rigorous in comparison to alternatives—an ideal
later criticized by Ludwig Wittgenstein in his Philosophical Investigations as
guided by a “preconception of crystalline purity.”' One might take Carnap’s
famed essay “The Elimination of Metaphysics Through Logical Analysis of
Language” as an exemplary expression of this perspective. In his mocking
criticisms of Martin Heidegger, Carnap systematically compares Heidegger’s
statements about “the Nothing” to statements about rain, providing formal
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logical notation for each statement.!' Through this procedure, Carnap sought
to show that Heidegger’s ideas were not only false, but literally meaning-
less—at best expressing an “feeling toward life.”'? One can find a number of
similar performances throughout the works of the philosophers who would
go on to become central to Cold War Philosophy. Reichenbach, for example,
opens his manifesto, The Rise of Scientific Philosophy, with a scornful
denunciation of G.W.F. Hegel in which he submits a passage from the latter’s
Lectures on the Philosophy of History to a similar analysis. In explanation,
he writes, “Analysis of error begins with analysis of language.”'* Such opera-
tions were central to the ethos and discursive practice of early analytic philos-
ophy, even beyond the school(s) of logical positivism and logical empiricism
to which Carnap and Reichenbach belonged.

While remnants of these deployments of logical analysis no doubt survive
in contemporary philosophy in the U.S. academy, there have been enormous
shifts since the period of the Cold War. Indeed, the anti-metaphysical thrust
and epistemological strictures of the period have largely disappeared. To see
this, let us recall another famed essay, Donald Davidson’s “Knowing One’s
Own Mind.” Davidson’s short essay is, [ think, fairly considered a classic
in contemporary Anglophone philosophy. In this work, Davidson presents a
thought experiment involving a character he dubs “The Swampman,” basi-
cally imagining the creation of a physical replica of himself lacking all the
causal history and relations characteristic of the original.'* Focusing less on
Davidson’s argument, conclusion, or even the legitimacy of his method, it is
noteworthy that such a thought experiment might be well received within and
even exemplary for the contemporary practice of philosophy in the United
States. It strikes me as a far cry from the approaches that characterized
discussion of the mind in the post-war period, when one or another form of
behaviorism was clearly the order of the day. Consideration of the essay, then,
points toward a number of developments characteristic of what I am call-
ing Neoliberal Philosophy: rehabilitation of metaphysics and philosophy of
mind, development (and subsequent critique) of methods focused on thought
experiments, abandonment of phenomenalism and positivism, and so on.

To see what has emerged as the dominant form of philosophy in recent
decades, it is helpful to take a look at the questions posed to philosophers
by David Bourget and David J. Chalmers in a recent survey, as reported
in their essay “What Do Philosophers Believe?”" Setting aside the survey
results, the questions reveal a great deal about the debates and positions
that are taken at present to be of perennial or contemporary significance by
mainstream philosophers in the United States, as well as the philosophers and
approaches that are now central. Among others, Bourget and Chalmers list
questions about the conceivability of “zombies,” physicalism and the mind,
the metaphysics of personal identity, the nature of perceptual experience, and

printed on 2/12/2023 2:32 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Introduction 5

debates regarding internalism versus externalism with respect to mental con-
tent, epistemic justification, and moral motivation.'* One may judge how far
what is now dubbed analytic philosophy has come from its traditional roots
by comparing these questions to the problems identified by Bertrand Russell
in 1912 as the central issues of the discipline in his Problems of Philosophy."
Likewise, one might meditate on the wide range of metaphysical questions
that now proliferate in defiance of the kind of austerity advocated by, for
example, W.V.O. Quine, that proponent of “clearing” ontological “slums,” in
his From a Logical Point of View."

The dominant approach to philosophy in the United States today may share
the title “analytic” with its progenitor and appear to espouse much the same
methodological creed, then, but it has changed in some very important ways.
While, for example, Bourget and Chalmers give normative ethics and politi-
cal philosophy relatively short shrift in their survey, even a casual observer of
the contemporary philosophical scene would have to note the resurgence of
interest in normative ethics and political philosophy. Certainly, it is true that
top journals in the field continue to focus their publishing on so-called core
areas.' Yet, to a much greater degree than previously, political philosophy
and normative ethics have a hearing. Thus, in contrast to the allergic rejec-
tion of metaphysics and mind, apolitical posture, and denigration of ethics
that characterized logical positivism, ordinary language philosophy, and the
array of related projects and approaches that ruled Anglophone philosophy
at mid-century, contemporary philosophy in the United States is more than
open to metaphysical speculation, reflections on the nature of consciousness,
political theorizing, and normative prescription. Why and how have these
changes taken place?

In the final chapter of his A4 History of Philosophy in America, 1720-2000,
historian Bruce Kuklick reflects, as many have, on the relative isolation of
philosophers within the U.S. academy and their absence from public debate in
the final years of the twentieth century. He explains these phenomena in terms
of the religiosity of the broader culture and the secularism and abstraction of
the dominant strands of the discipline.?® Turning his attention to the issue of
the “end of philosophy,” a theme he identifies particularly with the work of
Rorty, Kuklick expresses what seems an optimistic view: Philosophy is not
at its end and something recognizable as philosophy will continue on into the
future in the United States. He writes,

It might be true that certain research programs have reached a dead end.
But such a result is not much different from what happened, for example, to
American theology, post-Darwinian idealism, or logical positivism. The “end”
of these projects did not mean the end of philosophy, nor did it mean that what
followed was severed from what had gone before.?!
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Taking the long view characteristic of a historian, Kuklick views philosophy
in the United States at the millennium as at once continuous with its past and
as punctuated by fissures and discontinuity, marking the obsolescence and
demise of significant “research programs” as well as the birth and ascendance
of new ones. Perhaps it is true, Kuklick suggests, that a particular “research
program” or group thereof had come to an end by the close of the millennium,
but not philosophy itself.?? Following Kuklick, my contention is that some-
thing new was born in the last decades of the twentieth century and, compared
to alternatives, has thrived in the Neoliberal University.

To explain and conceptualize this transformation from Cold War Philosophy
to Neoliberal Philosophy, an important first step is to recall what anyone with
even the most limited experience of academia already knows from personal
experience: individual faculty and departments generally act strategically
with regard to the political pressures exerted upon them.”* When it comes to
philosophers and philosophy departments during the period of the Cold War,
McCumber argues that this strategic action largely took the form of what he
calls “stealth.”® That is, philosophers and philosophy departments advanced
programs of research that, while ensuring the autonomy and relative indepen-
dence of the individual or department, concealed the true content of philo-
sophical writing from the public at large. McCumber presents naturalism as
an example. In contrast to the avowed atheism of existentialism and Marxism,
Cold War Philosophy put forward a theory of naturalism as scientific reduc-
tionism. In this way, individuals and departments were able to avoid public
scrutiny and direct conflict with religious conservatives while nonetheless
pursuing a robustly atheistic philosophical agenda. The thesis of reductionism
and the debates surrounding it were basically indecipherable to non-experts
and seemed largely divorced from issues pertaining to conventional religious
belief, thus protected from the ire of religious conservatives who formed a
significant popular base for McCarthyist attacks on the academy.

Similarly, I suggest that Neoliberal Philosophy has emerged as a paradigm
through strategic responses to the pressures exerted upon the discipline.
While there are certainly social realities that still necessitate, or at least
strongly incentivize, stealth on the part of philosophers and philosophy
departments, the much more significant contemporary strategy within the
Neoliberal University has been for philosophy to market itself to the pub-
lic. Rather than conceal its true content, philosophers now seek to advertise
philosophy to “stakeholders” as a good investment. In general, I argue, the
marketing of philosophy suggests that it offers human capital enhancements,
what I call “technologies of optimization,” to students and that it produces
applicable knowledge, in the sense that philosophical research can contribute
directly to private profit. The marketing of philosophy shapes the practice, so
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that philosophical pedagogies, methods, and ideas that more easily fulfill the
demands of the “knowledge economy” are privileged over others.

THE CHAPTERS TO FOLLOW

The burden of the chapters to come is to provide an account of these changes
and an accompanying critique of Neoliberal Philosophy. Chapter 1 provides
a broad overview and theorization of the Neoliberal University. I conceive
neoliberalism as simultaneously a social movement, a retrenchment of class
power, and an “art of governance.” Within higher education, neoliberalism
reorganizes and governs academic life through (1) defunding and effec-
tively privatizing universities and colleges, (2) reorienting curricula toward
job training, (3) instrumentalizing and commodifying knowledge, and (4)
centralizing and bureaucratizing academic administration. In general, the
Neoliberal University is imagined as serving the economic interests of all
involved by supplying the “human capital” necessary to compete in the
twenty-first century knowledge economy.

In the second chapter, I utilize the work of Jean-Frangois Lyotard to show
how philosophy departments in the United States have reshaped their curri-
cula and research agendas in accordance with the demands of the Neoliberal
University. Famously, Lyotard argues that postmodernity is a cultural con-
dition in which people are skeptical toward the “metanarratives” that once
legitimated scientific practices and, indeed, cultural and social institutions
more broadly.” In such a condition, science must operate without reference to
an external discourse of legitimation (i.e., metaphysical philosophy). For this
reason, according to Lyotard, along with its reliance on costly technology, sci-
entific discourse is submitted to economic criteria of success. Postmodernity,
therefore, results in a conflation of truth with what he calls “performativ-
ity”"—that is, knowledge production comes to be governed by economic dis-
courses. Following Lyotard’s argument, I suggest that in a capitalist culture
skeptical of metanarratives that might provide metaphysical or epistemologi-
cal foundations, philosophy appears superfluous and must, like the sciences
more broadly, demonstrate its capacity to contribute to economic ends. That
is, philosophy, along with science, is subsumed by economic forms of evalu-
ation and judgment.

At the same time, neoliberalism has redefined the nature of the economic
ends of education so that they no longer correspond to the public good (for-
merly understood in the United States in terms of the geopolitics of the Cold
War). Rather, now the return on social investment is conceptualized in terms
of meeting the needs of the neoliberal knowledge economy, where the lives
of workers are precarious and work itself has been fundamentally reorganized
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in accordance with automation and computerization. In order to survive in
this environment, philosophy departments have strategically sought to dem-
onstrate the value of philosophy as a commodity, to market themselves. The
marketing campaign for philosophy has focused on showing that a philo-
sophical education offers human capital in the form of critical thinking skills
that are readily exploitable by employers in the new economy. The marketing
of critical thinking skills redounds upon philosophical pedagogy, however,
transforming philosophical education so that it increasingly conforms to the
demand to train future knowledge workers. As I argue, however, the change
of orientation brought about by this marketing campaign subjects critical
thinking—the primary skill hawked by philosophers—to the logic of the
market, so that it fails to interrogate the social system and values underlying
its practice.

Chapter 3 draws on the work of Herbert Marcuse to argue that Neoliberal
Philosophy is “one-dimensional” insofar as it adjusts and conforms phi-
losophers and students alike to the status quo, such that they internalize
the imperatives of the neoliberal knowledge economy. In his account of
“one-dimensional society,” Marcuse suggested that the central feat of modern,
affluent societies was their ability to contain class conflict through the prom-
ise of improved quality of life and consumer choice.* The one-dimensionality
of society has important implications, he argued, for consciousness itself.
Writing in the late 1950s and early 1960s, Marcuse viewed the United States
as inculcating a repressive and deeply conformist psychology, unable to think
or desire beyond the bounds of the goods on offer within the prevailing social
order. According to Marcuse’s account, such one-dimensional consciousness
identifies with the social totality and internalizes the needs and demands of
society as its own. Similarly, I argue that philosophers have internalized the
demands of the neoliberal knowledge economy.

Within the knowledge economy, knowledge production is distributed
throughout society, appearing in a variety of sites of application and judged
according to a range of incommensurable local criteria. The most important
thing is that knowledge have “real world” impact, primarily in the form of
direct applications to profit-making enterprises. Knowledge must show return
on investment. Strategically marketing itself as producing such profitable
knowledge, Neoliberal Philosophy evaluates philosophers and their works on
the basis of quantifiable metrics said to measure performance. These metrics
range from department rankings to impact factors, from citation tallies to
outcomes assessment measures. “Good philosophy” is whatever meets these
criteria which are internalized by individual philosophers and form the basis
of their judgments in everything from hiring decisions to research projects.
Neoliberal Philosophy is therefore integrated into the neoliberal knowledge
economy and reproduces its social stratification, inequality, and alienation.
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Concerned about employability, philosophers and students alike are adjusted
to the prevailing social order through the internal work culture and implicit
value system of Neoliberal Philosophy. Neoliberal Philosophy thus results
in a form of one-dimensional thinking that excludes theoretical frameworks
that call into question the legitimacy of the prevailing social order and its
values—most especially profit itself.

The fourth chapter addresses the issue of diversity as it relates to Neoliberal
Philosophy. Taking up the work of Jodi Melamed, I argue that neoliberalism
generally promotes a form of individualized multiculturalism that overlooks
and in fact obscures systemic identity-based oppression and its intrinsic
connection to capitalism.?” In this process, the social order is imagined as a
natural meritocracy that promotes those who are deserving in a “colorblind”
or otherwise neutral evaluation of character and abilities. While this neolib-
eral multiculturalism may allow a few women, people of color, or LGBTQ+
people into positions of prestige, status, and power, it nonetheless reproduces
systems of oppression even as it conceals its own operation in supposedly
neutral standards and metrics. Put otherwise, neoliberal multiculturalism
invokes an ideal capitalism, a meritocracy, in which success or failure is
unrelated to one’s identity, by pathologizing those at the bottom as unde-
serving. Global capitalism can therefore claim diversity as an attribute even
as it reinforces the brutal racialization of populations that exposes many to
extreme deprivation, violence, and death. Rather than ending identity-based
forms of oppression, then, neoliberal multiculturalism recalibrates them to
the demands of the global knowledge economy while also obscuring their
existence through the invocation of notions of cultural pathology.

Much as with the Neoliberal University more broadly, Neoliberal
Philosophy markets itself as diverse and therefore as producing the cos-
mopolitan skills and dispositions that are necessary for work in the global
knowledge economy. One learns these skills in the philosophy curriculum
because it presents the student with “intellectual diversity,” mostly in the
form of “methodological pluralism.” In fine, Neoliberal Philosophy sells
diversity as a kind of human capital and cultural commodity. Nonetheless,
in line with the broad trend of neoliberal multiculturalism, the discipline
remains anything but diverse. Indeed, despite its purported methodological
pluralism, the discipline is deeply segregated and committed to an essential-
ist and universalist vision of itself, according to which there is no philosophy
properly so-called beyond its confines. Such a view, however, presupposes
the reification of Neoliberal Philosophy, imagining that it constitutes the only
way in which one can do (good) philosophy and its practitioners as the only
(good) philosophers. It further dismisses the many explicit factors that render
the discipline hostile for women, people of color, and LGBTQ+ persons. In
any case, members of marginalized or subordinate identity groups may be
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allowed into Neoliberal Philosophy, but only insofar as they perform accord-
ing to the supposedly neutral standards and metrics of evaluation character-
istic of Neoliberal Philosophy. Works and authors who do not conform to
these standards—to the degree that they are able to survive in the academy
at all—are relegated to marginal status, excluded from scholarly engage-
ment in mainstream conferences and journals, and lose prestige. Neoliberal
Philosophy at once avows an official epistemology according to which social
identity and systems of oppression are irrelevant to its practice and simultane-
ously carries out a “whitewashing” in which its reproduction of such systems
is concealed, and their very existence erased.

Chapter 5 presents an alternative to Neoliberal Philosophy and calls for a
paradigm shift. Neoliberal Philosophy performs; that is, it promises return
on investment. Ultimately, its practitioners and their works are judged on
the basis of their ability to produce graduates with readily exploitable skills
and knowledge that facilitates more directly profitable enterprises. In con-
trast, an alternative philosophical paradigm would judge philosophers and
their works according to their ability to engage students and publics in pro-
cesses of creative self-discovery and collective liberatory praxis. Neoliberal
Philosophy, by contrast, is one-dimensional in that it adjusts the individual to
the neoliberal knowledge economy. My proposed alternative would promote
multi-dimensional forms of thought, producing oppositional and revolution-
ary sensibilities oriented to values that are excluded or marginalized within
the prevailing social order. Philosophy in this paradigm would promote
radical love, leading to what Martin Luther King Jr. referred to as “creative
maladjustment.”? In contrast to the whitewashing of systems of oppression,
exclusion, and exploitation characteristic of Neoliberal Philosophy, this
new paradigm would elevate the voices and interests of those traditionally
excluded from the discipline, consciously integrating knowers and knowl-
edges formerly defined as unphilosophical into its canon. Overall, a new
paradigm of philosophy would democratize and desegregate philosophy,
embedding it in struggles for collective liberation.

To conclude, I discuss the concept of “realism” with particular reference to
Mark Fisher’s treatment of what he terms “capitalist realism.” In everyday life,
“realism” signifies an attitude in which expectations and practical projects are
adjusted to what is considered possible within the situation. Realism is about
adjusting one’s expectations and desires to what is practically possible. Most
often, realism in this sense is contrasted with “idealism” or “utopianism”—
stubborn insistence on practical principles or values that are impossible to
achieve in the “real world.” It is this meaning of the term that Fisher draws
on in his discussion of capitalist realism.?® For Fisher, capitalist realism is a
broad cultural condition in which the subjective sense of there being possibil-
ities beyond capitalism has been foreclosed, the lived experience of Margaret
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Thatcher’s dictum that “there is no alternative.” Organizations of society
other than capitalism appear in such a situation as the delusions and fantasies
of people beset with, to borrow a phrase from Vladimir Lenin, an “infantile
disorder.” According to Fisher, capitalist realism results in psychological
attitudes he calls “reflexive impotence” and “depressive hedonia.” In other
words, in such a cultural condition, people largely recognize that things are
bad, but feel that they themselves are powerless to change the situation. This
sense of powerlessness is accompanied by widespread depression and immer-
sion into the momentary pleasures associated with narcotics, in the broadest
sense of the term. By contrast, social movement activists have long insisted
that “another world is possible.” The new paradigm of philosophy I propose
is one that orients itself toward the achievement of this heralded possibility.

A BRIEF METHODOLOGICAL NOTE: PHILOSOPHY
AS DISCURSIVE SOCIAL PRACTICE

I assume throughout this work that philosophy is a discursive social practice
or interrelated nexus of such practices and that, as such, it is shaped by politi-
cal, economic, and cultural forces that impinge upon it in a variety of ways.*
Of course, to describe philosophy as a discursive social practice is not yet
to differentiate it from other discursive practices, such as for example, legal
discourse or political debate. Even so, such a way of thinking about phi-
losophy does situate it in the world of practical social interaction and in the
concrete historical and material circumstances within which such interaction
takes place. Accepting that shifts in the funding, aims, and administration of
higher education have resulted in changes to the practice of philosophy is
already, at least in some measure, to take up this perspective and to step back
from the idealist posture generally adopted by philosophers toward their own
practice. Philosophy, from the viewpoint I take up here, can be considered
neither as hovering above its time—no matter the extent to which it may seek
to “comprehend it in thought”—nor as transcending its place—regardless of
its pretensions to universality. Philosophy must therefore be understood as
inheriting and giving expression to the finitude of reason, its formation in a
historically given social world, and embeddedness in the concrete discursive
social practices through which such a world is produced and reproduced.
Furthermore, like all aspects of human life, philosophy is shaped by power.
And power, as Foucault has taught us, is productive. That is, power not only
restricts or constrains, but also creates and sets into motion.*! Philosophy is
therefore, among other things, a manifestation of power-relations in which
social actors are situated with respect to one another. Philosophy, as a discur-
sive practice, is molded at any given moment by the interplay of contradictory
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social forces that relate people to one another and, to a great extent, determine
their outlook on and conceptualization of the (social) world. Such forces are
not exclusively repressive but can operate through the creation and satisfac-
tion of desire, the inculcation of sensibility, and consensual alignment of
judgment. In sum, the framework within which I analyze the current condi-
tion of philosophy in the United States conceives it as a discursive social
practice bound by time and place and also as a locus of conflict where
opposing social actors of various kinds and at various scales contend within
a structured field of sedimented meanings.

Within this framework, I adopt a broadly anti-essentialist stance concern-
ing the nature of philosophy. Borrowing from Wittgenstein, I treat philosophy
here as a “family resemblance” concept.’> This anti-essentialist stance has
implications for the argument(s) to come. Essentialist claims about what phi-
losophy is or should be, particularly those that would seek to conform aberrant
practices to a pre-given model or definition, must be understood as “political”
in nature. In other words, they are attempts to govern the practice or to justify
its governance by appeal to criteria and values that are not recognized by all
as having rational validity. One may refer to the practices and mechanisms
through which such governance is exercised as “discipline policing.” The
policing of philosophy may come from outside or it may arise within the
discipline itself or indeed through the establishment of the boundary between
the inside and the outside. Policing that comes from the outside, what we
might call “censorship,” can only appear as arbitrary or misguided from the
position of philosophers and must necessarily make appeal to claims that lack
philosophical justification. By what right and with what legitimacy does one
determine from the outside what philosophers, speaking as philosophers, may
say? Such censoriousness would seem deeply pernicious since philosophy
is a practice which, among other things, is concerned with determining the
rational validity of normative claims in general. Anyone who would attempt
to define or limit philosophy by appeal to valid normative claims would have
to do so by invoking philosophical reasoning. Put differently, any attempt to
determine the value of philosophy requires a philosophy of value.?

Internal policing, however, is not in a much better position. It attempts
to impose a particular model or conception of philosophy as normative for
the practice as a whole.* For example, philosophy might be defined as the
pursuit of knowledge, to rely on a common formula. Knowledge, in this
case, would be the teleological end in terms of which philosophy is defined
and evaluated. But there is no internal consensus that knowledge is the end
goal of philosophy, neither ancient nor (post-)modern skeptics, for example,
are likely to agree to such a conception. What is more, those who say that
philosophy is defined in terms of the pursuit of knowledge, must admit that
there are no shared criteria for what constitutes knowledge and that, in fact,
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precisely this question is subject to debate within philosophy. For reasons
such as this, the anti-essentialist stance takes it for granted that there are a
variety of practices that philosophers might identify as (good) philosophy
and that there is no list of criteria or substantive definition of philosophy that
does or would enjoy anything near universal consensus among philosophers.
Methodological pluralism, one might say, is not only a normative goal, then,
but also an ontological condition of philosophy.

It is useful in this context to mention philosopher Kristie Dotson’s diag-
nosis of professional philosophy in the United States as maintaining what
she calls a “culture of legitimation,” which she argues presents a barrier for
diversity in philosophy. Broadly speaking, legitimation in her usage amounts
to aligning one’s own work or discourse with previously established norms
or precedents. She identifies three central features of a culture of legitima-
tion: (1) it evinces an interest or places value on practices or narratives of
legitimation, (2) it assumes that there are shared justifying norms to which
participants should appeal in such practices or narratives, and (3) it holds
that the norms of justification are univocally relevant to all participants.®®
For Dotson, such a concern with legitimation is clearly on display in the,
not infrequently issued, demand that philosophers, particularly women and
people of color, demonstrate that their work is philosophical.** Such demands
that philosophers defend the philosophical status of their work by appeal to
common norms or narratives are, [ claim, a form of discipline policing. That
is, they seek to shape the practice to align with a pre-given model or exclu-
sionary conception that is not shared by all through means other than rational
persuasion. One may thus think of Neoliberal Philosophy, as I will describe
it in what follows, as, among other things, a ruling paradigm established
through forms of discipline policing that appeal to particular norms and nar-
ratives to which philosophers are supposed to align their practice. As Dotson
makes clear, such policing may act to exclude individuals who identify as
members of oppressed or subordinated identity groups even when this is not
their stated or conscious purpose.

As I have already mentioned, in narrating the rise of Neoliberal Philosophy,
I will largely follow McCumber’s methodological approach. Following Kuhn
and Foucault, McCumber treats Cold War Philosophy as a nexus of discursive
social practices that integrates a variety of non-and extra-discursive elements
into a relatively coherent institutional and practical form, what Foucault
called an “apparatus” or “dispotif.””*" A significant feature of McCumber’s
approach is his view that certain philosophical positions and methodological
approaches were better able to survive and achieve dominance within the
context of the Cold War. One might think of this in terms of an analogy with
natural selection: The hegemony of Cold War Philosophy was, according to
McCumber, the result of selective pressures exerted by anti-communism, the
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associated investigations and purges, and the broader chilling effect these
achieved. Again, such pressures should not be conceived exclusively or even
primarily as restricting or constraining what philosophers could do or say.
Rather, they must also be understood as productive; that is, as enjoining or
inducing philosophers to say and do particular things and as shaping their
very subjectivities, desires, and pleasures. Applying this approach within the
context of the neoliberal restructuring of the university, my claim throughout
this book is that the political pressures exerted by the Neoliberal University
have similarly resulted in the consolidation of a new philosophical paradigm,
Neoliberal Philosophy.
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Chapter 1

Philosophy in the
Neoliberal University

I argued in the introduction that there have been significant changes in aca-
demic philosophy in recent decades, producing a paradigm shift. Following
the work of McCumber, I theorize this change as produced by the external
political pressures of the Neoliberal University that impinge upon and shape
the practice of philosophy through the strategic responses of individuals and
departments. In order to adequately conceptualize these changes, it is neces-
sary first to understand the transformation of higher education in the United
States wrought by neoliberal “reform.” As I will show in subsequent chap-
ters, the Neoliberal University places a new strategic demand on philosophy.
Philosophy must market itself. This demand to market philosophy presup-
poses that the discipline is subject to economic discourse and that it should
therefore orient itself to the dictates of the knowledge economy.

PHILOSOPHY IN CRISIS

To explain the emergence and character of Neoliberal Philosophy and the
Neoliberal University in which it finds its home, it is useful to begin with a
story that is characteristic of our neoliberal epoch. In November 2015, during
the Republican primary debates preceding the 2016 election of Donald Trump
to the presidency of the United States, then-presidential candidate and Florida
Senator Marco Rubio claimed, “Welders make more money than philoso-
phers. We need more welders and less [sic] philosophers.”! Rubio’s remarks
generated an outpouring of online commentary, largely aimed at defending
the value of a degree in philosophy and disputing Rubio’s claim that welders
make more money than people with philosophy degrees.” In part, no doubt,
the response to Rubio was driven by the desire from many quarters to combat
the perceived disregard of facts and evidence that had become a significant

19
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feature of the debates by that time.? For many academics, however, the com-
ment stoked long-simmering anxieties about the “crisis of the humanities”
and the crisis of higher education more generally.* For many academics,
Rubio’s comments, with their faux-populist valorization of manual labor and
apparent antipathy toward philosophy, seemed yet another soundbite encap-
sulating a much broader anti-intellectual trend. His words signaled less a call
for greater federal focus on training in the skilled trades than one more in
a long series of grim reminders heralding looming existential threat. Tanya
Loughead relates the mood characteristic of this crisis in the opening words
of her 2015 work, Critical University: Moving Higher Education Forward:
“Anxiety and foreboding mark the state of higher education today.”

For faculty members in the liberal arts and humanities the sense of alarm
and the threat to which it responds is difficult not to take seriously. Consider,
for example, that in just three years, from 2013 to 2016, colleges and univer-
sities in the United States cut 651 programs in foreign languages.® Or that
the Republican governor of Alaska, Mike Dunleavy, proposed a one-year cut
of $130 million in funding for the state’s higher education system in 2019,
amounting to roughly 40 percent of the system’s total operating budget.” It is
hard to imagine that liberal arts and humanities disciplines will fare well in
Alaska in the coming years as layoffs and austerity sweep the state. It requires
little effort to find similar stories of budget cuts, reduced faculty numbers,
and shuttered universities all across the United States—indeed, the trend
only appears to have worsened during the COVID-19 pandemic. It would
seem that education in the liberal arts and humanities, however defined, is
not as socially valued as it once was and that scholars in these disciplines are
on the slow road to extinction. Referring to the situation as a “silent crisis,”
philosopher Martha Nussbaum has compared the changes afoot to cancer.®
In response to this “cancer,” there is an entire genre of books, articles, and
opinion pieces dedicated to the defense of education in the liberal arts and
humanities. And, clearly, this book can, to an extent, be included among them.

I recount the story of Rubio’s comments, one episode among many,
because it exemplifies the tenuous political and economic condition of
philosophy in our contemporary moment. As is clear, the discipline, along
with others across the liberal arts and humanities, is imperiled and called
upon ever more frequently to justify its existence before skeptical decision-
makers who, more often than not, frame it as an elitist and inefficient waste
of the ever-diminishing pool of public or university funds. As the New York
Times headline reads unequivocally, “In Tough Times, the Humanities Must
Justify Their Worth.”™ The terms of the exercise are largely set in advance.
Philosophy, among other disciplines, is to be judged by such economic crite-
ria as whether it “generates revenue” for universities and colleges, whether it
meets the “workforce needs” of the state or country, and whether graduates
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can find ready, gainful employment. Similar criteria are outlined in the
infamous 2005 “Spellings Report” commissioned by then-President George
W. Bush. The report highlighted the need to ensure the “accountability” of
educational institutions in meeting the goals of global competitiveness, social
mobility, and improving standard of living.'" From the standpoint of the
report, educational institutions and disciplines that cannot demonstrate their
contribution to the achievement of these economic ends should be considered
unworthy of investment. In this regard, in fact, public funding for philoso-
phy—or for higher education more broadly—is taken to be in more or less the
same situation as any other policy decision. As then-President Barack Obama
emphasized in his 2013 State of the Union address, all policy decisions in the
present order are to be guided by three questions: “How do we attract more
jobs to our shores? How do we equip our people with the skills needed to do
those jobs? And how do we make sure that hard work leads to a decent liv-
ing?”!! If philosophy cannot serve these ends, it would appear, it is not worth
federal funding.

CONCEIVING NEOLIBERALISM

The invocation of economic measures to determine the value of philosophy
corresponds to the broad social changes wrought by neoliberalism and the
accompanying transformation of higher education, or what is also sometimes
called its “corporatization” or “commercialization.”' Much like corporati-
zation and commercialization, neoliberalism is an unfortunately capacious
term. In his classic treatment, A Brief History of Neoliberalism, Marxist
geographer David Harvey distinguished two related meanings. In the first
place, he argued, neoliberalism refers to a paradigm of economic thought and
an accompanying political-economic project that seeks to use state power to
establish competitive markets in goods of all kinds, advance individual lib-
erty in the marketplace, and encourage entrepreneurship in as many domains
as possible.!® This agenda has been advanced internationally by a cadre of
intellectuals, politicians, and billionaires for nearly a century. For this reason,
sociologist Steven C. Ward describes neoliberalism as a transnational social
movement.'* Among other things, this movement has sought to implement
policies of deregulation, privatization, and austerity measures globally. Such
policies contribute to the second meaning identified by Harvey—namely,
the reassertion of the political and economic power of bourgeois elites in
the decades following the 1970s."* Along with deregulation and cuts to wel-
fare initiatives and public goods, the world has witnessed the emergence of
nearly unprecedented levels of economic inequality, ecological instability,
hyper-surveillance, mass incarceration, and permanent warfare. Traditional
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organizational and legal bulwarks of working-class power have essentially
collapsed, with socialist and labor parties and unions capitulating or falling
apart entirely, while regulatory agencies of all kinds have been captured and
dismantled. Understood as a project of securing bourgeois power and control
over labor, neoliberalism is not, it should be said, primarily about removing
or reducing the influence or role of the state in markets or in human life more
generally. Rather, neoliberalism mobilizes the state to buttress elite power by
privatizing and commodifying formerly public or common goods, enforcing
market logics even in spheres where proper markets are (as yet) unworkable,
imposing this economic order and its values as absolute, and punishing those
who are recalcitrant or ineffective. Harvey therefore refers to what he calls
the “neoliberal state.”!®

Accompanying such a Marxist analysis of neoliberalism, there is also
the analysis originally advanced in Michel Foucault’s Birth of Biopolitics
lectures, and recently repurposed by political theorist Wendy Brown among
others.!” From this perspective, neoliberalism is viewed as a “governing
rationality” or an “art of government” that shapes individuals according to
its own logic. In her Undoing the Demos, Brown describes the triumph of
neoliberalism as a “stealth revolution” in which economic values and forms
of thinking have achieved dominance in all aspects of life. According to
this analysis, neoliberalism refashions the social world according to market
principles, conceiving human beings as homo economicus and fitting them to
its mold. People are made to think of and relate to themselves primarily in
market terms; as “entrepreneurs,” “investors,” and so on. Political scientist
Sanford Schram explains, “Neoliberalism disseminates economic rationality
to be the touchstone not just for the market but for civil society and the state
as well.”™ In this sense, neoliberalism functions as a politics less through the
direct use of force or capture of the state and more through the imposition
of a form of rationality commanded by markets and cultivation of associated
forms of subjectivity. Brown therefore compares the governing rationality of
neoliberalism to Plato’s homology between the polis and the soul; both must
operate according to the requirements of economic rationality.'” The criteria
by which institutions of higher education and disciplines within them are
judged as (un-)worthy of social “investment” represent but one extension of
this “stealth revolution” in which economic rationality comes to dominate all
arenas of social life.

Neoliberalism is a multifaceted phenomenon, then. It is a transnational
social movement advancing a particular group of economic and political
ideals. It is also a re-entrenchment of class power. Further, it is an art of
government in which economic rationality proliferates throughout the social
world, ordering institutions and people according to its own imperatives. It is
important to emphasize as well that what I might like to call “actually existing
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neoliberalism” is always an unstable assemblage produced by the interaction
of'a wide range of agents operating across multiple scales, negotiating various
local and personal histories and contexts. In what follows, I use “neoliberal-
ism” to track all of these phenomena and refer to the transformation of U.S.
higher education achieved through them, what is sometimes referred to as
“education reform,” as the “Neoliberal University.”

THE NEOLIBERAL UNIVERSITY

In discussing the Neoliberal University, I thus refer to a mix of interrelated
trends and processes produced by the neoliberal reordering of higher educa-
tion in the United States: (1) defunding higher education and reframing it as
a private consumer good, (2) reconceiving the purpose of higher education
as training rather than education, (3) the instrumentalization and commodi-
fication of knowledge, and (4) the centralization and bureaucratization of
administration.?’ Neoliberal Philosophy, I argue, is the dominant form taken
by philosophy within the Neoliberal University.

Defunding and Privatizing Higher Education

The defunding and privatization of higher education has been central to neo-
liberalism, deeply impacting institutions across the United States. In general,
education and other goods formerly considered public or promoting broad
social welfare have been cut in order to shrink deficit spending, service debt,
and “balance the budget.” Beginning with the “Tax Revolt” of the 1970s,
states have faced debilitating budgetary constraints. Aimed at “starving the
beast,” in the metaphor of their advocates, tax cuts and other interventions
were intended to limit spending by tying it to outside indicators, requir-
ing supermajority support in legislatures for budget increases, and shrink-
ing revenue.”! In consequence of these trends, legal scholar Jeremy Pilaar
describes a shift from what he calls the “Investment Age” to what he calls the
“Retrenchment Age.””> Whereas, in the Investment Age, U.S. states increased
tax revenues to pay for expanded and improved infrastructure, healthcare,
and education, flattened tax revenues since the 1970s have led to declining
outlays, evisceration of public benefits, and infrastructure falling into disre-
pair. As Pilaar documents, though their populations have largely continued to
grow steadily, states’ spending on public or common goods has not.” Since
the onset of the Great Recession, budgetary constraints have only become
more severe, and education has been a prime target. Indeed, according to the
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, U.S. states slashed overall funding
for public two-and four-year colleges by $9 billion in the years between 2008
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and 2017. On average, they spent 16 percent less per student in 2017 than
they had in 2008.%* These recent data, however, are only the extreme expres-
sion of developments that have been brewing for decades. As discussed by
economists Robert A. Archibald and David H. Feldman, in 2011 “state effort”
in higher education funding, meaning the dollars appropriated by states per
$1000 USD of personal income, had decreased by 40 percent from its peak in
the 1970s.? There are several factors influencing this decline in state funding
of colleges and universities. Spending on healthcare and prisons, for example,
has increased significantly. But Archibald and Feldman demonstrate clearly
that tax laws enacted as part of the “Tax Revolt,” particularly “tax expendi-
ture limits” and “supermajority requirements,” have played a major role in
forcing states to cut education spending.?

As public funding has been cut for institutions of higher education, col-
leges and universities have become more heavily reliant on tuition as their
main source of funding. Referring specifically to New York and California,
Michael Fabricant and Stephen Briar explain that decreased funding from
state governments has led universities in these states to increase tuition and
rely heavily on private donations. As they write, “These dramatic reductions
in base aid levels have forced public institutions to search for other sources
of revenue. These public institutions have had to fill yawning budget gaps
with private dollars including, but not limited to, increased tuition and private
donations from the wealthy.”?” Hence, according to a 2017 College Board
report, published in-state tuition at public four-year institutions has more
than tripled since 1987.2 The effect of such rising tuition costs is predictable.
By the end of 2018, total student loan debt in the United States stood at an
astonishing $1.47 trillion USD.?

Simultaneously, to make ends meet and fund an increasingly large admin-
istration, colleges and universities across the country have cut programs and
come to rely increasingly on casualized academic labor. Noam Chomsky sees
this trend as resulting in the rise of an academic “precariat.” Much as major
corporations rely on “flexible” labor divested of the job security, benefits,
or expectation of loyalty characteristic of Fordist production, so, too, higher
education in the United States has steadily come to rely on adjuncts and
short-term appointments.*® Indeed, the American Association of University
Professors (AAUP) reports that part-time faculty comprised 40 percent of
all instructional faculty in the United States in 2016.>' Whereas tenured
and tenure-track faculty were 45 percent of the total in 1975, by 2015 they
accounted for only 29 percent, with a staggering 57 percent of the academic
labor force consisting of full-time non-tenure-track and part-time faculty.*
Dependent on tuition and revenue from wealthy benefactors, institutions of
higher education have entered onto a path of seemingly permanent austerity,
undermining the stability and power of faculty even as they continue to grow
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at the administrative level. Education is now a commodity produced by a
large class of precarious academic labor, subject to a massive surveillance
machinery.

Training as the Aim of the University

The defunding and privatization of higher education has been accompa-
nied by a campaign to transform its purpose in accordance with elite inter-
ests. This is perhaps nowhere more evident than in the attempts of former
Wisconsin Governor Scott Walker to revise the mission of the University of
Wisconsin system, known as the “Wisconsin Idea.” Walker sought to have
mission imperatives to “search for truth” and “improve the human condi-
tion” removed and replaced with language calling for the system to “meet the
state’s workforce needs.”* David Noble helpfully theorizes such changes in
terms of a distinction between “training” and “education.” Training, Noble
suggests, involves the teaching of technical knowledge to meet preestab-
lished ends set by others. Education, by contrast, seeks to integrate greater
self-understanding with the autonomous choice of values.** The Neoliberal
University, then, reconceives the purpose of higher education to be training a
workforce rather than educating students.

This substitution of training as the preeminent aim of the university is not
a partisan affair. Rather, it is the agreed upon common sense of both major
political parties in the United States, most parties around the world, and, one
can only imagine, large majorities of their constituencies. Former President
Obama’s “Skills for America’s Future” program announced in October 2010
illustrates this point well. The program was explicit in its aim of allowing cor-
porations to redesign tax-payer-funded community college curricula to meet
their own job training needs, partnering with retailers like McDonald’s and
the Gap, Inc. In the White House press release, President Obama is quoted
as saying, “We want to make it easier to join students looking for jobs with
businesses looking to hire. We want to put community colleges and employ-
ers together to create programs that match curricula in the classroom with the
needs of the boardroom.”** The Neoliberal University is dedicated to training
meant to supply private corporations with pliable and competent employees;
it is not, as it once claimed to be, a privileged space of segregated study in
pursuit of greater knowledge, moral cultivation, and growing autonomy.

For this reason, philosopher Steven Fesmire interprets contemporary
higher education as embodying an “industrial model.” Within the industrial
model, as he writes, “[The job of education] is to manufacture skilled labor,
and it is expected to do so in a way that is maximally efficient.”** Within
the neoliberal iteration of this model, students are imagined as occupying a
host of contradictory roles. First, they appear as raw material or “input” to
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be worked upon by a standardized process or system. Material is fed in and
emerges on the other side of the process or system as “output,” a product with
some “value-added.” Students, then, are both material and product. Beyond
this, however, they are viewed as customers or clients. In this role, students
are pictured as calculating consumers who want “bang for their buck.” The
rational customer demands a high-quality product at the lowest possible cost
and “the customer is always right.” The product students are now imagined
as purchasing, however, is an enhancement of their “human capital” which
will be maximally profitable.’” The student is not only a customer, then, but
also an entrepreneur and a profit-seeking investor. Education is an “invest-
ment in the future,” both for society and for the student. In sum, education
is thought to be an industry, alongside, say, the automobile industry, and the
student in the “knowledge factory” is conceived simultaneously as material
to be worked upon, a product to be manufactured, and a shrewd investor/
consumer responsible for using and enhancing their capital wisely. Likewise,
for the state, the question is how best to invest resources in order to train a
more productive workforce and secure jobs in a highly competitive interna-
tional market.

The Instrumentalization and Commodification of Knowledge

The impacts of the neoliberal restructuring of the university, however, have
reached not only the educational mission, but have also affected research and
scholarship. As described by Slaughter and Rhoades, the previous model of
knowledge production—what they refer to as the “public good knowledge/
learning regime”—rewarded researchers who made new discoveries or con-
tributed significantly to the scientific or scholarly enterprise with increased
status and prestige. In opposition to this system, they explain, “The academic
capitalist system is setting up an alternative system of rewards in which dis-
covery is valued because of its commercial properties and economic rewards,
broad scientific questions are couched so that they are relevant to commer-
cial possibilities (biotechnology, telecommunications, computer science),
knowledge is regarded as a commodity rather than a free good, and univer-
sities have the organization capacity (and are permitted by law) to license,
invest, and profit from these commodities.”*® With declining state funding
and increasing political pressure, colleges and universities have partnered
directly with corporations to fill funding gaps and demonstrate their utility,
which is understood almost exclusively in terms of direct market value. By
doing so, they effectively take over corporate research and development func-
tions, thereby socializing the costs and risks associated with such functions.
Moreover, given their increasing dependence on funding from sources other
than the state, private donors now play an outsized role on campuses across
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the United States, shaping all aspects of campus life in accordance with pri-
vate interest and personal opinion.*

Academics, administrations, corporations, and governments have all come
together to facilitate the emergence of a now-literal “marketplace of ideas”
in which alienable knowledge-commodities are transformed into intellectual
property and exchanged for profit. Ward describes this process in terms
of three trends: First, there is the imposition of regimes of efficiency and
economic rationality on knowledge production. Second, research results are
transformed into private commodities through a number of legal mechanisms.
And finally, outcomes and assessment regimes are implemented in order to
adequately orient market behavior; producers must know the needs of the
market and consumers must know the quality and types of products.* Central
to this process, competition for grants and other forms of funding from out-
side the academy places new pressures on faculty to “pitch” their research
as serving the aims and interests of funders and donors.*' These transforma-
tions affect the direction of research because funding is now dictated by the
demands of external markets. From the standpoint of neoliberalism, this is a
good thing, since, as Ward explains the neoliberal point of view, “Only the
market can discipline knowledge making and dissemination in a manner that
makes it socially useful.”** At the end of the day, the Neoliberal University
favors and seeks to produce knowledge that is directly profitable to corporate
partners and donors while disfavoring work that serves broader public aims
or which has no utility outside itself.

The Centralization and Bureaucratization of University
Administration

Commensurate with its transformed social function, the Neoliberal University
has altered its internal administrative structures to reflect those of private
enterprise, implementing a centralized bureaucratic structure staffed by a
massive layer of administrators along with a self-propelling audit culture sup-
posedly aimed at ensuring quality.** As described by business and accounting
scholars Russell Craig, Joel Amernic, and Dennis Tourish, this involves the
replacement of traditional “collegial control” of the university organization
with what they call “bureaucratic control.” Changes in the administrative
structure of universities, then, are in line with the broader rise of the “New
Public Management” and the reorganization of public institutions that has
characterized neoliberalism globally.** Essentially, government functions
have been cast as inefficient and wasteful then submitted to regimes of aus-
terity and “accountability” in order to align their functioning with market
discipline, which is presumed to be more efficient and better able to respond
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to the needs of the public, who are now conceived as individual consumers
of government products and services.

In contrast to the hierarchical, military-style bureaucratic structures of the
socialist and welfare states and the Fordist organization of labor that domi-
nated the disciplinary societies of the twentieth century, however, neoliberal
managerialism promotes a vision of state bureaucracy and post-Fordist pro-
duction driven by ideas of competition, flexibility, and output-oriented per-
formance metrics. In a somewhat dated analogy, sociologist Richard Sennett
compares this new form of organization to an MP3 player. Like an MP3
player, and in contrast to the older organizational forms that characterized
what Sennett terms “social capitalism,” the new, flexible organization can be
programmed or reprogrammed to accomplish specific tasks. Further, an MP3
player need not play songs in any particular sequence. Similarly, flexible
organizations are not focused on any specific sequence of functions or per-
formances—they sequence production to the short-term demands and signals
of the market. In contrast to “fixed functions” and “linear development,” the
flexible organization is thus task-oriented and nonlinear. Finally, the MP3
player is incredibly centralized inasmuch as the song played is determined by
the central processing unit. All other functions and operations are determined
by and feed into this one, to which they must all be legible. Similarly, new
communications technologies enable immediate surveillance and control by
management, submitting worker operations to forms legible by the com-
manding bureaucracy. The center governs the social periphery, according to
Sennett, by monitoring results in something very near real-time.*

As applied to higher education, the new organizational form has led to
what sociologist Benjamin Ginsberg has characterized as the “fall of the fac-
ulty.” Documenting, on the one hand, the massive increase in tuition cost in
recent decades, Ginsberg notes, on the other hand, that there has not been a
concomitant drop in the ratio of faculty to students. Instead, he shows, while
the ratio of faculty to students has remained relatively constant, the ratio of
administrators and related professional staff to students has decreased dra-
matically.*® Despite neoliberal rhetoric of individual choice, responsibility,
and increased efficiency, faculty in the Neoliberal University are ever less
able to control their own labor or make effective decisions about curriculum
even as resources are diverted from instruction and related activities toward
maintaining and expanding administrative and managerial staff. Instead,
they are submitted to the economic imperatives of corporate management
oriented to the “bottom line” and disciplined through pervasive surveillance
and accountability regimes. As Henry Giroux laments, “Within the logic of
the new managerialism, there is little concern for matters of justice, fairness,
equity, and the general improvement of the human condition insofar as these
relate to expanding and deepening the imperatives and ideals of a substantive
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democracy.”” Whether inside or outside the academy, neoliberalism shifts
power away from those at the bottom or periphery of social hierarchies
toward managerial elites.

Connected to these organizational changes is the emergence of a vast
auditing enterprise aimed at producing quantifiable measures of performance
outcomes and output. After all, markets can only be assumed to produce
efficiencies in situations where consumers are able to collect and act on
good information. How would students invest wisely if there were no good
indicators of quality or efficiency? Plus, management can only control what
it can see. In the case of the production of material goods, quantifiable
evaluations of efficiency and quality make some sense. However, many
other human activities, including most governmental and public services,
are much more difficult to measure in such terms. For this reason, neolib-
eralism has demanded the creation of innumerable performance metrics and
systems of accreditation and assessment—a phenomenon with which faculty
in the Neoliberal University are only too familiar. Describing the emergent
audit culture as a new “market Stalinism,” Fisher writes, “New bureaucracy
takes the form not of a specific, delimited function performed by particu-
lar workers but invades all areas of work, with the result that—as Kafka
prophesied—workers become their own auditors, forced to assess their own
performance.”® Integrated into this “market Stalinism,” professors in the
Neoliberal University spend large parts of their day creating and deploying
assessment metrics to demonstrate their effectiveness—time that might oth-
erwise be spent on teaching, research, or mentorship. Furthermore, as many
have documented, the measures not only draw attention away from produc-
tive work, they come to dominate it in such a way that one’s goal becomes to
meet whatever metrics have been identified; measures become targets. One
must, for instance, “teach to the test,” regardless of whether the test has any-
thing to do with real education or is a reliable or accurate measure of student
learning. Similarly, researchers compete to publish an appropriate quantity of
articles in journals with the right level of “impact,” often with little concern
for the quality or depth of the contribution to the broader scholarly enterprise.
In a perverse irony, the culture of performance metrics meant to rationalize
labor and make it efficient comes to absorb and supplant labor itself in the
proliferating exercise of “data collection” and pushes all involved to produce
assessment reports that no one will ever read.

The Neoliberal University as Class Politics

Following Harvey and others in the Marxist tradition, this now-dominant
neoliberal configuration of higher education should be seen within the
context of the reassertion of bourgeois class power and control over labor.
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Increasing tuition and rationing of public goods means that higher educa-
tion is more exclusive, particularly out of reach for poor and working-class
students and students of color. For this reason, Fabricant and Brier describe
even public higher education as an “engine of inequality.” They list a host of
related trends: diminishing grant aid, tuition increases, restricted access and
declining completion for poor students and students of color, greater reliance
on debt financing, external work obligations for students, and so on.*® But
unequal access to higher education is only one way in which the Neoliberal
University functions to sort people and reproduce existing inequalities of
class, race, gender/sex, sexuality, and so forth. Indeed, as Amy E. Stich and
Carrie Freie explain, increased availability and participation of working-class
people in higher education in the United States since the 1950s has been
accompanied by intense stratification of institutions. According to Stich and
Freie, “The most overt indication of this stratification is the concentration
of low-income and working-class students within the lowest-ranking post-
secondary institutions.”' One might only add that students of color are over-
represented among low-income and working-class students and that they are
even more likely to find themselves in the lowest ranking institutions. The
meaning of such stratification becomes clear if one acknowledges that educa-
tion, in the sense identified by Noble, is reserved for those with the means to
access elite schools. More affordable options—still beyond consideration for
many—focus on training.

Training unto itself often serves to stifle rather than stimulate the sen-
sibilities embodied in and instilled through education, thereby producing
what Nussbaum calls “useful machines.” In this way, the narrow focus on
training—and, it must be said, the encumbrance of major debt—achieves the
political purpose of heading off broad-based democratic social movements
that might challenge a system dedicated to unprecedented social inequality,
perpetual warfare, global poverty, and perilous environmental devastation.
Rather than an institution responsible for the expansion of democracy or
equality, higher education is instead positioned as the industry responsible
for (re-)producing the labor force required for the knowledge economy. In
this sense, the Neoliberal University in the United States, though it ostensi-
bly promises opportunity and success for all, serves in a much more direct
way than in its predecessor as what Louis Althusser termed an “Ideological
State Apparatus.” Such institutions, according to Althusser, are responsible
for reproducing dominant ideology and, with it, the relations of production
characteristic of capitalist society. As he puts it, “[I]t is by apprenticeship in a
variety of know-how wrapped up in the massive inculcation of the ideology
of the ruling class that the relations of production in a capitalist social forma-
tion, i.e., the relation of exploited to exploiters and exploiters to exploited, are
largely reproduced.”? The Neoliberal University produces both the training
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and the relations of production necessary to the knowledge economy of late
capitalism. It creates competent and pliable workers who “meet the state’s
workforce needs” while also naturalizing a social system that positions some
as “labor,” now explicitly conceived as “human capital,” who may only meet
their individual needs by producing profit for others.

The emphasis on training as the end of higher education, moreover, serves
to shift responsibility for employment onto individual workers. This aligns
with the broader trends of “devolution” of power and “responsibilization” of
smaller social units identified as hallmarks of neoliberalism by Brown.>* By
shifting the burden of risk and investment away from private capitalist enter-
prises while simultaneously devolving responsibility to ever smaller units,
neoliberalism reimagines human beings as “entrepreneurs of themselves”
seeking to profit on individual investment through calculations of risk and
reward. Relatedly, in her The Lost Soul of Higher Education, historian Ellen
Schrecker cites a 1971 document produced by the U.S. Health, Education,
and Welfare Department claiming that individualized student aid would
provide for “a freer play of market forces” and “give individuals the general
power of choice in the education marketplace.”® In other words, federal stu-
dent loans emerged at least in part as a mechanism to increase the role of indi-
vidual choice and the market in education—which is to say, as a mechanism
to devolve responsibility for education to individual students and to discipline
them in this way, along with colleges and universities, to the market. While
individual students are made responsible through such mechanisms, the state
is likewise made responsible for “attracting and retaining good jobs” and for
privatizing and commodifying previously public goods or those held in com-
mon; responsibilities that are typically shifted to smaller organizational units.
The neoliberal state must act as a handmaid to elite economic interests.

Indeed, this shift of responsibility constitutes a massive government
subsidy to bourgeois elites. By restructuring higher education to “meet
workforce needs” and shifting the financial burden onto students, the costs
of training employees are externalized. They are socialized in the form of
government-funded educational institutions, grants, and low-interest loans.
Yet they are simultaneously individualized in the form of student tuition
and debt. Much as early Appalachian coal miners were indentured to their
employers for the picks, helmets, lights, and other equipment necessary to
perform their work, so, too, the workforce of our contemporary knowledge
economy is indentured through federal and private loans for the training nec-
essary to perform. In both cases, the employer benefits by shifting the costs
of (re-)production onto workers. Of course, this means that responsibility for
employment and the basic material goods that sustain human life belongs to
workers, who are now understood as entrepreneurial enterprises competing
in a global labor market. Those who invest well in their human capital will
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be rewarded by the market; those who invest poorly will be duly, and we are
assured justly, punished. As Brown has eloquently outlined, the necessary
complement of the mantra of the Great Recession, “too big to fail,” is “too
small to protect.” She goes on, “Where there are only capitals and competi-
tion among them, not only will some win while others lose (inequality and
competition unto death replaces equality and commitment to protect life), but
some will be rescued and resuscitated, while others will be cast off or left to
perish (owners of small farms and small businesses, those with underwater
mortgages, indebted and unemployed college graduates).”*® Banks and cor-
porations may be “too big to fail,” but individual workers and, indeed, whole
nations are not; they are too small to save.
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Chapter 2

The Performativity of
Neoliberal Philosophy

In the introduction, I outlined the contours of the Neoliberal University. The
Neoliberal University, I showed, is shaped by four central trends: (1) defund-
ing higher education and conceiving it as a private commodity, (2) viewing
training as the preeminent aim of the university, (3) the instrumentalization
and commodification of knowledge, and (4) the centralization and bureau-
cratization of administration. Following McCumber’s method, my argument
throughout this work is that these changes to higher education in the United
States have resulted in a paradigm shift in philosophy. The political and insti-
tutional pressures on philosophy within the Neoliberal University have led to
the emergence of what I call Neoliberal Philosophy.

In this chapter, I further develop the thesis that these trends have impacted
philosophy and explain how they have engendered Neoliberal Philosophy.
I begin by drawing on the work of Lyotard to develop an account of the
“performativity” of philosophy within the Neoliberal University. Lyotard’s
seminal work, The Postmodern Condition, predicted massive changes to
the institution of the university and the significance and role of philosophy
within the postmodern era. Without recourse to legitimating metanarratives,
Lyotard contended, science cannot rely on philosophy for the social authority
through which it was previously able to govern other discourses and claim
an exclusive right to knowledge—along with a share of social resources.
Since it can no longer offer a foundation for science in the form of a grand
narrative, philosophy takes a place alongside science with no special claim
to higher authority.! And, just like science, philosophy is called upon to
legitimate itself according to external, economic criteria. Philosophy must
perform. It is within this broader social context that philosophy is led to
market itself as providing critical thinking skills that are supposedly desired
by employers and knowledge which is applicable to more directly profitable
enterprises. Much like scientists and other researchers, philosophers and

37
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philosophy departments in the United States therefore face the demand that
they legitimate themselves by demonstrating their ability to meet external
economic metrics. This demand, I argue, has the effect of forcing individuals
and departments to reconceptualize and reorganize their curricula, pedagogy,
and research agendas.

PERFORMATIVITY AND PHILOSOPHY

In the broadest strokes, Lyotard’s discussion of postmodernism is quite well
known.? Some four decades after his theorization, the term “postmodernism”
is used most frequently as a pejorative, it seems. Still, Lyotard’s ideas remain
powerful as a diagnosis of the contemporary state of the academy. They also
provide a helpful means by which to account for the changes that philosophy
has undergone within the Neoliberal University. Famously, Lyotard defines
postmodernity in terms of “incredulity toward metanarratives.” As Nicholas
C. Burbules notes, the incredulity Lyotard identifies is all too often misin-
terpreted as conscious rejection. It is more appropriately understood as an
inability to believe wholeheartedly—a loss of conviction.* We are stuck with
cultural frames of reference and narratives that can nonetheless no longer
claim our unconditional allegiance. The metanarratives that have functioned
within modernity to place science in a position of epistemic supremacy
strike us as hollow or outdated, even if it is also true that we cannot think
entirely outside them. Indeed, following Friedrich Nietzsche, Lyotard sug-
gests that it is the supremacy of science itself that comes to undermine these
grand narratives. In these circumstances, without an external discourse of
legitimation, Lyotard argues, knowledge is judged according to criteria of
“performativity.”

To explain his concept of performativity, Lyotard begins with a discussion
of the “pragmatics” of scientific research.® According to Lyotard, fundamen-
tal features of scientific practice are altered in postmodernity. He identifies
two central changes. First, there is an increase in the methods of scientific
argumentation. Lyotard follows Gaston Bachelard in observing that the
method of science is not unitary, as classically expounded by Aristotle, René
Descartes, or J.S. Mill. Good scientific reasoning, he thinks, takes many
incompatible forms which cannot, finally, be described in terms of a single,
consistent canon or set of rules.” In such a situation, he writes,

The principle of a universal metalanguage is replaced by the principle of a
plurality of formal or axiomatic systems capable of arguing the truth of denota-
tive statements; these systems are described by a metalanguage that is universal
but not consistent. What used to pass as paradox, and even paralogism, in the
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knowledge of classical or modern science can, in certain of these systems,
acquire a new force of conviction and win the acceptance of the community
of experts.®

In effect, Lyotard argues for the disunity of science, at least in its postmodern
form. Second, he suggests that the processes by which scientific statements
are demonstrated as true have become much more sophisticated, generally
requiring new and expensive technological means.’ The important point here
is that science is technologically mediated to an unprecedented degree, so that
the work of conducting a scientific study or observation requires advanced
computing and other devices. In postmodernity, science is nearly inconceiv-
able without advanced technology. Postmodern science is therefore techno-
science. ! Rather than the modernist image of a unitary system of knowledge,
there is now a multiplicity of technosciences which cannot be reduced one
to the next or fully translated into the terms of a higher order discourse. In
the process, the distinctions and oppositions characteristic of modernity (e.g.,
those between culture and nature or politics and science) become blurred.
The second thesis in particular has implications for the politics and eco-
nomics of knowledge. After all, the technosciences require massive social
expenditure in order to fund their research. As Lyotard elaborates, “A new
problem appears: devices that optimize the performance of the human body
for the purpose of producing proof require additional expenditures. No money,
no proof—and that means no verification.”!! Integrated with and mediated by
high technology, scientific research is absorbed into the broader productive
economy as a site of social investment and expenditure. At the same time, the
economy, particularly in the Western metropolitan centers of global capital-
ism, is itself increasingly technologically mediated and integrated into the
very production of knowledge. Postmodernity therefore sees the rise of the
“knowledge economy.”'? Lyotard follows Karl Marx very closely in consid-
ering the reasons for and implications of this fact. Essentially, investment in
technology serves to optimize production by increasing efficiency, therefore
reducing the average labor-time necessary to produce any given commodity.
Automation and other labor-saving technologies, generally speaking, increase
profit by maximizing output relative to input. It is this logic of optimization
through technologically produced efficiencies—what I term “technologies of
optimization”—that Lyotard highlights with the concept of performativity.
The broad logic of performativity, then, is “return on investment,” where
investment is aimed at optimizing the ratio between given inputs and related
outputs. As they are increasingly technologically mediated and dependent on
funding, the technosciences are submitted to the criterion of performativity.
On the one hand, they are an economic factor in their own right, becom-
ing, as Lyotard puts it, a “force of production.”’® On the other hand, owing
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to a “generalized spirit of performativity,” they too are submitted to this
criterion.'* Within this “generalized spirit,” that which performs, that which
optimizes through enhanced productivity, is good and that which does not
perform is bad. As Kirsten Locke summarizes, “Performativity as a kind of
logic and in relation to discursive effects, is a normative force on systems:
inefficiency is not, and will not, [sic] be tolerated in efficient systems.”> A
worthy investment in the technosciences is one that will produce the greatest
return by enhancing the functioning of the system, its efficient transformation
of input into output. Economic discourses, discourses of investment, optimi-
zation, and maximized efficiency, come to govern scientific practice so that
only those forms or directions of research that promise to increase profit or
augment power are funded. Lyotard therefore writes,

The production of proof, which is in principle only part of an argumentation pro-
cess designed to win agreement from the addressees of scientific messages, thus
falls under the control of another language game, in which the goal is no longer
truth, but performativity—that is, the best possible input/output equation.'s

Scientific truth is subordinated to power and profit.

For the purposes of understanding Neoliberal Philosophy, it is important to
recognize that, under the totalizing dominance of economic discourses, those
forms of research that do not promise to perform are not funded and, through
economic starvation, they are either left to slowly languish or are more
directly committed to the flames. It is not so much that whatever is profitable
is true or that the truth is always profitable; rather, only research that prom-
ises profit and which serves to augment power can be successful since only
such research will be funded. As alluded to in the introduction, however, per-
formativity should not be conceived merely as a constraint on an otherwise
independent process of research. Rather, it is itself productive in that it spurs
research in directions that are perceived as potentially lucrative investments.

As applied to education, performativity has a number of important conse-
quences, which will be explored in greater depth throughout the remainder of
this chapter. Within the framework of performativity, according to Lyotard,
higher education is understood as an investment that must contribute to the
optimization of the social system as a whole. “Accordingly,” he writes, “it
will have to create the skills that are indispensable to that system.”'” He
divides these skills into two broad types: (1) those aimed at enhancing the
position of the nation-state in its competition with others worldwide and (2)
those aimed at meeting the essential needs of the society internally.'® In either
instance, education is conceived as an investment and the goal is to optimize
the ratio of input to output. The question posed at the level of the nation-state
is how best to invest in higher education in order to maximize the returns in
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the form of economic growth and to remain competitive globally—that is,
how to produce technologies of optimization. As I have already suggested in
chapter 1, these are the criteria used by policy makers at all levels in fund-
ing decisions and policy regarding education in the era of neoliberalism.
Ultimately, the university comes to serve a number of functions when the cri-
terion of performativity is applied. It retains the older function of professional
training for those who will join the elite professions. Yet, simultancously, it is
required to train a new class of “intellectuals” whose work will be particularly
oriented toward the knowledge economy. Finally, in this functional role and
in an environment of increasing technological change and technologically
produced unemployment, higher education serves the purpose of continuing
adult education and credentialing."

Robin Usher notes an important implication of the concept of performativ-
ity that is necessary to the analysis to come, though it is not clearly articulated
by Lyotard. Namely, social actors in a world of generalized performativity
must perform their performativity.*® The worthiness of an investment, its pos-
sibility for payoff, has to be communicated and must therefore become part of
a broader symbolic economy or semiotics. This point applies as much to cor-
porations as it does to universities and the academics within them. As Usher
puts it, “By consuming the signs with which the knowledge they produce is
endowed, universities communicate or ‘show’ something about themselves
and thus position themselves (and equally are themselves positioned) in rela-
tion to other universities, government, business and communities.”?! He uses
the example of research funding to explain the point. Winning a grant has
value in terms of its absolute dollar amount and the knowledge that will then
be produced through it. But, perhaps as important, it also communicates to
outside actors that one is “research active” and therefore worthy of further
investment, indeed worthier than other possible investments. Usher con-
cludes, “Research performance assessment regimes can be seen therefore as
a technology that responds to performativity’s demand to ‘tell and show’ to
various audiences, the so-called ‘stake-holders’ outside as well as within the
disciplines.”” The demand of the criterion of performativity is that one must
optimize functioning in order to produce return on investment. But the fact
of optimization is insufficient unto itself—it must be transformed into a sym-
bol within a broader symbolic economy. One must enter into the economic
discourse of performativity and its semiotic universe to demonstrate perfor-
mativity. It is this performance of performativity that I have in mind in what
follows when I discuss “marketing” as a strategy of individual philosophers
and philosophy departments.

In chapter 1, I discussed Fesmire’s analysis of the “industrial model” of
education. Within this model, Fesmire argues, education is conceived as
a sector of the economy which is tasked with contributing to the broader
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economy through the “manufacture” of skilled labor.?> With Lyotard’s con-
cept of performativity in hand, we may now further clarify this point. The
role of education is understood, not only as the manufacture of ready-made
goods, as perhaps suggested by Fesmire’s analysis, but as the production of
technologies of optimization. Broadly speaking, higher education is tasked
with training workers who offer maximal gains to productivity relative to
training costs and who have the capacity to increase productivity over time
with greater investment in their knowledge and skills. Just like workers,
higher education must itself, furthermore, perpetually update to remain com-
petitive through optimization. The watchword is “continuous improvement.”
Everyone will do more with less. Within this context, actors at all levels must
market themselves to appear worthy of investment—that is, demonstrate
value as a contribution to output relative to other potential investments.

Clearly, the situation of philosophy as a discipline is especially tenuous in
these circumstances. The contribution of the technosciences to the optimal
functioning of society, understood in narrowly economic terms, is relatively
plain for all to see. Those disciplines certainly seem to be a worthy invest-
ment. Thus the recent enthusiasm for so-called STEM education. Why, how-
ever, should society invest in philosophy when the return on investment in
terms of optimal functioning would clearly be greater if the resources were
directed elsewhere? Indeed, what does philosophy contribute to the function-
ing of society in the first place? How does it provide the skills necessary to
meet “workforce needs” internally and enhance the “global competitiveness”
of the nation-state externally?

These questions become more urgent if we follow Lyotard in recognizing
the obsolescence of the metanarratives structuring modernity. In Lyotard’s
analysis, we must recall, the traditional role of philosophy was to provide the
narrative basis necessary to legitimate science, which was understood as a
unified system of knowledge. However, within the postmodern context, this
demand for legitimation is no longer relevant. The methodological plural-
ism of the sciences discussed above means that the knowledge produced by
the technosciences need not conform to any external canon or set of rules.
The sciences are epistemically autonomous. Moreover, the social legitimacy
of the sciences is guaranteed not by an appeal to an overarching narrative
or transcendent value but precisely by their performativity. Hence, Lyotard
writes, “Speculative or humanistic philosophy is forced to relinquish its legit-
imation duties, which explains why philosophy is facing a crisis wherever it
persists in arrogating such functions and is reduced to the study of systems
of logic or the history of ideas where it has been realistic enough to surrender
them.”?* Rather than standing above the fray of scientific research to provide
a universal, integrative discourse of legitimation, philosophy takes place
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alongside them on epistemically flattened terrain. Divested of its traditional
role, philosophy is forced to submit to the criterion of performativity.

Following McCumber, I observed in the introduction that philosophy
departments and the individual philosophers within them act strategically
to preserve and enhance their relative position and to ensure their survival
and autonomy. In McCumber’s account, such strategic action took the form
primarily of what he called “stealth” in the Cold War era. Essentially, phi-
losophers and research programs that would “fly under the radar” of religious
and McCarthyist critics were favored.” Indeed, as he documents, administra-
tors at the university and the department levels took it upon themselves to
preemptively police and surveil colleagues and potential hires in an effort
to avoid more draconian interventions.?® By contrast, philosophers now face
a new strategic imperative in the Neoliberal University: They must market
themselves in order to appear worthy of investment. With Lyotard’s concep-
tion of performativity in place, we are now in a better position to examine
the significance of this reality. Situated on an even epistemic playing field
with the technosciences, philosophy is judged according to the criterion of
performativity. It must therefore enter into the semiotic universe of economic
discourse and communicate how it contributes to the enhanced productivity
of the social whole. It must perform its performativity. At the same time, the
social whole is reimagined in strictly economic terms and dissolved into a
multitude of competing, responsibilized enterprises functioning at varying
scales. Ultimately, in a competitive educational marketplace dedicated to
providing the training necessary for enhanced productive employment, phi-
losophy must market itself as providing the skills required for success in this
new economy.

As I will show in the remainder of this chapter, such marketing increas-
ingly shapes philosophical pedagogy. I turn to the effects of these imperatives
on research, scholarship, and the production of knowledge more broadly in
the upcoming chapter. In the remaining sections, I focus on the ways that
marketing, in the sense of the performance of performativity, plays out in
philosophy in its educational role. What does philosophy claim to contribute
to the optimization of the functioning of society and how does it demonstrate
and communicate this claim to its various audiences understood as potential
investors? Before I can fully answer this question, however, a first look
is required at human capital theory and its role in the construction of the
Neoliberal University.
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HUMAN CAPITAL AND TECHNOLOGIES
OF OPTIMIZATION

The idea of education as producing technologies of optimization is the central
thread of what is known as “human capital theory,” possibly the most signifi-
cant driver of education policy globally and in the United States today. As
underscored by then-Secretary of Education Arne Duncan in remarks to the
World Bank in 2011, “Education today is inseparable from the development
of human capital.”?” The theory of human capital begins from the assumption,
known as the Marginal Productivity Theory of Distribution, that workers’
wages are equal to the marginal product of their labor. The likely originator of
this thesis, J.H. von Thiinen, stated the idea as follows: “The wage is equal to
the extra product of the last labourer who is employed in a large enterprise.”
A profit-maximizing firm could not pay more in total wages than what is nec-
essary to increase marginal product. After all, it would profit more if it did not
do so. On the other hand, it could not pay less without decreasing its output,
thereby again decreasing its profit. From this assumption, it is supposed to
follow that increases in worker productivity are met with increases in wage.
In a competitive labor market, workers who are more productive, whose
employment contributes more to the marginal product, will be paid more.

The theory of human capital builds on this thesis regarding marginal pro-
ductivity. The central idea of human capital theory is that enhancements to
human capital increase workers’ marginal productivity. As defined by Angel
Gurria, secretary general of the Organisation of Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD), human capital is the “knowledge, skills, competen-
cies, and attributes that allow people to contribute to their personal and social
well-being, as well as that of their countries.” It is through the utilization
or activation of human capital that workers’ labor contributes to commodity
production and thus to a thriving personal and national life. According to
neoliberal economic theory, the failure to account for human capital hobbled
classical economic theory. In his foundational, “Investment in Human
Capital,” T.W. Schultz proclaims,

The failure to treat human resources explicitly as a form of capital, as a pro-
duced means of production, as the product of investment, has fostered the reten-
tion of the classical notion of labor as a capacity to do manual work requiring
little knowledge or skill, a capacity with which, according to this notion, labor-
ers are endowed about equally. This notion of labor was wrong in the classical
period and it is patently wrong now.*

In other words, the theory of human capital considers the worker not merely
as labor, as a “factor of production,” but as a “produced means of production,”
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which can be enhanced and optimized for maximal output. A simple example:
the labor of most secretaries requires some minimum ability to use word pro-
cessing applications, such that secretaries with an enhanced ability to do so
may be more productive and secretaries falling below a minimum threshold
may be entirely unproductive. The skill of word processing, then, contributes
to productivity and is therefore human capital which might be optimized or
enhanced—for instance, through training courses, daily exercises, or regular
upskilling of one kind or another. A rational firm will invest in such enhance-
ments, according to human capital theory, to maximize the marginal pro-
ductivity of secretaries they employ. Yet classical liberal economics largely
overlooked this.*! In contrast, Schultz, Gary Becker, and other proponents of
human capital theory set out to explain such investments and their broader
economic impact.

For Becker, the most famous proponent of human capital theory, a
profit-maximizing firm would invest neither more nor less in human capital
than would contribute to greater productivity in the future. He expresses this
in the equation: MP,”+ G = W, + C.** This equation requires some unpack-
ing. MP " represents the difference between what could have been produced
had the worker continued working rather than training and what is actually
produced given that the worker is engaged instead in training. Broadly, G rep-
resents the return on the investment—namely, the difference between future
receipts and future outlays. Thus, the left-hand of the equation represents the
net marginal productivity of the worker. On the right-hand side, there are the
costs to the firm. I, represents wages and C represents the opportunity costs
and expenditures required for the training. As explained by Becker, “If train-
ing were given only during the initial period, expenditures during the initial
period would equal wages plus the outlay on training, expenditures during
other periods would equal wages alone, and receipts during all periods would
equal marginal products.”®® Ultimately, the rational, profit-maximizing firm
would invest in the human capital of the worker precisely to the extent that
the value of increased future marginal productivity was equal to the value of
all related costs.™

The relationship between capitalist firms investing in on-the-job training
and education may seem somewhat obscure. A first step in recognizing the
connection is to recall the transformation in homo economicus identified
by Foucault as central to neoliberalism. Like its antecedent and namesake,
Foucault argues, neoliberalism places a vision of the individual human being
as homo economicus at its center. Unlike classical liberal economics, how-
ever, the neoliberal conception of homo economicus is radically altered. In
classical liberalism, this figure is represented as one who is driven to satisfy
needs through exchange on the marketplace. By contrast, in the neoliberal
vision homo economicus is recast as one who acts, in Foucault’s terms, as
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an “entrepreneur of himself.” This person is both a capitalist and also human
capital to be productively utilized.** The driving aim of liberal thought,
whether classical or neo-, is to free homo economicus from meddlesome
interference by the state and by this means to promote the greatest good.
Within the classical framework, this was to have taken place through the
satisfaction of needs by means of market exchange. In the neoliberal context,
by contrast, competition between profit-seeking “firms” is thought to drive
innovation, create new markets, and promote greater productivity.

Like the firm employing them, then, the worker is also considered to be,
in Becker’s analysis, an entrepreneurial enterprise seeking to maximize earn-
ings through the utilization of human capital. Just as the capitalist employing
the worker seeks to maximize the worker’s productivity in order to produce
profit, so, too, the worker seeks to maximize their own productivity in order
to command increased wages. For example, a secretary may invest in train-
ing software or classes in order to improve their word processing skills and
thereby command a higher wage in the labor market. All the equations which
are supposed to describe the behavior of the rational capitalist firm are thus
also taken to describe the behavior of the worker; the worker is an entre-
preneur investing in their sole asset, their human capital, and their return
on investment amounts to maximization of earnings, whether in the form of
“money income” or in the form of “psychic income,” as Becker explains.*
His analysis, he writes, is “from the viewpoint of workers.”*” The worker is
both, then, a form of capital that can be enhanced—a “produced means of
production,” a technology of optimization—and simultaneously a capitalist
seeking to maximize return on investment. Foucault explains this shift as
follows: “[W]e adopt the point of view of the worker and, for the first time,
ensure that the worker is not present in the economic analysis as an object—
the object of supply and demand in the form of labor power—but as an active
economic agent.”*

Human capital theory takes for granted the substitution of training for
education discussed in chapter 1. “Schooling,” as Becker is wont to call it, is
an investment in human capital with the purpose of accruing a future return
on investment in the form of increased marginal earnings and this is achieved
through gains in productivity. The ends of training are external to the pro-
cess and consist in the enhancement of labor for the purpose of its profitable
exploitation by both the capitalist and the worker. The training offered in a
school differs from on-the-job training only in that the primary function of
the school is to produce such knowledge or skills; that is, the school is a kind
of “knowledge factory” for the manufacture of human capital, a producer of
technologies of optimization.*

In considering whether to invest in “schooling,” the rational worker will act
to maximize earnings through investments in human capital that maximize
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their productivity. Becker expresses this with the equation: W = MP — k.
The left-hand side of the equation, W, represents the worker’s net earnings;
it is the difference between what could have been earned if the person had
skipped schooling and what is actually earned while in school. The right-hand
side is the worker’s marginal product (MP) minus the total direct costs (k) of
“schooling.” Given that they are rational and seek to maximize their earnings,
a worker will forego investment in schooling only if their net earnings would
otherwise exceed the value of the gains in marginal product (substitutable
for the marginal wage), factoring in the direct costs associated. Likewise,
were their present net earnings less than the value of such gains, they would
forego some present earnings to invest them in education.** To summarize
human capital theory, education increases marginal productivity by enhanc-
ing human capital, thereby increasing earnings. As succinctly outlined by
Simon Marginson, for human capital theory, “Education, work, productivity
and earnings are seen in a linear continuum. When educated students acquire
the embodied productivity (the portable human capital) used by employers,
graduate earnings follow.”*! The present is always an opportunity for invest-
ment, from this perspective, and one must invest prudently in education in
order to ensure that the future is one of growth and maximized prosperity,
whether in the form of money or “psychic income.”

Importantly, the theory is applied not only to individuals, but to social
actors at all scales. It is taken, therefore, not only as a theory of individual
earnings, but also as a theory of economic development and growth at the
macro scale. To see why, one must note that, according to classical liberal
economic theory, total product is the result of “four factors of production”:
land, capital, entrepreneurship, and labor. For there to be greater total product,
at whatever scale, there must be an increase somewhere in the inputs, in the
factors of production. From this, one may reason that growth in capital rela-
tive to labor, would result in an increase in capital-intensive production—the
means of production being now in greater supply and cheaper than labor
itself. But in the 1950s and 1960s, Schultz and others observed that this was
not what had occurred in the United States in the early part of the twenti-
eth century. Rather, despite general economic growth, capital seemed to be
employed less intensively. How was this possible, they asked? Furthermore,
as Schultz noted, “The income of the United States has been increasing at
a much higher rate than the combined amount of land, man-hours worked
and stock of reproducible capital used to produce the income.”* Again, how
could such massive growth in product be explained in relation to the rela-
tively low dynamic growth in inputs from the three factors of land, labor, and
capital? To the progenitors of human capital theory, the answer—or at least
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an answer—seemed apparent. Human capital had not been accounted for. As
Schultz explained in his “Reflections on Investment in Man,”

the inclusion of human capital will show that the ratio of a// capital to income
is not declining. Producer goods—structures, equipment, and inventories—a
particular stock of capital has been declining relative to income. Meanwhile,
however, the stock of human capital has been rising relative to income.*

The secret to sustained economic growth was not increasingly capital-intensive
production, at least not in the sense of physical capital. It was instead to be
found in increased human capital; production had become increasingly
knowledge- and skills-intensive.

Despite its many failings, this theory is the mainstream of economic
thought. Given the “general spirit of performativity,” the mainstream of
economic theory is also the governing form of rationality in our time. Global
institutions focused on economic development, from the OECD to the World
Economic Forum to the World Bank, are devoted to the enhancement of
human capital.* The essential pieces of the framework produced by Becker
and Schultz remain intact. To take only one example, the World Bank now
offers a “Human Capital Index” that measures the differences between actual
productivity and possible productivity for countries on the basis of vari-
ous metrics concerning investment in human capital.* As explained in the
description for the video introducing the project to the public, “We can end
poverty and create more inclusive societies by developing human capital.”*
The video itself tells the story of “Anna,” explaining that investments in
health and education will shape not only her life but also that of her genera-
tion, her country, and the world as a whole. Regarding human capital, the
video asserts, “The math is simple, but powerful.”* This reduction of eco-
nomic growth and development—not to mention Anna’s life—to a simple
math problem that reproduces at every scale, however, is almost absurdly
inadequate. Nonetheless, as Foucault enabled us to see, it is indeed powerful.
Why, for example, are some countries economically developed while others
are not? Do the math.

In accord with the “general spirit of performativity,” as Foucault argues,
this neoliberal thinking generalizes a conception of the economic across
social domains and views economic explanation as valid for human behavior
tout court. There are a number of intellectual operations underlying this total-
ization. First, it cleaves economic behavior from other domains or aspects of
human life; this allows the identification and sequestration, so to speak, of an
object or region of study which may then be called “the economy.” As Brown
makes clear, this requires that economic activity be construed in relation to
a constitutive outside—that which is “non-economic.”® One is then able to
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abstract homo economicus from the concrete individuals occupying a multi-
tude of roles in the world and whose actions or behavior might be guided in
any given instance by non-economic beliefs, motives, or desires. Importantly,
as Brown indicates, “the economy” is not therefore a transhistorical object
or an eternal essence. Rather, it is historical through and through. Next, the
totalization of the economy extends the abstract image of homo economicus
produced through the first operation across domains, thereby reducing all of
that which was previously bracketed as non-economic to this newly formed
abstraction. For example, child rearing may now be conceptualized as an
economic activity, but only after having been initially bracketed from con-
sideration as “non-economic.” A final operation involves the collapse of the
descriptive, explanatory, and normative so that appeals to homo economicus
are taken simultaneously as descriptions of basic human nature, explana-
tions of various behavior and phenomena, and finally norms of rationality to
which one ought to conform. The individual human being is (economically)
rational and the phenomena of individual and collective life can be explained
by this innate (economic) rationality. Those who behave irrationally (from an
economic perspective) are defective, and competition should and will punish
accordingly.®

Brown’s revisions and criticisms of Foucault are important here. She
points out some significant oversights in Foucault’s treatment of neoliberal-
ism. First, Foucault emphasizes the concept of “interest” and the character-
ization of homo economicus as self-interested. As Brown notes, however,
and the above discussion of the collapse of scales should help to explain,
self-sacrifice is now a significant demand placed on the neoliberal subject.™
Much as then-President George W. Bush encouraged Ameri