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CHAPTER SIX 

Educating Human Capital 

Each of you starts the next portion of your life's journey with the tremen

dous benefit of a Cornell education. I hope that you'll carry with you . . .  a 

continuing commitment to build human capital so that more will have 

opportunities to pursue their dreams.  

- President David Skorton, Cornell University, 

2014 commencement address 

These are the disadvantages of a commercial spirit : The minds of men are 

contracted and rendered incapable of elevation. Education is despised, or 

at least neglected, and the heroic spirit is almost utterly extinguished. To 

remedy these defects would be an object worthy of serious attention. 

- Adam Smith, Lectures on justice, Police, Revenue and Arms 

It is a commonplace that broadly accessible and affordable higher edu

cation is one of the great casualties of neoliberalism's ascendance in 

the Euro -Atlantic world . I  This chapter is concerned with how this 

casualty in turn threatens democracy itself. Citizens cannot rule 

themselves,  even if that means only thoughtfully choosing represen

tatives or voting on referenda, let alone engaging in more direct prac

tices of shared rule, without understanding the powers and problems 

they are engaging. Providing tools for such understanding has been a 

key premise of public secondary and higher education in the West over 

1 7 5  



the past two centuries and has especially undergirded cultivation of a 

liberal arts curriculum in American universities . In recent years , this 

premise has given way to a formulation of education as primarily valu

able to human capital development, where human capital is what the 

individual, the business world, and the state seek to enhance in order 

to maximize competitiveness .  

Neoliberalism, I have argued throughout this book, i s  best under

stood not simply as economic policy, but as a governing rationality that 

disseminates market values and metrics to every sphere of life and 

construes the human itself exclusively as homo oeconomicus. Neolib 

eralism thus does not merely privatize-turn over to the market for 

individual production and consumption -what was formerly publicly 

supported and valued. Rather, it formulates everything, everywhere, 

in terms of capital investment and appreciation, including and espe

cially humans themselves .  Four related effects of this rationality bear 

on public higher education in the liberal arts . 

First, public goods of any kind are increasingly difficult to speak of 

or secure. The market metrics contouring every dimension of human 

conduct and institutions make it daily more difficult to explain why 

universities, libraries ,  parks and natural reserves city services and 

elementary schools, even roads and sidewalks, are or should be pub 

licly accessible and publicly provisioned. Why should the public fund 

and administer them ? Why should everyone have free access to them ? 

Why shouldn't their cost be borne only by those who "consume" them ? 

It is already a symptom of the vanishing value and lexicon for public 

things that such questions today are generally converted to a differ

ent one, namely, the role of government versus the private sector for 

the provision of goods and services .  In this conversion, government 

is not identified with the public , but only as an alternate market actor. 

Citizens,  meanwhile, are rendered as investors or consumers, not as 

members of a democratic polity who share power and certain common 

goods ,  spaces, and experiences. 
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S econd, democracy itself has been radically transformed by the dis

semination of neoliberal rationality to every sphere, including politics 

and law. Thus,  distinctly political meanings of "equality," "autonomy," 

and "freedom" are giving way to economic valences of these terms, 

and the distinctive value of popular sovereignty is receding as gover

nance through expertise, market metrics , and best practices replaces 

justice-framed contestations over who we are, what we should be or 

become, what we should or should not do as a people. Democracies are 

conceived as requiring technically skilled human capital, not educated 

participants in public life and common rule. 

Third, subjects, including citizen subjects , are configured by the 

market metrics of our time as self-investing human capital. Human 

capital is not driven by its interests, as was homo oeconomicus of yore. 

Nor is the classical liberal subject free to make its life and choose its 

values at will. Rather, human capital is constrained to self-invest in 

ways that contribute to its appreciation or at least prevent its depre

ciation ; this includes titrating inputs such as education, predicting 

and adjusting to changing markets in vocations ,  housing, health, and 

retirement, and organizing its dating, mating, creative, and leisure 

practices in value-enhancing ways . Human capital is distinctly not 

concerned with acquiring the knowledge and experience needed for 

intelligent democratic citizenship . 

Fourth , knowledge, thought, and training are valued and desired 

almost exclusively for their contribution to capital enhancement. 

This does not reduce to a desire only for technical knowledges and 

skills .  Many professions today- from law to engineering to medi

cine- require analytical capacities, communications skills, multilin

gualism, artistic creativity, inventiveness ,  even close reading abilities .  

However, knowledge is not sought for purposes apart from capital 

enhancement, whether that capital is human, corporate, or financial. 

It is  not sought for developing the capacities of citizens ,  sustaining 

culture, knowing the world, or envisioning and crafting different ways 
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of life in common. Rather, it is sought for "positive ROI "  -return on 

investment- one of the leading metrics the Obama administration 

proposes to use in rating colleges for would-be consumers of higher 

education. 2 

D E M OC RA C Y  

"Democracy" is the name o f  a political form i n  which the whole of 

the people rule the polity and hence themselves .  How this is best 

achieved and through what complementary economic, social, cultural, 

and theological conditions and practices is contestable and histori

cally variable. Consequently, there are many theories and modalities 

of democracy- direct, representative, liberal , socialist, libertarian, 

republican, social, anarchic , plebiscite, and more. At a minimum, 

however, democracy requires that the people authorize their own laws 

and major political decisions, whether directly or through elected rep 

resentatives, and also that they share modestly in other, nonlegal pow

ers governing their lives .  Anything less means the people do not rule. 

In addition to basic principles ,  democracy has certain conditions 

without which it cannot be even minimally nourished or sustained. 

Democracy does not require absolute social and economic equality, 

but it cannot withstand large and fixed extremes of wealth and pov

erty, because these undermine the work of legislating in common. As 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau insisted, when such extremes prevail, shared 

values vanish, and class powers and resentments become decisive, 

making the act of combining to rule together impossible . 3  Precisely 

such extremes have been generated in the United States over the past 

thirty years through neoliberal deregulation and the dismantling of 

public institutions that served modest redistributive functions and 

advanced equal opportunity over inherited privilege.4  

If democracy does not require absolute equality, but cannot sur

vive its opposite, the same is true of an educated citizenry. Democracy 
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may not demand universal political participation , but it cannot sur

vive the people's wholesale ignorance of the forces shaping their lives 

and limning their future. A citizenry left to its (manipulated) inter

ests and passions,  especially in an epoch of unprecedentedly complex 

powers , inevitably comes to be governed by what Alexis de Tocqueville 

termed the "gentle despotism" of these powers , even as it continues 

to travel under the sign of democracy and imagine itself "free."5 At 

the same time, neoliberal rationality reduces the meaning of freedom 

and autonomy to unimpeded market behavior and the meaning of citi

zenship to mere enfranchisement. This evisceration of robust norms 

of democracy is accompanied by unprecedented challenges to democ

ratization, including complex forms and novel concentrations of eco

nomic and political power, sophisticated marketing and theatricality 

in politics ,  corporately owned media, and a historically unparalleled 

glut of information and opinion that, again, produces an illusion of 

knowledge, freedom, and even participation in the face of their oppo 

sites . The dramatic thinning o f  key democratic values coupled with 

this intensification of nondemocratic forces and conditions threatens 

to replace self-rule with a polity in which the people are pawns of every 

kind of modern power. 

In short, the essential conditions of democratic existence remain 

these :  limited extremes of concentrated wealth and poverty, orienta

tion toward citizenship as a practice of considering the public good, 

and citizens modestly discerning about the ways of power, history, 

representation,  and justice. Each of these conditions is severely chal

lenged by neoliberal rationality and policy. Indeed, limits on wealth 

and poverty and educated citizens oriented toward problems of public 

life are left in the dust by neoliberal values , governance, and the dis

mantled social state . 

These same elements of democracy are at the heart of the crises 

besetting public universities today. Growing and increasingly legiti 

mate socioeconomic inequalities and abandonment of the project of 
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educating a public for citizenship are at once cause and effect of public 

divestment from universities and public universities '  departure from 

a mission of providing broad liberal arts education to the many. Put 

the other way around, curtailed access to public universities,  along 

with their changing mission and content, reflects and intensifies con

temporary dedemocratizing tendencies in Euro -Atlantic nation-states 

generally and the United States in particular. These are the circuitries 

probed in this chapter. 

P U B LIC H I G H ER E D U C ATION 

The North American twentieth century, for all its ghastly episodes 

and wrong turns, retroactively appears as something of a golden age 

for public higher education . This i s  not to say that higher education 

in this period realized perfection or was absent the usual cruel exclu

sions from Western humanism, only that its values and practices were 

vastly superior to those preceding and succeeding it. Beginning in 

the interwar period and reaching its pinnacle in the 19 60s ,  this age 

promised not merely literacy, but liberal arts to the masses . It also 

featured cultivation of a professoriat, and a professional class more 

generally, from the widest class basis in human history. And it was a 

time in which a broad, if not deep college education-one inclusive of 

the arts , letters ,  and sciences -became an essential element of mid

dle-class membership .6 No mere instrument for economic advance

ment, higher education in the liberal arts was the door through which 

descendants of workers , immigrants,  and slaves entered onto the main 

stage of the society to whose wings they were historically consigned . 

A basic familiarity with Western history, thought, literature, art, social 

analysis ,  and science was integral to middle-class belonging, in many 

ways more important than a specific profession or income. 

Today, this status for liberal arts education is eroding from all sides : 

cultural values spurn it, capital is not interested in it, debt-burdened 
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families anxious about the future do not demand it, neoliberal ratio 

nality does not index it, and, of course, states no longer invest in it. 

According to popular wisdom, the liberal arts are passe, the protected 

ivory tower is an expensive and outmoded relic, and the more the uni

versity remakes itself through and for the market, the better off every

one-except overpaid, underworked tenured faculty-will be. Skills 

for twenty-first-century jobs provided by an instructional staff itself 

organized by market metrics ought to replace the patently anachronis 

tic conceits and trappings of university life and content. This  is the 

story told by both insiders and outsiders to academe, by earnest lib

eral reformers ,  by reactionary attacks on "tenured radicals," by the 

for-profit colleges,  by many of the new rich. 7  But what are the implica

tions ,  for an ostensibly democratic people, of jettisoning a broad and 

deep university education in favor of job training? What kind of world 

will be made through conceptions and practices of postsecondary edu

cation that reduce students to future human capital, citizens to manip 

ulable consumers, and the public to GDP?  Above all, what does such a 

transformation in the education of the many mean for the promise of 

popular sovereignty, as well as for the practices of liberty and equality 

at the heart of liberal democracy? Even when liberty is thinned to the 

ideal of crafting one's own life and equality is reduced to equal oppor

tunity or equal standing before the law- that is ,  even bracketing more 

substantive formulations of freedom and equality than those featured 

by classical political liberalism -can these values survive the eviscera

tion of an educated public? 

Frank Donoghue, in The Last Professors, has told much of the story 

we need to know here, though he has not drawn from this story all of 

its implications for an educated citizenry and hence for democracy. a 

The saturation of higher education by market rationality has con

verted higher education from a social and public good to a personal 

investment in individual futures,  futures construed mainly in terms 

of earning capacity. According to Donoghue, the implications of this 
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transformation are especially significant for the mission of public uni

versities . A few dozen elite private institutions can and will continue 

to market prestige and alumni networks, but job training becomes the 

implicit mandate for all other higher-education institutions ,  a man

date that pushes both the instructional mission and the economics of 

public universities ever closer to those of the for-profit colleges . Just as 

students pay the University of Phoenix not for the cultural capital, citi

zenship capacities,  or abstract value of a college education, but for the 

vocational training and future income it promises, the same is rapidly 

becoming true for students at public universities .  Skyrocketing tuition 

abets this instrumental view of college among students and their fam

ilies , reducing the value of the degree and hence the very project of 

higher education to its income-generating promise. 

Thus,  public universities are increasingly competing with for

profit and mainly online educational institutions such as Kaplan and 

the University of Phoenix, rather than with private universities and 

colleges for market share of various student populations .9 More than 

overlapping admissions markets and student expectations ,  however, 

describe the growing kinship of the publics with the proprietaries : 

as tuition becomes a primary source of revenue for the publics ,  both 

kinds of institutions bank on high levels of student indebtedness to 

generate this revenue. I D  Both also feature job and professional-school 

placement rates at the front end of their recruitment strategies . And 

both eschew the liberal arts as their main attraction. 

These kinds of transformations in the purpose and image of public 

universities suggest the disappearance of two dominant conceits in the 

United States about the value of higher education in the second half of 

the twentieth century. On the one hand, we are no longer governed by 

the idea that upward mobility and middle-class status require school

ing in the liberal arts . 1 1  On the other hand, the idea of a well-educated 

public , one that has the knowledge and understanding to participate 

thoughtfully in public concerns and problems,  has gone the way of 
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public goods and provisions themselves .  As it dispenses with the very 

idea of the public , neoliberal rationality recognizes and interpellates 

the subject only as human capital , making incoherent the idea of an 

engaged and educated citizen. 

This transmogrification of the valuation and approach to higher 

education, combined with a severely constrained public purse, threat

ens to divorce what remains of public universities from undergraduate 

education in the liberal arts . Students are pressured by families and 

cultural norms into choosing business ,  engineering, and preprofes

sional majors over those in the arts, humanities, and interpretive social 

sciences.  Meanwhile, universities search incessantly for ways to trim 

costs by compressing time to degree and making extensive use of sum

mer and online courses taught by casual academic labor, moves that 

in turn exert pressure to trim breadth and general-education require

ments and also discourage double majors -the latter is significant, 

because many public-university students currently finesse the "practi

cality" problem by combining a preprofessional major with one in the 

arts or humanities .  Degree requirements and courses are also trans

formed as their stewardship by faculty is  replaced by governance ori

ented to satisfying consumers and investors ,  including students, states, 

and corporations. 1 2  The growing demand for job training and exclu

sively marketable research marginalizes , when it does not eliminate, 

academic practices and undertakings at variance with market norms 

or understood to block market flows;  these include tenure, academic 

freedom, faculty governance, nine-month appointments (and summer 

reprieves from teaching) , research without inherently marketable pur

poses or outcomes (including basic research in the sciences) , as well as 

courses and teaching oriented toward developing capacities of reflec

tion and insight, the acquisition of multiple literacies , and obtaining a 

long, large view of human and nonhuman orders . 1 3  

As I have suggested, the most serious and sustained entailments 

of this transformation pertain neither to the corporatization and 
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commercialization of university life nor to the shrinking size and 

falling status of the liberal arts professoriat. Certainly, those effects 

are lamentable. But the most dire entailments pertain to the effects 

on democratic citizenship of this conversion in the purpose, orga

nization, and content of public higher education. After more than 

half a century of public higher education construed and funded 

as a medium for egalitarianism and social mobility and as a means 

of achieving a broadly educated democracy, as well as for provid

ing depth and enrichment to individuality, public higher educa

tion, like much else in neoliberal orders ,  is  increasingly structured 

to entrench, rather than redress class trajectories .  As it devotes 

itself to enhancing the value of human capital, it now abjures the 

project of producing a public readied for participation in popular 

sovereignty. 

Before pursuing this point further, it is (past) time to ask: Why do 

the liberal arts matter? l4  What was the origin and purpose of a lib 

eral arts education ? How, if at all, does this origin and purpose bear 

upon the present? The term "liberal arts " came into regular use in 

the fourteenth century and, as Raymond Williams argues, was "pre

dominantly a class term," identifying "the skills and pursuits appro 

priate . . .  to men of independent means and assured social position, as 

distinct from other skills and pursuits . . .  appropriate to a lower class ." 1 5  

Even in classical antiquity, the liberal arts (rooted i n  liberus, the Latin 

word for individual freedom) denoted the education appropriate to free 

men, in contrast to that of slaves.  A liberal arts education, in other 

words ,  was necessary for free men to know and engage the world suf

ficiently to exercise that freedom. It was the knowledge that enabled 

the use of freedom, but that in an important sense also made men free 

insofar as it lifted them from the immediate present to a longer tem

poral and larger spatial domain,  one accessible only through knowl

edge. Thus did Martianus Capella define the seven liberal arts in the 

fifth century A . o . : grammar, dialectic , rhetoric , geometry, arithmetic , 
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astronomy, and music .  Later, history, theology, and art would be added, 

along with the natural sciences . 16 

This background makes clear that extending l iberal arts education 

from the elite to the many was nothing short of a radical democratic 

event, one in which all became potent ially eligible for the life of free

dom long reserved for the few. The notion that a l l  colleges and un iver

sities ought to offer a liberal arts degree and that such a degree is one 

to which all  intellectually qualified cit izens should have access her

alded an order in which the masses would be educated for freedom.  

Regardless of the quantitat ive and qualitative l imits on its realization, 

the radicalism of this event cannot be overstated: for the first time in 

human history, higher-educational pol icy and practice were oriented 

toward the many, tacitly destining them for intell igent engagement 

with the world, rather than economic servitude or mere survival .  I n  

this respect,  far more than class mobil ity a n d  equality o f  opportunity 

were advanced by a l iberal arts education generalized across society. 

Rather, the ideal of democracy was bei ng real ized in a new way insofar 

as the demos was being prepared through education for a life of free 

dom , understood as both individual sovereignty (choosing and pursu

ing one's ends) and participation in collective self-rule. 

Nowhere else and at no other time was this radically democratic 

idea more fully embraced and institutional ized than in the United 

States after World War I I . 1 7 Most European nations continued to 

adhere to postsecondary entrance-examination systems that sent a 

select few on to academic study wh ile the majority of postsecondary 

lea rners were channeled into training for specific vocations or profes 

sions. Certa inly, higher education in France, G ermany, and England 

also expa nded in the postwar period, an expansion that facilitated class 

mobility to a historically unprecedented extent. But only in the United 

States did a postsecondary education contoured toward developing the 

person and the citizen , not merely the job holder, ubiquitously come 

to structure university curriculums, and only in the United States was 
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such an education on offer to a wide swath of the population from the 

1940s forward. 

The prime carriers and executors of this value were the public 

higher educational systems comprising universities , colleges ,  and 

community colleges that expanded exponentially from the end of 

World War I I  through the end of the twentieth century. These were the 

institutions that accommodated massive numbers of war veterans,  as 

well as other populations historically excluded from higher education : 

middle-class white women; African Americans ;  and working-class ,  

lower middle-class ,  and new immigrant students . is This expansion 

and openness to new populations ,  of course, did not bring class strati 

fication in higher education to an end. Selective private universities 

and colleges have always reproduced a socioeconomic elite, even as this 

mission was partially dissimulated in the recent decades by recruit

ment for modest racial diversity and promulgation of "need-blind 

admissions."  Many states ,  too, built multitiered higher-education sys

tems that divided roughly along class lines .  In California, for example, 

better-off students tend to go straight to the University of California; 

the less advantaged are more likely to move through the community 

colleges and state colleges close to their homes . 1 9  Other states feature 

heavy investment in highly ranked research flagship campuses cou

pled with relative starvation of often rurally located stepsiblings : such 

are the state university systems of Michigan, Minnesota , and Wis 

consin, among others . And community colleges largely remain insti

tutions of vocational training for clerical, mechanical, and low-level 

health and social service workers , even as they can also be launching 

grounds for ambitious students , often from new immigrant families , 

aspiring to four-year universities . 

While the remarkable postwar extension of liberal arts education 

to the many did not generate true educational equality let alone social 

equality, this extension importantly articulated equality as an ideal . 

It also articulated the value of an American public educated for the 
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individual and collective capacity for self-governance. And while the 

fact of a college degree promised upward social and economic mobil

ity for working-class or lower-middle-class students,  the material of 

such degrees exceeded this narrow utility. College stood for expanded 

individual opportunity, but also for the acquisition of a vastly enlarged 

view of and encounter with the world-its diverse peoples , sciences, 

languages , literatures, and histories .20 This ideal never ceased to be a 

classically liberal one, but it was a liberalism of profound egalitarian 

commitments, rich humanism, and a strong ethos of the public good. 

It expressed that part of liberal thought, found in a range of thinkers 

including Adam Smith , Alexis de Tocqueville, John Dewey, John Stu

art Mill, and John Rawls, that regarded raw economic interest as too 

thin a reed and too crude a principle on which to build either an indi

vidual life or a democracy; cultivation of mind and character through 

education was one crucial counter to this thinness and crudeness .2 1 

Consider this justification, from the 1946  President 's Commission on 

Higher Education, for immense federal investment in public higher 

education : " It is  an investment in social welfare, better living stan

dards, better health and less crime. It is  an investment in a bulwark 

against garbled information, half-truths and untruths, against igno 

rance and intolerance. It is an investment in human talent, better 

human relationships ,  democracy and peace."22 

We can no longer speak this way about the public university, and 

the university no longer speaks this way about itself. Instead, the mar

ket value of knowledge-its income-enhancing prospects for individu

als and industry alike-is  now understood as both its driving purpose 

and leading line of defense. Even when the humanities and interpre

tive social sciences are accounted as building the analytical thinkers 

needed by the professions or as building the mind and hence secur

ing a more gratifying life for the individual, they align with the neo 

liberal notion of building human capital .23 In neither defense are the 

liberal arts depicted as representing, theorizing, interpreting, creating, 
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or protecting the world. They are not conceived as binding, develop

ing, or renewing us as a people, alert ing us to dangers, or prov iding 

frames , figures, theories , and allegories for altering our practices or 

collect ive trajectories . Above all, they are not conceived as providing 

the various capac ities required for democratic citizenship. Rather, they 

are conceived as something for indiv iduals to imbibe like chocolate, 

pract ice l ike yoga , or utilize like eng ineering. They are presumed to 

inhabit a land apart from the material world, the practical world, the 

world of power, profit ,  and achievement ,  although bits of the skills 

one learns in studying them may be broken off and honed as instru

ments for that world. This is a measure of how fa r  neoliberal ization 

has already gone. Even its critics cannot see the ways in wh ich we have 

lost a recogn ition of ourselves as held together by l iteratures , images , 

rel igions,  h istories, myths, ideas,  forms of reason , grammars , figures, 

and languages . I nstead, we are presumed to be held together by tech

nologies and capital flows. That presumption, of course, is at risk of 

becoming true, at wh ich point humanity will have entered its darkest 

chapter ever. We would be the entities of human capital, and nothing 

else, of the contemporary economic theoretical imagination. 

Did the principle of broadly educating the masses , generated in 

the aftermath of World War I I ,  really improve democracy? D id it make 

U . S .  c it izens more thoughtful , less easily manipulated, more demo 

cratic in instinct, more publ ic m inded, more insistent on transparent 

governance, or more oriented toward justice than self-interest ?  Did it 

bring about better leadersh ip or more political accountabil ity ? I f  such 

accomplishments seem dubious during the four long decades of the 

Cold Wa r that would constitute the test period for this experiment in 

what Christopher Newfield has dubbed "high-quality mass higher 

education ," it is important to remember that these same decades fea

tured the civil rights movement, feminism, sustained challenges to 

inequality and to Cold War ideology, and an explosion of other justice

minded cultural ,  art istic, and civic practices .24  M oreover, mass quality 
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education held out the promise of c itizens who were know ing enough 

about history, power, foreign affairs, language, affect, and meaning to 

give substance to the notion of choosing their own ends in l ife, as  well  

as choosing a nd checking polit ical representatives . To be "knowing 

enough,"  Socrates would remind us,  above all entails humility before 

the vastness a nd complexity of the world, a n  appreciation of what one 

does not know.25 Such humility a nd appreciation are precisely what 

is disappearing from popular political discourse in the U nited States;  

smugness in ignorance is notably more com mon. 

The political significance of the provision of a liberal arts education 

to the many might be compressed this way: if, historically, a l iberal 

arts education pertained to a leisured class that was also a rul ing class, 

the extension of such an education to the general cit izenry configures 

an ideal of this leisure a nd power as widely shared. Extending such a n  

education t o  the masses draws a utopian vision in wh ich freedom from 

toil is general ized a nd political rule is widely shared. Crucially, citi

zens educated in the liberal arts are being prepared for what A ristotle 

called "the good life," wh ich he u nderstood as cultivat ing the higher 

human faculties for thoughtful civic engagement a nd eudamonia, that 

special G reek term for happiness comprising rich fulfillment through 

the elaboration of human possibility.26 The notion of the "good l ife" 

may sound arcane, effete, or even decadent. Thus, it is important to 

remember that for A ristotle, it signifies the capacity for human pur

suits beyond toiling for survival.  " Mere l ife" (mere existence) is the 

good l ife 's opposite, a nd the differe nce between them is marked by the 

difference between freedom a nd necessity and even between freedom 

a nd enslavement. 

The specific content of Aristotle's binary is contestable, especially 

in its conjoining of work a nd servitude, on the one hand, a nd of free

dom with aristocratic leisure, on the other. Yet the point is sustainable 

beyond these challenges a nd can be made into a sharp critique of a 

neol iberal  table of values.  Human l ife wholly bound to the production 
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of wealth, whether laboring to produce it or hovering over its accumu

lation, is small and unrealized. The same is true of human life that 

does not develop creative or intellectual capacities and does not seek 

to govern its own affairs . A liberal arts education, whatever its aporias 

and occlusions consequent to its class basis (and its markedly raced 

and gendered historical unfolding and content) , is the most compre

hensive affirmation of this truth contained in Western history. The 

proffering of this education to broad swaths of the population thus 

includes them in the projects of humanism and democratic gover

nance so long reserved for the few.21 

T H E  NEO L I BERA L I ZE D  A C A D EM Y  

I f  the extension of a liberal arts education to the many carried an ideal 

of radically democratized knowledge, human perfectibility, freedom, 

and political rule, what is signified by the reversal of this move today? 

By the diminution of a liberal arts education in the two higher-edu

cation destinations of most working-class and middle-class students 

today, the proprietaries and the state universities ? Certainly, depre

ciating liberal arts higher education for the masses retreats from the 

promise of upward socioeconomic mobility, of emancipation from 

being born to one's position in a class-stratified social order. But it 

retreats as well from the value of a citizenry educated for democracy, 

from the idea that education offers the prospect of intrinsically richer 

and more gratifying lives and from the idea that education fosters an 

enhanced capacity to participate in public life and contribute to the 

public good. Thus,  the popular contemporary wisdom that a liberal 

arts education is outmoded is true only to the extent that social equal

ity, liberty (understood as self-governance and sharing in the pow

ers that govern us together) , and worldly development of mind and 

character are outmoded and have been displaced by another set of 

metrics : income streams ,  profitability, technological innovation,  and 
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contribution to society construed narrowly as the development and 

promulgation of marketable goods or services . 

It is easy enough to see this displacement of the value of developed, 

free, and equal citizens by the value of capital appreciation (human or 

otherwise) in today's halls of heroism : popular culture does not cel

ebrate inventors of vaccines , advocates for peace, revolutionary leaders ,  

or  even astronauts opening new frontiers ;  i t  celebrates Hollywood or 

sports celebrities ;  creators of Apple, Facebook, Netflix, or eBay; and 

above all the very rich . . .  some of whom are college or even high school 

drop -outs . "Who needs a college degree ? "  is the theme not only of 

Kanye West's debut CD,  but also countless get-rich-quick biogs, and it 

was the headline of a 2010 Businessweek story about megarich CEOs . 2s 

Apart from glorifying uneducated and often vacuous celebrity, much 

in popular and maverick business culture suggests that higher edu

cation is irrelevant to success defined as fame, wealth, or even inge

nuity and invention : billionaire Peter Theil's "fellowship competition," 

which pays college-age students $ 100 ,000 to drop out and pursue 

business ventures instead, makes this point explicit. At the same time, 

of course, university curriculums and culture have been demonized 

by the Right as saturated with Left agendas and political correctness,  

while the common rage of the common citizen has been glorified and 

exploited .29 

Two other things are striking here. First, while throughout the 

twentieth century, college was the proven ticket to income enhance

ment, the skyrocketing costs of tuition, coupled with the decline of 

well-paying white-collar jobs in the United States,  means that "the 

college wage premium," while still significant, no longer automati

cally fulfills this promise. Neither end of the vastly unequal wealth 

scale in the United States is governed by this premium : the wealth 

of the superrich is not tied to their college degrees , and many college 

graduates are unemployed or earning poorly. Indeed, the income of 

the average college graduate has not increased for a decade. 30 Direct 
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appeal to this reality and to the imagined advantages of being trained 

for a particular job is why the proprietary schools are thriving, despite 

their sky-high attrition rates,  their scant job-placement records, and 

the scandals plaguing their ruthless exploitation of student access to 

federal loan programs .3 1  Second, the bottom line has become the only 

line in the current cultural valuation of college and a life beyond it. 

The debate about the "worth" of expensive college educations today 

turns almost entirely on the question of return on investment . 32 

These economic and cultural shifts ,  the new college ranking sys

tems that endorse them, along with the dismal contemporary econom

ics of higher education itself exert enormous pressures on colleges and 

universities and especially on liberal arts curriculums to abandon all 

aims and ends other than making students "shovel ready" when they 

graduate. Other values - of being a well-educated or worldly person, of 

being discerning in relation to information gluts or novel concentra

tions and circulations of power-cannot and do not defend themselves 

in terms of student desire or demand, economic necessity or benefit, 

or cost efficiencies within the university. Thus,  while Christopher 

Newfield brilliantly deposes the myth that the sciences subsidize the 

humanities ,  demonstrating instead that the cost of scientific research 

vastly exceeds the extramural grant funding that the sciences bring in, 

this factual correction of a popular misconception does not reach to a 

larger problem : the viability of providing humanities instruction and 

research by many students , their families , businesses, the state, or the 

culture at large.33 

Again, it is  important to underscore differences here between pub 

lic universities and the elite privates .  While the numbers of students 

headed or herded into "practical" education may be everywhere on the 

increase, the elite privates continue to offer two unique commodities 

to their students that strongly mitigate these pressures : prestige and 

social networks that themselves yield socioeconomic access and sta

tus, hence increasing the value of human capital .  This is why, amid the 
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declining cultural and economic value of the content of a college edu

cation, competition for admission to the top privates grows ever more 

ferocious . Put another way, as the chasm grows between the elites and 

all other institutions of higher learning, the elites remain what they 

have always been : a gateway or guarantor of belonging to the Ameri

can plutocracy, a status belied by the continued admissions advantage 

enjoyed by legatees and full-fee-paying students,  no matter how many 

new immigrants and underrepresented minorities these institutions 

also admit. 34 Ironically, only the private elites can preserve liberal arts 

curriculums while performing this crude economic function ; what is 

taught or learned (or not) at Princeton or Amherst is largely irrelevant 

to the prestige obtained and the networks accessed and reproduced . 

Certainly, there are faculty and administrators in these institutions 

calling for dramatic curricular and organizational overhauls ,  but the 

truth is that what students learn at these institutions is mostly irrel

evant to their future in worlds of business ,  finance, and tech ,  which is 

where most of them are going. 35 

As the gap widens between the private elites and quality public uni

versities ,  the "mission creep" or "mission disorientation" of the public 

universities grows . 36 Derailed from the project of providing inexpen

sive liberal arts education to the many, even the most distinguished 

of state universities are positioned unhappily between elite institu

tions granting prestige, on the one side, and community colleges and 

for-profits whose purpose has always been job training, on the other. 

If state universities are not select and pedigreed enough to rival the 

former, it is  also the case that the ground on which they have distin

guished themselves from the latter is washing away. More than merely 

sharing a mission, the increasingly privatized "publics "  are also 

becoming structured more like their for-profit and community col

lege kin as they search relentlessly for ways to cheapen undergraduate 

education through online instruction, casual academic labor, credit for 

coursework elsewhere, and treating students themselves as cash cows 
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in the form of high tuition rates for MA programs and out-of-state 

undergraduates.  Of course, the more that state universities move in 

this direction , the more they will drive away top -tier research faculty 

once drawn to working in high-quality public institutions ,  the more 

they will decline in rankings, and thus the more they price themselves 

out of a market in which they also are trapped . 

State universities will survive these sea changes , but what will 

likely not survive is their core in undergraduate liberal arts education 

offered by prestigious faculty researchers . Written and oral skills can 

be developed in writing and speech classes taught by inexpensive lec

turers , who can also offer courses in American politics ,  Latin Amer

ican literature, and Chinese history. There is no reason for public 

universities to keep eminent or promising scholars on their payrolls 

in these fields ; indeed, from a fully marketized perspective, there is 

no reason for the public universities to sustain these research fields 

at all .37 As tuition levels continue to rise, fast-tracked degrees mak

ing extensive use of advanced-placement units , summer sessions , and 

online courses will increasingly appeal to families , administrators 

and governments alike. This ,  in turn, will exert pressure on breadth 

and general-education requirements already thinned in recent years 

by increased major requirements in the sciences and preprofessional 

programs and by lack of consensus on what a well-educated university 

graduate ought to know. While three decades ago the elimination of 

great books or Western civilization courses and foreign-language pro

ficiency was ubiquitous in public universities, soon, all concern with 

educational breadth will likely give way to demands for the specializa

tion and professionalization of undergraduates ,  on the one side, and 

efficient provision of technical training, on the other. Moreover, as 

increased use of casual academic labor, online instruction, and neo

liberal governance erodes research-faculty control over curriculums ,  

degrees , and major requirements,  the last force within public univer

sities potentially sustaining the ideal of the well-educated citizen, the 
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liberal arts professoriat itself, will  be dramatically diminished in both 

size and power to exert its vision . 3s 

Even now, public-university faculty are poorly positioned, intel

lectually and organizationally, to fight these trends.  For two decades,  

neol iberal rat ionality has steered faculty ever fa rther from forms 

of association,  knowledge, and teaching that serve the public good, 

defined either as developing thoughtful citizens or as research ori

ented toward solving public problems. O ne irony of neoliberal entre

preneurialism and debt-financed investment is that it often draws 

producers and investors into niche industries and products that are 

unsustainable over time - derivatives, bubble markets,  and so forth . 

Current norms and metrics for academ ic success are an example of 

this .  Faculty gain recognit ion and reward according to standing in 

fields whose methods and topics are increasingly remote from the 

world and the undergraduate classroom. Graduate students are profes

sional ized through protocols and admonitions orienting them toward 

developing their own toeholds in such fields This professionaliza

t ion aims at making you ng scholars not into teachers and thinkers, 

but into human capitals who learn to attract investors by networking 

long before they "go on the market," who "workshop" their papers, 

"shop" their book manuscripts,  game their Google Scholar counts and 

" impact factors," and above all ,  follow the money and the rankings .  

"Good investment" is the way departments speak o f  new hires , and 

"entrepreneurial" has become a favored term for describing excep

tionally promising young researchers ; it is deployed to capture both 

a researcher's capacity to parlay existing accomplishments into new 

ones and the more quotidian busi ness of grant getting. These com

monplaces in the sciences , social sciences, business , and law schools 

will soon dominate the entirety of university and scholarly activity. 

Paradoxical ly, however, these forms of academ ic capital apprecia

tion degrade, rather than augment the value of public research univer

sities in the eyes of the public and the legislators who hold the purse 

E D U CAT I N G  H U M A N  C A P I TA L  1 9 5  



strings . Vital to academic success ,  these norms and practices render 

faculty research activity less relevant to teaching or to public knowl

edge and the public good than was the case even a generation ago .39 

They promulgate standards,  career pathways, and rungs of achieve

ment that widen the breach between research valued and rewarded by 

the disciplines and research that is profound, useful, exciting, or rel

evant to making better worlds or better citizens . This is as true of eco 

nomics and sociology as of linguistics ,  literature, and astronomy.40 

The point is not to castigate a rising generation of scholars for par

ticipating in practices that index the degree to which all academic 

practices have been transformed by neoliberal economization. Rather, 

the point is that relentless configuration of liberal arts research by aca

demic market norms paradoxically weakens the capacity of liberal arts 

scholars to defend the liberal arts at the moment of their endanger

ment. 41 It renders what scholars do increasingly illegible and irrelevant 

to those outside the profession and even outside individual disciplines ,  

making it difficult to establish the value of this work to students or a 

public . The move to judge every academic endeavor by its uptake in 

nonacademic venues (commerce, state agencies, NGOs ) ,  as the Brit

ish Research Excellence Framework ( R E F )  does , is equally damaging. 

Of course, these metrics abjure humanistic inquiry, but they also can

not capture the value of basic scientific research from which techni

cal applications derive, thus threatening to shut off the spring waters 

whose exploitation the R E F  aims to affirm.42 

Along with intensifying the distance between academic research 

and undergraduate teaching, neoliberalization has dramatically 

depressed the status of undergraduate teaching within the academic 

profession as a whole and at public research universities, in par

ticular. Since research is all that enhances scholarly value, all savvy 

young faculty learn to allocate most of their human capital portfolio 

to it. Teaching steals precious time from research,  and too much care 

for undergraduate teaching also stigmatizes academics as lacking 
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"market smarts ."43 Consequently, dedicated undergraduate teachers 

tend to be regarded by their peers as losers, anachronisms, or both. 

Tuition-driven institutions require such teachers, of course, and carry 

on publicly about recognizing and rewarding them. But these rewards 

amount mostly to local prizes and ceremonies . Tenure and promotion, 

let alone targeted recruitments and lucrative counteroffers, are never 

based on teaching excel lence in research universities. Yet the devalua

tion of teaching among research faculty, l ike the trend toward research 

contoured by narrow professional norms and concerns, undercuts 

public universities' abil ity to protect or advance the l iberal arts.  Tuition 

and taxpaying parents rightly query why professors are not teaching 

more a nd better, a nd administrators are caught between answering to 

this public and cultivating or retaining prem ier research faculty, which 

depends on minimizing teaching duties . This pred icament, along with 

cos t-cutting imperatives,  speeds the replacement of research faculty 

with casual academic labor in the undergraduate classroom, which 

further denigrates the value of teaching among the professoriat and 

raises more questions for taxpayers about what they are paying for at a 

public university. 

Taken together, these forces of neoliberal ized knowledge on fac

ulty e ndeavor and priorities are disastrous for the future of l iberal 

arts education. This future is imperiled by, on the one hand, aca

demic market metrics that sever research from teaching or public 

purposes , and, on the other hand, nonacademic market metrics that 

value scholarly endeavor according to its commercial uptake or attrac

tiveness to would-be i nvestors . O nly among the ever-growing, woe 

fully paid casual academ ic labor force does teaching quality matter. 

Yet here, precisely because teaching is delinked from research, that 

quality is increasingly measured accord ing to consumer satisfaction, 

that is ,  popularity with s tudents , themselves i ncreasingly oriented by 

return on investment, whether i n  the form of entertainment or the 

e nha ncement of human capital. Thus, as research faculty are pulled 
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away from dedication to rich and challenging undergraduate educa

tion by research-market metrics ,  adjunct faculty are pulled away from 

it by entertainment-market metrics or by demands for knowledge with 

immediate applicability. 

It is remarkable how quickly all strata in public universities - staff, 

faculty, administrators ,  students -have grown accustomed to the satu

ration of university life by neoliberal rationality, metrics ,  and principles 

of governance. Faculty are used to corporately funded research centers, 

professorships ,  programs and departments and have, with a few excep 

tions, largely accepted the erosion of their power to govern the univer

sity. Senior faculty enjoying privileges (often including marketized 

salaries that jump off university scales ) at the top end of the priva

tized public universities are preoccupied with their publications, invi

tations, prizes,  rankings , offers , and counteroffers . Younger faculty, 

raised on neoliberal careerism, are generally unaware that there could 

be alternative academic purposes and practices to those organized by 

a neoliberal table of values .  The support staff who survive downsiz

ing are immersed in endless rounds of training for new systems,  new 

best practices , new techniques of assessment and management. Stu

dents are used to mall-style food courts, corporate sponsorship of stu

dent activities and athletics ,  privatized educational loans, and above 

all, education approached in terms of career bang for the buck and the 

replacement of intellectual curiosity with gaming every element of 

their education-course selection, test preparation, homework comple

tion, and choice of major.44 Also on the horizon are new "enterprise 

zones" encircling public universities , where businesses large and small 

will make direct use of university goods, including research, technol

ogy, consultants , and cheap student labor.45 Not only does this vision 

pose a striking contrast with the classic university-town ambiance of 

cafes , bookshops ,  pubs,  and thrift stores, it literalizes as it spatializes 

the domination of the university by the needs and purposes of capital 

and spatializes as well the merging of business ,  state, and academe. 
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This merger, of course, has been underway for decades ,  but acceler

ated in the years of rapid state disinvestment in higher education and 

the growing integration-in finance, parlance, and governance- of 

the business and public sectors . Thus,  while corporations developed 

research and administrative "campuses," universities have become 

increasingly corporate in physical appearance, financial structure, 

evaluation metrics ,  management style, personnel, advertising, and 

promotion.46 It i s  telling in this regard that the bloat in administra

tive staff accompanying slash-and-burn reductions in other campus 

venues pertains heavily to jobs in private fundraising, money manage

ment, and public relations.  The Haas School of Business at Berkeley, 

for example, has three dozen full-time positions related to alumni rela

tions and development, one for every three faculty members.47 The 

UCLA business school, the Anderson School of Management, priva

tized in 201 2 .  The school chose to forego $ 8  million a year in state 

funds in order to gain the flexibility to raise tuition, spurn salary caps ,  

and spurn limitations on fundraising, partnerships ,  and admissions 

protocols ,  all of which compromised its competitiveness with Harvard, 

Yale, and Stanford.48 Such developments, which could soon extend 

to professional schools in medicine, engineering, and law, combined 

with the withdrawal of public support from universities, intensify 

pressure on administrators and faculty to contour university endeav

ors in terms of attractiveness for business .  It also accounts for why 

there is barely a whimper of protest against developments such as cor

porately sponsored research institutes and schools and even donor

sponsored and donor-organized programs of study and courses .49 

Democracy in an era of enormously complex global constellations and 

powers requires a people who are educated, thoughtful, and demo

cratic in sensibility. 50 This means a people modestly knowing about 
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these constellations and powers ; a people with capacities of discern

ment and judgment in relation to what it reads, watches, or hears 

about a range of developments in its world ; and a people oriented 

toward common concerns and governing itself. Such knowledge, dis

cernment, and orientation are what a university liberal arts education 

has long promised and what are now severely challenged by neoliberal 

rationality inside and outside universities .  Contesting this challenge 

democratically would place us squarely within Rousseau's paradox: to 

support good institutions ,  the people must be antecedently what only 

good institutions can make them. 5 1  The survival of liberal arts edu

cation depends on broad recognition of its value for democracy. The 

survival of democracy depends upon a people educated for it, which 

entails resisting neoliberalization of their institutions and themselves .  

Put the other way around, a liberal arts education available to the 

many is essential to any modern democracy we could value, but is not 

indigenous to it . 52 Democracy can defund, degrade, or abandon the 

education it requires, undermining its resources for sustaining or 

renewing itself, even for valuing or desiring itself. Indeed, one crucial 

effect of neoliberal rationality is to reduce the desire for democracy, 

along with its discursive intelligibility when it does appear. Hence, 

another variation on Rousseau's paradox : to preserve the kind of edu

cation that nourishes democratic culture and enables democratic rule, 

we require the knowledge that only a liberal arts education can pro 

vide. Thus,  democracy hollowed out by neoliberal rationality cannot be 

counted on to renew liberal arts education for a democratic citizenry. 
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