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THE MACRO-WORLDS AND THE MICRO-WORLDS OF NEOLIBERALISM 

WHAT CAN WE DO ABOUT THEM? 

 
Adrienne Chambon 

(Professor Emeritus, Factor-Inwentash Faculty of Social Work, University of Toronto) 
 

 

In this talk, I would like to offer some of my thoughts on neoliberalism and its effects, and 

the possibilities of resistance to its processes.   

 

I will first discuss some arguments about the nature of neoliberalism, starting from the 

bigger picture of the structures and logic. I will then explore some of the effects, everyday 

practices, values, and emotional responses that accompany neoliberalism, and ground this 

discussion in the field of higher education. And I will conclude with ‘musings’ as to what we 

can do about this, pinpoint some strategies. Here the connection with Taiwan may become 

more obvious.   

In grounding my argument, I draw most of my examples from my own, restricted, 

field of practice, i.e., post-secondary education (in English Canada).  

 

Defining Neoliberalism - A framework 

 

Can we define neoliberalism?  

For the geographer David Harvey, neoliberalism is the result of advanced capitalism, 

capitalism pushed to excess by its own mechanisms.  

Others view neoliberalism as more than capitalism. There is a qualitative difference, a 

paradigm shift. The argument goes like this:  a single logic (economic, financial) is 

colonizing all fields of society. 

 

Zygmunt Bauman (Polish sociologist) wrote in Liquid Modernity (2000) 1 

                                                      
1 as cited by Val Colic-Peisker, RMIT, Victoria, Australia 
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“We now live in a ‘new order, defined primarily in economic terms’, which has 

‘colonized, re-educated and converted to its ways the rest of social life […]; ‘ this is 

a kind of society which no longer recognizes any alternative to itself and thereby 

feels absolved from the duty to examine, demonstrate, justify (let alone prove) the 

validity of its outspoken and tacit assumptions’ (2000: 22-3).  

= economic logic has become a common sense belief (doxa) 

Similarly, French sociologist, Pierre Bourdieu, and American political scientist, Wendy Brown 

coming from different schools of thought (she from Foucault and governmentality) argue 

that in previous capitalist times, the economic field was one field among many. It followed 

the logic of the market, while other fields of activity functioned in a parallel fashion, 

following other logics. In Bourdieu’s way of seeing, each social field used to have its own 

logic, its system of power relations, and its cultural values, that was the case for the political 

realm as distinct from the economic, literature, the arts, the university, the publication 

industry, etc… With neoliberalism, there is no longer a relative autonomy of social fields.  

Instead, every field is reshaping itself to accommodate to the field of economics, the market 

and the financialization.  

 

The political realm is subsumed under the economic; politicians comply – pay service to – 

the decision-makers in the economy. (e.g. reticence about taxing multinational corporations 

evading taxes).  Aesthetic enjoyment in art becomes a side benefit of art investment; 

communion with nature is commodified through the tourism industry; the   

bio-treatment of plants is regulated by patent law, the object of ‘start-ups’ etc.. 

 

This logic has moved into other spheres gradually yet swiftly, by stealth (speed and silence) 

argues Wendy Brown in her book:  Undoing the Demos: Neoliberalism's Stealth Revolution 

(2015). Before we knew it, it was there = here, triumphant. More on this later.  

Economic rationality has become a dogma, a “total ideology” (‘hegemonic discourse 

= from Gramsci, consensual form),  

We are allowed to ask: Is Neoliberalism so rational? The proponents of neoliberalism claim 

to be most rational, and are intent on rationalizing all human actions, following the logic of 

homo aeconomicus. Therefore, they argue, there is no need for further social change as 

there are no better alternatives, i.e. the end of history argument. To the contrary, argues 
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Bourdieu, neoliberalism is irrational. It is an economic Utopia, a single-minded world-view 

that aims to encompass all ways of being. Neoliberalism as utopia, and as a totalitarian 

perspective, in its absolute, all-encompassing venture. 

 

A new question follows: Do Neoliberalism and Democracy go together? [Democracy, demos: 

the people], Are they compatible? 2 

In a recent lecture that he gave at Harvard last year (2017), Yannis Varoufakis, the 

former Finance Minister of the leftist government of Greece (Syriza) worded that question as:  

“Is neoliberalism devouring democracy”?).3  He argues that capitalism (of the neoliberal 

kind) cannot coexist with democracy. Power is in the hands of the economy and finance”, 

whereas the political sphere is powerless. To illustrate his point, he recounts his first 

meeting in Brussels with the EU group of Finance Ministers. The chair of the group, the 

German Minister, Wolfgang Schäuble, stated as a matter of principle (and in response to the 

Greek elections) “elections cannot be allowed to change economic policy”.  A clear message 

if there was any. To which Varoufakis responded: “In that case, let’s ban/suspend elections 

in bankrupt European countries”, and tell the citizens of those countries. The group 

response was a deprecating frown. Thus, “In the globalized financialized capitalism, only a 

semblance of democracy, that legitimizes the system, can exist.  

 

This all-encompassing logic, taken as the measuring stick for all decisions, and imposed on all 

as the ‘best system’ is highly problematic. It is not in the interest of ordinary people. They 

respond by voting for insular, ‘nationalistic’ parties, as they equate globalisation with 

neoliberalism. This very real danger of fascism harkens back, in the European world, to the 

1930s. In March 2017, the journalist, Jonathan Freedland writes in the progressive UK 

newspaper, The Guardian: “The 1930s were humanity’s darkest, bloodiest hour. Are you 

paying attention?” Even Madeleine Albright, (no lefty) who was Secretary of State under 

                                                      
2 [Early liberalism did not support the notion of democracy as it claimed freedom of/for the 
market. It is the repeated economic crises and bank crashes that took place from the late 
19th c. and early 20th (1929) that resulted in a more socially oriented New Deal, investment 
in public works by the state, creating employment, in order to gain acquiescence from 
citizens. Keynes) 
3 This lecture is available on the web.  
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President Clinton, 4published the book, Fascism: A Warning (2008). This trend is happening 

in Britain with the Brexit vote, the appeal of extreme right parties in Germany, the 

Netherlands, Poland, Hungary, Austria, France, even Sweden, and of course the U.S.  

 

Is globalization ‘the culprit’? 

Globalization pre-existed neoliberalism, but it was less developed. In earlier times, it made 

possible new markets, commodities, and financial flows. Today, the intrusion of 

neoliberalism is much greater and has a wider scope. We are aware of production lines 

being moved to ‘less competitive’, i.e., lower wage countries, following the profit principle, 

and circumventing protection laws. “A race to the bottom”. 

We witness the dismantling and weakening of international organisations, which had 

been set up as collaborations following WWII. Even “foreign aid” that could seem to be a 

redistributive form of assistance, “foreign aid profits the loaning countries. As Kenan Malik 

argues “as a system, foreign aid is a fraud and does nothing for inequality”. ”These 

arrangements tie the debtor countries to a loan with high interest + (importantly) to the 

obligation to buy products from the ‘aiding’ countries.5  

 

 

Neoliberalism, a Closer View 

 

Moving on from this big picture, neoliberalism has concrete effects on the lives of people:  

Similar decisions are being made by various governments: taxes on the poor and the middle-

class, minimum taxes on the wealthy and on multinational corporations; protection of the 

banks, and public taxes are used to ‘save’ the banks.  

Extremes of wealth and poverty within a single country and among countries. 

Marketization, competition, and individualisation have led to the privatization of public 

domains & activities; to the precarious nature of jobs (contracts, time limited, rather than 

                                                      
4 born in Czechoslovakia 
5 https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/sep/02/as-a-system-foreign-aid-is-a-
fraud-and-does-nothing-for-inequality 
 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/sep/02/as-a-system-foreign-aid-is-a-fraud-and-does-nothing-for-inequality
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/sep/02/as-a-system-foreign-aid-is-a-fraud-and-does-nothing-for-inequality
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permanent and secure) under the rubric of economic ‘flexibility’. Social gains are being lost, 

replaced by a principle of commodification of all, including of people. 

 

Wendy Brown (U of Calif at Berkeley), influenced by the writings of Michel Foucault on 

biopolitics [which has given way to an important literature on the concept of 

governmentality, discusses the pervasiveness of this logic in Undoing the Demos: 

Neoliberalism's Stealth Revolution (2015, Zone Books). She writes6:  

Competitiveness becomes something to be pursued in all walks of life. Techniques of 

'governance', such as 'bench-marking' and 'best practice', flood all sectors, as means of 

circumventing political disagreements or debates. The concept of 'human capital' eliminates 

distinctly political or non-economic logics, such as those of citizenship or the humanities, and 

embeds existential questions of how to live one's life within a strictly economic rubric… 

..As a result, we live our lives with constant attention to measurement, necessity, outcomes 

and so on, and have grown deeply suspicious of anything that appears to lack this discipline. 

 

Think of a single prevailing logic that pulls in all activities like a magnet, or a vacuum cleaner. 

As a result professional autonomy is devalued. Certain fields are openly de-professionalized, 

social work, health care, are broken down into activities and competencies, removing the 

space for personal thinking and decision making, applying a so-called “evidence-based” 

golden standard, further regulated by this ‘new’ administration which caters to the same 

logic. The languages of administration and of research become one and the same. This same 

logic has led to the waning of the welfare state. 

 

Neoliberalism and emotional response 

A few words about the emotional responses to neoliberalism, as collective feelings. 7 

                                                      
6 William Davies, (Goldsmith, U of London) in this review of the book, 
 
7 Following WWII, psychologists had a great interest in group or mass psychology, in trying to 
understand how fascism could have happened.  How individuals could be ‘recruited” to such 
regimes. Eric Fromm: The Fear of Freedom; Althusser, recruitment.  
Bourdieu in this team research published in English as”The Weight of the World: “Social 
Suffering in Contemporary Society” (La Misere du Monde)  through case interviews of 
people occupying diff social positions conditions/occupations.   
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In the last several years “The Affective Turn” an arena of scholarship, explores collective 

feelings, influenced by feminist scholarship, as affects are linked to the time and to social 

position. Wendy Brown writes of “left melancholy”, sadness, nostalgia, mourning, by left 

oriented people in the face of advancing neoliberalism8. Brown calls for resisting this 

collective feeling in order to act again (1999).  

In “Depression a public feeling” Ann Cvetkovich (2012) starts her book by recounting 

her experience in the first few years as a professor in a US university, drawing upon entries 

in her diary. She recounts her feelings of depression, dread and isolation, alternating with a 

flatness of affect, hopelessness, a sense of meaninglessness.  

Numerous authors have written about collective feelings that accompany 

racialization. Besides novels by black authors, a book like e.g. Christina (Tina) Sharpe’s, In the 

Wake: On Blackness and Being (2016) straddles genres of writing, social science and 

biographical.  

By contrast, managerial socialisation stresses the excitement of competition; a 

positive” outlook of achievement and excellence, accompanied by an ‘adrenaline rush” and 

rage.  Some enter the race, others retreat into cynicism. What is done is not what is said, 

Words lose their meaning.  

 

   

Neoliberalism and the University 

A look at daily practices and discourse 

 

Now for a grounded examination, I will discuss how the logic of what we have been calling 

neoliberalism has permeated the university, and is transforming the nature and purpose of 

the institution and its relation to society; how it is changing the functioning of the university, 

and the social relations among its ‘members’ --administration, teaching/research faculty, 

and students; how it is fundamentally modifying the very nature of ‘knowledge’ itself. 

 

                                                      
8 Melancholy is a form of mourning, Freud’s famous text “mourning and melancholia” 
cannot let go of the feeling of loss, past-oriented. 
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The former autonomy of the university, though problematic in its elitism, held different 

values than those of the market. Higher education upheld the value of knowledge and 

critique, and academic freedom --initially to escape from the intrusion of the state and other 

institutions/religions. Its institutional arrangements, and social relations reflected the stated 

values. Today we witness, or rather we experience, the rapid loss of autonomy of the 

university, the corporatisation and privatisation of the institution and their consequences for 

social relations and for the values that sustain(ed?) educational and scholarly activities.  

 

I will give you a number of examples, you will recognize some; you will have your own. I had 

to cut back on the number of examples for lack of time.  

 

Government funding for education in general and higher education in particular has dropped 

considerably in recent years, (similarly for health, and social services). Out of a rational 

calculation, universities have welcomed and pursued external private funding as 

complementary to public funds.  

Initially this does not (seem to) affect the overall values of the university…  Until it does.  

  

Universities as corporate entities: 

Universities and real estate capital: Universities treat their land and buildings no longer as 

infrastructural support for learning, but as market capital. Universities buy and rent land for 

commercial purpose.  E.g. Real estate is now the largest source of wealth of NYU.  

Universities invest in the market, taking financial risks for high returns. The crash of the 

market led to a severe loss in pension funds of UofT’s professors [Playing with other people’s 

money]  

 Universities become corporations: University Inc. A remarkable event took place last 

December (2017). Oxford University launched its first centennial bond with the financial 

institution J.P. Morgan – an activity unheard of before on the part of universities. The event 

was celebrated at the London Stock Market (see LSM newsletter). Building on the 

university’s prestige and ‘innovative’ move, the bond tripled in value within a few days 

(from 250,000 EP to 750,000).  

 

Management within the university: 
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 The representation of financial organisations and corporations on university boards is 

routinely practiced as a matter of “good management”. A recent survey of Canadian 

universities (public system) shows that a minimum of 1/3 of board members (often the 

overwhelming majority) are from the financial and corporate sectors.  

 University senior administrators, e.g. provost, previously were academics. They have 

been replaced by professional administrators who come from the corporate sector.  

 The naming of buildings traditionally reserved for prestigious figures in science and the 

humanities has become a feverish activity whose purpose is to advertise the ‘donors’, mostly 

heads of corporations. There is a word for this kind of practice now: it’s  

philanthrocapitalism. Donors gain status and benefit from tax releases. Everything can be 

monetized, from a department to a research centre, a classroom down to a sitting lounge, 

ad infinitum.  

 

Academic research and industry – public and private alliances 

Academic research is increasingly partnering with industry. In the physical sciences, where 

costs are immense, research is often funded by business, and the results purchased by 

enterprises [patents].  

 What can go wrong? Around the year 2000, the University of Toronto offered Dr. 

David Healy9, a leading researcher and practitioner in psychiatry, from Wales, a position as 

director of the Mood and Anxiety Disorders Clinic of the Centre for Addiction and Mental 

Health, part of the university. After accepting the position, Dr. Healy gave a public lecture, in 

which he talked about the mixed results of Prozac type of drugs, and his concern about the 

effects of a new anti-psychosis drug. He also discussed the matter of conflict of interest 

between medical research and the pharmaceutical industry that funds it. 10Within 2 days, his 

position was rescinded. So, the pharmaceutical industry shut down research that could limit 

their profit margin. The university and the Centre denied it. This was a huge scandal. 

Even in the social sciences, such partnerships are common: in Canada, the Ministry of 

Industry is a partner in immigration research. This has led to open conflict about research 

priorities and critiques of policy.  

 

                                                      
9 See 2001 CBC broadcast of the ‘affair’. 
10 In the case of that Clinic, the Eli Lily drug company. 
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Education is more closely tied to its ‘usefulness to industry’. In the name of making 

education relevant to the wider society, universities increasingly function as training 

mechanism for the needs of employers. Gone is the distancing function of higher education.  

 

Playing by the rules of the game: individuation, competition, performance indicators.  It is 

enough to look at university websites to become aware of these conditions, but let me spell 

out some of these processes. Down the food chain. The rich get richer, the poor get poorer. 

  

  Competition among universities to be a “world-class university” “Global systems of 

ranking” e.g. Shanghai, are widely publicized. Universities with high ranking attract research 

funds, stronger students and researchers, thus enhancing the intellectual capabilities and 

power of the institution (and the country).   

- Competition at the national level results in a new distinction between research 

universities vs. teaching universities based on ‘performance’ indicators. This two-tier system 

leads to a differential allocation of resources --presented as ‘rational’, while its principle is 

contrary to those in education and scholarship.  

- Competition within disciplines across universities is instituted through a system of 

ranking whose results are made public E.g the UK research excellence exercise. Profs are 

required to provide documentary evidence of their achievements. Higher ranked 

departments benefit from additional resources. “Loser” departments can be threatened 

with closing, and some have closed.  1112 

 To maximize financial benefits and minimize financial loss, the central administration has 

embraced/imposed a decentralized system of accounting. Each unit (Faculty) has to fend for 

itself and prove its efficiency. This replaces the former redistribution of resources from the 

more profitable (money-making) to the less profitable units, with knowledge as the goal: 

engineering, health sciences vs. humanities and social sciences.  

 Administrative and financial activities proliferate at the expense of scholarly and 

educational activities. The principle of “transparent” “accountability” is invoked. Let me not 

get started on ‘transparency’ practices which violate academic interest and which are far 

from transparent.  

                                                      
11 Centre of Excellence on Immigration (CERIS) annual conference.  
12 Social work at the London School of Economics (LSE) 
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Academic faculty are a mutating species 

 Faculty are condemned to performance and ‘productivity’. You are familiar with these 

strange words. Measuring what is not measurable, counting what cannot be counted. And 

conversely, meaningful work is not reported if it isn’t measurable.  

The ranking of journals in which to publish (“impact” factor), the primacy of articles 

over books, following the health sciences model. The number of articles is the golden 

standard. But who has the time to read them and assess their quality?  Who has the time to 

write them? (see the slow science and slow scholarship articles). This trend has encroached 

significantly upon the lives of academics. Governing through time units: There is no time to 

conduct a scholarly endeavour in depth. So, the work produced is more limited and less 

meaningful. Knowledge suffers, and academic persons suffer a lot, as this imperative takes 

away their motivation for their work.  

 

A sense of anxiety is pervasive, experienced bodily; doing meaningless tasks, e.g. the tasks of 

self-reporting. Similarly, in the caring professions, social work practitioners have to fill 

standard forms to assess clients, there is no space for their narrative. Their knowledge is 

dismissed. A lot is lost. A small example of the irrationality of such practices: Social workers 

have to fill forms at the end of the da, to report how much time they have spent conducting 

different activities: administrative work, meeting clients, speaking on the phone for referrals. 

In speaking with a colleague working at a hospital, I wondered out loud whether “she 

probably makes up the numbers at the end of a hectic day”. “Absolutely she responded, who 

can remember the time devoted to different types of activity when the unit of calculation is 

minutes. How rational is this? 

 

The new way of managing the university and its staff through Flexibility, a coded 

management term, evokes more uncertain, tenuous positions at the whim of the employer. 

The number of tenure-stream positions has considerably decreased, while the number of 

PhDs has increased exponentially. New time-limited contract positions, have flourished, with 

lower pay and limited benefits. People in positions are not entitled to seek research funding.  

At the lowest rung of the hierarchy are ‘sessional instructors”. In earlier times, such 

positions were attributed to professionals from outside the university who provided their 
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expertise. Today, a growing number of PhD graduates are hired to teach single courses as 

needed by the departments. Their remuneration does not include health or retirement 

provisions. Their courses can change from one semester to the next. They typically run from 

one university to the other to try to make ends meet.  It is almost impossible for them to 

move to full-time academic jobs. This group is part of the growing precariat. 

 In a similar move of categorisations (Foucault couldn’t have imagined better), research 

universities have established two separate professorial streams: the traditional, research 

and teaching positions and a distinct ‘teaching stream” with a greater teaching load 

(impossible to meet satisfactorily) and no expectation of publication. Lacking time and 

resources to conduct research, it is almost impossible for them to switch from the teaching 

stream to a research and teaching position.  

The different interests and working conditions of the professorial groups preclude 

solidarity.  

  “Merit increase” is another such mechanisms– a portion of salary set aside for individual 

reward of faculty member performance. Competition and humiliation ensue. 

Additional hurdles include large classes, up to giant several hundred students; the 

standardisation of course content (US is the worst); the delivery of courses through the 

internet, required by the university as a greater source of income; & additional 

administrative tasks. It is not surprising that except for the ‘stars’ of the system, the majority 

of professors experience profound burn-out.    

 

Students and student Fees:  

 Students have become an important source of income for the universities. Student fees 

keep growing, along with student debt, to be repaid over a number of years. This changes 

the nature of the students’ relation to the educational institution. As the students are partly 

‘buying’ their education & degrees, they have become service users and respond in kind.  

 Foreign students have become a lucrative source of income. Oxford U set the example in 

that line of business. Universities recruit foreign students & charges them double the fees 

Foreign students do not have access to federal research fund. 

student scholarships: Since so many students cannot afford their tuition fees, and would 

be deprived of access to education on a financial basis (antithetical to the democratisation of 

knowledge), a whole system of scholarships has been put in place, primarily based on 
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‘academic excellence’ and minimally based on financial need. Here again hierarchical 

categories prevail with differential rewards structure, so that only a tiny number of top 

students can devote themselves, full-time, to their studies, while most students (unless they 

come from wealthy families) hold a paying job. 

  

Grades 

Grading student assignments was never fun, but a new layer of complication arises. Grading 

is no longer about feedback on the ‘quality’ of the work. (We used to say, a grade refects the 

quality of the work, not the quality of the student. However, times are changing, grades are 

directly linked to potential scholarships and senior fellowships, thus students perceive 

grades as a reflection of their status, and as a capital investment.  

 

In the current scenario, the relationship between teacher and student is intrinsically 

modified. Students negotiating their grade is a common occurrence. A few still come to my 

office to engage in a substantive discussion. Most students come to see me to let me know 

in no uncertain terms that they want, and deserve a higher grade. They have been turned 

into consumers, dissatisfied customers who have paid high fees. Have we (the teachers) 

delivered the ‘goods’? If students do poorly maybe it is the fault of the instructor, they 

suggest. The number of grade appeals has largely increased; some students bring along their 

lawyer. It has come to this, even in plagiarism cases. 

 

? INSERT SOME COMMENTS ON THE KNOWLEDGE ECONOMY; intern: Bologna Accord 

 

 

III RESPONSES and RESISTANCE  

 

Will neoliberalism die of its own contradictions, from the polarisations into huge disparities? 

Will it adapt? Can we oppose this trend, conjure up other possibilities, assert other logics, 

promote counter values and forms of knowledge, incl Indigenous and values? Intervene in 

public space, act upon civil society, grow social movements? 

 

Opposition from within a field of activity 
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Tech workers. In the article: “Can Silicon Valley workers rein in big tech from within?” 

published this past August (9) 2018 in the Guardian, Ben Tarnoff  says: ‘In our undemocratic 

digital world, people have little power to shape the tools that affect their lives. But tech 

workers could change that.’  

Whistle blowers, reporting the (invisible) abuses of power over individuals’ lives. 

 

An apparently modest example: is the position of librarians in Canada in regard to public 

space. Librarians share a consensus to maintain and even expand the library as a public 

space. Interpreting that mandate broadly, they actively provide access to homeless people.  

countering their dehumanisation in other spaces. People are protected from the elements 

(warm, cold); they can sit as long as they wish; they can use the toilets to wash themselves. 

Homeless people spend a number of hours in those spaces.  The librarians’ decision supports 

the official mandate of their institution as a public service, but with a twist. Through that 

twist, they provide an unintended service and create a change in social relations in society.  

 

Inside the university: The current head of the Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton 

University, a physicist Robbert Dijkgraaf, published a thin volume (2017) titled The 

Usefulness of Useless Knowledge”. This volume contains the original speech given in 1912 

by Abraham Flexner, the founder of the Institute at Princeton, already at the time arguing 

about a development he foresaw, contesting the nature of what counts as “productive 

knowledge”.  In the second part of the volume, Dijkgraaf argues for the necessity of “deep 

knowledge”, i.e. for basic research. He discusses the dangers of limited neoliberal approach 

to knowledge as the demise of powerful knowledge, reversing thus the terms of power and 

productivity. He predicts the loss of the US leadership in research if this trend persists 

(political argument; economic argument). His lecture is easily accessible on YouTube. 13  

 

This example illustrates several knowledge strategies, which in this instance came together:  

                                                      
13 As I listened to early interviews of the people awarded this year’s Nobel Prize in 
Physiology and Medicine, they both said that their experiments that led to the discovery of a 
new approach to treating cancer, did not start with that goal in mind, but more 
fundamentally with the wish to uncover one of the mysteries in cell behavior.  
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(1) ‘critique’ of contemporary phenomena, an original component of academic work;  

 (2) the strategy of drawing upon history as a source of alternative possibilities that were 

created and abandoned = thus demonstrating that they can exist (Foucault’s history of the 

present: Start from a current problem and trace back historically the processes, practices 

and discourse, that point to continuities and discontinuities. Name what could become a 

contemporary possibility.  

(3) Taking up the role of the ‘public intellectual’ as opposed to a mediatic intellectual. E.g. 

Edward Said, before him JP Sartre, Foucault, Bourdieu.. scholarly figures who take their 

intervention in public spaces (outside the restricted space of the university) and see it as 

part of their academic responsibility.14 

Ex) Varoufakis’ book: Talking to my Daughter about the Economy is written in simple lay and 

accessible language and it is personal. He has a daughter who lives in Australia. He wants to 

convey the importance of understanding the economy and not relinquishing it to expert 

economists. This central domain should be accessible to all citizens. 

 

Alliances among peers as the opposite of competition and division 

In August of this year (Aug. 16/18), 350 American newspapers coordinated their 

efforts and published on the same day an editorial in defense of the freedom of the press 

and of democracy. This was in response to the recurrent message by Trump of media as ‘the 

enemy” of the people. Initiated by the (progressive newspaper) the Boston Globe, the group 

included local as well as national papers. This is rare. But it has been done. It can be done. 

Ex) groups of profs…examine the workings of the university, its policies, its practices,  

Ex) social movements, union movements, university strikes of different categories of 

personnel. Support of such movements across universities.  

 

Alliance across constituencies: bottom-up  

                                                      
14 Ex Colleagues in German universities looking at ‘anti-feminist” practices and discourse, 
through multi-case analyses.  
 
Ex) Mary Beard, a British classicist (Roman, Greek history), a feminist scholar who primarily 
publishes in high-level magazines (TLS, LRB, New Yorker) rather than academic venues, and 
reaches a broad public (there has been a cost to her in her early career..but now)    
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This spring, The Guardian turned over one of their columns to the young people who had 

experienced a mass shooting in their Florida highschool, in which several students were 

killed. The students protested beyond their community and led a national march on 

Washington demanding to change the U.S. gun laws. (prohibit assault weapons). They are 

opposed vociferously by the NRA (national rifle association), a major funder of conservative 

politicians. Over a two-week period, the young people had a forum for presenting and 

discussing their viewpoint, a platform with an international reach. They were given ‘carte 

blanche’ and worked side by side with professional journalists. Such an unusual action 

breaks with the accepted notion of ‘expertise’.  

 

Such examples bring up the question: How can we reimagine the cities or communities we 

live in? One approach to this question is to amplify alternative logics or what remains of 

them, in our social field (higher education) and to import them from other fields.  

 

Art works, art practice have been thought of as field of critique (Amy Mullin).  The political 

scientist, Chantal Mouffe, has written about art as a subversive activity. From a critical artist 

perspective, the British artist, Tracey Emin’s piece “what do artists do all day?” In my own 

work, I have attempted to bring critical art to social work (The work of Stan Douglas in 

Critical social work article; the one on crossing the borders of disciplines in SW & Society). I 

have found that to be energizing for my students, to open up other ways of seeing.  

 

Art is not always a critique. But the challenges that artists face in their daily lives are similar 

to experiences of researchers and educators. Except for a small number of ‘successful’ and 

established artists, most artists experience precarious working conditions, competition, the 

need to constantly apply to funding their projects. Again, rewards (funding and visibility) 

come to the more established institutions that are rarely turned down, rather than to the 

smaller galleries. 

 

Spirituality is often invoked as a counter set of values to the commodification of 

relationships.  And certainly, Indigenous world views and forms of relation stand as 

powerful alternatives to individualist, winner/loser frameworks.  
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And underneath it all, are the values of love and care  

In academia, caring for the work, for the relationships: coming together to help each other 

(vs. individualism and competition), read each other’s work; discuss larger ideas (Great Lakes 

critical geography group). Slow science, slow scholarship -- publications. 

 

One example I know personally: In the US, a highly regarded social work academic, Stan 

Witkin, started a counter-conference in 2000 that was held in his home town at a Retreat 

Centre in Burlington Vermont. These have become annual meetings, drawing social work 

academic from the US, Canada, but also from Europe, from Latin America and Hong Kong. 

Formal presentations are limited; most discussions take place in thematic small groups, 

sharing and debating ideas and projects, and through socializing. I must mention that 

walking lamas was one of the more surprising activity I took part it (see slow science 

movement) 

 

What of emotions? The power of collective emotions can be recruited for political debate 

and action. The political scientist Chantal Mouffe stating that we cannot respond outside of 

emotions, prefers to use the term of passion for the collective feelings of political groups. 

She argues that Passion can be mobilized as forms of identification in the political domain. 

Such energy, which is being mobilized by the populist nationalist, racist, groups, can 

be/should be mobilized for progressive causes, in which discourse and emotion are 

articulated into allegiance. She works with the Podemos movement (“We can”) in Spain. 

 

 

 

 

TAIWAN  

What does it mean for a country like Taiwan? 

 

I do not assume that the practices, the principles, or the experiences I have mentioned are 

the same in Taiwan. Each context is specific with its own history, its structures of relations 

and institutional arrangements (local/global = glocal).  
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A couple of thoughts based on the arguments I deployed in the earlier part of my paper:  

First, neoliberalism is a somewhat global phenomenon in liberal capitalist societies with 

‘democratic’ functioning. Thus, the values of the economy and the financialisation of 

activities and their effects most likely exist, possibly as one important component of the 

situation in Taiwan. To what extent? In what social fields?  

 

At the university level, Taiwan has entered into the world class university ranking as a race 

to the top, (“World-class university in Europe and in Asia by Rosemary Deem, Ka Ho Mok, 

and Lisa Lucas.)  The principles of ‘productivity’ applied to faculty members, individual 

outcome and outputs, visibility in the national and international scene, publishing in English 

language journals, most likely exist. A HK scholar I ran across,  

. During Mok’s various field visits to Taiwan, he got the chance to talk to many university 

academics and they generally feel intensified pressure on research and international 

benchmarking being imposed on them in the last few years, especially when the Ministry of 

Education is keen to position Taiwan’s universities in higher global ranking. End note #2  

The benchmarks of productivity may not be as detailed as is the case in the US (see Great 

Lakes feminist geography group). It is not the same between the US and Canada. With a 

greater pressure in the U.S.  But there is something there and you are in a better position to 

know, and possibly share with me what the situation is like on an everyday basis.   

 

Secondly (2) there is a different set of values away from neoliberalism with the cultural 

tradition of strong family and community ties, which are a great source of support – and 

which can possibly dampen the individualistic competitive aspect of neoliberalism. Whether 

in the university, the competition plays itself out at the collective, inter-departmental level, 

and less forcefully (or openly) among members of a single department.. I have also a sense, 

but I may be wrong, that professor-student relationships may be closer, as a functioning unit, 

in the tradition of transmission and protection, guidance and mutual service.  

 

3) There is of course the geopolitical situation of Taiwan as separate from China. A 

particular history of political and economic relations, rapprochements, and renewed 

tensions.  
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In this context, the democratic development which culminated in the free elections 

of 1996 places a great value on the representative political system and on the growth of an 

active civil society (Habermas) for debate and deliberation over policies. What Chantal 

Mouffe calls an “agonistic political space”, as opposed to a polarised and paralysing 

antagonism. This major transformation in Taiwan’s society has redefined the nature and 

scope of social relations. And this achievement is recent enough that it can still be 

experienced as ‘real’. It is attainable because it has been attained (reached). Such a 

development and its collective memory may cause an emotional, but also ideological and 

pragmatic lever of action that can mobilize people.  

  

The space for developing new policies (and institutional arrangement) that redefine the 

rules of relations between the government and various groups is particularly important. A 

case in point is the recently won legalisation of same-sex marriage. Taiwan is the first 

country in the region to pass such a law (not Hong Kong, …).  There may be setbacks, and 

this or another outcome may be reconsidered (as is the case presently in the West), but the 

collective experience is there to show that it was achieved. A new possibility of living 

together was created. By contrast, in the west (if I can use such loose notion), there is 

increased passivity and a growing sense of hopelessness, with bursts of opposition 

movements. In Taiwan, I have been told, there is an enthusiasm for change, a ‘collective 

passion’ that can be cultivated. 

 

Another way to put it is that the economic and political spheres of life are not identical, but 

come out of different developments. It is in that breach, in that hiatus that a lot can be done. 

I welcome your comments on these thoughts.  
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What can we say of the knowledge economy?  

The ‘harmonization” of the structure of degrees, (up to the masters) across the E.U. , 

through the Bologna accord (date??) had several benefits: of providing ‘equivalent’ level (?) 

education, comparable degrees, the possibility of student exchange across programs, and 

mobility of the task-force across countries  

The path that was chosen is compressed pathway in terms of duration of the degree – which 

is tied to the cost of education for the public sector (can’t have students being students 

forever) an early specialisation, going in and out.  

But this ‘standardisation’ results in a loss of the uniqueness and particularisms of education 

systems across countries.  Germany, for example, the former university education was a 

broad exploration of areas, an encouragement for a breadth of knowledge, and exploration 

across disciplines, followed by a honing in. That aspect is being eliminated, as knowledge 

becomes specialized, time-limited, and more ‘productive’. ] 

 

 


