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5

For over two decades now, neoliberalism has been at the forefront of 
discussions not only in economy and finance but has gradually infil-
trated our vocabulary in a number of areas as diverse as governance 

studies (Wacquant, 2009), criminology (Bell, 2011), health care (Glynos, 
2014), jurisprudence (Grewal & Purdy, 2014), identity politics (Chun, 
2016), education (Grek, 2009) etc. Its economistic language associated 
with the promotion of effectiveness and efficiency combined with indica-
tors and other empirical data claimed to have established a ‘culture of ob-
jectivity’ (Porter, 1995). As Christopher W. Chun emphasizes,

[n]eoliberal policies and practices have attempted to remake our every-
day lives so that every aspect is minutely measured, assessed and evalu-
ated as ‘outputs’, in accordance with manufacturing-based standards of 
production, and defined as ‘best practices’, which is another term adopt-
ed from corporate culture now widely used in education. (Chun, 2016: 
558).

In fact, education has been at the very centre of the neoliberal pub-
lic policy agenda as it allegedly represents one of the main indicators of 
future economic growth and individual well-being. Its – for many schol-
ars dystopian – ‘vision’ of education as an investment is based on a [deter-
ministic] assumption that ‘better educational outcomes are a strong pre-
dictor of economic growth’ (OECD, 2010: 3). Pupils’ achievements is said 
to represent an indicator of the ‘future talent pools’ (PISA, 2012: 26) and 
should therefore be a valid or sufficient indicator of the [economic] success 
in the future [assumption of the translatability of learning achievements 
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in economic performance]. This assumption – most visible in studies dis-
cussing international large-scale student assessments, e.g. PISA etc. – has 
brought to the forefront of both media and political attention the vari-
ous aspects of teaching and learning. Large-scale assessments and quanti-
tative data in general have thus become an important mechanism of the 
‘neo-liberal toolkit’ associated with the process of ‘governing by numbers’ 
(Grek, 2007).

While the analysis of the neoliberal agenda in education is well doc-
umented (e.g. d’Agnese, 2017; Giroux, 2014; Olssen, 2010; Peters, 2011), 
the examination of the language of neoliberal education has been at the 
fringes of scholarly interest (Holborow, 2015). In particular, the expan-
sion of the neoliberal vocabulary with egalitarian ideas such as fairness 
(Bøyum, 2014), justice and disadvantage (Gazeley, 2018), well-being etc. 
has received [at best] only limited attention. For example, one of the lat-
est additions to the neoliberal vocabulary has been the idea of talent. For 
much of its history, the notion of talent has been associated with the idea 
of ‘careers open to talent’. Its emancipatory promise of upward social mo-
bility has ultimately radically transformed the distribution of advantaged 
social positions and has had a lasting influence on the very idea of social 
status itself. Nevertheless, despite its emancipatory link with the equali-
ty of opportunity and social mobility itself, the notion of talent came to 
be affiliated also with some of the most pressing contemporary issues as-
sociated with (in)equality including the ‘ownership’ of talents (Goldman, 
1987), desert (Sher, 2012), brain drain (Brock in Blake, 2015), ‘war for tal-
ent’ (Michaels,  Handfield-Jones in Axelrod, 2001), talent management 
(Lewis i& Heckman, 2006), ‘taxation’ of talents (Hasen, 2006; Roemer, 
1996 [ch. 6]; Zelenak, 2006) etc. 

This shift of emphasis in the use and application of language and 
ideas firmly grounded in some of the well-known slogans (and other buz-
zwords) has had a transformative influence on our way of thinking about 
public policy in general. Yet, this shift of emphasis from concepts and ide-
as that are part of the ‘standard’ vocabulary of neoliberal education, e.g. 
effectiveness, efficiency, commodification, privatization, deregulation etc. 
to concepts and ideas that are part of a more egalitarian vocabulary, not 
only put large-scale assessments and quantitative data as its main product 
at the very centre of education policy-making but – perhaps equally im-
portant – has had a profound effect on education in general. 

This journal special issue of Šolsko polje entitled ‘The Language of 
Neoliberal Education’ brings together both conceptual and empirical pa-
pers as well as an interview that addresses a wide range of problems and 
challenges associated with the language of neoliberalism in education 
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[with possible applications to other areas of public policy]. The introduc-
tory article by Vasco d’Agnese discusses some of the linguistic choices as 
well as the [problematic] mixture of diverse communicative registers used 
by the OECD in its policy documents. In his article ‘Neoliberalism and 
Laissez-faire: The Retreat from Naturalism’, Mark Olssen examines some 
of the core features characterizing the neoliberal conception of govern-
mentality as well as sets out the distinctive features that characterize neo-
liberalism (with a brief investigation of their consequences for education). 
Next, in his article ‘Unpacking the Usage & Implications of Neoliberal 
Language in The Russell Group’s Education Strategies’, Rodolfo Levya 
examines the latest education strategy statements of said group’s individ-
ual members to identify pedagogic and institutional trends and trajecto-
ries. As he emphasizes, the findings of his quantitative content analysis 
show that these statements are predominantly rife with neoliberal discur-
sive inflections, which effectively and principally equate a university ed-
ucation with professional development and research with economic util-
ity. At the same time, the findings make clear that the traditional role of 
universities is virtually absent. The concluding section of his article dis-
cusses what this indicates for teaching and learning in British universi-
ties. Michael Peters’s essay is a discussion of neoliberalism as a form of po-
litical discourse – ‘the political arithmetic of Homo Oeconomicus’. In the 
first half, the essay begins with a genealogy of political discourse with an 
etymology from late Middle English and Medieval Latin. The second half 
of the essay traces the emergence of the figure of Homo Oeconomicus and 
the rise of rational choice theory by focusing on its application to educa-
tion as a commodity. Finally, as the author emphasizes, the paper turns to 
a discussion of Foucault’s understanding of neoliberalism. Based on his 
decades long examination of neoliberalism and its educational agenda, 
Henry Giroux discusses in the interview form how the neoliberal ideolo-
gy came to dominate some of the commanding institutions of contempo-
rary societies. At the same time, he also discusses the centrality of educa-
tion under neoliberal modes of governance as well as the role of large-scale 
assessments and quantitative data in educational research. In the central 
part of the interview Prof. Giroux examines neoliberalism’s strategy of ap-
propriating ideas and concepts that lie outside its gravitational orbit and 
its transformative influence on our way of thinking about education and 
public policy in general. In her article, Urška Štremfel addresses some of 
the questions about influence of educational (neoliberal) governance in 
the European Union (EU) on the development of national educational 
policies and practice. The theoretical dispositions, as she emphasizes, are 
demonstrated in the case study of Slovenia, which presents an interesting 
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case of studying the interference between traditional post-socialist values 
and the Western EU (neoliberal) model of education. In the concluding 
article of this journal special issue, Petar Jandrić and Sarah Hayes exam-
ine how the student-as-consumer approach in the UK HE policy has re-
cently developed into a strong rhetoric emphasizing ‘the student experi-
ence’ as a package, including leisure, well-being, future employment and 
other ‘extras’.

As the articles published in this journal special issue of Šolsko polje 
testify, the neoliberal educational agenda best represented by an instru-
mental understanding of education, a zero-sum understanding of the rela-
tionship between freedom and equality, a distorted conception of fairness 
and a reductionist way of using quantitative data in educational policy has 
unequivocally influenced how educational problems are being tackled in 
both theory and practice. There is therefore ample room for further ex-
amination of these [and other] issues associated with the neoliberalism in 
education. 
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Concealment and Advertising:  
Unraveling OECD’s Educational Rhetoric

Vasco d’Agnese

Introduction

In their 2009 article “Neoliberalism: From New Liberal Philosophy to 
Anti-Liberal Slogan”, Boas and Gans-Morse write that “Neoliberalism 
has rapidly become an academic catchphrase. From only a handful 

of mentions in the 1980s, use of the term has exploded during the past 
two decades, appearing in nearly 1,000 academic articles annually be-
tween 2002 and 2005.” (Boas and Gans-Morse, 2009: p. 138) Interestingly 
enough, when tracing the history of the term, Boas and Gans-Morse note 
that when the term first appeared it did not have the negative normative 
connotation it has nowadays: 

[T]he term neoliberalism was first coined by the Freiberg School of Ger-
man economists to denote a philosophy that was explicitly moderate in 
comparison to classical liberalism, both in its rejection of laissez-faire
policies and its emphasis on humanistic values. [...] Only once the term
had migrated to Latin America, and Chilean intellectuals starting using 
it to refer to radical economic reforms under the Pinochet dictatorship, 
did neoliberalism acquire negative normative connotations and cease to 
be used by market proponents. (Gans-Morse, 2009: p. 139)

Therefore, at present, “no one self-identifies as a neoliberal even 
though scholars frequently associate others [...] with this term”. (Boas and 
Gans-Morse, 2009: p. 140). While Boas and Gans-Morse’s analysis pri-
marily referred to political and economic fields, their claims are also apt to 
describe educational studies. Starting in the 1990s, in fact, a large number 
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of scholars began to focus on what may be loosely called the neoliberal ed-
ucational agenda, highlighting, in various guises and degrees, its dangers 
and educational fallacies. Given the purposes of this paper, I cannot sum-
marize the whole range of criticisms against neoliberalism in education or 
scrutinize the documents and publications through which the neoliber-
al agenda is delivered worldwide. However, in order to consistently devel-
op my argument a kind of stipulative definition of neoliberalism has to be 
given. Thus far, neoliberalism has been mainly understood as: 

a) A political and developmental model spanning diverse fields, includ-
ing education and schooling. This model places a strong emphasis 
on economy as a natural force producing unpredictable changes and 
constant renewal.1 Within this framework, both “individuals” and 
“training systems”—as the European Council states—“must adapt 
to change”. (European Council, 2000) Education and learning are 
thus positioned as needing to constantly chase new developments in 
the market economy (Apple, 1995, 2000; Connell, 2013; Hill, 2004). 
In Brown’s words, “we are everywhere homo oeconomicus and only 
homo oeconomicus.” (Brown, 2015: p. 33)

b) An ideology permeating the social and educational space by which a 
peculiar vision of individuals, students, learning and educational in-
stitutions is delivered (Clarke, 2012; Mahiri, 2005; Masschelein and 
Simons, 2008, 2013; Power and Whitty, 2010). This ideology plac-
es a strong emphasis on ongoing competition at all levels of educa-
tion and society while weakening a vision of education as a site for 
sharing, togetherness and the emergence of newness. As a caveat, 
one peculiar characteristic of neoliberal ideology is that it presents 
itself, in a sense, as the only game in town. Everything falling outside 
the given register of performativity, economic advantage and com-
petition is increasingly regarded as inconsequential, if not senseless 
at all. Such a tautological nature of neoliberalism makes criticizing 
and challenging its assumptions extremely difficult for, according to 
Hursh and Henderson “neoliberal policies” create a severe limitation 
of “public discourse”, and “what can be said and thought” within the 

1 Emphasis on the overwhelming importance of economy is widespread within critiques 
of the neoliberal educational agenda. In this regard, Olssen and Peters argue that under 
a neoliberal regime, “education is represented as an input-output system that can be re-
duced to an economic production function.” (Olssen and Peters, 2005: 324) Along similar 
lines, David Harvey highlights that neoliberalism “seeks to bring all human action into 
the domain of the market.” (Harvey, 2005: 3). For a thoughtful discussion of how and why 
standardization works in the neoliberal educational agenda, see Mahiri, 2005: 72–88.



v. d’agnese ■ concealment and advertising: unraveling ...

13

political, social and educational arena. (Hursh and Henderson, 2011: 
p. 176)

c) A set of educational policies delivered both at a supra-national and 
national level that establishes what, when, how and even why one 
should learn. Such a control over schooling is accomplished through 
the allocation of substantial financial resources, which steer both 
the macro and the micromanagement of schooling and education 
(Apple, 2000; Ball, 2009; Ball and Olmedo, 2013; Biesta, 2004; 
Marginson, 2006).

However, it is my argument that neoliberalism doesn’t only act at a 
political level, and by means of economic penetration. It is my contention 
that, when analyzing the neoliberal framework for education, we have to 
also analyze its linguistic level, and the widespread rhetoric that guides 
the representations of education and schooling we address (Alexander, 
2011). Without such an analysis we run the risk to not capture the pow-
er of fascination and the pull neoliberalism exerts. Neoliberalism, in fact, 
also acts by means of a fascinating rhetoric and language, one in which 
“better jobs for better lives” (OECD, 2018a) are promised, and a “new vo-
cabulary of performance” (Ball, 2003: p.218) reshapes teachers’ and stu-
dents’ aims and purposes. When reading publications or documents de-
livered by some of the major educational agencies worldwide, we may note 
that a strong emphasis is placed on concepts such as “student achievement 
and competitiveness” (U.S Department of Education, 2018), and on “what 
is required to succeed” (Schleicher, 2016a) in today’s complex world. 

Then, it is important to note that neoliberalism’s power of penetra-
tion also lies in its rhetoric and ubiquity. Neoliberal language spans from 
the normative frameworks through which financial resources are deliv-
ered to brochures presenting specific assessment tools; it informs both the 
political acts delivered by nation states and videos aimed at promoting ed-
ucational equipments. We find neoliberal logic and language in a num-
ber of documents from some major educational institutions and agencies 
worldwide—e.g., U.S Department of Education, European Commission, 
Australian Department for Education and Training—as well as in private 
schools’ advertisment.

Given these premises, in my paper I wish to unravel such a rhetorical 
aspect of neoliberal educational agenda, which is at the heart of the suc-
cess and dissemination of educational neoliberalism. Given the diffusion 
and ubiquity of neoliberal rhetoric, in my paper I shall restrict my analy-
sis to one of such examples, thus focusing my attention on one of the ed-
ucational agencies involved in such a protean movement, namely, OECD. 
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Specifically, through close scrutiny of OECD’s language, I go deep into 
the educational and ethical gesture underpinning OECD’s rhetorical ap-
paratus. A careful analysis of OECD’s documents—including publica-
tions, documents, brochure, videos and recommendations—spanning 
from 2012 upto 2018, will show that the Organization, while concealing 
its role as one shaping educational policies worldwide, shows a remarkable 
prowess in communicating its ideas and mastering diverse communica-
tive registers, such as a scientific register, on the one hand, and a language 
more in line with advertising style, on the other hand—thus making, as I 
wish to argue, a problematic mix.

The paper is framed into two sections and a conclusion: in the first 
section, I analyse a major feature of OECD’s rhetorical strategy, name-
ly, that of concealing its normative and performative role of steering ed-
ucational policies worldwide, thus presenting its products as—just—re-
sponses to pressing needs already present in schooling and society. To be 
very clear, OECD creates the needs to which its products—PISA, TALIS, 
PIAAC—are supposed to respond. In the second section, I unravel the 
second feature of OECD’s rhetorical strategy, namely, that of mixing two 
diverse logics and languages, such as a scientific logic and language, on the 
one hand, and a logic and language more akin to advertisement leanings, 
on the other. In the conclusions, I summarize and conclude my attempt.

One Test, One Vision, One School
In this section, I analyse a major feature of OECD’s rhetorical strategy, 
namely, that of concealing its normative and performative role of steer-
ing educational policies worldwide, thus presenting its products as sim-
ple responses to needs already expressed by schools, teachers, policy mak-
ers and society at large. To be very clear, OECD, consistently with its own 
goals, builds a peculiar vision of education and society, ascribing such a vi-
sion not to its own interests and aims; rather, such a vision is ascribed to 
a widespread and unavoidable movement involving all countries around 
the world, and pressing needs stemming from society independently of 
OECD’s power of persuasion and penetration. In this way, one is pushed 
to feel and perceive OECD’s purposes and interests as one’s own, while 
OECD comes to be seen as—just—an agency which helps us to meet the 
goals we already have in mind. 

To introduce my analysis, I consider the OECD publication PISA 
2012 Results: What Makes Schools Successful? Resources, Policies and 
Practices (OECD, 2013). In the Foreword we find the following:
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[M]ore and more countries are looking beyond their own borders for 
evidence of the most successful and efficient policies and practices. 
Indeed, in a global economy, success is no longer measured against na-
tional standards alone, but against the best-performing and most rapidly 
improving education systems. Over the past decade, the OECD Pro-
gramme for International Student Assessment, PISA, has become the 
world’s premier yardstick for evaluating the quality, equity and efficiency 
of school systems. But the evidence base that PISA has produced goes 
well beyond statistical benchmarking. By identifying the characteristics 
of high-performing education systems PISA allows governments and 
educators to identify effective policies that they can then adapt to their 
local contexts. (OECD, 2013: p. 3)

This statement, I argue, is a significant example of OECD’s rheto-
ric. Several assumptions are included in this passage, and the statement it-
self, despite its plain and reassuring language, is anything but neutral and 
innocent. A powerful direction situates education in a well-defined val-
ue square of money, success, evidence and competition—notice, the hall-
marks of neoliberalism. Moreover: as stated above, such a well-defined 
square is not presented as a peculiar—and legitimate—perspective of the 
Organization. Rather, it is presented as a neutral, unique and unavoidable 
reality embracing educational systems worldwide.

The question of evidence and evidence-based education is intro-
duced in the first statement of the passage. Here, we may note that evi-
dence itself is not questioned: it is a given. It is a given in two ways: on the 
one hand, it is implicitly assumed that only evidence-based data may pro-
vide meaningful information about educational systems—hardly, in fact, 
in OECD’s educational framework may we find trace of diverse assess-
ment models.2 On the other hand, it is assumed that, within the range 
of evidence-based tools for assessing skills and competencies, PISA is the 
best one. Thus, as we may note, both questionable assumptions are taken 
for granted without arguing further. Moreover: as stated above, the need 
for evidence is not a specific purpose of the Organization. Rather, it aris-
es from “more and more countries” around the world independently of 
OECD. 

In the second statement of the passage, OECD introduc-
es the two guidelines through which education must be conceived 
of: an economics and performance-based vision of education, and a 
strong commitment to “success” and measurement, or, better said, to 

2 For more on the relationship between evidence-based epractice and neoleberal education-
al agenda see Au, 2011; Biesta, 2010; Hursh, 2008; Shahjahan 2011.
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a—problematic—measurement of success. We are told that, “in a global 
economy, success is no longer measured against national standards alone, 
but against the best-performing and most rapidly improving education 
systems”. Here, again, a concealing strategy is at work. By such a strategy 
the reader is pushed to believe the following: a) a “global economy” is an 
all-encompassing concept, one that can and must ground any and every 
educational framework; additionally, in OECD’s language and ideology 
the concept of “global economy” is a totalizing one, namely, it stands for 
the world in all of its features—I will return to this in the second sec-
tion. In this way both the reduction of living to economy and of educa-
tion to neoliberal dictate is silently accomplished; b) success is the driv-
en value of such a world. With respect to this, it should be noted that not 
just success is a problematic educational category, for in the end one could 
ask success in and for what; success, additionally, is also an indeterminate 
concept, one that, in a sense, may be filled up with anything. Otherwise 
stated, OECD should specify what success means in its educational per-
spective; and c) despite such an indeterminateness of what success means 
and entails, we are pushed to believe that the factors conducive to success 
can be clearly measured and evaluated. In this way PISA, as the best tool 
for measuring educational success, becomes an indispensable product at 
any level of education and schooling. 

OECD, then, puts in place a rhetorical mechanism in which too 
much is taken for granted. This leads to a situation in which PISA is nei-
ther only an international survey nor an assessment tool amongst other 
assessment tools. Through OECD’s words, we are pushed to believe that 
PISA mirrors an indisputable reality: the whole argument is presented as 
evidence. Here, it should be noted that the term “evidence” has a twofold 
meaning: on the one hand, the term refers to the evidence-based paradigm 
as the alleged gold standard for both educational assessment and scientif-
ic research; on the other hand, evidence is understood as the—ground-
ed—reason for believing that something is true. Then, we may see that 
the technical and the common meaning of the term evidence reinforce 
one another, thus creating a kind of loop by which the reader is pushed to 
believe that the affirmations being made cannot be questioned—as Angel 
Gurrìa, the OECD Secretary General, would say, they are a kind of “mir-
ror” of reality (Gurrìa, 2016a). OECD’s rhetorical strategy equates its own 
vision to the vision stemming from all countries committed to educating 
their girls and boys.

To close the loop, in the final sentence of the passage we encounter 
PISA’s colonialist stance (d’Agnese, 2015, 2017). Here, in fact, we read that, 
“PISA allows governments and educators to identify effective policies that 
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they can then adapt to their local contexts.” In other words, PISA iden-
tifies what must be done in educational arena worldwide, with no room 
for uncertainty or mistake, and local countries and schools—just—have 
to follow, thus adapting OECD’s strategies, aims and criteria to their con-
text. That is why OECD enhances a vision of schooling in terms of adap-
tation and execution—gesture that is both theoretically weak and ethi-
cally problematic. 

The passage quoted, then, is a significant example of OECD’s rhe-
torical strategy, one in which OECD presents its own vision of educa-
tion as an unavoidable necessity, and its work as a response to needs firm-
ly located in schooling, educational policies and society at large. In this 
way OECD hinders its performative positions, thus transforming its aims 
in educational necessities arising from society. In this way, OECD cre-
ates the premises, the market, if you wish, in which its own products may 
be sold. In this case, rhetorical strategy prepares and grounds economic 
penetration.

With respect to the issues raised thus far, it should be highlighted 
that we are not facing an occasional passage. In several places OECD and 
its authoritative members emphasise the power of PISA of being “a mir-
ror” of education thus “demonstrating to all countries what is possible” 
(Gurrìa, 2016a). Moreover: in Gurrìa’s authoritative words, “PISA tests 
the readiness for an active role in today’s society; it tests how [. . . students] 
think and how they work [...]. But first of all PISA shows what achieve-
ments are possible in education.” (Gurrìa, 2016b). Left apart that, techni-
cally speaking, thinking of having a mirror of something is, scientifically, 
a medieval epistemological stance, what is remarkable is that according to 
OECD’s own words, we are lead to believe that the present and the future 
of education are envisioned through a politics based on a two hour test.

However, this is not the only example of such a strategy. To provide 
further evidence of OECD’s stance, I shall analyze two passages from 
two OECD’s publication: Education Today 2013: The OECD Perspective 
(OECD, 2012) and PISA 2012 Results: What Students Know and Can Do 
(OECD, 2014). In the former publication we read the following:

The OECD Skills Strategy provides an integrated, cross-government 
strategic framework aimed to help countries understand more about 
how to invest in skills to help transform better skills into better jobs, 
economic growth and social inclusion. To this end, the first main policy 
lever to address is to develop relevant skills [...]. The second main lever is 
to activate skills supply, encouraging people to offer their skills and to 
retain skilled people on the labour market [...] The third lever is to put 
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skills to effective use, creating a better match between people’s skills and 
job requirements. (OECD, 2012: p. 51–53)

Here, once again, we may see that OECD’s rhetorical apparatus 
works through two related passages: a) in the first one, OECD presents 
its own vision of education as a request emerging from countries around 
the world, rather than its own vision of education; and b) in the second 
passage, to close the loop, such a vision is transformed in an unavoidable 
necessity. We may notice such a rhetorical mechanism in the first state-
ment of the passage quoted above: OECD’s role is merely one of help-
ing countries “[to] understand more about how to invest in skills to help 
transform better skills into better jobs, economic growth and social inclu-
sion.” As a corollary, I wish to add that, if at the individual level, it is rea-
sonable to suppose that “better jobs” depend on “better skills”—although 
a question can be made about the fact that which jobs are better depends 
on one’s aims and aspirations—it is difficult to understand how OECD 
makes such an automatic passage from economic growth to social inclu-
sion. That economic growth automatically produces social inclusion is not 
a given–again, such a position seems to be consistent to neoliberal ideolo-
gy (Brown, 2015; Hill, 2004). 

The second rhetorical passage OECD makes, namely, that of turn-
ing its vision of education into the one and only vision possible, is accom-
plished in the second part of the passage. Here, we may notice that “acti-
vat[ing] skills supply, encouraging people to offer their skills and to retain 
skilled people on the labour market […], creating a better match between 
people’s skills and job requirements”, are well-known neoliberal rules. 
Schooling, otherwise stated, does no exhaust its mandate with furnish-
ing the “right skills”. Schools also have a much broader ethical, affective, 
and social role. However, even when limiting schools’ role to such “right 
skills”, it should be highlighted that schools should have a role in deter-
mining which the “right skills” are, and which the method for teaching 
and assessing them shoud be. Otherwise, we run the risk of transforming 
schools in mere executors of OECD’s politics. In other words, too much 
of what schooling is about is being left behind by OECD’s picture.

OECD’s rhetorical strategy becomes even more evident in a 2014 
publication, PISA 2012 Results: What Students Know and Can Do, where 
the twofold hindering of its own position as a performative one, and of its 
own view as the only view in town, is clearly at work. Given the relevance 
of the issue, it is worth quoting the passage at length:

Equipping citizens with the skills necessary to achieve their full poten-
tial, participate in an increasingly interconnected global economy, and 
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ultimately convert better jobs into better lives is a central preoccupation 
of policy makers around the world. Results from the OECD’s recent 
Survey of Adult Skills show that highly skilled adults are twice as likely 
to be employed and almost three times more likely to earn an above-me-
dian salary than poorly skilled adults. In other words, poor skills severely 
limit people’s access to better-paying and more rewarding jobs. Highly 
skilled people are also more likely to volunteer, see themselves as actors 
rather than as objects of political processes, and are more likely to trust 
others. Fairness, integrity and inclusiveness in public policy thus all hinge 
on the skills of citizens. (OECD, 2014: p. 3)

For the sake of clarity, it will be useful schematizing my point. At 
least four elements are significant in OECD’s reasoning: a) the exchange 
between OECD’s and policy makers’ “preoccupation”; b) the linear rela-
tionship OECD stages between “necessary skills”, “better jobs” and “bet-
ter lives”; c) the equivalence OECD makes between what one is expected 
to learn, do and be as a citizen and what one is expected to learn, do and be 
as a—particular kind—of worker; and, as a result of such an equivalence 
d) the link being made between the propensity “to trust others”, the “[f]
airness, integrity and inclusiveness” we may find in public policy, and the 
necessity to produce “[h]ighly skilled people”.

The first element, that is, the exchange between OECD’s and pol-
icy makers’ “preoccupation”, is evident in the first statement of the pas-
sage. Here we learn that “[e]quipping citizens with the skills necessary to 
achieve their full potential, participate in an increasingly interconnect-
ed global economy, and ultimately convert better jobs into better lives is 
a central preoccupation of policy makers around the world.” To be very 
clear, I do not wish to deny that “[e]quipping citizens with the skills neces-
sary to [...] participate in an increasingly interconnected global economy” 
is one of the preoccupations of some or many policy makers around the 
world, nor I wish to deny that this is an aim worth to pursue—although 
the question remains as to what such skills are and which the conception 
of an “interconnected global economy” precisely is. The problem, again, is 
that this is not the whole picture. To put it clearly, why does OECD speak 
for all policy makers? And why does OECD speak just in terms of “glob-
al economy”? Again, such a preoccupation is the output of a peculiar, ne-
oliberal vision of education, not the whole picture.

Following OECD’s statement, we come to the second point, name-
ly, that of transforming “better jobs into better lives”. Here, one may ask 
when and how the conversion of “better jobs into better lives” does occur. 
To be very clear: At which point, and within which system of reduction, 
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does the translation from life to a two-hours test occur? Here, I do not 
wish to be naïve: a job is a relevant part of living, and life may hardly be 
good when making a bad job. However, the problem with equating “bet-
ter jobs” to “better lives” is that not only—as argued above—what is good 
depends on who you are and what you wish to achieve; moreover, a good 
job is part of good life, for it is common sense that one’s life depends on 
several factors, such as love, health, social and familiar relationships and 
so on. In this way, OECD enhances a vision in which a “good job” is the 
only commitment one should have, in that happiness strictly depends on 
which a job one obtains. Such a gesture comes to enhance a narrow and 
misguided vision of life, society, relationships and education. Once again, 
it should be noted that the use of the term “interconnected global econo-
my”, in which the term “economy” stands for the term world, is significant 
of such a narrowing down of living to its economic features. In OECD’s 
picture of education students are not required to participate in the world; 
rather, they are “required to [...] participate in an increasingly intercon-
nected global economy” —an argument OECD recalls in its PISA tri-
fold brochure (OECD, 2017). The difference is pivotal, in that being in 
the world and with the world, means seeing oneself and others as active 
part of such a world; it means exercising criticism, while listening to oth-
ers’ reasons and debating. It means, also, questioning the very structure of 
our questioning. 

Then, we may note that OECD, with its taken-for-grantedness stra-
tegy, by which a particular view of society is presented as the world in all 
of its features, erases the very conditions for sharing and debating, condi-
tions without which schooling makes little sense. For schooling to be in-
clusive, one has to provide a framework in which students may also que-
stion the very order in which they find themselves. This is not the case 
with PISA, in which a conception of economy comes to frame education 
in all of its features, thus silencing from the very beginning even the need 
and the desire for questioning and thinking otherwise.

The third point I wish to raise is that of levelling what one is expected 
to learn, do and be as a citizen and what one is expected to learn, do and be 
as a worker. This is clear in OECD’s statement that “[h]ighly skilled peo-
ple are also more likely to volunteer, see themselves as actors rather than 
as objects of political processes, and are more likely to trust others.” Here, 
the following question arises: how does OECD draw the conclusion that 
political participation and active citizenship linearly derives from high-
skills qualification? Which studies offer evidence for such a conclusion? 
Again, OECD draws sharp conclusions and boldly makes claims about 
slippery and controversial arguments, without further qualification. 
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The fourth point I wish to discuss is strictly connected to the one 
discussed above, and it is that of the link OECD makes between “[f]air-
ness, integrity and inclusiveness in public policy” and “the skills of citi-
zens.” Here, it is difficult to see why “[f]airness, integrity and inclusive-
ness in public policy” should depend on “the skills of citizens”. To put 
the point directly: what have skills to do with fairness and integrity? It 
is common sense that one may be both un-skilled and fair, or, alterna-
tively, skilled and unfair. The point is even more paradoxical when we 
come to inclusiveness, in that one would expect that such a founding val-
ue should be enacted regardless which skills one has. Moreover, society 
should be more inclusive exactly towards those who are less skilled, in that 
it is expected that highly skilled people are either already included, or have 
strong means to be included.

Then, through the analysis of OECD’s own words, I hope to have 
argued that in OECD’s model students—and society as well—are con-
ceived as a kind of container for the right skills and competencies. By 
rendering education subservient to learning and learning subservient to 
predetermined set of skills, OECD makes dealing with education a ques-
tion of mere functionality, a matter of put and remove. The only possi-
ble option for education, in OECD’s vision, is to follow and adapt to the 
existing—neoliberal—regime. 

Moreover: the supposed leap OECD claims to perform from the giv-
en contents of national curriculum to skills and competencies apt to man-
age real-life situations, is only an ostensible one. This is true for OECD 
repeats the mistake of the “traditional schooling model” (OECD, 2016) 
OECD itself criticizes, namely, that of rendering students subservient 
to a framework lowered from above. We should note that both the mod-
el OECD criticizes, and OECD’s own framework come to schools from 
above, as already settled and defined. The whole set of skills and learn-
ing outcomes which students are expected to perform comes as a package 
from OECD to Nation States to schools, and OECD seems to know in 
advance which the aims and purposes of girls and boys worldwide are. In 
other words, both the “traditional schooling model” and OECD conceive 
of schooling as just a matter of reproduction and adaptation. The only dif-
ference between them lies in what is to be reproduced—predefined con-
tents, on the one hand, and predefined skills, on the other. The uncritical 
adherence to the social and economic model in force OECD pursues ends 
in betraying education. 

It should be highlighted that such a model affects and limits both 
students and society. On the one hand, students are forced to meet pre-
conceived standards and values; as a matter of fact, students are implicitly 
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asked to renounce enacting their own projects and subjectivities—and 
this is another way in which PISA exerts its colonialist stance upon educa-
tional subjects. On the other hand, society loses the possibility to be chal-
lenged and modified by students. Such a model affects even teachers: they 
are called to enact a preconceived framework, whether they relate to stu-
dents, whether to curriculum. By such a framework what a student must 
achieve, what the subject matter of discipline entails, and even what ef-
fects teaching should produce, is established in advance. Of course, teach-
ers have to project their actions in classrooms, being aware and compe-
tent about all this. They also should meet some teaching standards, those 
standards being the national curriculum, or indications emerging from 
the school in which they teach. Here, to be very clear, I am not arguing 
for a romantic or naïve interpretation of teachers as figures that stage un-
mediated relationships with students, thereby coming to a deep under-
standing of educational situations. Teachers, of course, must be capable 
and competent, but the discussion should not be limited to the kinds of 
‘capability’ and ‘knowledge’ that they need and use. It is also relevant to 
discuss a) what such performative concepts leave behind and b) the posi-
tion that the rationale of teaching has in such educational situations, for 
everything constituting the rational and procedural apparatus of teach-
ing, including professional development, is framed by teachers’ intention-
ality, namely, by teachers’ being involved in leaving teaching situations 
(English, 2013; Todd, 2001). 

Learning from Schleicher’s Words. Mixing Diverse 
Languages and Logics
Thus far, I have attempted to highlight the first feature of OECD’s rhe-
torical strategy, namely, that of concealing its performative and normative 
educational role. In this section, I unravel the second feature of OECD’s 
rhetorical strategy, namely, that of mixing two diverse logics and languag-
es, such as a scientific logic and language, on the one hand, and a logic 
and language more akin to advertisement, on the other. Along the way, 
other features of OECD’s stance will emerge, such as a problematic uni-
formity of language within the Organization, and a likewise problemat-
ic narrowing down of the purposes and aims of education. To make my 
point, I focus on four of Schleicher’s videos. The reasons for my choice 
are grounded, on the one hand, in the authority of the person, in being 
Andrea Schleicher the Director of the OECD Directorate for Education 
and Skills; on the other hand, such videos, in being exemplary of OECD’s 
stance and gesture, allow us to come to full circle about the vision of eth-
ics and education OECD enacts. 
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The first passage is taken from a video presenting the PISA-based 
Test for Schools, a tool aimed at measuring and benchmarking schools’ 
competitiveness and efficiency. I quote two significant passages from the 
video and then provide my commentary:

For more than ten years now PISA, the world’s premier students as-
sessment, has evaluated and compared student’s systems all around the 
world. [...]
[PISA-based Test for Schools task is] provide tangible insights on how 
to leverage improvements. And that is exactly what PISA-based Test for 
Schools is about. They [policy makers, teachers, educators] know how 
important it is for their students to enter a global economy where they 
will be competing for the best jobs with young people from all over the 
world. And in a global economy the benchmark for educational success 
is no longer improvement by national standards alone, but the best-per-
forming education systems internationally. (Schleicher, 2016a)

Above all, we may note a clear similarity – if not uniformity – with 
both Gurrìa’s words and several OECD’s documents (see Gurrìa 2016a, 
2016b; OECD, 2014, 2016). The language being spoken, the terms used, 
the syntax emerging from comparison and even the ‘mood’ which perme-
ates both Schleicher’s, Gurrìa’s and OECD’s words seem to come from 
the same source. Of course, consistency and concord within organiza-
tions are expected. However, here a different mechanism seems at work: 
OECD and its authoritative members speak in unison, with one voice, so 
to speak. Such a stance reveals a problematic gesture toward society and 
education, for one would expect more nuanced and even diverse positions 
within such a complex and articulated organization as OECD is, espe-
cially on a matter such education that is, by definition, complex, uncer-
tain and multifaceted. Education, in fact, is related to societies, which are, 
by definition, complex and variegated. The argument I raise is related to 
the overall politics enacted by OECD: in narrowing down education, liv-
ing and society, in uniforming them to one’s vision one must use a well-de-
fined and standardized language, a language in which diversity and dif-
ferences are not allowed. Then, such uniformity is but another example of 
the severe reduction of education enacted by OECD.

Returning to Schleicher’s statements, we find a clear expression of 
the features education must have in OECD’s framework: a) success and 
money as the measure for a good education; b) competition as the basic 
educational engine; and c) a performance-based conception of education. 
Such elements are clearly expressed in the last four lines: 
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They [policy makers, teachers, educators] know how important it is for 
their students to enter a global economy where they will be competing 
for the best jobs with young people from all over the world. And in a 
global economy the benchmark for educational success is no longer im-
provement by national standards alone, but the best-performing educa-
tion systems internationally.

Students, once again, enter a “global economy”, not a global world. 
The difference is not a philosophical one. Rather, it has important polit-
ical, ethical and pragmatic bearings. Entering a global world, in fact, is a 
global process, in that all of one’s and others’ personality are involved in 
such an encounter: new relationships emerge, and new encounters are be-
ing made. On the contrary, when entering “a global economy” individual 
features come to be subservient and reduced to the economic features of 
life. Living, then, comes to be reduced to competition “for the best jobs”, 
meaning that other human beings come to be seen as your competitors—
and that is why education is a performance-based system and PISA dan-
gerously narrows down education to a zero-sum game, one in which one 
wins if one’s opponents lose. 

However, as previously argued, benchmarking educational success is 
the key-means by which OECD’s politics is accomplished—and, in fact, 
“Measuring Student success around the World”, as PISA homepage re-
cites (OECD, 2016), appears the key-objective of PISA’s politics.

The same concepts are expressed in another video, titled Use data to 
build better schools. I quote three significant passages and then provide my 
commentary:

So this tells us that, in a global economy, it is no longer national improve-
ment that is the benchmark for success, but the best performing edu-
cation systems internationally. The trouble is that measuring how much 
time people spend in school or what degree they have got is not always a 
good way of seeing what they can actually do. Look at the toxic mix of 
unemployed graduates on our streets, while employers say they cannot 
find the people with the skills they need. And that tells you that better 
degrees don’t automatically translate into better skills and better jobs 
and better lives. [...]
High-performing systems also share clear and ambitious standards 
across the entire spectrum. Every student knows what matters. Every 
student knows what’s required to be successful. [...]
If we can help every child, every teacher, every school, every principal, 
every parent see what improvement is possible, that only the sky is the 
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limit to education improvement, we have laid the foundations for better 
policies and better lives. (Schleicher, 2016b)

Here, let me say that I acknowledge that, as Schleicher states, “better 
degrees don’t automatically translate into better skills and better jobs and 
better lives.” But I believe that the reason for this mismatching Schleicher 
has in mind is dramatically erroneous. It is not so much that better degrees 
do not automatically guarantee better skills, as if better skills could auto-
matically lead to better jobs and, in turn, better lives—as OECD states 
(OECD, 2014: p.3). It is that the whole string, which should conduct from 
“better skills” to a “better life” is both scientifically unfounded, and eth-
ically problematic. This is so for scientifically, the last passage—that con-
verting better jobs into better lives—is a leap between incommensurable 
entities. Ethically, through such a leap a severe reduction and impoverish-
ment of what living may be is enacted. Students, in fact, are pushed to be-
lieve that education is just a matter of acquiring the right skills’ set, one 
that, in turn, should conduct to a fulfilling life. Schleicher, in fact, states 
that “[e]very student knows what matters. Every student knows what’s re-
quired to be successful.” I believe that this ostensibly simple statement has 
to be carefully scrutinized. By such a statement the equivalence between 
“what matters” and success is enacted. In other words, what matters in ed-
ucation, and living as well, is reaching success. Again, we are pushed to 
ask about the opportunity to use an ambiguous concept like success as the 
key-aim for a delicate matter such as education.

Here, let me make an additional remark about the concluding claim. 
When reading that “we have laid the foundations for better policies and 
better lives”, one cannot help to think how much such a statement is vague, 
and, in a sense, presumptuous. Thinking that one, whether that one is an 
individual or an organization, has “laid the foundations for better policies 
and better lives”, is an affirmation that is more in line with advertisement 
language than with scientific language—and here, I wish to recall that 
what is problematic is not advertisement language in itself, but the mix-
ture of scientific authority and advertisement fascination, which OECD 
enacts. Specifically, we cannot help to ask what such foundations for bet-
ter lives are, if such a better life is to be evaluated through a two-hour test. 
To be very clear: what kind of evidence does OECD have in mind for as-
sessing such a betterment of living? Otherwise stated, when hearing that 
“employers say they cannot find the people with the skills they need. And 
that tells you that better degrees don’t automatically translate into bet-
ter skills”, we are within what, from a scientific and political perspective, 
may well be argued and sustained. However, when we come to living as a 
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whole, things change, and we enter an undefined – and perhaps undefin-
able – matter. 

We find a further instance of such a gesture in the webpage devoted 
to explain aims and structure of the PISA-based Test for Schools, we find 
the following: 

It is expected that the PISA-based Test for Schools will provide [...] the 
opportunity [...] to improve learning and build better skills for better 
lives.” (OECD, 2018b). 

Such a statement is not an isolated case. In several places OECD af-
firms its capacity to identify which the way for a “better life” is. In a sense, 
such a call for “a better life” is an OECD’s brand.

We find such a gesture in a OECD’s 2012 publication with the mean-
ingful title Better Skills, Better Jobs, Better Lives. We find it, again, in a 
2014 publication, where OECD, again, speaks about “convert[ing] bet-
ter jobs into better lives” (OECD, 2014, p. 3). By combining scientific au-
thority and advertisement fascination OECD produces a kind of mix of 
superficial optimism and scientific evidence that is highly ambiguous and 
difficult to debunk.

However, it is my contention that such a problematic approach 
does not derive from lack of conceptual knowledge or awareness. Rather, 
it is the consequence of a precise choice and communicative approach. 
OECD, in its claims and findings mixes two diverse logics and languag-
es: a) a scientific logic and language, with OECD being a center for data 
collection and elaboration in diverse fields; and b) an advertising logic 
and language, through which OECD may spread its ideas in all levels of 
population. Such a question is not a merely linguistic or theoretical one. 
Analyzing OECD’s language, in fact, we may note that, on the one hand, 
OECD strongly reclaims a scientific role while, on the other hand, in its 
communications through webpages, videos and brochures, OECD’s lan-
guage and overall gesture mirrors advertisement’s language—see, for in-
stance claims such as “convert better jobs into better lives” (OECD, 2014) 
or “PISA results reveal what is possible in education” (OECD, 2016: p. 2) 
which hardly could find space in a scientific publication. 

Such a twofold gesture is highly problematic, in that, when listening 
to an advertisement, one is aware that languages and images are intend-
ed and prepared in order to capture listeners’ attention, thus persuading 
people to buy the product advertised rather than the concurrent one; fea-
tures and benefits of products are, then, intentionally overestimated. The 
question is that people are well aware about the amount of pretense con-
tained in advertisement and, in turn, such a pretense, due to the nature 
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of the message and people’s awareness, does not work as a deceit; rath-
er, it is an explicit rule of the commercial game. However, this is not the 
case when listening to institutions claiming scientific authority –as in the 
case of OECD. When playing the game of research, as it were, we have 
to abide by quite a different rule. Here, one would expect a kind of in-
clusive approach, and the possibility to fairly take into account different 
and even opposite opinions, gestures and options – a gesture that in ad-
vertisement would be senseless and, as it were, masochistic. So, OECD, 
through such a twofold gesture and language, one that speaks at the very 
same time and with respect to the same contents through scientific publi-
cations and brochures, enacts a politic that is, in my opinion, highly am-
biguous. If one would stress the question, one could say that OECD mis-
uses its reputation as a scientific authority, thus making claims that hardly 
may be found in a scientific publication, but that, due to their captivating 
nature, aim to convince people about the goodness of its own products—
PISA, in this case.

This is clearly expressed in third video I analyse, namely, Pisa for 
School. What and Why?

PISA, the world’s premier students’ assessment has evaluated and com-
pared school systems all around the world. The modern world no longer 
pays people for just what they know [...] but for what they do with what 
they know [...]. Even the best performing High School in the United 
States have room for emprovement in order to reach the performance 
level of the highest performing systems internationally [...] They [teach-
ers and policy makers] know how important it is for their students to be 
prepared to enter a global economy where they will be competing for 
the best jobs with young people from all over the world. And in a global 
economy the benchmark for education success is no longer improve-
ment by national standards alone, but the best performing education 
systems internationally. (Schleicher, 2018a)

A first thing to be noted is that, once again, Schleicher expresses 
the same questionable concepts: PISA is the “world’s premier students’ 
assessment”, PISA-based Test for School is necessary for students to suc-
ceed, a “global economy” as an all-encompassing concept which comes 
to erase the complexity and diversity of world and societies. Once again, 
these questionable concepts are taken for granted without further argu-
ment or reasoning. However, this is not the only thing worth analysing 
in this passage. While Schleicher’s discourse is focused on schooling at 
large, the attention is just on competing “for the best jobs”. The “educa-
tion success” and “the best performing education systems internationally” 
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are—just—committed to prepare girls and boys to strive in the market 
arena. Education, then, is narrowed down to supplying young people with 
the skills needed in order to compete for such “best jobs”. 

Related to this, is the fourth video I present, which is extrapolated 
from the London Conference on Employer Engagement in Education and 
Training. In this video we learn that

Our role is really to develop better policies for better lives … Developing 
for example the right skills for people [...] and making sure that children 
from early ages all over the world [. . .] may get the kind of skills they need. 
PISA works “to make sure children have this kind of perspective of what 
they could be [...] so they can look out at in all [...] successful professions. 
(Schleicher, 2018b)

When reading this passage, a number of questions arise: which is the 
concept of “better live” Schleicher has in mind? Is it possible to establish a 
unique set of skills needed by people in order to accomplish such a better 
life? Which is the model for children development Schleicher has in mind?

Once again, a totalizing logic is at work, and such a gesture is even 
more problematic when addressing subjects at earlier and earlier age. This 
is true for when people, since childhood, are conceived of as a kind of re-
cipient for the the “right skills”, education – and society as well – are no 
longer the space where diverse perspectives, desires, aspirations, feelings, 
and ideas meet and confront one another, joining, connecting, colliding, 
melting, and giving rise to diverse feelings, ideas, perspectives and aspira-
tions. Education, schooling and society alike are narrowed down to a per-
petual arena, where girls and boys are trained to compete since their child-
hood for “successful professions”. 

Conclusions
In my paper, I have argued that in order to understand neoliberal educa-
tional agenda and its power of persuasion and penetration, a thorough 
analysis of its rhetoric and language is required. In order to accomplish 
this task, I have focused my attention on OECD’s language and rheror-
ic, analyzing its public documents from 2012 to 2018. I have argued that, 
along with a severe standardization of education and language, and the 
concealment of its normative and performative role, we find in OECD’s 
educational documents a mix of diverse logics and languages, namely, sci-
entific and advertisement language. Such a mix confers OECD an undu-
ly advantage, namely, that of captivating people attention while reassur-
ing them about the truthfulness, impartiality and objectivity of its own 
assertions. I have also argued that OECD presents a narrow vision of what 
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education is and should be. OECD, in a sense, accomplishes a fourfold re-
duction of education. OECD, in fact, narrows down education to learn-
ing, learning to assessment, assessment to a performance-based account-
ability measure system and performance-based accountability measure 
system is finally turned into PISA. OECD, in this way, ossifies the reg-
ister of human actions and ways of being—a gesture, I would highlight, 
that is even inconsistent with OECD’s commitment to innovation. To 
be very clear, OECD does not invite another interpretation of educa-
tion than that of competition amongst countries, students, teachers, and 
schools. As a result, schooling comes to be seen as just a means through 
which boys, girls, and even children, acquire the necessary skills to strive 
and compete for “successful professions” (Schleicher, 2018b).

In this way, OECD fails to recognize teachers’, policy makers’, stu-
dents’, and even people’s capacity to autonoumously share, discuss and 
set which goals to pursue, thus reducing schooling to a perpetual train-
ing activity aimed at producing one set of skills, namely, those assessed by 
PISA and provided by OECD’s and connected agencies’ educational pro-
grammes. That is why OECD’s model for schooling ends in producing 
ethical disengagement in educationalists. Being ethically involved, in fact, 
entails being concerned with the aims and purposes of education. When 
discourse about educational ends is all risolved in advance, we are with-
in what may well been called an authoritarian model of teaching, author-
itarianism being understood as any and every way of educating in which 
educational goals and overall vision of schooling are pre-established in 
advance. For authoritarian teaching to be enacted you do not necessari-
ly need students repeating sentences, ideas and ways of behaving over and 
over again. For authoritarian teaching to be enacted it is sufficient to cut 
the cord which binds values, aims and purposes to the concrete practice 
of education. OECD, despite its commitment to an education for life, 
tends to construe an artificial model of education, one in which the un-
certainties, fissures and vagaries of living are neither considered, nor ad-
dressed. If we believe that schooling is not just a matter of accomplishing 
aims lowered from above, but an ethical space in which both students and 
society renew and rethink themselves, in which the “startling unexpect-
edness” (Arendt, 1998/1958: p. 177–178) characterising human condition 
may arise, OECD’s penetration and influence on education and schooling 
has to be unmasked for what it is: an unduly attempt to totalize and fix 
the register of human experience.
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The Problem of Laissez-faire in Neoliberal Thought

Foucault’s (2008) analysis of the ordo liberals in Germany focused on 
the discrepancy between their advocacy of laissez-faire and the po-
larity between their views on the role of government. On the one 

hand, the German ordo liberals distrusted large concentrations of power 
and opposed action to ‘interfere’ in markets, through wages and price fix-
ing, or administrative or bureaucratic involvement, but on the other hand, 
they favoured and supported the actions of government to reinforce and 
strengthen the institutional infrastructures, to arrange and enable the 
‘conditions’ necessary for the market to operate. This was supported, for 
instance, by ordo liberals such as Walter Eücken, who took the view that 
the economy required an ‘economic constitution,’ which must be created 
and protected by the state. The possible conflict with free market princi-
ples is evident in the following statement:

A solution of this task of which much depends (not only men’s economic 
existence), requires the elaboration of a practicable economic constitu-
tion which satisfies certain basic principles. The problem will not solve it-
self simply by our letting economic systems grow up spontaneously. The 
history of the last century has shown this plainly enough. The economic 
system has to be consciously shaped. (Eücken, 1992: p. 314)

1 Some paragraphs in this paper draw from my previous writings on neoliberalism, specifi-
cally Olssen (2010, 2016, 2018) and Olssen, Codd, O’Neill (2004). The publishers of those 
articles and books are thanked for any replication in this paper.

Neoliberalism and Laissez-faire: 
The Retreat from Naturalism1

Mark Olssen



Eücken sought to chart the basic principles of ‘economic politics’ 
[Wirtschaftspolitik] in order to establish the ‘conditions’ for a competitive 
market order to arise and continue. Establishing competition as the cor-
nerstone of the economy became the key principle of a neoliberal order. It 
was concerned not with ‘interfering’ with the day-to-day processes of the 
economy, but seeking to establish and protect the ‘conditions’ that were 
favourable to an effective and efficient economic system. As Eücken put it, 
“[t]he answer is that the state should influence the forms of economy, but 
not itself direct the economic process” (p. 95).

It was also supported amongst the US free market advocates, such 
as Henry Calvert Simons. As ‘father’ of the Chicago School of free mar-
ket economics, Simons was expected to champion a consistently tradi-
tional approach accepting the classical postulates of laissez-faire. This was 
as a natural equilibrium between supply and demand which ensured the 
‘self-regulation’ of the economy, as if directed, in Adam Smith’s phrase, 
by an ‘invisible hand’, i.e., laws of nature. Yet, in his pamphlet, A Positive 
Program for Laissez-Faire, Simons seems ambivalent over laissez faire:

The representation of laissez-faire as a merely do nothing policy is unfortu-
nate and misleading. It is an obvious responsibility of the state under this 
policy to maintain the kind of legal and institutional framework within 
which competition can function effectively as an agency of control. The 
policy should therefore be defined positively, as one under which the 
state seeks to establish and maintain such conditions that it may avoid 
the necessity of regulating ‘the heart of the contract’ – that is to say, the 
necessity of regulating relative prices. Thus, the state is charged, under 
this ‘division of labor’, with heavy responsibilities and large ‘control’ 
functions: the maintenance of competitive conditions in industry, the 
control of the currency … the definition of the institution of property … 
not to mention the many social welfare functions. (Simons, 1947: p. 42) 

Indeed, Ronald Coase was so shocked at Simons pamphlet that 
he questioned Simon’s credentials as a classical liberal and free market 
advocate:

I would like to raise a question about Henry Simons … [His] Positive Pro-
gram for Laissez-Faire … strikes me as highly interventionist pamphlet … 
[I]n antitust, [Simons] wanted to … restructure American industry…. In 
regulation … he proposed to reform things by nationalization … I would 
be interested if someone could explain … (cited, Kitch, 1983: pp. 178–79)

Coase maintains that Simons’ Positive Program constitutes a blue-
print for intrusive state interventions in the market of the sort advocated 
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by social democrats and socialists who Simons most vehemently opposed 
and who advocated forms of state regulation of economic processes be-
cause they distrusted unregulated marketplace interactions. According 
to J. Bradford De Long of Harvard University, who also cites the quota-
tion above (1990: p. 601), Coase’s question (above) raised some interest-
ing responses:

Simons former Chicago pupils, his successors as upholders of classical lib-
eralism in economics, did not rise to his defense. Instead, they responded 
as follows: First, they acknowledged that Simons was not a pure liberal 
but at best a mixed breed. “You can paint him with different colors …,” 
said Harold Demsetz. It’s quite a mixed picture”, said George Stigler. Sec-
ond, they admitted that Simons was an ‘interventionist,’ that he did not 
believe that in general economic activity should be organized through 
free markets. “[H]e was the man who said that the Federal Trade Com-
mission should be the most important agency in government, a phrase 
that surely should be on no one’s tombstone”, joked Stigler. “Everything 
Ronald Coase says is right.” And Milton Friedman joined in: “I’ve gone 
back and re-read the Positive Program and been astounded…. To think that 
I thought at the time that it was strongly pro-free market in orientation!. 
(cited, De Long, pp. 601–2.)

Not only did Simons advocate regulation, but he even advocated na-
tionalization. As Simons states in his pamphlet:

Political control of utility charges is imperative … for competition sim-
ply cannot function effectively as an agency of control…. In general…
the state should face the necessity of actually taking over, owning, and 
managing directly, both railroads and utilities, and all other industries 
to which it is impossible to maintain effectively competitive conditions. 
(Simons, 1947: p. 57) 

De Long defends Simons as a classical liberal on the grounds that 
“[Simons] thought that a primary function of government in a free society 
is to manage competition” (De Long: p. 610). Simons represented a strain 
of thinking in liberal economics that had been prominent in Europe in 
the work of the German Ordo Liberals, foremost amongst them, econo-
mists such as Eücken and Röpke, who distinguished the ‘conditions’ nec-
essary to sustain a free market economy from the intervention of the gov-
ernment in the processes or actual functioning of the economy itself. 
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State intervention is necessary for the ordo Liberals in order to es-
tablish the conditions under which laissez-faire can effectively oper-
ate. Indeed, Eücken appears to be quite dismissive of what is central to 
laissez-faire:

The solution to the problem of control was seen by [the advocates of 
laissez-faire] to be in the ‘natural’ order, in which competitive prices au-
tomatically control the whole process. They thought that this natural 
order would materialise spontaneously and that society did not need 
to be fed a ‘specific diet’, that is, have an economic system imposed on 
it, in order to thrive. Hence, they arrived at a policy of laissez-faire; this 
form of economic control left much to be desired. Confidence in the 
spontaneous emergence of the natural order was too great. (Eücken, 
1989: p. 38) 

This interventionist current in liberal thought was alive and well in 
America amongst other liberals than Henry Simons. James Buchanan, 
the founder of Public Choice theory, shares with the ordo liberals this 
more directive orientation to state action. Although the classical liberal 
tradition had stressed the role of markets as ‘self-regulating,’ represent-
ing a strong commitment to liberalism as a naturalistic doctrine, and as 
supported by arguments based on the freedom of the individual from the 
state, Buchanan so distrusted that the required efficiency gains would 
emerge through automatic mechanisms of the market that, in a way sim-
ilar to writers like Röpke and Eucken, he supported efficiency achieve-
ments through a the deliberate tightening of state control. As he says in 
his criticism of Hayek:

My basic criticism of F. A. Hayek’s profound interpretation of mod-
ern history and his diagnosis for improvement is directed at his appar-
ent belief or faith that social evolution will, in fact, ensure the survival 
of efficient institutional forms. Hayek is so distrustful of man’s explicit 
attempts of reforming institutions that he accepts uncritically the evolu-
tionary alternative. (1975: p. 194n)

It was on this ground that he opposed Hayek’s naturalist faith in 
markets as spontaneous self-ordering systems which had been the hall-
mark of the classical liberal view since its inception. In Buchanan’s view, 
the state should actively construct the competitive market economy and 
utilise supply-side monitoring in the interests of promoting efficiency in 
market terms. 
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Foucault, Röpke and Neoliberalism
Michel Foucault studied neoliberalism in his 1978 course at the College 
de France, The Birth of Biopolitics. For Foucault, neoliberalism signals “a 
shift from exchange to competition in the principle of the market” (2008: 
p. 118). Competition assumes the role of a fundamental principle that sub-
tends democracy, which is to say, that the basic ordering of society as an 
enterprise culture structured by competition is to be enforced by govern-
ment across all domains of the society. It becomes, as it were, the organ-
ising framework guaranteed by the state rather than as a function of the 
market. Foucault marshals evidence by citing Eücken who tells us that the 
government must be “perpetually vigilant and active” (p. 138), and must 
intervene to establish this context through both regulatory actions (ac-
tions régulatrices) and organizing actions (actions ordonnatrices) (p. 138). 

Although during the first half of the twentieth century western wel-
fare states were constituted through democratic determination, the ac-
complishment of neoliberalism, for the ordo liberals at least, was to at-
tempt to establish the principle of competition as prior to and outside of 
democratic decision making; as determining the ‘framework’ through 
which the market would rule. The framework must attend to both the 
population, the order of justice and opportunity, as well as the techniques, 
such as the availability of implements concerning such things as popula-
tion, technology, training and education, the legal system, the availabili-
ty of land, the climate, all seen by Eucken as the ‘conditions’ for the mar-
ket. Foucault refers to this active, top-down, positive role of the state as 
constituting a “sociological liberalism” (p. 146, footnote 51), or a “policy 
of society” (p. 146) which permits a new ‘art of government’ which dif-
fers radically from Keynesian-type systems. What is crucial is that for ne-
oliberalism the object of government action becomes “the social environ-
ment” (p. 146) acting on behalf of capital, or those the create wealth. The 
aim is to engineer competition:

It is the mechanisms [of competition] that should have the greatest pos-
sible surface and depth and should also occupy the greatest possible vol-
ume in society. This means that what is sought is not a society subject to 
the commodity effect, but a society subject to the dynamic of competi-
tion. (p. 147)

Competition becomes the new “eidos” (p. 147), the new dynamic of 
this new form of society: 
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Not a supermarket society, but an enterprise society. The homo oeco-
nomicus sought after is not the man of exchange, or man the consumer; 
he is the man of enterprise and production. (p. 147)

Wilhelm Röpke fundamentally sets out the neoliberal social policy 
in his text ‘The Orientation of German Economic Policy’ where he says 
that social policy must aim at:

the multiplication of the enterprise form within the social body…It is a 
matter of making the market, competition, and so the enterprise, into 
what could be called the formative power of society. (cited by Foucault: 
p. 148)

In his book A Humane Economy: The Social Framework of the Free 
Market (1960)[1958], Röpke’s new form of liberalism becomes even more 
readily apparent. The book aims to establish the appropriate foundations 
of the market economy by outlining the conditions necessary for the free 
market beyond the previously accepted context of supply and demand. For 
such a market order cannot function, he says, “in a social system which is 
the exact opposite in all respects” (p. 94). The cultural context of the so-
cial structure is a part of this and must support this:

We start from competition…. Competition may have two meanings: 
it may be an institution for stimulating effort, or it may be a device for 
regulating and ordering the economic process. In the market economy 
competition…constitutes therefore an unrivalled solution of the two 
cardinal problems of any economic system: the problem of the continual 
inducement to maximum performance and the problem of continuous 
harmonious ordering and guidance of the economic process. (p. 95)

The foundation for this is not laissez-faire; Röpke, like Eucken, and 
like Simons, is not describing a naturalistic but has succumbed to advo-
cating an historical thesis. Laissez-faire was the naïve thesis of early liber-
alism. For Röpke it was a fiction. “In all honesty, we have to admit that the 
market economy has a bourgeois foundation” (98). 

The market economy, and with it social and political freedom, can thrive 
only as a part and under the protection of a bourgeois system. This im-
plies the existence of a society in which certain fundamentals are re-
spected and color the whole network of social relationships … (p. 98)

Röpke’s conception of liberalism is clearly more authoritarian in the 
sense that it seems to represent an imposed order. Such a view seems rein-
forced when he acknowledges that:
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In a sound society, leadership, responsibility, and exemplary defense of 
society’s guiding norms and values must be the exalted duty and unchal-
lengeable right of a minority that forms and is willingly and respectfully 
recognized as the apex of the social pyramid hierarchically structured by 
performance…. What we need is true nobilitas naturalis…. We need a nat-
ural nobility whose authority is, fortunately, readily accepted by all men, 
an elite deriving its title solely from supreme performance and peerless 
moral example and invested with the moral dignity of such a life …. No 
free society…which threatens to degenerate into mass society, can subsist 
without such a class of censors…. (p. 131)

Röpke adds that “the task of leadership falls to the natural aristocra-
cy by virtue of an unwritten but therefore no less valid right which is in-
distinguishable from duty” (p. 133). Only such persons can save us from 
the “slowly spreading cancers of our western economy and society” (p. 151), 
which include the “irresistible advance of the welfare state …” (p 151).

Hayek and Neoliberalism
Did Friedrich Hayek also accept this new view of ‘economic politics’? My 
answer is not in the same sort of way, although he shared their pro-free 
market values that they supported. Hayek was too steeped in the classi-
cal liberal tradition to easily give up its naturalistic assumptions concern-
ing laissez-faire and the conception of the subject who should be trusted 
as a rational, autonomous citizen and who should remain unconditioned 
or uncoerced by the state. Yet the theoretical difficulties that afflicted 
Simons, Buchanan, Eücken, and Röpke, also weighed heavily on Hayek. 
He not only struggled with the notion of laissez-faire, but also appreciated 
that over time the democratic will of citizens tends to favour restrictions 
on the free market economics and supports an expanded role for govern-
ment as respects to both welfare and redistribution.2

Although I have written several articles and chapters on Hayek, one 
is always learning new things. In a PhD doctoral viva voce examination 
on Foucault and neoliberalism that I had the honour to examine at the 
University of Brighton in 2018, Lars Cornelissen, the disputant, alerted 
me to several works of Hayek that I had been unaware of. One was an arti-
cle by Hayek, titled ‘Marktwirtschaft und Wirtschaftspolitik’3, published 

2 Hayek blames this on the fact that the prevailing conception of democracy, is as Cornelis-
sen puts it, “rooted in the collectivist tradition, and that as a result, ‘the particular set of in-
stitutions which today prevails in all Western democracies’ is inherently inclined towards 
unlimited government” (2017a: p. 246). Cornelissen cites Hayek, Law, Legislation and Lib-
erty, (2013: p. 345); New Studies, (1978, pp. 92, 107, 155).

3 ‘Market Economy and Economic Politics’ (translation).
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in the journal ORDO in 1954 where Hayek laments the fact that clas-
sical economists had not adequately defined ‘intervention’ because, as 
Cornelissen summarizes Hayek’s view, “many of them held ‘economic 
politics’, of the sort advocated by Eucken and Ropke, to be antithetical to 
‘the fundamental principles of liberalism’” (Cornelissen, 2017: p. 206; cit-
ing Hayek, 1954: p. 4).

Being aware of the controversy between classical liberalism and the 
‘economic politics’ of Eucken and Ropke, Hayek is more careful to limit 
the active role of the state to establishing the juridical structure of socie-
ty. For Hayek, the creation and maintenance of a competitive order is pri-
marily a legal affair. The only type of intervention for an ‘economic pol-
itics’ is in the “permanent juridical framework” as opposed to “constant 
intervention of state force [Staatsgewalt]” (Cornelissen: p. 206; Hayek: p. 
5). Hayek thus restricts intervention of the state to the legal order and thus 
has a much narrower view of active state intervention to establish the ‘con-
ditions’ of economic activity than does either Röpke or Eücken. 

Planning and the Rule of Law
Throughout his career Hayek remained steadfastly committed to the idea 
that markets best guaranteed the freedom of citizens, and on this ground 
remained staunchly opposed to all forms of state planning and control. 
What essentially undermines state planning in Hayek’s view is that real 
knowledge is gained and true economic progress made as a consequence 
of locally generated knowledge derived from “particular circumstances 
of time and place” and the state is not privy to such knowledge (Hayek, 
1949b: 79). Planning ignores this localistic character of knowledge and 
thus interferes with the self-regulating mechanism of the market. 

It is on these grounds that Hayek argues that the state should only 
be concerned with the protection of individuals by ‘general rules’, such as 
the ‘rule of law’, but not with what he refers to as “central planning.” If we 
look to Hayek, both to The Road to Serfdom (1944) and The Constitution 
of Liberty (1960) where Hayek discusses planning and the rule of law, in 
contrast to the rule of law’s formal, and a priori character, the plan’s ap-
proach to decision-making is ad hoc and arbitrary. A plan also embod-
ies, says Hayek (1944: p. 91) ‘substantive’ commitments on ends and val-
ues, whereas the rules constitutive of the rule of law are ‘general’, ‘formal’, 
‘impartial’ and ‘systematic’ (p. 90-92). Formal rules operate “without ref-
erence to time and place or particular people” (p. 92). They refer to “typ-
ical situations…. Formal rules are thus merely instrumental in the sense 
they are expected to be useful to yet unknown people” (p. 92). On the oth-
er hand, planning involves “a conscious direction towards a single aim” 
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(1944: p. 72), and “refuses to recognize various autonomous spheres in 
which the ends of individuals are supreme” (p. 72). As such the plan em-
bodies general substantive goals linked to the “‘the general welfare’, or the 
‘common good’, or the ‘general interest’” (p. 72). Yet, it is Hayek’s view 
that the welfare of people “cannot be adequately expressed as a single end” 
(p. 73) for to have such a conception of the general welfare requires a “com-
plete ethical code,” which would require knowledge of everything. The 
difference between the two kinds of approach, says Hayek, is like the dif-
ference between the “‘Rules of the Road’, as in the Highway Code, and or-
dering people where to go” (1944: p. 91). 

A Critique of Hayek’s Concept of Planning
Hayek acknowledges that while his distinction between formal rules, 
and planning “is very important…at the same time [it is] most difficult 
to draw precisely in practice” (1944: p. 91). This, it seems to me, under-
states what is problematic about his argument. While his points about 
the need for general rules that are formal, and apply to all, are high-
ly important, his characterization of planning is largely a caricature, 
and his arguments against it do not stand serious scrutiny. Indeed, it 
would seem, as many economists in his own Department at the LSE be-
lieved, that any serious analysis of Hayek’s arguments leads us straight to 
Keynesian conclusions.4

Hayek’s arguments against central planning have been seriously 
challenged.5 What is conflated in his treatment is a failure to distinguish 
‘central planning’, as exemplified by the model of the Soviet Union, and 
aspects of planning in general, as adopted routinely in western democra-
cies.6 While his arguments may be persuasive against the idea of highly 
centralized decision-making for the entire economy, beyond this the as-
sessment of his legitimate empirical arguments are difficult to untangle 
from what is the deeply ingrained ideological nature of his opposition to 
social democracy or socialism. Certainly the emergence of highly central-
ized economies of Eastern Europe from the 1920s could be seen to inhibit 
the emergence of Schumpeter-styled entrepreneurs, and to erode possibil-
ities for enterprise and initiative. As developed in the Soviet Union after 

4 Hicks, Kaldor, Lerner. Scitovsky, and Shackle, all deserted Hayek, and became Keynesi-
ans in the 1930s.

5 See, for instance, Gray (1984), Hindess (1990), Tomlinson (1990), Gamble (1996).
6 It can be claimed as a bold conjecture at the outset that empirical research has not revealed 

any significant erosion of democracy in a country like Britain during the period after the 
inception of the welfare state. Leaders like Asquith claimed that the state was in fact nec-
essary to safeguard freedom.
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the Revolution of 1917, the model of state capitalism (capitalisme de parti) 
which was based on the attempts by a single political party to manage the 
operations of the economy through the direct transmission of orders from 
the center, including the establishment of centralized socialist trusts, in-
volving the direct control of recruitment, production schedules and wages 
met with severe problems of the sort Hayek describes. Beyond this, how-
ever, it can be claimed that the problem is not so much with planning, but 
with the broader political model in operation. 

That Hayek extends his objections from a concern with Soviet-styled 
central planning to forms of state planning in western societies, and spe-
cifically against those forms of general planning being developed in coun-
tries like Britain at the onset of the welfare state constitutes a major prob-
lem. For what can be claimed is that there is no objection to planning as 
such, nor even to central planning, but only against types of planning that 
are ad hoc and arbitrary, and not subject to democratic controls of audit-
ing, accountability, contestation, debate and revision. Planning, in fact, is 
amenable to the same types of assessment as Hayek conducts for the rule 
of law, and like the rule of law, it should comprise codified procedures 
which are formal, systematic, a priori (written in advance) and general or 
impartial. Planning also must be democratically accountable. Planning, 
in this sense is compatible with open economies, individual initiative, lo-
cal autonomy in decision-making and decentralization.7 

One important issue that Hayek never considers is whether mar-
kets and planning could (or should) co-exist? That is, whether there is not 
some middle ground position between the ‘serfdom’ associated with state 
planning, and the ‘freedom’ associated with markets. As Jim Tomlinson 
(1990: 49 fn. 3) notes: 

[I]n his 1945 article, [‘The Use of Knowledge in Society’] Hayek typical-
ly dismisses any mid-way point between centralised and decentralised 
planning except ‘the delegation of planning to organised industries, or, 
in other words, monopoly’ (p. 521). Plainly this does not exhaust the pos-
sibilities of levels of planning, nor does it provide a helpful starting point 
for discussing mechanisms of planning.8

7 There is no evidence that the development of the welfare state, either in Britain from 1945, 
or New Zealand from 1933, resulted in an erosion of democracy, or human rights under 
the law, which, if corroborated, would offer an empirical refutation of Hayek’s thesis in The 
Road to Serfdom (1944).

8 Hayek, F. (1945) ‘The use of knowledge in society’, American Economic Review, 35(4): pp. 
519–530.
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Knowledge and Planning 
Markets are also preferred to planning on grounds of efficiency and be-
cause of the local nature of knowledge. When planning takes the place 
of markets, mistakes and errors become ‘entrenched’ because only the 
price mechanism can coordinate the diverse activities of individuals, says 
Hayek. Partly, this is due to the absence of local or contextual knowl-
edge which actors in the marketplace have and state bureaucrats don’t 
have. But, although Hayek distinguishes important characteristics of 
local knowledge, he fails to consider whether other sorts of knowledge 
might not be important; or perhaps whether or not knowledge might not 
work differently at the macro, meso, and micro orders of society. To use 
Hayek’s language, from ‘The Use of Knowledge in Society’, while he cel-
ebrates knowledge of ‘time and place’ which is not accessible to planners, 
he gives no value to the benefits of ‘aggregated’ or ‘statistical-type’ knowl-
edge, which enables perspective, and which could be held to constitute an 
equally important type of knowledge which ‘planners’ do have, and which 
is denied to agents in local contexts. This later type of knowledge might be 
claimed to be concerned with general guidelines, limits, or contexts, and 
coordination, rather than specifically with day to day operations. It there-
fore maintains a different relation to time and place, and hence, the prac-
tical problem which Hayek notes about transmitting information about 
events which are situationally local, need not arise.9 Certainly, if planning 
sought to replace or override market mechanisms, or disregard, interfere 
with, or over-ride local knowledge, one could see that would constitute a 
serious problem, but this does not mean that markets and planning can-
not compliment and assist each other in turn.10

9 Hayek makes this point repeatedly in ‘The Use of Knowledge in Society’ (1945: p. 525, 526). 
My point is that a different type of knowledge, concerned with guidelines, or limits, or 
‘steering’, may not be so sensitive to issues of time and place, but may have a longer term 
frame of reference. An additional point might be that advances in communications tech-
nology may make the transmission of what knowledge is relevant to the centre, easier and 
faster to transmit.

10 Hayek’s argument against early communist regimes which sought to replace markets 
with state planning are indeed valid, but these were based on the idea that markets were 
not important, and sought amongst other things, to override the price mechanism as a 
routine matter of policy. I am accepting Hayek’s argument that markets convey an im-
portant form of knowledge through the price mechanism which determines that the con-
text of operations should be semi-autonomous from the state. This also applies, I would 
argue, to the family, the educational system, the health system, and personal life, although 
clearly, there is no such thing as the price mechanism as an indicator of quality. But I am 
suggesting that the knowledge generated by markets, or in other local contexts, is not the 
only form of knowledge necessary to a healthy social structure, and that planning can (and 
must) compliment markets in this quest.
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Various distinctions could be made which Hayek also does not make, 
between ‘normal’ versus ‘exceptional’ operations of markets, between the 
‘macro’, ‘meso’, or ‘micro’ levels of the economy, or the distinction made 
above, concerning the context effectively regulated by supply and demand 
and the price mechanism (where a rough equilibrium may persist for a 
certain time) versus the context of coordination (requiring macro-man-
agement, planning, agenda setting, and steering). While it may well be 
so that local knowledge and the fragility of the price mechanism means 
that normal day-to-day operations of markets should be relatively autono-
mous from the arbitrary interference of the state, there will be exception-
al circumstances where ‘communicating knowledge to a board’ for urgent 
or non-urgent action is highly appropriate. Within normal markets, be-
havior which signals exceptional development (‘a run on the pound’); or 
behavior which signals unusual development (‘a contaminated product’; 
‘a suspicious behavior’) are cases in point. Just as the doctor-patient re-
lation for the most part is a private contract, evidence of certain types of 
symptoms must be immediately reported. In addition, there will be rou-
tine situations where guiding the economy within established limits re-
quire specific actions in line with established policies. Introducing poli-
cies to counter economic inequalities in capital accumulation, or to assist 
in creating fair opportunities, also constitute legitimate activities that can 
be planned for. Hence, there are different sorts of functions which require 
different types of coordination, and different types of knowledge.  

“In a democratic society”, wrote Karl Mannheim, “state sovereign-
ty can be boundlessly strengthened by plenary [planning] powers with-
out renouncing democratic control” (1940: p. 340). Yet, Hayek maintains 
that democratic assemblies have problems producing a plan. Either they 
cannot manage the whole view, or obtain adequate knowledge, or, if del-
egated, they cannot integrate it. (Hayek, 1944: pp. 82–84). Such a claim 
is highly dubious, especially given the sophisticated planning instruments 
and communication technologies available today. But regardless of that, 
government has responsibility to oversee and steer the whole. The dele-
gation of particular powers to separate boards and authorities is a part of 
that responsibility. Yet the parliamentary system renders the state as dem-
ocratically accountable, and is as necessary to the formal legitimacy of the 
rule of law as it is to the formal legitimacy of planning. 

Amongst existing democratic mechanisms, parliament is one mech-
anism of accountability; the official opposition are charged with discus-
sion and debate, and with highlighting abuses, identifying shortcomings, 
as well as criticizing delegated or contracted groups whose performance is 
not up to the mark. In addition, the free mass media, as well as institutions 
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of judicial review, make existing democratic assemblies and procedures 
crucial underwriters to both the formality and generality of policy, wheth-
er through law, or planning, and they legitimate both law and planning. 
It is the democratic assemblies which both enable and legitimate the for-
mality of the rule of law, and are accountable for good as opposed to bad 
legislation.11 What Hayek doesn’t seem to realize is that they are similar-
ly able to perform this function in relation to planning. Through various 
codified and formal rules of procedure and process, planning can be legit-
imate or illegitimate. Hence, I would reject Hayek’s thesis that “planning 
leads to dictatorship” (p. 88) or that “dictatorship is essential if planning 
on a large scale is to be possible” (p. 88), just as I would reject the thesis 
that planning is necessarily arbitrary. 

Another factor makes planning important here. At the start of the 
twenty-first century, collective action and sophisticated planning opera-
tions have become increasingly necessary on all manner of issues rang-
ing from matters relating to general security and the response to crisis and 
urgency, to arranging social insurance, and the provision of opportuni-
ties, structures, and capabilities. on a fair and equitable basis. Increased 
pressures associated with global population growth, climate change, eco-
logical degradation, nuclear proliferation, terrorism, or economic or po-
litical collapse, create a situation in which not planning is simply not an 
option. Believing that laissez-faire will deliver security and stability for all 
on a global basis simply constitutes the naïve faith of classical economic 
liberalism.

While Hayek’s opposition to all forms of state planning might be 
seen as viable if he can argue that the economic system is naturally self-reg-
ulating, should this later thesis founder, so the former will also be in dif-
ficult straights. Yet, just as we found for Simons, Buchanen, Eücken and 
Röpke, Hayek’s views on the self-regulating capacity of the system, im-
plying laissez-faire, do not inspire confidence. Although he had substitut-
ed his ‘empirical conception’ (of laissez-faire) for what he considered to 
be the inadequate neoclassical conception, his ‘knowledge papers’ of the 
1930s and 1940s revealed increasing doubts about both its theoretical and 
practical viability. In his paper ‘Economics and Knowledge,’ first present-
ed in 1937, he notes that although traditional experience has more or less 

11 Hayek of course sees legislation as emerging in the spontaneous order of society and 
formed solely out of natural rights. His faltering commitment to laissez-faire and natu-
ralism would make this assumption problematic even on his own terms. But that negative 
and positive liberty, or state action on such a ground, could be used to justify law vis-a-vis 
planning is disingenuous. The law even it is claimed only to codify natural rights needs 
interpreting and being acted upon, and these functions imply a positive dimension to all state 
action, whether law or planning.
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confirmed equilibrium theory “since the empirical observation that prices 
do tend to correspond to costs was the beginning of our science” (1949a: p. 
51), his own confidence in the idea was waning. The following statement is 
not exactly brimming with confidence:

I am afraid that I am now getting to a stage where it becomes exceedingly 
difficult to say what exactly are the assumptions on the basis of which we 
assert that there will be a tendency toward equilibrium and to claim that 
our analysis has an application to the real world. I cannot pretend that I 
have as yet got much further on this point. Consequently all I can do is 
to ask a number of questions to which we will have to find an answer if 
we want to be clear about the significance of our argument. (1949a: p. 48)

In the same article, Hayek observes that both Smith and Ricardo 
had noted that the stability of community structures were essential pre-
conditions for any equilibrium to operate (1949a: 48, note 13).12 By 1945 
in ‘The Use of Knowledge in Society’, he recognizes that the concept of 
equilibrium was irrelevant for practical purposes, had “mislead […] lead-
ing thinkers” [in economics], and he represents it as “no more than a use-
ful preliminary to the study of the main problem” (1949b: p. 91). In ‘The 
Meaning of Competition’ of 1946, also, he notes how “the modern theo-
ry of competitive equilibrium assumes the situation to exist” (1949c: 94). 
In his doubts, expressed across all of these papers, Hayek’s was also to ob-
serve that even if it can be recast as an empirical proposition, subject to 
verification, equilibrium theory then becomes only a possibility rath-
er than an actuality. More to the point, Hayek was by no means certain 
what sorts of empirical tests could validate it, and he very much doubted 
“whether [any] such investigations would tell us anything new” (1949a: p. 
55). He also notes how simply to assume equilibrium overlooks the nega-
tive externalities and global disparities associated with markets, including 
increasing inequalities of wealth and resources, and increasingly monopo-
listic behavior of large companies and multinationals. His confidence did 
not improve in later years. 

It was related to these doubts that many economists from Hayek’s 
own Department – Hicks, Kaldor, Lerner. Scitovsky and Shackle 

12 He quotes Smith (The Wealth of Nations, Bk. I, 116): “In order, however, that this equality [of 
wages] may take place in the whole of their advantages or disadvantages, three things are 
required even when there is perfect freedom. First, the employment must be well known 
and long established in the neighbourhood…”; and David Ricardo, (Letters to Malthus, 
October 22nd, 1811: p. 18): “It would be no answer to me to say that men were ignorant of 
the best and cheapest mode of conducting their business and paying their debts, because 
that is a question of fact, not of science, and might be argued against almost every proposi-
tion in Political Economy.”
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– retreated to Keynesianism under the influence of the Cambridge Model 
in the 1930s. Shackle reasoned that given Hayek’s conception of history 
emphasizing as it did the limits to reason, uncertainty, spontaneous un-
predictable choices, as well as the unpredictability of unintended effects at 
any single point in time we can have little faith in the logical coherence of 
market equilibrium over time to ‘self-regulate’ unless we believe in a met-
aphysic of nature as functionally optimal at the economic and social lev-
els, or as tending towards the functionally optimal. If the market cannot 
be relied upon, then what mechanism can guarantee socially optimal con-
sequences for distribution and for the continuance of the market mecha-
nism as a predictable framework in terms of which economic interactions 
between humans can be guided? Further, what mechanism can guarantee 
that the effects of the market are not dysfunctional in relation to the so-
cial and physical environment? In Shackle’s view, these ideas suggest a co-
ordinative mechanism is required, not to substitute for the rational deci-
sions for individuals, but to ensure distribution, security and liberty and 
to undertake collective action in areas where individuals are unable to ad-
dress. For Shackle, and his fellow Keynesians at least, planning was clear-
ly back on the agenda. 

Keynes had argued something similar to this in his theoretical justi-
fications for the welfare state. In Keynes view, as a general consequence of 
our ignorance of the future, planning was an essential feature of the wel-
fare state. In a letter he wrote to Hayek while on the ocean liner en route to 
Bretton Woods Conference in June 1944, after reading Hayek’s book The 
Road to Serfdom, in what could possibly be seen as a case of classic under-
statement, Keynes (1980: pp. 385–8) raises the issue that he regards Hayek 
as not addressing or resolving:

I come finally to what is really my only serious criticism of the book. 
You admit here and there that it is a question of knowing where to draw 
the line. You agree that the line has to be drawn somewhere [between 
free markets and planning], but that the logical extreme is not possible. 
But you give us no guidance whatever as to where to draw it. In a sense 
this is shirking the practical issue. It is true that you and I would proba-
bly draw it in different places. I should guess that according to my ideas 
you greatly under-estimate the practicality of the middle course. But as 
soon as you admit that the extreme is not possible, and that a line has 
to be drawn, you are, on your own argument, done for since you are 
trying to persuade us that as soon as one moves an inch in the planned 
direction you are necessarily launched on the slippery path which will 
lead you in due course over the precipice. I should therefore conclude 
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your theme rather differently. I should say that what we want is not no 
planning, or even less planning, indeed I should say that we almost cer-
tainly want more.

Lars Cornelissen on Hayek and Democracy
One question remains for Hayek is how, if the state can intervene only in 
the legal structures of society, through formal processes, is Hayek able to 
protect free market economics from the possibility of democratic rejec-
tion. This is, after all, why Eücken and Röpke wanted state intervention to 
establish the ‘conditions’ of an enterprise culture in a much broader sense; 
not only legal, but political, cultural, and educational as well. This is an 
important question for Hayek especially given his own doubts about the 
efficacy of laissez-faire. The answer is, as Cornelissen argues, Hayek has a 
vastly attenuated conception of democracy which: 

must give way to a form of constitutionalism that explicitly seeks to elim-
inate popular sovereignty. This … does not entail a principled rejection of 
democracy. Rather, it comprises a far reaching restriction of the demo-
cratic mechanism, such that democratic citizens may exert an influence 
on the governmental apparatus but are simultaneously prevented from 
changing the overarching legal framework. (2017: p. 222)

Hence, Cornelissen argues that “the primary aim of Hayek’s demo-
cratic theory is to banish popular sovereignty from political thought” (p. 
223). 

Noting that Hayek’s democratic theory constitutes the “privileged 
object of analysis for a critical account of the place occupied by democra-
cy in neoliberal thought” (p. 226), Cornelissen start’s by noting Hayek’s 
“ambivalence towards democracy” (p. 244), and his decision to limit it 
to “describe a method of government – namely majority rule” (p. 244). 
Democracy then constitutes a “method of deciding but emphatically not 
‘an authority for what the decision ought to be’” (p. 244). In general terms 
Hayek claims to support democracy as the best method of change; as the 
best mechanism compatible with liberty, and as the best method for edu-
cating the majority, because it has better results overall. At the same time, 
Hayek makes frequent negative comments about democracy, or aspects of 
democracy. Cornelissen notes Hayek’s antipathy to what he refers to as 
“the doctrinaire democrat” (cited from Cornelissen: p. 245). In a previous 
article of my own I also noted Hayek’s disparaging reference to forms of 
“plebiscitarian dictatorship” (1944: p. 86), which may suggest a rather dis-
respectful slur on citizens in general. Various negative comments can be 
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found, such as in The Constitution of Liberty (1960) where Hayek says: “[t]
hose who profess that democracy is all-competent and support all that the 
majority wants at any given moment are working for its fall” (1960: p. 183). 
Cornelissen concedes however that as he aged, Hayek became inclined to 
mount a principled defense of democratic government” (p. 245). Where 
he falters, in Cornelissen’s view, is in the model democratic constitution 
he develops in volume 3 of Law, Legislation and Liberty. Here, Hayek fa-
vours the establishment of both a representative government as well as an 
upper house legislature, the latter which would “completely be insulated 
from popular control” (p. 253). As Cornelissen continues:

In Hayek’s model constitution, then, the average citizen can exert some 
influence on the direction of government, thus modestly guiding the 
allocation of public resources, but has virtually no control over the law, 
which is articulated by a council, consisting of ‘wise and fair’ legislators, 
that can neither be recalled nor corrected by the people. In Hayekian 
democracy, concisely put, each individual citizen is equal before the law 
over which they can exert no significant control. (pp. 253–54).

It is perhaps unfair to suggest that Hayek’s model constitution in-
vokes ‘echoes’ of Plato’s Guardian Rulers.13 Yet, Cornelissen notes that 
Pierre Rosanvallon also observes that Hayek has “‘abandoned’ the ‘dem-
ocratic idea,’ in “radically severing the concept of democracy from leg-
islation” and thereby in insulating legislation from popular sovereignty 
(Cornelissen: p. 254, citing Rosanvallon: p. 153).14 

Education 
For Foucault, the fear of power does not in his case give rise to an unbri-
dled love of markets. Foucault makes it clear in ‘The Risks of Security’ 
that the he is no supporter of those who denigrate the state:

13 Unfair, of course, in that Plato was not a democrat, and opposed democracy. Yet, many 
of the details of Hayek’s constitution seem to be excessively protective of the legislators 
with respect to immunizing them from economic hardship once they have served their 
time. He specifies, for instance, elaborate conditions and ‘safeguards’ such as that mem-
bers of the legislature should be elected for reasonably long periods, of fifteen years so that 
they would not be subject to insecurity. Only people “who have proved themselves in the 
ordinary business of life” should be eligible for election; they should only be removable for 
“gross misconduct”; after serving their term “they should not be re-eligible nor forced to 
return to earning a living in the market but be assured of continual public employment.” 
See Volume III of Law, Legislation and Liberty, pp. 95–96, 448–50.

14 Cornelissen argues that the separation of legislation from democracy became increasingly 
pronounced in Hayek’s thought over time, reaching its ultimate status as part of the spon-
taneous order of society in Volume 3 of Law, Legislation and Liberty. There is, it seems more 
scope for further study of Hayek’s conception of democracy.
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In fact, the idea of an opposition between civil society and the state was 
formulated in a given context in response to a precise intention: some lib-
eral economists proposed it at the end of the eighteenth century to limit 
the sphere of action of the state, civil society being conceived of as the 
locus of an autonomous economic process. This was a quasi-polemical 
concept, opposed to administrative options of states of that era, so that a 
certain liberalism could flourish. (2000: p. 372).

Foucault’s writings on neoliberalism represent it as a dis-equaliz-
ing and anti-democratic force.15 What is more important, however, is that 
while liberalism represented man as free and uncoerced, who obeyed mar-
ket laws because they were natural laws, as if ruled by an ‘invisible hand,’ 
in Smith’s words, neoliberalism is authoritarian in important respects. 
This is in the sense that the faltering confidence in laissez-faire and natu-
ralism by liberals led those we can dub as neoliberals to advocate the ne-
cessity of the state constructing the ‘framework’ and the ‘conditions’ by 
which the free market could be assured. What we have seen is that for the 
German ordo liberals, their distrust in laissez-faire has meant that rather 
than see the market as natural they see it as historical and in need of con-
ditioning by the state. There is the danger, of course, that this function 
will be progressively ‘immunized’ from genuine democratic contestation 
or control.

Amongst the public sector institutions who constitute part of the 
‘conditions’ for a competitive market economy, are the various education-
al institutions, from pre-school to higher education, including univer-
sities. In higher education, for instance, neoliberal governmentality has 
subverted what I have called elsewhere a ‘collegial-democratic’ model and 
replaced it with a new model based upon external audits and performance 
appraisals, premised upon performance incentive targets and increased 
monitoring and managerialism.16 You can see the top-down, authoritarian 
aspect of neoliberalism in the new forms of governmentality implemented 
from the 1980s in universities. It gives a new significance to the notion of 
‘rule by managers’ when one understands that the neoliberal theorists ad-
vocated the interpellation of a new strata of managers to counter the clas-
sical liberal conception of professionalism, based as it was upon an auton-
omy of spheres, and to counter it as a form of what Buchanan refers to as 
‘rent-seeking’ behavior. In Britain, four years after Margaret Thatcher was 
elected, for instance, the Griffith Report of 1983 premised reforms for the 
health sector, which included the creation of a new senior management 

15 But see Zamora and Behrent (2016) who maintain a contrary thesis.
16 See Raaper and Olssen, 2016.
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roles in the NHS, in order to replace the traditional management func-
tions in health as carried out by professional medical staff. This emergence 
of a stratum of dedicated professional managers quickly became embed-
ded in legislation and transferred laterally from health to higher educa-
tion and then across the entire public sector. Ideas of ‘internal markets’ 
were also current in relation to health in the 1980s, and received expres-
sion in health the 1989 White Paper, ‘Working for Patients’. New models 
of ‘student-led’ funding and new corporate managerial models of govern-
ance and line-management were also implemented at this time, feeding 
off theoretical ideas developed in supply-side economics, public choice 
theory, agency theory, and transaction-cost economics. Ideas of line-man-
agement, based upon ‘principal-agent’ hierarchies of command and com-
pliance replaced ‘collegial-democratic’ patterns of governance based upon 
classical liberal models of professionalism premised upon autonomy and 
self-governance, exercised through Senates. Suggestions that universities 
should increase the appointments of lay and business personnel on coun-
cils and boards of governors, as advocated in America by McCormick and 
Meiners (1988), was intended to reduce academic internal influence and 
increase the responsiveness of universities to the outside business commu-
nity. Further governance ideas and techniques saw the downgrading of 
the influence of Senates, the rise of closed ‘executive boards,’ to augment 
the implementation of line-management systems. In Britain, the major 
responsibility for all of these developments emanates directly from the 
state through the funding councils. The major levers are all imposed by 
the state, which itself responds to global interests. The revolution in the 
way universities were run was world-wide. Collegial models of self-gov-
ernance premised upon autonomous institutional spheres are replaced by 
‘top-down’ managerial models, directed from the center – the state and 
global capital. 

This also undermines universities semi-autonomous power within 
civil society, which is itself historically important in terms of understand-
ing liberalism as a natural autonomous system of the different spheres of 
society and of the free expression of rational individuals. Universities, as 
once-upon-a-time, a fifth estate, a critical bulwark for the safeguarding of 
democracy, are now in this new age of neoliberalism, compromised in re-
lation to the powers of business, superbly administered by the state. The 
neoliberals’ analysis seems particularly apt as a form of market rationality. 
The abolition of tenure and the enforcement of new norms with regards 
to research, research funding, and teaching, means that most academics 
are too intent on watching their backs to speak of opposition or serious 
critique. The assessment of ‘impact’ in Britain escalates this process, and 
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seeks now to control and monitor the ‘content’ of what universities pro-
duce, to render knowledge production as ‘useful’ for the society. In this 
sense, it constitutes a very worrying ‘sign’ especially given the epistemic 
difficulties with the way impact is capable of being assessed. The implica-
tions for democracy here are in a number of senses: in relation to the end 
of self-governance through collegial models of academic participation, as 
well as externally through the erosion of the independent critical author-
ity of universities, relatively free of dependence on finance, in relation to 
business and the state. 

In higher education, state conditioning or engineering has substan-
tially undercut the university as a traditional liberal institution. For the 
difference between liberal and neo-liberal is important here. The liber-
al university was premised upon the freedom of the subject and the dis-
persal of power across different domains. The parallel at the institution-
al level was what I have called elsewhere the ‘collegial-democratic’ model 
administered and managed by academics themselves institutionally pro-
vided for by democratic forum of senates.17 The neoliberal university is 
top-down, run from the center. While neoliberals typically heralded their 
policies with catch-cries of freedom and liberty, neo-liberalism is in fact a 
highly centrist, authoritarian, form of liberalism. Distrusting lasissez-faire 
naturalism, they came to share the same perspective on the economy as 
writers like Karl Mannheim18 and Karl Polanyi19 who saw the market or-
der as a historical rather than a natural construct. Whereas Mannheim 
and Polanyi argued that the government should control and condition the 
market in order to redistribute wealth in the interests of greater equality, 
and protect freedom, the neoliberals argued that it should work in the in-
terests of capital by creating the conditions for the market to operate as 
efficiently as possible. The state conditions the market in order that sub-
jects conform. 

Perhaps we could conclude this paper by asking a number of ques-
tions designed to highlight the possible problems with neoliberal govern-
ance: Why did the neoliberals feel uneasy with naturalistic explanations 
of the market and start seeing it as an historical phenomenon that must 
be conditioned? Is there a problem with naturalistic explanations? Does 
intervention by the state to establish and maintain the conditions for the 
market run the risk of frustrating the democratic aspirations and rights 
of citizens? Could such action by the state be seen to contradict the core 

17 See Raaper and Olssen (2016).
18 See Mannheim (1940, 1977).
19 See Polanyi (2001).
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principles upon which classical liberalism was founded upon? In whose 
interests ought the government to act in legislating laws for society? In 
creating the conditions for competitive market behaviour, is the state re-
flecting the interests of the whole society or of particular groups in the 
society? Is it appropriate to subject higher education institutions, such 
as universities, to market norms of competition as a general strategy of 
administration and governance? In what ways is education not like oth-
er consumer commodities? What are the costs and benefits of such poli-
cies in relation to education? The neoliberals said that academics, teach-
ers and educators were not subject to reliable standards of accountability, 
but, could accountability be organized that didn’t involve the competitive 
restructuring of the entire system of education? Do competitive norms 
conflict with those norms that are deemed to be important in education? 
What is the difference between treating education as a market commodi-
ty, as opposed to treating it as a public good? Do supply-side funding pol-
icies, such as student fees, exercise conservative pressures on curriculum 
planners? If so, in what ways? What other effects might they have? Given 
the relatively modest salaries that are paid to academics and educators, to 
what extent are academic change-management strategies, such as restruc-
turing, which were initially introduced for those in management on very 
high incomes, acceptable to use in education institutions? To what extent 
are managers any less biased or subject to ‘provider-capture’ than academ-
ics? Have managers or educators and academics become more or less pro-
fessionalized over the last thirty years? Is there a conflict of interest be-
tween professional managers on the one hand and educators on the other?
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Introduction: Genealogy of Political Discourse

The Middle English discours comes from the Medieval Latin discur-
sus, meaning argument argument, or conversation, although it does 
also have the connotation in Latin of the act of running about, 

from discurrere (dis- + currere to run). The late Middle English denotes 
the process of reasoning and adds the sense of a verbal exchange of ideas, 
or more precisely, a formal and orderly and usually extended expression of 
thought on a subject as a means of organizing knowledge and experience 
rooted both in language and history. Critical discourse thus refers to the 
capacity of discourse to order our thoughts on a topic or institution in a 
rational way. This exemplifies the use of Hobbes in the opening quotation 
where refers to the chain of discourse ‘governed by the desire of knowl-
edge’. It was also commonplace in the late 17th century when ‘political dis-
course’ became an established branch of discourse that dealt with and the-
orised civil society in relation to its principles and prime elements. The 
conception of political discourse and its analysis was revived in the twen-
tieth century especially in the work of Michael Foucault and those fol-
lowing him (such as Fairclough, and Ball) turn political discourse into a 
specific mode of theoretical analysis for understanding politics and policy 
more specifically. Political discourse analysis has also been put to good use 
in Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe’s blended Marxist, poststructural-
ist, and psychoanalytic theory (Torfing, 1999; Smith, 1998). In particular, 
there was an explosion of interest in discourse theory with the production 
of leadings texts by the critical historian Hayden White (1978) who wrote 

Neoliberalism as Political Discourse: 
The Political Arithmetic of Homo oeconomicus

Michael A. Peters

Of all ‘discourse’, governed by desire of knowledge there is at last an 
‘end’, either by attaining or by giving over. And in the chain of discourse, 
wheresoever it be interrupted, there is an end for that time. If the dis-
course be merely mental, it consisteth of thoughts that the thing will be, 
and will not be; or that it has been, and has not been, alternately. So that 
wheresoever you break off the chain of a man’s discourse, you leave him 
a presumption of ‘it will be,’ or ‘it will not be,’ or ‘it has been,’ or ‘has not 
been.’ 
Hobbes (2009) Of Man, Being the First Part of Leviathan, p. 22. Cited in 
Hasse (2007)
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Tropics of Discourse strongly influenced by Foucault, and van Dijk (1984) 
who edited an early handbook from the perspective of social linguistics.

At the beginning of the 1990s there were a spate of new texts in-
cluding van Burman and Parker (1993); Dijk (1997); Potter and Wetherell 
(1987) as well as new journals such as Discourse and Society, Discourse 
Studies, and Discourse Processes and new textbooks (Macdonnell, 1986; 
Mills, 1997; Williams, (1999).1 This disciplinary formation indicated that 
the early interests of Foucault and Barthes in the 1970s, themselves a prod-
uct of developments in structural linguistics, literary analytics and the 
‘linguistic turn’ more generally, were developed as standard methodolo-
gies in the late 1980s and 1990s and the became the new common-sense 
procedures in the social sciences in opposition to empiricist and positiv-
ist research. Discourse analysis and political discourse analysis had ar-
rive truly arrived and become academically institutionalised as a, perhaps 
the, major theoretical and methodological approach of the late twentieth 
century.

Part of the appeal and promise of these new discourse approaches 
and methodologies is that they provided relatively easy access to policy as 
discourse and to new theoretical understandings of the old Marxist ques-
tion of ideology and power. Certainly, one of the major questions facing 
us as social scientists is how the ideology of the market finds its way into 
ordinary language in advanced liberal democracies that were once welfare 
states, to become so much public common-sense and part of our every-
day reality? Today discourse theory and approach are routinely adopted 
as methodologies to explain the behaviour of people and events as well as 
the formation of public policy. How does discourse analysis become sec-
ond nature? How does the discourse become the preferred form of polit-
ical conversation and analysis in a fundamental movement from a mor-
al vocabulary of social democracy to a language of rational choice and 
marketspeak? 

We can be certain that this is not just a shift of discourse but rather a 
more profound shift in the underlying philosophy of language and polit-
ical reality that guides the historical transition from liberalism to neolib-
eralism – let’s say the shift of governmentalities reflected in the emergence 
of neoliberal discourses (in the plural): philosophical discourses in the 
form of doctrines, treatises, and scholarly works in related disciplines of 
political philosophy and political economy; statements, party manifestoes 
and political advertising; conferences presentations and the development 

1 I based my brief survey here on the useful footnote (fn. 1) by David Howarth and Yannis 
Stavrakakis (2000) ‘Introducing Discourse Theory and Political Analysis’ in Howarth; 
Norval & Stavrakaki (2000).
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methodologies, academic articles and books, and not least policies that 
aim at implementing and giving concrete expression and application to a 
range of related ideas to reconstruct society as economy.

One of the most enduring revolutionary make-overs of the human-
ities and the social sciences came with the turn to language. In the early 
twentieth century under the influence of a variety of formalisms, language 
entered into a structuralist mode of understanding that quickly became 
a scientific and systematic orientation to poetics and to language, consid-
ered as a system through semiotic means. This was not one tendency and 
was open to various technical developments: Russian, Czech and Polish 
Formalisms (Shklovsky, Jacobson, Levý) in literary theory that became 
the basis for Prague and French structuralism (e.g., Levi-Strauss, Barthes, 
Foucault), aided by Saussurian insights from structuralist linguistics that 
became the predominant approach to cultural phenomena such as myths, 
rituals, and kinship relations. This movement in language philosophy and 
linguistics was also supported by different moments in analytical philoso-
phy that took the form of verificationism and later, ordinary language anal-
ysis, after Wittgenstein and Austin. Nor should we forget the growing in-
fluence of the powerful paradigm in semiotics developed by Peirce as the 
philosophical study of signs, based on the triadic relations of sign, its object, 
and its interpretant; or, Bakhtin’s dialogism maintaining that all language 
and thought is dialogical, meaning that all language is dynamic, relational, 
and engaged in a process of endless redescriptions of the world. Ideal lan-
guage philosophy promised to develop a language based on symbolic log-
ic free from all ambiguity to create a picture of reality. Ordinary language 
philosophy saw language as the key to both the content and method proper 
to philosophy fostering the view that philosophical problems are linguistic 
problems that can be resolve through linguistic analysis. Continental struc-
turalism a method of interpretation and analysis of aspects of culture, cog-
nition and behaviour analysable through the relational aspects of language 
as a system. Poststructuralism defined itself by opposition to the critique of 
structuralism, decentring the centrality of structures in culture, conscious-
ness and language with an approach to the text and textual analysis that fo-
cused less on the author and more on the reader, a fictional view of the self 
as a unitary autonomous subject, and the text as a result of multi-faceted in-
terpretations interrupted by power and social relations.

If there is one word that emerged from this divergent configura-
tion it was the concept of discourse, now so commonplace and taken for 
granted that it is ever barely mentioned accept in a methodological sense. 
Discourse modelled on coded conversation became the window to the so-
cial world of practices and policy directed to the analysis of statements. 
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Discourse as the monster concept of the twentieth century, along with 
‘discursive formation’, was applied to disciplines like political economy 
and public policy, and across the social sciences. Discourse related to a 
formal way of thinking through language defining different genres, and 
identifying theoretical statements, that led to questions of power and 
questions about the state. The concept soon gave way to ‘discourse analy-
sis’ especially in a political sense during the 1970s that served as the means 
for analysing public policy in a post-positivistic approach that was sensi-
tive to institutions, bodies of knowledge and questions of power. In the 
first instance, it drew methodological lessons and analytical tools from lit-
erary structuralism, textual exegesis and hermeneutics. ‘Critical discourse 
analysis’ (CDA) developed in the 1970s as a methodology for analysing 
political speech acts by relating them to the wider socio-political context. 
Michel Foucault was one of the first to theorise discourse as social prac-
tices that organise knowledge in relation to larger historical epistemes. The 
discourses are seen to be produced by the effects of power which legiti-
mate knowledge and truth, and construct meaning and certain kinds of 
subjects.

By the time neoliberalism first came on the scene in the first phase of 
the shift from political philosophy to policy in the 1980s, well after Hayek’s 
formation of the Mt Perelin Society, with the elections of Thatcher and 
Reagan, the apparatus for the social anatomy of policy through ‘critical 
discourse analysis’ was well established. The political evolution of neolib-
eralism as a Discourse (with a big D, as opposed to a small d, standing for 
discourses) can be traced through the emergence of the figure of homo 
oeconomicus as a construction of human beings as economic agents who 
operate consistently in markets as rational and self-interested ‘utility max-
misers’. The term historically appeared in early works of political econo-
my such as Mill’s (1836) ‘On the Definition of Political Economy, and on 
the Method of Investigation Proper to It.’ Adam Smith in The Wealth of 
Nations spelt out the notion of self-interest. Economists of the nineteenth 
and twentieth century built mathematical models based on these assump-
tions. The inherited philosophical concepts and assumptions of rational 
choice actually go back to the beginnings of political economy that expe-
rienced various revivals through to the development of the main schools 
of economic liberalism in the twentieth century that Foucault (2009) 
identifies in The Birth of Biopolitics.

Discursus Politicus
In ‘The History of Discourse as Literary History’ Fee-Alexandra Haase 
(2007) traces ‘discourse’ to dialectics in the Greek philosophical tradition 
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where discourse was practiced and learned by the public speakers in 
Athenian democracy according to logic principles. While its origins goes 
back to antiquity and specifically to the problem of truth and rhetoric 
in democracy the concept emerges in the medieval era as type and genre 
with early works by Ockham, Godefroy and Causanus and in Latin writ-
ings in Europe, for example, Discursus Politicus de Societatis Civilis Primis 
Elementis by Johannes Gotthard von Böckel (1677), that provide the fol-
lowing typology of modern times:

 Discursus Politicus - Political Discourse - Deliberation
 Discursus Academicus – Academic Discourse - Education
 Discursus -Panegyricus - Panegyrical Discourse - Entertainment
 Discursus Iudicialis - Legal Discourse – Law
 (From Haase, 2007: p. 6)

Haase (2007) provides a potted history of discourse – ‘European 
Reception of the Concept “Discourse” and the Literature on Discourse in 
the 15th to 19th Century’ starting with Hobbes and working through to 
Hume, and Locke. Descartes, he suggests, was the first to write about rea-
son and discourse in his Discourse On the Method of Rightly Conducting 
the Reason. In the 19th century discourse was rendered as rhetoric by the 
likes of Theodore W. Hunt who wrote The Principles of Written Discourse. 
Haase’s (2007) brief history mentions Wittgenstein on the limits of dis-
course as well as the dominant theorists of Saussure and Foucault. Haase’s 
(2007) paper is insightful but inconsistent and risks losing its focus – the 
link between Saussure (misspelt) and Foucault is tenuous and left unex-
plained. One of the problems is that he uses secondary texts to explain dif-
ferent theorists including Foucault.

There is no doubt of Foucault’s importance as one of the thinkers 
who encouraged the development of discourse theory and in particular 
political discourse theory. One has to go no further than Foucault in-
augural lecture at the College de France when he was elected to the col-
lege in 1970. ‘The Order of Discourse’, a classic text by Foucault in every 
sense – bold, complex, historically detailed, shadowing the early concept 
of power/knowledge – was an inaugural lecture at the Collège de France, 
given on Dec. 2, 1970, and published in French as L’Ordre du Discours 
(Paris: Gallimard, 1970). He begins self-referentially by commenting on 
the context of his own lecture and commenting “that in every society the 
production of discourse is at once controlled, selected, organised and re-
distributed by a certain number of procedures whose role is to ward off 
its powers and dangers, to gain mastery over its chance events, to evade 
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its ponderous, formidable materiality” (“The Order of Discourse” 52). He 
mentions the ‘procedures of exclusion’: prohibition; division of discours-
es (based on madness and reason); the opposition between truth and falsi-
ty; and, internal procedures, including the principles of order within dis-
course: commentary (canonical texts and their commentary); the author, 
as an organising principle (the author-function); disciplinarity and how 
discourse constitute autonomous knowledge systems. Foucault also ap-
proaches the conditions to the access of discourse: how and who enters the 
discourse; societies of discourse; doctrines; appropriations, in particular 
its social appropriation. He comes at last to philosophical themes and the 
notion of ideal truth as the law of discourse, a kind of immanent rational-
ity as the principle for the development of discourse and what he calls the 
founding subject, the rational autonomous self that is the agent of liberal, 
the holder of rights, and the foundation of Kantian morality. 

Homo Oeconomicus and The Rise of Rational Choice
Some wag in a student blog had written: ‘My neoliberal university made 
me a rational utility maximiser!’ Another had written underneath it: ‘Ok 
for economics but not good for me doing classics’. Someone else had 
typed: ‘If I send me the language, will he make me one too?’ Someone 
else again wrote: ‘I’m doing economics, but utility maximization is too 
narrow as a model of rationality’. And another wrote: ‘Where’s emotion? 
I’m a passionate guy!’ To which someone responded: ‘I’m a leeming: buy, 
buy, buy.’ And yet another student wrote: ‘Ebullient losers!’. Another: 
‘You really know how to hurt a guy. I’m studying behavioural finance!’ 
Others responses were hurriedly written: ‘Nudge, nudge – welcome to 
the architecture of choice’; ‘Oh rational choice – what of The Theory of 
Moral Sentiments?’; “I am risk averse’; ‘Can anyone tell me the difference 
between ‘expected utility’ and ‘dependent utility’ theory?’ Immediately 
below some smart fellow: ‘Has anyone heard of cumulative irrationali-
ty? I’m in a sinking boat in the ecosphere!’ ‘Hey, human judgement and 
decision making under uncertainty is not perfect’; ‘I am into ‘reciprocal 
altruism’ and ‘inequity aversion’ – anyone want to play?’2 

The theme of the knowing and founding subject is particularly apt 
here because it is a substantial philosophical motif animating political dis-
course as it is invested by the concepts of liberalism as a political ideology. 
The liberal self – the rational autonomous actor of liberalism developed in 
the prior two hundred years becomes the ‘rational utility maxmiser’, the 

2 This is a piece of fiction I employ as a pedagogical device.
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rational choice maker of neoliberalism as it is embedded in the revival of 
neoclassical homo economicus. The transition from Kantian moral theo-
ry to neoliberal economic theory via rational choice theory is complete. 
The discourse has generated a transformation, a mutation that springs to 
life as an abstract genderless creature that is radically individualist imper-
vious to context, to culture, to desire, and a calculus. Could anything be 
less human?

At the same time this abstract figure of moral discourse and econom-
ic discourse represents gains and losses. It harbours of old moral categories 
buried deep in its formulations yet it provides an easy calculus, a means of 
measurement that the discourse demands. And yet homo economicus also 
is constituted through three assumptions: (1) the assumption of individu-
alism – all choice makers are individuals and even firms are modelled on 
this; (2) the assumption of rationality, a rather old-fashioned out-of-date 
concept that suffers from its Cartesian heritage of a disembodied calculat-
ing mind; and, last but not least, the assumption of self-interest. The cri-
tique of neoliberalism, to my mind, revolves around the criticism of each 
of these three assumptions: their abstract economic imperialism against 
other behaviourial models in anthropology, philosophy and psycholo-
gy; the essentialist construction based on foundationalist epistemology 
and ethics; the gendered nature of homo economicus and its culturalist ab-
straction of a single white male; the individualist bias against all forms of 
collectivist decision-making based on the family, the group and class; the 
profound critique of rationality by reference to the psychology of prefer-
ence formation and the psychoanalytic demonstration of various forms of 
unconscious irrationality; the attack on the underlying concept of the self 
in ‘self-interest’ as a rational utility maximiser. Of course, these are all the 
mark of the beginnings of political economy as a discourse emerging from 
‘natural philosophy’, especially in Scottish and French Enlightenment 
thought before the disciplinary formation of economics, politics and phi-
losophy proper. These features or characteristics of the discourse of politi-
cal economy have passed into political and economic theory mostly with-
out revisions or reflection. The influence of social context as recognised 
in concepts of ‘bounded rationality’ or ‘social rationality’ only recently 
lead us to talk of ‘situated rationality’, or even ‘exuberant irrationality’ in 
behavioural finance and accounting. The old discourse of political econ-
omy of the liberal economist at the time of Marx (including Smith and 
Ricardo) live on in 17th century abstract figures that reflect the categories 
of Cartesian science.

Deconstructing neoliberal discourse in general terms we can say that 
a commitment to the free market involves two sets of claims: (i) claims 
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for the efficiency of the market as a superior allocative mechanism for the 
distribution of scarce public resources; and, (ii) claims for the market as 
a morally superior form of political economy. This simple historical naïve 
and unreflective revival of homo oeconomicus involves a return to a crude 
form of individualism which is competitive, ‘possessive’ and often con-
strued in terms of ‘consumer sovereignty’ (‘consumer is king’). The argu-
ment of public choice is then to set about redesigning public services by 
making them consumer-driven, and, for example, creating the student as 
a consumer of education, or citizen as a consumer of health which also 
means that these services can be easily privatised and marketised. 

In terms of political economy, the market-driven ideology puts an 
emphasis on freedom over equality where ‘freedom’ is  construed as the 
capacity to exercise a rational choice in the marketplace based on one’s 
self-interest. This underlying concept of freedom is both negative and 
strictly individualistic. Negative freedom is freedom from state interfer-
ence which implies an acceptance of inequalities generated by the mar-
ket. The discourse of the neoliberal market thus changes the emphasis 
and priority of values of freedom and equality reversing these values in 
the transformation of welfare state discourse to neoliberal market dis-
course. Neoliberalism as pure theory adopts an anti-state, anti-bureau-
cracy stance, with attacks on ‘big government’ and ‘big bureaucracy’. Its 
tries to replace state paternalism, big mummy state, arguing that the in-
dividual better placed that the state to purchase their own education and 
health arrangements. The attack on `big’ government made on the basis 
of both economic and moral arguments, and tends to lead corporatisation 
and privatisation strategies to limit the state. Foucault draws our atten-
tion to the fact that liberalism is a doctrine of the self-limiting state – it 
is of course against all forms of totalitarianism and Fascism (that by con-
trast holds there is nothing outside the state). The doctrine of the self-lim-
iting state has blind faith in the market as a mechanism of distribution of 
resources that in the long-term results in a trickled down equality. It ig-
nores the way that markets can be controlled by huge utilities and oligar-
chies that care little for the rights of consumers or for the inequalities gen-
erated by the market as Thomas Pickerty has demonstrated so well. Often 
this discourse framed up as theory or doctrine is written up as a protec-
tion of the individual’s rights against the state. In the digital age, such pro-
tection means protection of personal data and privacy but little protection 
for the way capitalism relies on advertising and psychological digital pro-
filing that active in preference formation especially for the pre-verbal very 
young that it schools as consumers. It is also the case in practice that neo-
liberalism, pure market doctrine, has achieved power through a marriage 
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with conservativism touting a moral conservativism that is anti-socialist, 
anti-feminist and anti-immigrant.

Education as a Commodity
In terms of education the discourse of neoliberalism became a discourse 
aimed at changing the prevailing discourse of public policy that devel-
oped after WWII as one derived from social welfare, state redistributive 
policies, and social democracy. It aimed to convince voters that educa-
tion shares the main characteristics of other commodities traded in the 
marketplace, and that it is not a ‘public good’. The benefits of education 
accrue to individuals, it is argued. Often neoliberal have argued that we 
have been too optimistic about the ability of education to contribute to 
economic growth and equality of opportunity. Furthermore, they argue 
increased expenditure in education does not necessarily improve educa-
tional standards or equality of opportunity, or, indeed, lead to improved 
economic performance. The standard argument is that the education sys-
tem has performed badly despite absorbing increased state expenditure. 
Sometimes, this argument has been supported by a manufactured dis-
course of ‘crisis’ – the crisis of educational standards, the crisis of teacher 
education, the crisis of literacy.

The neoliberal discourse suggest that the reason education has per-
formed badly is because teachers and the educational establishment have 
pursued their own self-interest rather than those of pupils and parents; 
that is, they are not responsive enough to the market and consumer in-
terests. The discourse frames this by arguing, specifically, the education-
al system lacks a rigorous system of accountability. There is not enough 
information for consumers to make intelligent choices and a lack of na-
tional monitoring so that consumers cannot compare the effectiveness of 
schools. The main problem under welfare state according to the neoliber-
al discourse is that government intervention and control has interrupted 
the ‘natural’ free-market contract between producer and consumer caus-
ing bureaucratic inflexibility, credential inflation and hence, education-
al inequality.

The policy solutions are prescribed by the logic of the market dis-
course. They fall out of the history of liberal political economy and the re-
cent revival of homo economicus as the main theoretical motivation for 
neoliberal discourse. Break up and disestablish large state education bu-
reaucracies, introduce school governance with autonomous boards, and 
competitive funding; re-evaluate the role of the State in the provision, 
management and funding of education; introduce the merits of market or 
quasi-market models relating to issues such as consumer choice in relation 
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to participation and access in education. The discourse intervenes by dis-
puting the nature of education as a public or private good and reassesses 
the respective merits of public versus private provision in education and 
whether the benefits accrue to the community or to individuals.

Public Choice theory, a variant of rational choice theory devel-
oped by James Buchanan and Gordon Tulloch (1962) in The Calculus of 
Consent, became the theoretical discourse that functioned as a political 
meta-discourse comprised of the following principles that have been used 
to restructure the public sector:

1. An emphasis on management rather than policy;
2. A shift from input controls to quantifiable output measures and per-

formance targets;
3. The devolution of management control coupled with new accounta-

bility structures;
4. Breaking up large bureaucracies into autonomous agencies;
5. Separation of commercial and non-commercial functions, and poli-

cy advice from policy implementation;
6. A preference for private ownership (e.g., contracting out);
7. Contestability of public service provision;
8. Emulation of private sector management styles;
9. An emphasis on short-term performance contracts;
10. Replacement of public service ethos of impartiality with monetary 

sanctions and incentives;
11. A preference for litigation model for redressing personal grievance;
12. An emphasis on efficiency, profit, and cost-cutting.

Public Choice quickly established itself as the very essence of 
new management theory and managerialism. In a few short years after 
Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan were elected to power in 1979 and 
1980 respectively the discourse of neoliberalism with its market prescrip-
tions was developed as public policy. The contest of discourses has taken 
place much earlier. Certainly, the Keynesian employment state seemed the 
answer and become the entrenched view during the Great Depression. An 
enlarged central welfare state carried through reforms that provided ‘free 
education’ provision at primary, secondary and tertiary levels through un-
til the Oil Shocks of the 1970s when populations began to increase rap-
idly and the demand for state services seem to outpace expected revenue. 
The notion of public good was systematically challenged. The big state, 
the nanny state, was also questioned shifting the balance and responsibil-
ity back to individual citizens. The state shed its load and responsibility 
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and began to embark of massive state asset sales and privatisation strate-
gies to alleviate the state of its financial and welfare responsibilities. The 
neoliberal discourse of individual responsibility and market choice gained 
traction in endless debates where these ideas contested the prevailing par-
adigm of social democracy.

The classical model of social democracy emphasised its pervasiveness 
in economic life where the state predominates over both civil society and 
the market with a collectivist welfare orientation based on Keynesian de-
mand management and the mixed economy with narrow role for markets 
and an emphasis on full employment. The comprehensive welfare state, 
protecting citizens ‘from cradle to grave’ reflected a philosophy of egal-
itarianism based on an inherited value of equality. By comparison, neo-
liberal stressed minimal government and autonomous civil society with a 
philosophy of market fundamentalism based on economic individualism 
that accepted inequalities and provided welfare state as safety net.

Except for a brief episode of so-called Third Way, a new democrat-
ic state based on active civil society and social investment where equali-
ty is defined in terms on inclusion, neoliberalism has been the only game 
in town. The economic discourse of neoliberalism has presided over the 
social sciences and humanities as the mega-paradigm for all social be-
haviour. It has export its methodologies to all the social disciplines and 
policies and the rational autonomous chooser – ‘the rational utility max-
imiser’ – has been the modern derivation of homo oeconomicus. The ori-
gins of the discourse of family of discourses go back some way historical to 
the development of forms of economic liberalism as Foucault so expertly 
points out. Indeed, the meta-values of freedom and equality that sustain 
philosophical discourses of the 18th and 19th centuries get transcribed and 
re-theorised through the introduction of the discipline of political econo-
my beginning with Callon and Adam Smith among others.

The history of equality from antiquity onward reveals that the no-
tion of equality has been considered a constitutive feature of justice 
whether in its formal, proportional, or moral sense. Until the eighteenth 
century human beings were considered unequal by nature. The princi-
ple of natural equality only became recognized in the modern period be-
ginning in the seventeenth century in the tradition of natural law as de-
fined by Hobbes and Locke, and in social contract theory first postulated 
by Rousseau. The equality postulate of universal human worth and the 
idea is taken up formally in declarations and modern constitutions, no-
tably the French Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen 
(1789) (Déclaration des droits de l’Homme et du Citoyen), the American 
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Declaration of Independence (1776), The US Constitution (1787), and the 
Universal Declaration of Human Right (1948). 

Individualism/Community – Freedom/Equality
Neoliberalism, then, represents a struggle between two forms social poli-
cy discourse based on opposing and highly charged ideological metaphors 
of ‘individualism’ and ‘community’ together with their operating philo-
sophical values of freedom and equality. One form posits the sovereign in-
dividual emphasizing the primacy over community and State; the other, 
what might be called a rejuvenated social democratic model, inverts the 
hierarchy of value to emphasize community or ‘the social’ over the indi-
vidual. As such it is an intellectual struggle that runs through twentieth 
century thought and traverses a range of subjects, with roots going back 
at least to the Enlightenment in different native traditions. It is therefore 
a complex, subtle and dynamic discourse, changing its historical and dis-
ciplinary forms as it matured as a political doctrine, international move-
ment, and set of political and policy practices (Peters, 2011). 

Since the early 1980s the terms ‘individual’ and ‘community’ – and 
their associated discourses of individualism and communitarianism to-
gether with their guiding values of freedom and equality – have defined 
the ideological space within which competing conceptions of the state, 
welfare, market, and education have been articulated. During the last for-
ty years in countries around the world, the reform of the core public sec-
tor, the massive privatisation program involving state assets sales, the re-
structuring of health and education, the welfare benefit cuts bear witness 
to the triumph of a discourse of individualism over one of community. 
Indeed, since the mid- 1980s many countries have experienced the effects 
of an experiment modelled on a neoliberal view of community: broad-
ly speaking, that of a society in which free individuals pursue their own 
interests in the marketplace. This view of community as ‘the free socie-
ty’ implies a restricted role for government with clear limitations in pro-
viding certain common goods by way of taxation – the ‘night-watchman’ 
state. In short, this neoliberal view rests on a discourse of individualism as 
the most fundamental and unifying premise which emphasizes individual 
responsibility within a free-market economy and, thereby, defends the no-
tion of the minimal state on moral as well as efficiency grounds.

Foucault on Neoliberalism
Michel Foucault was one of the very first philosophers to explore the con-
ceptual genealogy of neoliberalism as one of the four main forms of eco-
nomic liberalism emerging in the early twentieth century with links back 
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to the late sixteen century. Foucault’s account of neolberalism linking it to 
forms of governmentality provides an understanding of its inherent lon-
gevity, its tenacity and resistance to all counter-evidence, and its dynam-
ic ever-changing character as a discourse that is both expansive in in social 
field and modifiable in the face of world events.

One of the four main forms of economic liberalism analyzed by 
Michel Foucault (2008) in his historical treatment of the birth of neolib-
eralism in The Birth of Biopolitics was American neoliberalism represent-
ed by the late Gary Becker. It was Becker (1962) who on the basis of Theo 
Schultz’ work and others introduced the concept and theory of human 
capital into political economy, privileging education in his analysis. This 
“chapter” traces the inception of human capital theory and analyses it in 
terms of Foucault’s analysis of how Becker developed an approach that is 
not a conception of labour power so much as a “capital-ability”. Foucault 
captures this point in the following comment: “the replacement every 
time of homo oeconomicus as partner of exchange with a homo oeconomi-
cus as entrepreneur of himself, being for himself his own capital, being for 
himself his own producer, being for himself the source of his earnings.”

The responsibilization of the self – turning individuals into mor-
al agents and the promotion of new relations between government and 
self-government – has served to promote and rationalize programs of indi-
vidualized ‘‘social insurance’’ and risk management. By defining Foucault 
as part of the critical tradition we can get some purchase on his theoreti-
cal innovations – particularly his impulse to historicize questions of on-
tology and subjectivity by inserting them into systems or structures of 
thought/discourse (an approach that contrasts with the abstract category 
of the Cartesian-Kantian subject). His notion of governmentality was de-
veloped and played out against these tendencies. 

Foucault’s account of classical liberalism is related to a set of dis-
courses about government embedded in the ‘reason of state’ (ragione di 
stato) literature of the later Italian renaissance beginning with Giovanni 
Botera and Machiavelli, and later in the emergence of the ‘science of po-
lice’ (polizeiwissenschaft) in eighteenth century Germany where it was 
considered a science of internal order of the community. Reason of state 
reinforces the state by basing the art of government on reason rather than 
God’s wisdom or the Prince’s strategy. It is essential a set of techniques 
that conform to rational principles that are based on new forms of ex-
pert knowledges about the state – its measurement and so-called “polit-
ical arithmetic” – and issues in a kind of pastoral care that teaches so-
cial virtues and civil prudence. This new art of government represents a 
break with Christian doctrine as it progressively becomes concerned with 
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the emergence of civil society based on rights. Foucault’s genealogy of the 
emerging political rationality grafts reason of state on to ‘science of police’ 
(polizeiwissenschaft) which come to prominence with the rise of market 
towns. The police are a condition of existence of the new towns and co-ex-
tensive with the rise of mercantilism in particular regulating and protect-
ing the market mechanism. They are a correlate of the rise of capitalism 
and the new science of political economy.

Neoliberalism can be seen as an intensification of moral regulation 
resulting from the radical withdrawal of government and the responsibi-
lisation of individuals through economics. It emerges as an actuarial form 
of governance that promotes an actuarial rationality through encourag-
ing a political regime of ethical self-constitution as consumer-citizens. 
Responsibilisation refers to modern forms of self-government that require 
individuals to make choices about lifestyles, their bodies, their education, 
and their health at critical points in the life cycle, such as giving birth, 
starting school, going to university, taking a first job, getting married, and 
retiring. Choice assumes a much wider role under neoliberalism: it is not 
simply ‘consumer sovereignty’ but rather a moralization and responsibili-
sation, a regulated transfer of choice-making responsibility from the state 
to the individual in the social market. Specifically, neoliberalism has led 
to the dismantling of labor laws that were an important component of 
the welfare state and to increased reliance on privatized forms of welfare 
that often involve tougher accountability mechanisms and security/vid-
eo surveillance. 

A genealogy of the entrepreneurial self, reveals that it is a relation 
that one establishes with oneself through forms of personal investment 
(including education, viewed as an investment) and insurance that be-
comes the central ethical and political components of a new individual-
ized, customized, and privatized consumer welfare economy. In this nov-
el form of governance, responsibilised individuals are called upon to apply 
certain managerial, economic, and actuarial techniques to themselves as 
citizen-consumer subjects – calculating the risks and returns on in- vest-
ment in such areas as education, health, employment, and retirement. This 
process is both self-constituting and self-consuming. It is self-constituting 
in the Foucauldian sense that the choices we make shape us as moral, eco-
nomic, and political agents. It is self-consuming in the sense that the en-
trepreneurial self creates and constructs him- or herself through acts of 
consumption. 

In The Birth of Biopolitics Foucault (2008) provides an account of 
how American neoliberalism is a form of governmentality based on 
the production of subjectivity, and in particular how individuals are 
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constituted as subjects of ‘human capital’. Seven of the twelve lecture are 
devoted to German and American neoliberalism. In the ninth lecture he 
turns explicitly to American neoliberalism to focus on its differences with 
the German versions and its claim to global status, turning immediate-
ly to human capital theory as both an extension of economic analysis in-
cluding the classical analysis of labour and its imperial extension to all 
forms of behaviour (those areas previously consider the belong to the non-
economic realm). In this context Foucault examines the epistemological 
transformation that American neoliberal effects in the shift from an anal-
ysis of economic processes to one that focuses on the production of hu-
man subjectivity through the redefinition of homo oeconomicus as “entre-
preneur of himself.” In this same context, he examines the constitutive 
elements of human capital in terms of its innate elements and genetic im-
provements and the problem of the formation of human capital in educa-
tion and health that together represent a new model of growth and eco-
nomic innovation.

In the tenth lecture, again he discusses American neoliberalism in-
cluding the application of the human capital model to the realm of the 
social and the generalizability of the enterprise form to the social field. 
In this lecture, he also discusses aspects of American neoliberalism in re-
lation to delinquency and penal reform, homo oeconomicus as the crimi-
nal subject and the consequences of this analysis for displacing the crim-
inal subject and ‘disciplinary society.’ In the eleventh lecture, he returns 
to the question of how homoo economicus in American become generaliz-
able to every form of behaviour. This is the genealogy of homo economi-
cus that begins as the basic element of the new governmental reason ap-
peared in the eighteenth century before Walras and Pareto. In Hume and 
British empiricism we witness ‘the subject of interest’ that is differentiat-
ed from the legal subject and juridical will, representing contrasting log-
ics of the market and the contract. He also charts and discusses the eco-
nomic subject’s relationship with political power in Condorcet and Adam 
Smith, the link between the individual’s pursuit of profit and the growth 
of collective wealth. In this environment political economy emerges as a 
critique of governmental reason.

In the course of discussion Foucault mentions Gary Becker twelve 
times, as the Vice-President of the Mont Pelerin Society in 1989, winner 
of the Nobel Prize in 1992 and author of ‘Investment in human capital: a 
theoretical analysis’, published in the Joumal of Political Economy in 1962, 
and considerably expanded into Human Capital: A theoretical and empir-
ical analysis with special reference to education in 1964. He regards Becker 
as ‘the most radical of the American neo-liberals’ and writes:
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Becker says: Basically, economic analysis can perfectly well find its points 
of anchorage and effectiveness if an individual’s conduct answers to the 
single clause that the conduct in question reacts to reality in a nonran-
dom way. That is to say, any conduct which responds systematically to 
modifications in the variables of the environment, in other words, any 
conduct, as Becker says, which “accepts reality,” must be susceptible to 
economic analysis. Homo economicus is someone who accepts reality. 
Rational conduct is any conduct which is sensitive to modifications in 
the variables of the environment and which responds to this in a non-ran-
dom way, in a systematic way, and economics can therefore be defined as 
the science of the systematic nature of responses to environmental varia-
bles (Foucault, 2008: p. 269).

The importance of this ‘colossal definition’ is to make economic anal-
ysis amenable to behavioural techniques defined in its purest form by B.F. 
Skinner where conduct can be understood “simply in seeing how, through 
mechanisms of reinforcement, a given play of stimuli entail responses 
whose systematic nature can be observed and on the basis of which other 
variables of behaviour can be introduced” (p. 270). This speaks to Becker’s 
analysis which inherently points to manipulation and control of the sub-
ject. But there is another more important aspect in which Foucault is in-
terested. In the eighteenth century homo oeconomcus is someone who pur-
sues his own interest ( historically a male subject), and whose interest is 
such that it converges spontaneously with the interest of others. ‘From the 
point of view of a theory of government, homo oeconomcus is the person 
who must be let alone” (Foucault, 2008: p. 270). Yet in Becker’s definition

… homo oeconomicus, that is to say, the person who accepts reality or who 
responds systematically to modifications in the variables of the environ-
ment, appears precisely as someone manageable, someone who responds 
systematically to systematic modifications artificially introduced into 
the environment. Homo oeconomicus is someone who is eminently gov-
ernable (Foucault, 2008: p. 270).

Thus Foucault argues, ‘From being the intangible partner of lais-
sez-faire, homo oeconomicus now becomes the correlate of a governmental-
ity which will act on the environment and systematically modify its var-
iables’ (op.cit., pp. 270–1). This is Becker’s major innovation and Foucault 
leaves us in no doubt that in the grim methodology of human capital 
leaves little room for human freedom except as a form of consent assumed 
by market agents or consumers who operate by making choices in the 
marketplace. 
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Foucault leaves us in no doubt about the production of subjectivi-
ty that issues from an abstract conception of human nature as fixed, es-
sential, rational, self-interested and universal and the method by which 
in liberal cultures human beings have been made subjects through politi-
cal discourse and regimes of power/knowledge that operates as a form of 
political economy, a manner of governing liberal states through the econ-
omy that depends on the government of individuals in era dominated by 
global markets.

Some critics point out that Foucault was the first political thinker to 
take Nietzsche seriously. He says in a biographical fragment that he start-
ed reading Nietzsche in 1953 and immediately understood Nietzsche’s ba-
sic ethos that questions of power stand at the center of philosophy, a con-
dition exercised by all living beings determining who they are in terms of 
their beliefs and values. Foucault’s early understanding of Nietzsche ena-
bled him to understand power as distributed, positive and constitutive of 
the subjects operating though their subjectivities – to understand pow-
er outside both liberal and Marxist political discourses that hypothesis 
power metaphysically as an entity with essential characteristics possessed 
by the State. As is now well known, Foucault utilising Nietzsche’s fun-
damental insight of power in relation to ’knowledge’ begins to develop 
the institutional and discursive formation of human subjects – they do 
not exhibit an essence but rather are made through discourse and the net-
works of power that define normativity – what is proper, what is ‘good’ 
and ‘bad’, what is ‘rational’, what is ‘criminal’, indeed, what is ‘human’: 
‘Power produces knowledge…knowledge and power directly imply one 
another’ (Foucault, 1977: p. 27).

One of the strongest influences on Foucault’s (1970) ‘The Order of 
Discourse’ is to be found in Nietzsche’s (1887) Genealogy. A year later after 
the inaugural lecture on discourse Foucault (1971) publishes ‘Nietzsche, 
Genealogy, and History’ where he makes his debt obvious and traces 
Nietzsche’s use of the term Herkunft to question the origin of moral pre-
conceptions. In the Genealogy Nietzsche begins with ‘My thoughts on the 
descent of our moral prejudices’ (p. 4) which is hidden from us – as he says 
‘We are unknown to ourselves, we knowers: and with good reason’ (p. 3); 
and he describes his ‘characteristic scepticism’ formed when he was just 
a boy about morality and the origin of moral categories ‘good’ and ‘bad’. 
Thereupon he puts the questions:

under what conditions did man invent the value judgments good and 
evil? and what value do they themselves have? Have they up to now ob-
structed or promoted human flourishing? Are they a sign of distress, 
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poverty and the degeneration of life? Or, on the contrary, do they reveal 
the fullness, strength and will of life, its courage, its confidence, its fu-
ture? (p. 4)

These are the questions that Nietzsche addresses to the discourse of 
morality – not to the origin of morality but to the value of morality: ‘we 
need a critique of moral values, the value of these values should itself, for 
once, be examined’ (p. 7). Foucault presents Nietzsche as a philologist of 
a certain kind--an investigation of concepts that is a philological geneal-
ogy that does not simply trace changing meanings of a term but exposes 
the historically contingent origins of moral ideals and practices. As such 
Nietzsche’s genealogy becomes a radical historicist critique that through 
discursive shifts demonstrates the historically contingent nature of mor-
al concepts and categories that pretend to be transcendentally guaranteed 
or universally given. 

In this sense, Homo Oeconomicus is that philosophical term embed-
ded in the value of rationality, agency, individualism and self-interest that 
crystallises the history of political economy and its succession of econom-
ic discourses leading to its revival as the main philosophical approach 
to the subject and to the methodological calculus – political arithmetic 
(William Petty’s term) – of neoliberalism as a political discourse. 
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Introduction

Since at least classical antiquity, higher education has been equat-
ed with the goal and process of cultivating reasoning skills, critical 
thinking, moral character, conscientious citizenship, and a disposi-

tion to seek truth and justice (Pavur, 2009). Following the period of the 
18th-century Enlightenment, these classic humanist ideals have gener-
ally been paired with the Humboldtian principles of academic freedom 
and primacy of pure science over specialised professional training and in-
strumentalist research, to form the traditional paradigmatic model of a 
university (Ash, 2006; Michelsen, 2010). Historical accounts disagree on 
the degree to which the academies of yore actually practiced this mod-
el, but most seem to broadly agree that elements of it considerably influ-
enced many of the policies and practices of Western universities till about 
the 1970s (Ash, 2006; Michelsen, 2010; Nybom, 2003). Indeed, this mod-
el continues to be an influential, if perhaps overly idealistic and roman-
ticised, normative conception for what higher education should entail 
(Mountz et al., 2015; Newfield, 2018).

However, the past thirty years have seen the birth, uptake, and dis-
cursive dominance of the neoliberal university model, which gives prima-
cy to the makertization and commodification of education and research. 
To date, the scholarly literature on this institutional transformation 
mostly describes the policy processes or individual academics’ accounts of 
the neoliberalization of universities (see e.g., Ball, 2012; Morrissey, 2015; 
Mountz et al., 2015; Shore & Davidson, 2014). As such, there is a relative 
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dearth of empirical studies that have gaged the extent to which contem-
porary universities have replaced humanist and enlightenment education-
al ideals and principles with neoliberal ones. Therefore, to begin to fill this 
gap, the present content analysis study examines the latest education strat-
egy statements of the 24 elite British public universities that collective-
ly form the Russell Group, and tests whether these statements are signifi-
cantly more reflective of neoliberal university discourses than traditional 
ones. This article continues with a brief review of the literature on neo-
liberalism and higher education. It then proceeds to discuss this study’s 
methods, findings, and implications.

Neoliberalism and Higher Education
Neoliberalism refers to a political-economic paradigm based on an ideol-
ogy that calls for the commercialization of, and state facilitation or imple-
mentation of market mechanisms into, many aspects of public and private 
life (Ball, 2012; Leyva, 2018). To wit, neoliberal theorists and policy-mak-
ers argue that countries should seek to maintain international competi-
tiveness and induce and accelerate economic growth in large part by: elim-
inating or drastically reducing government public expenditures, trade 
barriers, and business regulations; partially or fully privatizing their state 
enterprises and services; and focusing on generating exports. In so doing, 
countries can gain from their comparative advantages in factor endow-
ments, ensure market credibility, achieve fiscal solvency, and attract for-
eign direct investment. Over time, the successful enactment of these goals 
and processes is hypothesised to engender prosperous and dynamic, but 
stable and efficient national and international markets in addition to the 
skilled, self-reliant, and flexible workers needed to sustain and compete in 
them (Friedman, 2002; Hartwell, 1995). Neoliberalism, as approximately 
described above, rose to prominence in the 1980s in the United Kingdom 
and the United States, and has since significantly shaped the 21st-centu-
ry world order (Ellwood, 2011; Hall & Rustin, 2015). This section, how-
ever, will only briefly review features of neoliberal education policies and 
practices and their effects on contemporary Anglo-American universities.

According to neoliberal doctrine, education institutions need to be 
essentially turned into fiscally solvent commercial entities whose prima-
ry function is to condition and train a professionally skilled and extrin-
sic-value orientated workforce. It follows from this logic that funding for 
schools should be allocated based on market principles of cost-effective-
ness, accountability, productivity, and consumer demand (Chubb & Moe, 
1990; Friedman, 2002). To expedite this institutional restructuring, ne-
oliberals advocate for policies that A) force schools to compete for state 



r. leyva ■ unpacking the usage and implications of neoliberal language ...

79

funding against public and private for-profit educational organisations. 
B) Increase public-private partnerships whereby selective school functions 
are outsourced to the private sector, or where businesses and corporations 
provide funding to schools in exchange for publicity, advertisement space, 
or research and development. And C), lead to the implementation of cor-
porate style managerial practices and accountability metrics to help elimi-
nate wastefulness, incentivize positive performances, fire or discipline un-
derperforming faculty, and measure student-customer satisfaction (Ball, 
2012; Boyles, 2005; Mountz et al., 2015). In the specific context of higher 
education, these policy inputs and outputs have manifested in and trans-
formed this sector in the following ways. 

To start with, universities currently have to prioritize and produce re-
search that as Mohrmana, Ma, and Baker (2008: p. 9) put it is “beyond the 
intellectual curiosity of the investigator; [as] scholars are expected to push 
their ideas to application and ultimately to the market”. This means that 
contemporary academics are continuously pressured to engage in research 
with industrial, medicinal, or other instrumental applications in order to 
bring in revenue. Such pressure normally comes in the form of perfor-
mance targets, whereby an academic researcher’s chances for promotion 
or, in many instances simply their job security, is tied to specific amounts 
of publications in leading journals and procured research income. These 
now common institutional practices and imperatives also mean that re-
searchers are explicitly less incentivized to pursue basic science or abstract 
research aimed at gaining a fundamental understanding of natural, so-
cial, and mathematical phenomena. In other words, pursuing knowledge 
for its own sake has according to several accounts of individual academ-
ics, become untenable, because prestigious journals, grant funding bod-
ies, and university administrators are primarily interested in promoting 
and rewarding applied research that has the potential for immediate com-
mercial application or social policy impact (Chubb & Watermeyer, 2017; 
Gaffikin, & Perry, 2009; Lojdová, 2016).

Furthermore, as Gaffikin, & Perry (2009) argue, university de-
gree programmes now pursue a more vocationally oriented pedagogy, 
“pitch tuition fees on a more lucrative basis, and are valued in terms of 
their output of knowledge-intensive human capital” (p. 120). That is, uni-
versities are now primarily concerned with ensuring financial solvency 
through maintaining continuous annual recruitment of fee-paying stu-
dents, and their managers generally seek accomplish this in three main 
ways although these will vary by university. The first means is by ex-
panding the construction of new teaching buildings, information tech-
nology systems, and student accommodations – which is often done via 
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public-private partnership deals. Correspondingly, the second means is by 
massive spending on domestic and international advertising campaigns. 
These tend to feature a given university’s new and/or planned infrastruc-
ture developments, various subject rankings, international demographic 
profile, research accomplishments, career services, graduate employment 
figures, and/or ‘rock-star’ scientists if any. Accordingly, one of, if not the 
main purpose of these building investments and advertisements is to re-
cruit both domestic and foreign students by convincing them that they 
are getting ‘value for their money’. 

The third means is by the imposition of standardized curricu-
lums, embedding of transferable and professional skills into course 
content, and regular deployment of course and teaching evaluation 
questionnaires. While one can be generous and assume that these im-
positions are well-intended and meant to improve the student experi-
ence, in practice, they are gradually carving away at departments’ and 
individual lecturers’ academic freedom. For instance, course and teach-
ing evaluations are used to discipline and regulate academics. This, in 
turn, promotes grade inflation and watered down curriculum, because 
low scores reported by disgruntled students could lead to the closure of 
a programme and/or firing of a lecturer. Additionally, the aforemen-
tioned impositions effectively force academics to base their course con-
tent on how well it can prepare students to attain gainful employment. 
Hence, in addition to undermining academics’ freedom of what and 
how to teach, this also goes directly against the Humboldtian objec-
tive of a university pedagogy -which is one of fostering “an approach to 
learning, an attitude of mind, a skill and a capacity to think rather than 
specialised knowledge” (Ash, 2006: p. 246).

So to summarize, in total contrast with the traditional liberal-hu-
manist model, the neoliberal model defines and aims to transform the 
modern university into:

A self-interested, entrepreneurial organization offering recursive 
educational experiences and research services for paying clients. In 
such institutions, academics become managed knowledge producers 
who should follow prescribed sets of organizational processes. Their 
research and pedagogy must be justified as beneficial for the univer-
sity through quantitative measures. Students are recast in the role of 
knowledge consumers, and have a voice in determining the manner in 
which educational services are packaged and delivered to them. (Had-
ley, 2015: p. 6)
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Methodology
Having briefly contrasted the two leading university models, the present 
content analysis study thus examines the following research questions. 

RQ1: What is the paradigmatic portrait of prioritized educational and re-
search objectives and values in the Russell Group’s education strate-
gy documents?

RQ2:To what extent are Russell Group universities committed to pre-
serving and promoting higher education’s historically humanist 
and enlightenment principles and commitments?

Inclusion Criteria
Each Russell Group member’s latest and official education strategy as of 
June 2018, was retrieved from their respective website. Nine of these strat-
egies came in the form of mission and vision statements. Analysis of these 
pdf files covered the entire document but focused on sections specifical-
ly about teaching, learning, and research. All other sections including, for 
example, those to do with employment recruitment, widening participa-
tion, and environmental initiatives were examined, but not included in 
the analysis below as these were not relevant to this study’s foci. Three uni-
versities did not have accessible pdf files, and so their teaching and learn-
ing strategies were collected directly from their dedicated web-pages and 
copied onto separate word files. In total, 24 units of analysis were com-
piled into a single dataset and analyzed via the use of NVivo software. 

Procedure 
The coding procedure followed a summative and contextual approach. 
This entails quantifying the usage and unpacking the subtext of key-
words that are initially derived from a literature review and/or a re-
searcher’s interests, and then searched for, identified, and contextual-
ized during the analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Krippendorff, 2004). 
Correspondingly, the present study’s analysis began with the search for 
an examination of the syntactic and semantic context in which the fol-
lowing or synonymous words and phrasings are used: research, employ-
ability, learning, citizenship, volunteerism, business, industry, autono-
my, curiosity, partnerships, curriculum, critical, knowledge, independent, 
rankings, and justice. This preliminary perusing revealed that these words 
and phrasing are often used parsimoniously, superficially, repeatedly, or 
concurrently in the same sentences and paragraphs. Hence following 
this initial examination, I drew on the literature discussed in the previ-
ous sections and developed a coding scheme consisting of four codes that 



š ol s ko p ol j e ,  l e t n i k x x i x ,  š t e v i l k a 1– 2 

82

correspond to neoliberal university discourses and four to traditional uni-
versity discourses (see Tables 1 and 2 below). I then examined each docu-
ment line by line, and coded individual sentences or groups of consecutive 
sentences -in instances where these provided better contextual and se-
mantic clarity, based on whether they predominantly mirrored one of the 
eight codes. For example, the following excerpt from Queen University 
Belfast’s Education Strategy 2016-2021: Summary document has linguis-
tic markers that reflect both the ‘Employability’ and ‘Global Citizenship 
& Moral Character’ codes: “Our graduates will help shape tomorrow, will 
be highly sought after by employers for being professional, dynamic, for-
ward thinking, and enterprising, and will be equipped with the skills to 
be global citizens and to address global challenges”.  However, this excerpt 
is arguably and overall more discursively in line (and was thus coded) with 
the ‘Employability’ code. Moreover, formulations that include relevant 
keywords and phrasings but which lack a clear or preponderant discur-
sive inflection, or are otherwise too ambiguous to be coded with the afore-
mentioned coding scheme, were left un-coded. For example, this included 
excerpts such as the following:

- “[The] University will provide opportunities and support for all 
students to have a positive experience in all aspects of their time 
at Cambridge and to develop themselves to be able to pursue their 
lives and careers when they leave the University – not just in terms 
of academic qualifications and intellectual capability, but also in 
terms of self-esteem, personal resilience and self-confidence.” -From 
Cambridge University’s Learning and Teaching Strategy, 2015-18

- “The creation, dissemination and application of knowledge will re-
main at the heart of all that we do and builds on the University’s 
history and traditions”. -From Leeds University’s Strategic Plan 
2015-2020
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Table I: Codebook For Neoliberal University Discourses

Codes Code Applications Recording Unit Examples

Employability

Sentences that directly or otherwise 
primarily communicate institutional 
commitment to enhancing student 
professional development. This 
includes for example, excerpts 
that indicate or stress the planned 
embedding of employment skills 
with course objectives; the increase 
in career advice resources, public-
private partnerships, internship 
opportunities, study abroad 
programmes; and/or other initiatives 
to improve students’ ability to 
successfully compete for graduate-
level jobs.

“Review, reshape and expand our 
portfolio of taught postgraduate 
masters’ and continuing professional 
development programmes to 
ensure they are fit for purpose in 
the national and international 
marketplace in terms of their 
content, structure and modes 
of delivery, and maximise their 
potential to boost the employability 
of our graduates.”. -From Bristol 
University’s Our Vision. Our Strateg y.

“Provide information for employers 
on teaching excellence  within  the  
University  to  allow  employers  to  
choose  graduates  with  appropriate  
skills  sets.” -From Queen’s University 
Belfast’s Education Strateg y 2016-2021: 
Summary

Value For Money

Sentences that emphasize the 
given university’s reputation, 
status, and commitments to raising 
their national and international 
profile; strategies for sustaining 
or expanding income streams 
such as adding courses that are 
commercially viable; and/or 
investments in infrastructure and 
services to help ensure student 
recruitment and satisfaction. In 
other words, these excerpts directly 
or implicitly speak to a given 
university’s concerns or plans to 
increase student enrollment figures 
and investments in other areas to 
maximize institutional growth and 
financial sustainability. 

“We will protect our main 
income sources and improve 
competitiveness through a focused 
and market-driven approach to 
our educational provision. We 
will rapidly adjust our programme 
portfolio to changes in demand.” 
-From Nottingham University’s 
Global Strateg y 2020

“ We will need to make explicit 
the value that is added to students’ 
experience through the cultural, 
volunteering and sporting 
opportunities available on our 
exceptional campus and in the 
city that is our home. In a more 
competitive fee environment, 
we must become the destination 
of choice”. -From Birmingham 
University’s Shaping Our Future; 
Birmingham 2015
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Codes Code Applications Recording Unit Examples

Instrumental 
Research

Sentences that highlight examples of 
applied research, or which indicate 
that time, support, and financial 
resources will be afforded to applied 
research. This includes research 
which has immediate commercial or 
industrial utility; social, cultural, or 
policy ‘impact’; and/or some other 
potential to generate income from 
interested private, governmental, or 
third-sector organisations.

“Our ambition is to be a world-
leading university, where 
researchers produce work of the 
highest significance and impact. 
We will be distinguished by our 
interdisciplinary research, for 
training outstanding researchers 
and giving parity of esteem and 
to discovery, application, and 
knowledge transfer and impact.” 
-From Manchester 2020 The University 
of Manchester’s Strategic Plan

“We will continue to improve the 
volume and quality of collaborative 
research with commercial 
organisations to increase our 
research income and economic 
impact.” –From Southampton 
University’s A Connected University. 
Vision 2020

Performativity

Sentences which suggest that 
auditing and evaluation instruments 
will be used to measure departments’ 
and faculty’s teaching and/or 
research performance. These 
instruments include for example, the 
Research and Teaching Excellence 
Frameworks, student satisfaction 
surveys, and graduate employment 
figures.

“All staff on teaching and research 
contracts will achieve outcomes that 
meet institutional policy principles 
of world-leading and internationally 
excellent research and impact by 
2026”. –From Liverpool University’s 
Research And Impact Strateg y 2016-2021

“We now collect a good deal of 
information from our students 
about how they feel about UCL and 
their education – in module surveys, 
internal surveys and through the 
National Student Survey (NSS). We 
will invest more comprehensively in 
this rich resource.” –From University 
College London’s Education Strateg y 
2016-21
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Table II: Codebook For Traditional University Discourses

Codes Code Applications Recording Unit Examples

Academic Freedom
(Teaching)

Sentences that communicate 
institutional commitment to 
protecting or otherwise ensuring 
the liberty for faculty to decide on 
how and which subjects to teach –
irrespective of a subject’s commercial 
utility or viability or controversial 
content. 

“These aims are firmly grounded 
in an institution where, for the 
majority of programmes, students 
are required to be in residence, and 
where: there is a significant level 
of local autonomy in delivery of 
provision (the quality of which is 
assured by proportionate central 
mechanisms)”. –From Cambridge 
University’s Learning and Teaching 
Strateg y, 2015-18

“To our staff, we commit to the 
promotion of a collegial community, 
supporting academic freedom and 
alert to the needs and aspirations of 
its members.” -From Queen Mary 
University of London Strateg y 2014 – 
the Next Five Years

Pure Research

Sentences which indicate that time, 
support, and financial resources 
will be afforded to the pursuit of 
intellectual curiosity driven research 
that generates new ideas, theories, 
models, or principles, but which 
may not be immediately utilized, 
have commercial application, or 
a sociocultural impact. This is 
sometimes also referred to as basic or 
blue skies research.

“We prize academic independence 
and curiosity driven research at 
Durham”. –From the Research and 
Engagement web-section of Durham’s 
University Strateg y 2017-2027

“A great university both conveys the 
knowledge created by its community 
and is open to new ideas generated 
elsewhere. We will maintain the 
freedom for individuals and research 
groups to decide what to research”. 
–From Oxford University’s Strategic 
Plan 2013-18
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Codes Code Applications Recording Unit Examples

Encouraging 
Student Intellectual 
Curiosity

Sentences which primarily indicate 
that teaching, courses, educational 
events, and/or other learning 
resources will be made available, 
which are geared towards enabling 
students to pursue their intellectual 
interests and critically and actively 
engage with their chosen and 
other disciplines irrespective of 
whether these are related to a future 
profession.

“An education at Imperial will give 
them insight and guidance into 
how they progress from a superficial 
engagement with this information 
to a deeper understanding. We 
will teach students how to process 
information in a way that extracts 
meaning, connects concepts and 
derives insight. Mastery of their 
chosen discipline requires them to 
develop conceptual and practical 
skills and practically apply this 
as they process knowledge and 
information” –From Imperial 
College London’s Learning and 
Teaching Strateg y

“Our teaching aims to inspire our 
students, challenge them, develop 
their curiosity and encourage them 
to take greater ownership of their 
learning, avoiding being passive 
recipients of knowledge.” -From 
Learning and Teaching at the University 
of Sheffield 2016-2021

Global Citizenship 
& Moral Character

Sentences that primarily emphasize 
institutional efforts and/or 
commitments towards helping 
students to develop into thoughtful, 
well-rounded, and conscientious 
global citizens. 

“Students will develop as 
global citizens, socially and 
environmentally aware, and sensitive 
to international contexts and 
cultures.” -From York University’s 
Learning & Teaching Strateg y 2015-2020

“Students who undertake an 
education at King’s do not just 
engage in a transaction, but a 
commitment to serve society and to 
be active and responsible citizens”. 
–From King’s College London’s 
Education Strateg y 2017-22 
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Admittedly, the codes listed above are rough and not entirely mu-
tually exclusive, but it should be noted that even the most rigorous and 
objective of quantitative content analysis coding procedures will have in-
escapable elements of subjective hermeneutic interpretation. This is be-
cause words and phrases are very often polysemous, and because deter-
mining the content producer’s communicative intent is usually beyond 
the scope of the content analysis method. Instead, this method is used 
to extrapolate and approximate the discursive mediations and effects of 
texts via the application of a reliable coding scheme that represents a fair-
ly accurate model of what a given body of text is effectively communicat-
ing (Krippendorf, 2004). Therefore, to ensure the reliability of my coding 
scheme, a second researcher was asked to code 6 randomly selected docu-
ments (25% of the sample corpus), using the codes shown in Tables 1 and 
2. Furthermore, to avoid linguistic priming and consequent coding bias, 
the second coder was only given the codes and their definitions, but was 
not told about the broader discursive formations that they corresponded 
to nor about the purpose of the study. Following consultation, we gener-
ated acceptable inter-coder reliability estimates with percent agreements 
for all 8 codes ranging from 83% to 100%.

Analysis and Results
Table 3 below shows the number of times each of the 8 discursive codes 
was identified in each Russell Group university’s education strategy state-
ments where applicable. Note that percentages were rounded to the near-
est tenth. Furthermore, as shown in Table 4, the frequency counts for the 
neoliberal discursive codes were summed to create an additive index (M 
= 32.08, SD = 18.99), so were the counts for the traditional university dis-
cursive codes (M = 8.33, SD = 11.13). A paired-sample T-test procedure was 
then conducted to determine whether the mean difference between these 
two sets of observations was statistically significant. The test showed that 
neoliberal discourses were significantly more numerous than traditional 
discourses t (23) = 4.93, p < .01. With regards to RQ1, combined, these de-
scriptive and inferential statistics give a clear indication that the Russell 
Group’s prioritized educational and research objectives and values, as 
can be gleamed from their official education strategy documents, large-
ly reflect those extolled by the paradigmatic neoliberal university model. 
Specifically, these statements by and large, positively communicated their 
respective institutions’ adoption, advancement, and planned implemen-
tation of employability, value for money, instrumental research, and per-
formativity discursive practices.
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Table 4: Total Frequency Of Coded Neoliberal & Traditional 
University Discourses

Russell Group
Member

Neoliberal 
University 
Discourses

(Total Score)

Traditional 
University 
Discourses

(Total Score)

Total Code Count

University of Birmingham 36.00
(97.3%)

1.00
(2.7%)

37.00
(100%)

University of Bristol 40.00
(100%)

00
(0%)

40.00
(100%)

University of Cambridge 15.00
(68.2%)

7.00
(31.9%)

22.00
(100%)

Cardiff University 14.00
(100%)

.00
(0%)

14.00
(100%)

Durham University 21.00
(70%)

9.00
(30%)

30.00
(100%)

University of Edinburgh 64.00
(86.5%)

10.00
(13.6%)

74.00
(100%)

University of Exeter 16.00
(59.3%)

11.00
(40.8%)

27.00
(100%)

University of Glasgow 44.00
(95.7%)

2.00
(4.4%)

46.00
(100%)

Imperial College London 22.00
(30.6%)

50.00
(69.5%)

72.00
(100%)

King’s College London 19.00
(36.6%)

33.00
(63.5%)

52.00
(100%)

University of Leeds 46.00
(100%)

.00
(0%)

46.00
(100%)

University of Liverpool 25.00
(96.2%)

1.00
(3.9%)

26.00
(100%)

London School of Economics 23.00
(85.2%)

4.00
(14.9%)

27.00
(100%)

University of Manchester 71.00
(86.6%)

11.00
(13.5%)

82.00
(100%)

Newcastle University 17.00
(89.5%)

2.00
(10.6%)

19.00
(100%)

University of Nottingham 52.00
(91.3%)

5.00
(8.8%)

57.00
(100%)

University of Oxford 22.00
(66.7%)

11.00
(33.4%)

33.00
(100%)

Queen Mary University 
of London 

65.00
(92.9%)

5.00
(7.2%)

70.00
(100%)

Queen’s University Belfast 25.00
(69.5%)

11.00
(30.6%)

36.00
(100%)

University of Sheffield 7.00
(58.4%)

5.00
(41.7%)

12.00
(100%)
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Russell Group
Member

Neoliberal 
University 
Discourses

(Total Score)

Traditional 
University 
Discourses

(Total Score)

Total Code Count

University of Southampton 26.00
(83.9%)

5.00
(16.2%)

31.00
(100%)

University College London 64.00
(84.3%)

12.00
(15.8%)

76.00
(100%)

University of Warwick 19.00
(65.6%)

10.00
(34.5%)

29.00
(100%)

University of York 17.00
(70.9%)

7.00
(29.2%)

24.00
(100%)

Regarding RQ2, the results indicate that the majority of the Russell 
Group is basically disavowing their responsibility to preserve higher ed-
ucation’s historically humanist and enlightenment principles and objec-
tives. This is especially the case for those to do with the safeguarding and 
promotion of academic teaching freedom and pure scientific research. 
Oxford and Imperial College London are notable and relative exceptions 
to this trend. These are world-renowned universities with considerable en-
dowments and income streams, and can thus for now afford to not ful-
ly adopt the neoliberal model. So despite their status, it is unlikely that 
the rest of the consortium will be following their example any time soon. 
However, the King’s College London (KCL) statements had a quite big-
ger percentage of traditional discourses (63.5%) than neoliberal discours-
es (36.%). This hints to the possibility that at least on paper anyway, KCL 
has a stronger commitment to encouraging student intellectual curiosi-
ty, and helping students to develop into ethical and conscientious global 
citizens) than to promoting employability and value for money practices. 
Additionally, the Exeter university statements had a fairly large number 
of instances of traditional discourses. KCL and Exeter are another pair 
of prestigious universities with healthy financial resources and can, there-
fore, also possibly afford a way to balance staying fiscally solvent and inter-
nationally competitive with the upholding of traditional university ideals. 
Whether they actually do so, however, remains to be seen.

Discussion
Over the past thirty years in many Western countries, official policy dis-
course about public spending in education has been presented as a threat 
to national competitiveness (Cribb & Gewirtz, 2013; Newfield, 2018). To 
address this supposed threat, neoliberal education policies such as the 
ones described earlier have been steadily implemented. This has led to 
drastic cuts in government funding for higher education and consequent 
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increases in tuition fees and student loan debt. Resultantly, contempo-
rary universities now have to decide whether to uphold their tradition-
al liberal humanist mission, surrender to market pressures and norms, 
or find a balance between these conflicting standards. To gain an empir-
ical sense of which of these paths British universities are most likely to 
pursue, the present study employed a content analysis method to exam-
ine the education strategies and commitment statements of the Russell 
Group, i.e., Great Britain’s top 24 elite and world-leading public univer-
sities. While these documents do mostly contain empty marketing pabu-
lum rather than binding policy proposals, they nevertheless serve as pub-
lic pronouncements of said universities’ current and future educational 
purposes, ambitions, and values. Hence, these statements shed light on 
the Russell Group’s pedagogic practices and institutional priorities, which 
will, in turn, likely influence the wider British and global university sector.  

The results show that these statements are predominantly rife with 
neoliberal discursive inflections of global competitiveness, instrumental-
ism, employability, and customer satisfaction, which principally equate 
a university education with professional development and research with 
economic utility. Conversely, largely absent from the majority of these 
statements are the traditional university mission and goals of nurturing 
intellectual curiosity, promoting academic freedom, generating pure sci-
entific knowledge, and fostering character and conscientious citizenship. 
These results, therefore, suggest that the Russell Group’s current and long-
term plans for pedagogy and research strongly mirror the language of the 
neoliberal policy agenda for higher education, and have largely abandoned 
the academy’s historically humanist and enlightenment principles and 
commitments. 

Moreover, these results are consistent with the literature on the ne-
oliberalization of universities (Ball, 2012; Lojdová, 2016; Morrissey, 2015; 
Mountz et al., 2015; Shore & Davidson, 2014), and are thus not especial-
ly surprising. However, one could argue that universities, particularly elite 
ones, have even in the current neoliberal era, been “culturally, institution-
ally and even statutorily obliged to assert their commitment to academic 
freedom” (Phelan, 2016, p. 1). So in this regard, it is somewhat unexpect-
ed to see how minimally this most basic and longstanding principle is at-
tended to in the Russell Group’s education strategy statements, such that 
it is not even really paid rhetorical lip service. There were a couple of excep-
tions to this with the most notable one being Imperial College London. 
Indeed, their rather lengthy education statement, which was also the only 
one to include a reference list, frequently and consistently expressed the 
urgent need to change existing curriculum and teaching practices, but 
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that this must first and foremost be guided, informed, and initiated by 
staff in congruence with their respective expertise and interests. For ex-
ample, on pg. 26 of this statement, it says that the university will establish 
an approach to pedagogic change by: “Freeing up time of key academics 
who lead the transformation of specific modules, so they have the space 
to identify learning outcomes, to map these to optimal delivery methods, 
then to develop and deploy these within an active learning framework”.

Additionally, there were a few other standout examples of coun-
ter-hegemonic narratives. In particular, the statement of KCL regular-
ly expressed a seemingly sincere concern to help develop considerate, 
service-oriented, and cosmopolitan students. Note for example the fol-
lowing excerpt from KCL’s statement on pg. 5. “We want our graduates 
to have strong disciplinary foundations from which to make sense of the 
world; we also want them to be socially responsible citizens who enjoy 
life”. This sentiment was also expressed an appreciable amount of times in 
the statements from the University of Warwick (17%), Queen’s University 
Belfast (20%), University of Exeter (22%), Durham University (23%), and 
Cambridge University (14%). That said, it bears repeating that these state-
ments are simply public announcements of a university’s proposed re-
search and teaching plans and initiatives. Therefore, universities are not 
legally bound to follow the goals and proposals issued in these statements, 
and can pursue them in any way they see fit -which may or may not align 
with the intended spirit of said goals and proposals. The findings of this 
study are thus only able to provide rough insights into the Russell Group’s 
pedagogic and institutional trends and trajectories. Future observational 
and survey research is needed to determine the extent and ways that the 
neoliberal discursive practices identified in this brief content analysis are 
manifesting in British and other Western universities, and impacting aca-
demics’ everyday experiences and priorities.

Finally, I want to close by noting that I am not arguing against em-
ployability, the instrumentality of research, or accountability for lack-lus-
ter teaching. These goals and practices are not necessarily antithetical to 
or totally incompatible with traditional university ones. For instance, 
university natural science, social science, and humanities courses have 
since their inception been designed to foster critical thinking, commu-
nications, researching, and data analysis skills. Such skills are inherent-
ly transferable and applicable to contemporary knowledge and service 
economy jobs. Moreover, instrumental research has always gone hand in 
hand with pure research, and students certainly deserve quality teaching 
and pastoral care. However, when the neoliberal expression of pedagog-
ic instrumentalism and accountability becomes totally unmoored from 
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and take primacy over the academy’s traditional goals and practices, then 
this almost invariably and predictably leads to the corruption of research, 
hindering of new scientific discoveries, dumbing down of curriculum to 
inflate grades, and shutting down of academically significant but unpop-
ular departments and fields of research. To be certain, this is current-
ly the case across the tertiary education sector (Bachan, 2017; Havergal, 
2016; McKie, 2018), such that many universities, including most of those 
from the Russell Group, are running the significant risk of becoming lit-
tle more than degree-mills that churn out largely uncritical, self-interest-
ed, and unenlightened graduates. 

However mythical it may well be, the traditional university model is 
revered by possibly most academics not because they are nostalgic, recal-
citrant, or lazy, but rather because they are themselves products of higher 
education. As such, they unlike the neoliberal managers who run the uni-
versities, understand full-well that a university education is valuable be-
cause it is supposed to: 1) nurture intellectual passions and interests –irre-
spective of their economic utility; 2) hone the capacity to reason logically 
and independently investigate truth claims, and 3) cultivate communitar-
ian values along with a sense of fairness and justice (Newfield, 2018; Pavur, 
2009). It is first and foremost through the achievement of these aims that 
a university education can help students to self-actualize and lead them to 
make broader and positive cultural, societal, and economic contributions.
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For several decades now, neoliberalism has been at the forefront 
of discussions not only in the economy and finance but has infil-
trated our vocabulary in a number of areas as diverse as govern-
ance studies, criminology, health care, jurisprudence, education 
etc. What has triggered the use and application of this ‘economis-
tic’ ideology associated with the promotion of effectiveness and 
efficiency?

Neoliberalism has become the dominant ideology of the times and has es-
tablished itself as a central feature of politics. Not only does it define itself 
as a political and economic system whose aim was to consolidate power in 
the hands of a corporate and financial elite, it also wages a war over ideas. 
In this instance, it has defined itself as a form of commonsense and func-
tions as a mode of public pedagogy that produces a template for structur-
ing not just markets but all of social life. In this sense, it has and contin-
ues to function not only through public and higher education to produce 
and distribute market-based values, identities, and modes of agency, but 
also in wider cultural apparatuses and platforms to privatize, deregulate, 
economize, and subject all of the commanding institutions and relations 
of everyday life to the dictates of privatization, efficiency, deregulation, 
and commodification. 

Since the 1970s as more and more of the commanding institutions of 
society come under the control of neoliberal ideology, its notions of com-
mon sense – an unchecked individualism, harsh competition, an aggres-
sive attack on the welfare state, the evisceration of public goods, and its at-
tack on all models of sociality at odds with market values – have become 
the reigning hegemony of capitalist societies. What many on the left have 
failed to realize is that neoliberalism is about more than economic struc-
tures, it is also is a powerful pedagogical force – especially in the era of so-
cial media – that engages in full-spectrum dominance at every level of civil 
society. Its reach extends not only into education but also among an array 
of digital platforms as well as in the broader sphere of popular culture. 

http://www.henryagiroux.com/
http://www.henryagiroux.com/


m. sardoč ■ an interviw with henry giroux

99

Under neoliberal modes of governance, regardless of the institution, every 
social relation is reduced to an act of commerce. Neoliberalism’s promo-
tion of effectiveness and efficiency gives credence to its ability to willing-
ness and success in making education central to politics. It also offers a 
warning to progressives, as Pierre Bourdieu has insisted that the left has 
underestimated the symbolic and pedagogical dimensions of struggle and 
have not always forged appropriate weapons to fight on this front.” 

According to the advocates of neoliberalism, education represents 
one of the main indicators of future economic growth and indi-
vidual well-being. How – and why – education became one of the 
central elements of the ‘neoliberal revolution’? 

Advocates of neoliberalism have always recognized that education is a site 
of struggle over which there are very high stakes regarding how young peo-
ple are educated, who is to be educated, and what vision of the present and 
future should be most valued and privileged. Higher education in the six-
ties went through a revolutionary period in the United States and many 
other countries as students sought to both redefine education as a demo-
cratic public sphere and to open it up to a variety of groups that up to that 
up to that point had been excluded. Conservatives were extremely fright-
ened over this shift and did everything they could to counter it. Evidence 
of this is clear in the production of the Powell Memo published in 1971 
and later in The Trilateral Commission’s book-length report, namely, The 
Crisis of Democracy, published in 1975. From the 1960s on the, conserva-
tives, especially the neoliberal right, has waged a war on education in or-
der to rid it of its potential role as a democratic public sphere. At the same 
time, they sought aggressively to restructure its modes of governance, un-
dercut the power of faculty, privilege knowledge that was instrumental to 
the market, define students mainly as clients and consumers, and reduce 
the function of higher education largely to training students for the global 
workforce. At the core of the neoliberal investment in education is a desire 
to undermine the university’s commitment to the truth, critical think-
ing, and its obligation to stand for justice and assume responsibility for 
safeguarding the interests of young as they enter a world marked massive 
inequalities, exclusion, and violence at home and abroad. Higher educa-
tion may be one of the few institutions left in neoliberal societies that of-
fers a protective space to question, challenge, and think against the grain. 
Neoliberalism considers such a space to be dangerous and they have done 
everything possible to eliminate higher education as a space where stu-
dents can realize themselves as critical citizens, faculty can participate in 
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the governing structure, and education can be define itself as a right rath-
er than as a privilege. 

Almost by definition, reforms and other initiatives aimed to im-
prove educational practice have been one of the pivotal mecha-
nisms to infiltrate the neoliberal agenda of effectiveness and effi-
ciency. What aspect of neoliberalism and its educational agenda 
you find most problematic? Why?

Increasingly aligned with market forces, higher education is mostly primed 
for teaching business principles and corporate values, while university ad-
ministrators are prized as CEOs or bureaucrats in a neoliberal-based au-
dit culture. Many colleges and universities have been McDonalds-ized as 
knowledge is increasingly viewed as a commodity resulting in curricula 
that resemble a fast-food menu. In addition, faculty are subjected increas-
ingly to a Wal-Mart model of labor relations designed as Noam Chomsky 
points out “to reduce labor costs and to increase labor servility”. In the 
age of precarity and flexibility, the majority of faculty have been reduced 
to part-time positions, subjected to low wages, lost control over the con-
ditions of their labor, suffered reduced benefits, and frightened about ad-
dressing social issues critically in their classrooms for fear of losing their 
jobs. The latter may be the central issue curbing free speech and academ-
ic freedom in the academy. Moreover, many of these faculty are barely 
able to make ends meet because of their impoverished salaries, and some 
are on food stamps. If faculty are treated like service workers, students 
fare no better and are now relegated to the status of customers and cli-
ents. Moreover, they are not only inundated with the competitive, privat-
ized, and market-driven values of neoliberalism, they are also punished 
by those values in the form of exorbitant tuition rates, astronomical debts 
owed to banks and other financial institutions, and in too many cases a 
lack of meaningful employment. As a project and movement, neoliber-
alism undermines the ability of educators and others to create the con-
ditions that give students the opportunity to acquire the knowledge and 
the civic courage necessary to make desolation and cynicism unconvinc-
ing and hope practical. As an ideology, neoliberalism is at odds with any 
viable notion of democracy which it sees as the enemy of the market. Yet, 
Democracy cannot work if citizens are not autonomous, self-judging, cu-
rious, reflective, and independent – qualities that are indispensable for 
students if they are going to make vital judgments and choices about par-
ticipating in and shaping decisions that affect everyday life, institutional 
reform, and governmental policy. 
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Why large-scale assessments and quantitative data in general are 
a central part of the ‘neo-liberal toolkit’ in educational research?

These are the tools of accountants and have nothing to do with larger vi-
sions or questions about what matters as part of a university education. 
The overreliance on metrics and measurement has become a tool used 
to remove questions of responsibility, morality, and justice from the lan-
guage and policies of education. I believe the neoliberal toolkit as you 
put it is part of the discourse of civic illiteracy that now runs rampant 
in higher educational research, a kind of mind-numbing investment in a 
metric-based culture that kills the imagination and wages an assault on 
what it means to be critical, thoughtful, daring, and willing to take risks. 
Metrics in the service of an audit culture has become the new face of a cul-
ture of positivism, a kind of empirical-based panopticon that turns ideas 
into numbers and the creative impulse into ashes. Large scale assessments 
and quantitative data are the driving mechanisms in which everything is 
absorbed into the culture of business. The distinction between informa-
tion and knowledge has become irrelevant in this model and anything 
that cannot be captured by numbers is treated with disdain. In this new 
audit panopticon, the only knowledge that matters is that which can be 
measured. What is missed here, of course, is that measurable utility is a 
curse as a universal principle because it ignores any form of knowledge 
based on the assumption that individuals need to know more than how 
things work or what their practical utility might be. This is a language 
that cannot answer the question of what the responsibility of the univer-
sity and educators might be in a time of tyranny, in the face of the un-
speakable, and the current widespread attack on immigrants, Muslims, 
and others considered disposable. This is a language that is both afraid 
and unwilling to imagine what alternative worlds inspired by the search 
for equality and justice might be possible in an age beset by the increasing 
dark forces of authoritarianism. 

While the analysis of the neoliberal agenda in education is well 
documented, the analysis of the language of neoliberal education 
is at the fringes of scholarly interest. In particular, the expansion 
of the neoliberal vocabulary with egalitarian ideas such as fair-
ness, justice, equality of opportunity, well-being etc. has received 
[at best] only limited attention. What factors have contributed to 
this shift of emphasis? 

Neoliberalism has upended how language is used in both education and 
the wider society. It works to appropriate discourses associated with 
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liberal democracy that have become normalized in order to both lim-
it their meanings and use them to mean the opposite of what they have 
meant traditionally, especially with respect to human rights, justice, in-
formed judgment, critical agency, and democracy itself. It is waging a war 
over not just the relationship between economic structures but over mem-
ory, words, meaning, and politics. Neoliberalism takes words like free-
dom and limits it to the freedom to consume, spew out hate, and celebrate 
notions of self-interest and a rabid individualism as the new common 
sense. Equality of opportunity means engaging in ruthless forms of com-
petition, a war of all against all ethos, and a survival of the fittest mode of 
behavior. The vocabulary of neoliberalism operates in the service of vio-
lence in that it reduces the capacity for human fulfillment in the collec-
tive sense, diminishes a broad understanding of freedom as fundamental 
to expanding the capacity for human agency, and diminishes the ethical 
imagination by reducing it to the interest of the market and the accumu-
lation of capital. Words, memory, language and meaning are weaponized 
under neoliberalism. Certainly, neither the media nor progressives have 
given enough attention to how neoliberalism colonizes language because 
neither group has given enough attention to viewing the crisis of neoliber-
alism as not only an economic crisis but also a crisis of ideas. Education is 
not viewed as a force central to politics and as such the intersection of lan-
guage, power, and politics in the neoliberal paradigm has been largely ig-
nored. Moreover, at a time when civic culture is being eradicated, public 
spheres are vanishing, and notions of shared citizenship appear obsolete, 
words that speak to the truth, reveal injustices and provide informed crit-
ical analysis also begin to disappear. This makes it all the more difficult to 
engage critically the use of neoliberalism’s colonization of language. In the 
United States, Trump prodigious tweets signify not only a time in which 
governments engage in the pathology of endless fabrications, but also how 
they function to reinforce a pedagogy of infantilism designed to animate 
his base in a glut of shock while reinforcing a culture of war, fear, divisive-
ness, and greed in ways that disempower his critics. 

You have written extensively on neoliberalism’s exclusively in-
strumental view of education, its reductionist understanding 
of effectiveness and its distorted image of fairness. In what way 
should radical pedagogy fight back neoliberalism and its educa-
tional agenda?

First, higher education needs to reassert its mission as a public good in or-
der to reclaim its egalitarian and democratic impulses. Educators need to 
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initiate and expand a national conversation in which higher education can 
be defended as a democratic public sphere and the classroom as a site of de-
liberative inquiry, dialogue, and critical thinking, a site that makes a claim 
on the radical imagination and a sense of civic courage. At the same time, 
the discourse on defining higher education as a democratic public sphere 
can provide the platform for a more expressive commitment in developing 
a social movement in defense of public goods and against neoliberalism as 
a threat to democracy. This also means rethinking how education can be 
funded as a public good and what it might mean to fight for policies that 
both stop the defunding of education and fight to relocate funds from the 
death dealing military and incarceration budgets to those supporting edu-
cation at all levels of society. The challenge here is for higher education not 
to abandon its commitment to democracy and to recognize that neoliber-
alism operates in the service of the forces of economic domination and ide-
ological repression. Second, educators need to acknowledge and make good 
on the claim that a critically literate citizen is indispensable to a democra-
cy, especially at a time when higher education is being privatized and sub-
ject to neoliberal restructuring efforts. This suggests placing ethics, civic 
literacy, social responsibility, and compassion at the forefront of learning 
so as to combine knowledge, teaching, and research with the rudiments 
of what might be called the grammar of an ethical and social imagination. 
This would imply taking seriously those values, traditions, histories, and 
pedagogies that would promote a sense of dignity, self-reflection, and com-
passion at the heart of a real democracy. Third, higher education needs to 
be viewed as a right, as it is in many countries such as Germany, France, 
Norway, Finland, and Brazil, rather than a privilege for a limited few, as 
it is in the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom. Fourth, in 
a world driven by data, metrics, and the replacement of knowledge by the 
overabundance of information, educators need to enable students to engage 
in multiple literacies extending from print and visual culture to digital cul-
ture. They need to become border crossers who can think dialectically, and 
learn not only how to consume culture but also to produce it. Fifth, facul-
ty must reclaim their right to control over the nature of their labor, shape 
policies of governance, and be given tenure track lines with the guarantee of 
secure employment and protection for academic freedom and free speech. 

Why is it important to analyze the relationship between neolib-
eralism and civic literacy particularly as an educational project?

The ascendancy of neoliberalism in American politics has made visible 
a plague of deep-seated civic illiteracy, a corrupt political system and a 
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contempt for reason that has been decades in the making. It also points 
to the withering of civic attachments, the undoing of civic culture, the de-
cline of public life and the erosion of any sense of shared citizenship. As 
market mentalities and moralities tighten their grip on all aspects of so-
ciety, democratic institutions and public spheres are being downsized, if 
not altogether disappearing. As these institutions vanish – from public 
schools and alternative media to health care centers– there is also a seri-
ous erosion of the discourse of community, justice, equality, public val-
ues, and the common good. At the same time reason and truth are not 
simply contested, or the subject of informed arguments as they should 
be, but wrongly vilified – banished to Trump’s poisonous world of fake 
news. For instance, under the Trump administration, language has been 
pillaged, truth and reason disparaged, and words and phrases emptied of 
any substance or turned into their opposite, all via the endless production 
of Trump’s Twitter storms and the ongoing clown spectacle of Fox News. 
This grim reality points to a failure in the power of the civic imagination, 
political will, and open democracy. It is also part of a politics that strips 
the social of any democratic ideals and undermines any understanding of 
education as a public good. What we are witnessing under neoliberalism 
is not simply a political project to consolidate power in the hands of the 
corporate and financial elite but also a reworking of the very meaning of 
literacy and education as crucial to what it means to create an informed 
citizenry and democratic society. In an age when literacy and thinking 
become dangerous to the anti-democratic forces governing all the com-
manding economic and cultural institutions of the United States, truth 
is viewed as a liability, ignorance becomes a virtue, and informed judg-
ments and critical thinking demeaned and turned into rubble and ashes. 
Under the reign of this normalized architecture of alleged common sense, 
literacy is regarded with disdain, words are reduced to data and science is 
confused with pseudo-science. Traces of critical thought appear more and 
more at the margins of the culture as ignorance becomes the primary or-
ganizing principle of American society. 

Under the forty-year reign of neoliberalism, language has been mili-
tarized, handed over to advertisers, game show idiocy, and a political and 
culturally embarrassing anti-intellectualism sanctioned by the White 
House. Couple this with a celebrity culture that produces an ecosystem of 
babble, shock, and tawdry entertainment. Add on the cruel and clownish 
anti-public intellectuals such as Jordan Peterson who defend inequality, 
infantile forms of masculinity, and define ignorance and a warrior men-
tality as part of the natural order, all the while dethroning any viable sense 
of agency and the political. 
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The culture of manufactured illiteracy is also reproduced through 
a media apparatus that trades in illusions and the spectacle of violence. 
Under these circumstances, illiteracy becomes the norm and education 
becomes central to a version of neoliberal zombie politics that functions 
largely to remove democratic values, social relations, and compassion 
from the ideology, policies and commanding institutions that now con-
trol American society. In the age of manufactured illiteracy, there is more 
at work than simply an absence of learning, ideas or knowledge. Nor can 
the reign of manufactured illiteracy be solely attributed to the rise of the 
new social media, a culture of immediacy, and a society that thrives on in-
stant gratification. On the contrary, manufactured illiteracy is political 
and educational project central to a right-wing corporatist ideology and 
set of policies that work aggressively to depoliticize people and make them 
complicitous with the neoliberal and racist political and economic forces 
that impose misery and suffering upon their lives. There is more at work 
here than what Ariel Dorfman calls a “felonious stupidity,” there is also 
the workings of a deeply malicious form of 21st century neoliberal fascism 
and a culture of cruelty in which language is forced into the service of vi-
olence while waging a relentless attack on the ethical imagination and the 
notion of the common good. In the current historical moment illiteracy 
and ignorance offer the pretense of a community in doing so has under-
mined the importance of civic literacy both in higher education and the 
larger society.

Is there any shortcoming in the analysis of such a complex (and 
controversial) social phenomenon as neoliberalism and its educa-
tional agenda? Put differently: is there any aspect of the neoliber-
al educational agenda that its critics have failed to address?

Any analysis of an ideology such as neoliberalism will always be incom-
plete. And the literature on neoliberalism in its different forms and di-
verse contexts is quite abundant. What is often underplayed in my mind 
are three things. First, too little is said about how neoliberalism func-
tions not simply as an economic model for finance capital but as a public 
pedagogy that operates through a diverse number of sites and platforms. 
Second, not enough has been written about its war on a democratic no-
tion of sociality and the concept of the social. Third, at a time in which 
echoes of a past fascism are on the rise not enough is being said about 
the relationship between neoliberalism and fascism, or what I call neo-
liberal fascism, especially the relationship between the widespread suffer-
ing and misery caused by neoliberalism and the rise of white supremacy. I 
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define neoliberal fascism as both a project and a movement, which func-
tions as an enabling force that weakens, if not destroys, the commanding 
institutions of a democracy while undermining its most valuable princi-
ples. Consequently, it provides a fertile ground for the unleashing of the 
ideological architecture, poisonous values, and racist social relations sanc-
tioned and produced under fascism. Neoliberalism and fascism conjoin 
and advance in a comfortable and mutually compatible project and move-
ment that connects the worse excesses of capitalism with fascist ideals – 
the veneration of war, a hatred of reason and truth; a populist celebration 
of ultra-nationalism and racial purity; the suppression of freedom and dis-
sent; a culture which promotes lies, spectacles, a demonization of the oth-
er, a discourse of decline, brutal violence, and ultimately state violence in 
heterogeneous forms. As a project, it destroys all the commanding insti-
tutions of democracy and consolidates power in the hands of a financial 
elite. As a movement, it produces and legitimates massive economic ine-
quality and suffering, privatizes public goods, dismantles essential gov-
ernment agencies, and individualizes all social problems. In addition, it 
transforms the political state into the corporate state, and uses the tools 
of surveillance, militarization, and law and order to discredit the critical 
press and media, undermine civil liberties while ridiculing and censoring 
critics. What critics need to address is that neoliberalism is the face of a 
new fascism and as such it speaks to the need to repudiate the notion that 
capitalism and democracy are the same thing, renew faith in the promises 
of a democratic socialism, create new political formations around an alli-
ance of diverse social movements, and take seriously the need to make ed-
ucation central to politics itself.
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Introduction 

In the field of education, the global convergence on neoliberal discourses 
that direct domestic reforms has been increasingly discussed in the last 
few decades from the viewpoint of different social sciences (including 

the political and educational science). The important part of these scientif-
ic debates are the studies of neoliberal governmentality,1 understood as the 
political philosophy of governance (Mitchell, 2006), which strategically 
use particular discourse and technology to steer society towards optimal 
market gains and profit. Its success lies in self-management, responsibili-
ty and calculative rationality/choices of individual actors. Neoliberalism 
is conceptualised not as standardized universal technology, but as the log-
ic of governing that migrates and interacts with situated circumstances 
and is selectively taken up in diverse political contexts (Mitchell, 2006; 
Ong, 2007; Wahlström and Sundberg, 2018).2 Within that framework, 
Europeanisation research attempts to determine how specific EU neolib-
eral governance structures and processes influence the development of na-
tional educational spaces (e.g. Dale and Robertson, 2012). 

Although each EU member state is characterised by country-spe-
cific peculiarities in the educational system, some clusters of countries 

1 According to Larner (2000) studies of neoliberalism can be divided into three distinct 
analytical categories: policy framework, ideology, governmentality.

2 Mitchell (2006) argues that neoliberalism is often cohabiting and/or overlapping with 
other regimes. She explains that the socio-democratic project and neoliberalism in the 
EU present “a complex mix of t̀hird-way’ type claims to fairness, social justice, social co-
hesion, and `open’ government, accompanied by a sharp institutional transition to a more 
market-driven logic”.

European Neoliberal Discourse 
and Slovenian Educational Space

Urška Štremfel
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share commonalities that can, to some extent, determine similarities in 
the manner by which they accept the EU (neoliberal) agenda. Researchers 
(e.g. Alexiadou and Lange, 2013) agree that from this perspective, new 
member states represent particularly interesting objects of investigation. 
Silova (2009: p. 295) argues that a special group of new member states, i.e. 
post-socialist member states, ‘‘share several educational characteristics, as 
reflected in a number of educational legacies inherited from the social-
ist regime and a proclaimed aspiration to embrace Western (neoliberal) 
educational values’’. Chankseliani and Silova (2018) report that despite 
commonalities between post-socialist states in the reception of the EU 
neoliberal agenda, “there is little evidence of educational convergence to-
wards neoliberal educational goals, when looking beyond policy rhetoric 
and digging deeper into local educational contexts”. By studying the re-
ception of the EU neoliberal agenda, in particular member state specific 
cultural tradition, state-society-economy relationship and political com-
petition should therefore be taken into consideration. Discursive insti-
tutionalism has been recognised (Schmidt, 2008) as a particularly prom-
ising theoretical approach for explaining Europeanization of education 
policy field (influence and reception of the EU neoliberal agenda and na-
tional policy changes). 

The article is positioned in the heart of neoliberalism discourse re-
search and fits into many identified research gaps in the field. Souto-Otero 
(2017) reports that “With respect to the provision of empirical data, it is 
neoliberalism as seen through the lens of governmentality that is most 
commonly under-researched”. The question of how neoliberal discourse 
becomes rearticulated in a specific national context and infiltrates into its 
educational system is commonly overlooked (Takayama, 2009) and most 
studies of neoliberal governmentality are generally abstracted from ac-
tually existing subject and spaces (Mitchell, 2006). Similarly, Alexiadou 
and Lange (2013) view the scope of impact of EU governance not only as 
being the most important for understanding its successful performance, 
but also being the most problematic due to lacking in depth information 
on whether, and how, its policy instruments are adopted and considered 
within (new) member states. Delanty and Rumford (2005) denote discur-
sive institutionalism in theorizing Europeanization as a very promising, 
but still neglected field.

The article aims to offer new insights into how EU (neoliberal) gov-
ernance has helped member states increasingly perceive themselves as be-
ing aligned with EU agendas in terms of which educational changes are 
important and necessary. By using discursive institutionalism approach, 
it sheds light on how using neoliberal discourses have contributed to new 
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modes of regulating educational policy, with real effects on policy and 
practice in national systems of education (Dale and Robertson, 2012). 
Here, the article does not examine neoliberal ideas and their value bases, 
origins, constructions and implications but is rather focused on commu-
nicative discourse through which ideas are translated to the national level 
(Alexiadou, 2016: p. 3; Schmidt, 2008). A case study on Slovenia is an in-
teresting endeavour because it helps us ascertain how EU neoliberal edu-
cational discourse is received at the national level and how these influence 
the transformation and development of the post-socialist educational sys-
tem (Silova, 2009). 

The article originates primarily from policy studies, which are rec-
ognised as important meso-level theories for explaining Europeanisation. 
It is qualitatively oriented and draws on theoretical and empirical evi-
dence. To address the research aim, we employ the following methods: 
(a) an analysis of relevant literature and secondary sources (a comprehen-
sive review of the academic literature on EU (neoliberal) governance), (b) 
an analysis of formal documents and legal sources at the EU and nation-
al levels (an analysis of Slovenian educational legislation, EU official doc-
uments in the field of educational policy, non-official documents, press 
releases), (f) questionnaire distribution [mailed questionnaires that were 
sent to Slovenian educational experts who are also active at the EU/inter-
national level (n = 22), educational policy makers (n = 8), and stakehold-
ers (headmasters) (n = 91)] (Štremfel, 2013).3 

The first section is a review of theoretical considerations and empir-
ical evidence on EU (neoliberal) educational governance as governance 
of goals, comparisons, problems/crisis and knowledge. In the second sec-
tion, we focus on theoretical considerations of discursive institutional-
ism and its implications for Europeanization research. The third section 
deals with empirical evidence regarding the reception of the EU neolib-
eral governance discourse in the Slovenian educational space. Finally, the 
main findings are synthesised to serve as an explanation of relative open-
ness of Slovenia towards EU neoliberal discourse and the implications of 
these insights for the understanding of the widening and deepening of the 
European educational space. 

European Neoliberal Educational Governance 
A number of authors (e.g. Walters and Haahr, 2005; Mitchell, 2006; Dale, 
2008; Lange and Alexiadou, 2010; Gunter et al., 2016) have confirmed 
that the EU governance in the field of education policies has deeply rooted 

3 We found questionnaires distributed for the purpose of the study (Štremfel, 2013) particu-
larly interesting for illustrating theoretical premises of this article.
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neoliberal premises and, as an instrument, reflects the ideas and mecha-
nisms of the new public management. The EU is thus involved in the defi-
nition, structuring, monitoring, as well the evaluation of education and 
through the use of “soft governance” tools such as goals, benchmarks, in-
dicators and international comparative achievement scales it coordinates 
the thinking and acting of EU member states, institutions and individu-
als (Nordin, 2014: p. 115).4 In scientific debates, summarized below, EU 
educational governance is presented as governance of goals, comparisons, 
problems/crisis and knowledge. 

Governance of Goals 
Quantitative measurements of progress of commonly agreed goals have 
become a central instrument for governing education in the EU and, at 
the same time, an important part of the normative discourse communi-
cating what course of action is considered desirable and persuading the 
actors to perform in a similar way. Indicators and benchmarks (also de-
veloped on the basis of the findings of international comparative assess-
ment studies) enable the assessment and comparison of the performance 
of member states in achieving common EU goals (governance of goals). 
Grek (2009) believes that within governance of goals, data and their man-
agement play a key role. Data enables governance through goal setting, 
whereby participant output is directed towards achieving goals. Upon 
publishing, these data serve as the instruments of encouragement and 
judgement of participants in terms of their output. They thus simultane-
ously represent the control of context and the autonomy of the actors op-
erating within the context in relation to how they will achieve their goals. 
This is a system of discipline based on the judgement and classification of 
participants in achieving (jointly defined) goals. 

Governance of Comparisons 
Knowledge about member state performance in achieving commonly 
agreed goals is almost always contextualised in relation to other systems. 
Comparisons (commonly shown as an international spectacle of achieve-
ment or underachievement on comparative achievement scales) strength-
en participants’ mutual responsibility for achieving common goals, legit-
imise political actions and thus create a new mode of governance. They 
mostly encompass a rationalistic approach to policy making, wherein (as-
sessed) participants are implicitly under pressure to arrive as close as pos-
sible to what is considered ‘the best’ in accordance with special criteria 

4 Ball (2015) denotes such measurement and monitoring tools as preferred techniques with-
in the normative ideal of neoliberalism.
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within a certain context of comparisons. In this regard, the leading as-
sumption is that the most efficient (rationalist approach) and the most 
suitable (constructivist approach) decisions are adopted on the basis of ob-
jective data (March and Olsen, 1998). International comparative achieve-
ment scales hence exert double pressure on EU member states [the sense of 
their own (un)competitiveness compared with the performance of other 
members states, the feeling of ineffectiveness resulting from (non)achieve-
ment of common goals] and direct them towards achieving the strategic 
goals of the EU (Alexiadou, 2007; Ioannidou, 2007). Some authors (e.g. 
Nóvoa and Yariv-Mashal, 2003) point out that in this respect, governance 
by comparison not only creates convergence (of goals and outcomes), but 
may also lead to uniformity in activity and thinking. Within the neolib-
eral philosophy, such competitive neutrality establishes relationships of ri-
valry as a means of increasing productivity, accountability and oversight. 

Governance of Problems/Crisis 
As far as transnational problem resolution is concerned, the governance 
of problems pertains to a situation wherein a group of countries recognise 
a common policy problem and unite their efforts in resolving this prob-
lem. Nóvoa (2002: p. 145) argues that the ‘expert discourses’ that emerge 
from the European Commission tend to homogenise ‘problems’ and ‘solu-
tions’ and create the illusion of a common agenda. When an EU member 
state perceives a policy-related problem based on its ranking on an inter-
national comparative achievement scale, the most efficient policy models 
for problem resolution have often already been developed at the EU lev-
el. Member state uncertainty, how to resolve the problem itself and the 
pressure of competitiveness can explain their receptiveness to apparently 
neutral external solutions. Under this approach, then, the EU governance 
is seen as a way of gradually solving national problems by shifting prob-
lem solving capacity from the national to the supranational level (see also 
Alexiadou, 2014: p. 128). 

Nordin (2014) points out that crisis discourse presents an important 
instrument of EU neoliberal educational governance.5 The crisis discourse 
has an epistemological approach coordinating ideas and exercising per-
suasive power to guide human thinking and action in a certain direction 
when communicated by powerful policy actors such as the EU. The crisis 

5 Nordin (2014) recognised the similarities between crisis discourse and risk society (Beck, 
1992). He argues that “While the risk society calculates possible risks in a distant and un-
known future, the crisis discourse calls for immediate action in response to a situation al-
ready known (at least for those powerful actors communicating the crisis), changing the 
time horizon for those involved in the policy-making process in a more reactive direction” 
(Nordin, 2014: pp. 122–123).
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discourse implies that action has to be taken urgently and immediately 
and that there is no option other than to act. According to Nordin (2014), 
it is especially evident in the EU documents from 2005 onwards, when 
EU realised its progress towards realizing Lisbon goals was very limited 
and from 2008 onwards, when global economic crisis emerged.6 The result 
shows that this normative discourse is becoming an important and pow-
erful instrument of the EU seeking public legitimacy for extensive (EU 
and national) reforms (Robertson, 2008; Nordin, 2014: p. 109). 

Governance of Knowledge 
As evident from the discussion above in all presented forms of governance 
– governance of goals, comparisons and problems/crisis, apparently objec-
tive expert data play a key role. Apple (2001: p. 413) points out the essen-
tial advantage of the neoliberal discourse is in its efforts for political strat-
egies to become neutral. When public policies and policy instruments 
are considered to be neutral, they turn into technical solutions to policy 
problems and are thus in lesser need of critical assessment or of being dis-
cussed by a wide circle of actors (Cort, 2010). With apparent neutrality 
(and the resulting emphasised role of experts and the expert knowledge), 
the EU neoliberal educational governance steers the member states to-
wards achieving political (economic oriented) goals. The neoliberal shift 
towards economic goals is not only a shift in terms of the content of edu-
cation, but also encompasses the entire ideology on how to steer society.

The neoliberal ideology as a means of steering society in the early 
stages of reinforcement of mutual cooperation in the field of education, 
was not only appealing for the EU because of the changes in the aim of ed-
ucation towards economic objectives (e.g. Holford and Mohorčič Špolar, 
2012), but has also proven highly suitable when the EU was entering a sen-
sitive policy field, where the member states had previously not been will-
ing to relinquish their political power. It seems that it was only neutrali-
ty of the neoliberal discourse that was able to persuade them into a more 
committed mutual cooperation. Although cooperation between member 
states in the field of education remains non-mandatory, the new mode of 
EU (neoliberal) governance instruments contain a number of drivers that 
steer member states towards acting in the agreed-upon direction. Haahr 

6 Schmidt (2008) recognizes the contribution of similar approaches – ideational institu-
tionalism (Hay, 2001); constructivist institutionalism (Hay, 2006) and strategic construc-
tivism (Jabko, 2006) – to this understanding. She justifies the added value of discursive 
institutionalism in terms of its focus on understanding discourse as interactive process. 
Since the main aim of this article is to explain the interactive process of translating neo-
liberal discourse from the EU to the national level, the article uses particularly discursive 
institutionalism as theoretical background.
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(2004: p.210) argues that neoliberal governance includes a touch of free-
dom, yet simultaneously also the appeal of its use. Jacobsson (2004) at-
tributes the secret behind it to a special combination of pressure it exerts 
and the actors’ initiative and desire for voluntary policy change that it 
triggers. What makes neoliberal ideology (and consequently EU neoliber-
al educational governance) influential is the absence of questioning, sur-
render to what is seen as the implacable and irreversible logic of social re-
ality (Bauman, 1999: p. 127). 

Europeanization Through the Lens of Discursive 
Institutionalism 
In theorizing EU influence of national policy, new institutionalist theo-
ries play an important role. The new institutionalisms (older new institu-
tionalism of rational choice, sociological institutionalism, historical in-
stitutionalism, and more recent new institutionalisms, such as discursive 
institutionalism and constructivist institutionalism) share the conviction 
that the social world and actors’ decision-making cannot be properly ex-
plained without taking into account the role of institutions in constitut-
ing the conditions under which actors make their moves and how they 
expect others to behave (Alasuutari, 2015: p. 164). ‘‘The emphasis in the 
new institutionalism is on how people actively construct meaning with-
in institutionalized settings through language and other symbolic rep-
resentations’’ (Meyer and Rowan, 2006: p. 6 in Nordin, 2014: p. 111). Yet 
there are significant differences between different new institutionalism 
approaches as to how they define the relationship between institutions 
and behaviour, and how they explain the origins of, and changes within, 
institutions (Alasuutari, 2015). Schmidt (2008) argues that the original 
versions of the three older new-institutionalisms tend to provide analyti-
cal ground for explaining continuity, but are less useful when we need to 
explain change. Discursive institutionalism therefore presents an attempt 
to generate more complex understandings on how structural constraints 
(particularly norms, values, world views, but also historical path depend-
ence) can interact with discursive and symbolic practices, ideational flow 
and the agents abilities to influence the institutions and the course of 
change (Schmidt, 2012: p. 708).7 Discourse as defined by Schmidt (2008), 
serves as a more generic term that encompasses not only the substantive 
content of ideas but also the interactive process by which ideas are con-
veyed to influence the action of policy actors. 

7 E.g. Brine (2006) reports that an important argument in these documents is that the low-
skilled population present high risk for knowledge-economy.
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According to Schmidt (2008), ideas differ in levels of generality – 
whether specific to policy, encompassing a wider program, or constitut-
ing an underlying philosophy – and types – such as cognitive and norma-
tive ideas. Specific policies present particular policy solutions proposed 
by policy makers for adoption. General programmes underpin policy ide-
as and may be cast as paradigms that reflect the underlying assumptions 
or organising principles orienting policy. They define “the problems to be 
solved by policies, the issues to be considered, the goals to be achieved, the 
norms, methods and instruments to be applied, and the objectives and 
ideals which all in all frame the more immediate policy ideas proposed as 
solutions for any given problem” (Schmidt, 2008: p. 307). Public philoso-
phies are background ideas, acting as underlying assumptions, which are 
rarely contested. The content of ideas and the pertaining ideational dis-
cursive activity is divided into cognitive and normative types (Schmidt, 
2008). Cognitive ideas serve to justify policies and programmes by speak-
ing to their interest-based logic and necessity. They provide recipes, guide-
lines and maps for political action and explain “what is and what to do”. 
Normative ideas attach values to political action and serve to legitimize 
the policies in a programme through reference to their appropriateness. 
They present how policies and programmes resonate with public philos-
ophies and provide answers to “what one ought to do” (Schmidt, 2008). 

As already introduced, discourse is a more overarching concept than 
ideas. It refers not just to what is said (ideas) but also to who said what to 
whom, where, when, how, and why (discursive interactions). The inter-
active process of discourse may exert a causal influence beyond what dis-
course does in representing ideas and serves not just to express one set of 
actors’ strategic interests (cognitive ideas) or values (normative ideas), but 
also to persuade others of the necessity and/or appropriateness of a giv-
en course of action (Schmidt, 2008). Discourse institutionalism distin-
guishes between two aspects of discursive interaction, coordinative and 
communicative. The coordinative interaction is related to formulating the 
content of ideas and sharing a set of cognitive and normative ideas of edu-
cation in epistemic communities. The communicative interaction present 
the interactive processes through which these ideas are presented, delib-
erated and legitimated as necessary and appropriate to the general public 
(Schmidt, 2008: p. 310). 

Although discursive institutionalism was already questioned from 
the viewpoint of its necessity to explain policy change [see Ball (2011; 
2012) and Schmidt (2012) for the response], many authors exposed its 
advantages in studying Europeanization of (education) policies (e.g. 
Schmidt and Radaelli, 2004; Wahlström and Sundberg, 2018). Ideas are 
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not geographically bound but evolve in the communication between ac-
tors at different levels of EU governance. Discursive institutionalism en-
ables the better understanding of the actual practices through which EU 
discourse is incorporated in national context by changing the beliefs and 
expectations of national actors, including the change of preferences and 
strategies (Alasuutari, 2015; Featherstone, 2003). Discursive institution-
alism therefore importantly contributes to an understanding of the com-
plex and interactive process of EU influence in the sensitive policy field, 
where member states formally maintain sovereignty over their education-
al systems. Due to a lack of EU legal power, normative discourses are cen-
tral to govern the field of education in the EU. Discursive power is used to 
persuade EU member states to coordinate their national policies and vol-
untary strive towards agreed performance (governance of goals and gov-
ernance of comparisons) and providing particular problematizations and 
proposed solutions (governance of problems/crisis) (Lange and Alexiadou, 
2010; Lawn, 2011; Nordin, 2014).

Alasuutari (2015) asks what the actual neoliberal discourses are and 
how they are implemented in practice. Alexiadou (2016), Nordin (2014) 
and Wahlström and Sundberg (2018) discussed concrete examples of ide-
as and discourses applied in EU neoliberal educational governance in the 
following way. The Lisbon Summit (European Council, 2000) made up of 
European educational actors formed a coordinative normative discourse 
of common interests and similar worldviews. The paradigmatic principle 
following on from these background ideas was mainly that EU member 
states need to cooperate more closely to cope with global competition. The 
underlying assumption was that rapid societal changes related to the con-
tinuous development of the knowledge-based economy highlighted the 
need for people to be able to respond quickly to structural changes in their 
working lives. Accordingly, each national education system must prepare 
its students to be competitive in a global knowledge economy. The cog-
nitive policy solution to this problem became lifelong learning and the 
key competencies concept (Wahlström and Sundberg, 2018). Through the 
working programmes Education and Training 2010 and 2020 (Council 
of the EU, 2002; 2009), these cognitive foregrounds of programmatic dis-
courses were shared with the member states through communicative dis-
course. In order to realize them at the EU level as a whole, the governance 
architecture was built on the idea of governing member states, organisa-
tions and individuals to act consistently in accordance with the common 
objectives (Nordin, 2014). Benchmarks and indicators (also based on data 
of international comparative studies) have been introduced for monitor-
ing progress. The data from international comparative assessment studies 
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have become an important indicator of national political and econom-
ic power (Wiseman, 2010). The belief occurred that the competitiveness 
of the economy and its position in the global marketplace will be increas-
ingly dependent on the level of employees’ knowledge and skills, where-
by it is assumed there is a connection between countries’ future econom-
ic performance and the current achievements of their school population. 
The presented discourse facilitates a deepening of the European coopera-
tion in the field of education towards what is preferred by the EU, while 
the member states have over the past few years – in the circumstances of 
the economic crisis – been following the EU more so than before, aiming 
to maintain their competitiveness within the knowledge-based economy 
(also see Tsarouhas, 2009).

According to Alexiadou (2016) and Schmidt (2008), both, coordina-
tive discourse, which present a neoliberal (economic oriented) content of 
education (e.g. knowledge-economy, human capital, competences, com-
petitiveness) and communicative discourse, which is based on neoliberal 
ideology on how to steer society (e.g. through goals, standards, transpar-
ency, accountability, evidence-based policy making), are equally impor-
tant. The latter covers the normative discourse about an appropriate insti-
tutional framework that enables a goal or idea to be achieved and a causal 
belief regarding how governance works and affects the achievement of 
goals. In the next section, we attempt to explain its reception on the case 
study of Slovenia. 

Insights from Slovenia
The educational system in present-day Slovenia is characterised by a long 
history.8 A turning point in its development occurred in the 1990s, follow-
ing Slovenia’s independence in 1991. Slovenia introduced new legislation 
that regulates the entire educational system, from pre-school to universi-
ty education (1993–1996). Since then, legislation that regulates the man-
agement, organisation and financing of education has undergone many 
changes. These changes relate to specific issues and have been, at least to a 
limited extent, subject to conformity with the requirements of Slovenia’s 
membership in the EU (Ministry of Education and Sport, 2007). The 
Slovenian White paper on education (1995) as well Slovenian research-
ers report that from Slovenia’s independence onwards, Europe has been 
seen as a very important reference in reforming the Slovenian education-
al system (Štrajn, 2004: pp. 51–54). Kodelja (2007: p. 40) claims that the 
reform of the Slovenian educational system took place in line with the 

8 According to Štremfel and Lajh (2012), the educational policy of Slovenia can be divided 
in four phases: imperialistic, supervised, sovereign and globalised.
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common European heritage of political, cultural and moral values. Pluško 
(2004: p. 62) adds that the entry of Slovenia in the EU helped the country 
clarify some conceptual questions about the educational system and artic-
ulate the direction of its future educational priorities. Barle Lakota (2005) 
finds that in these reform processes, the EU was presented almost with 
mythic expectations and without any critical views about it. 

Blokker (2005: p. 504) confirms the assumptions that in post-so-
cialist countries, the West has been unproblematically presented as the 
embodiment of progress, providing ‘the normative affirmation of the 
Western modernity project’. The openness towards EU (neoliberal) gov-
ernance mechanisms in these states thus can be explained by a desire to 
leave its eastern post-socialist past and become closer to the EU western 
values. Being left was not politically acceptable, presented with discourse 
of crisis and threat to international legitimacy. By focusing on the global, 
post-socialist states have constructed ways of reasoning that undermine 
divergent visions for education reforms and limit possibilities of imaging 
any alternative trajectories of post-socialist transformations (Silova, 2009; 
Chankseliani and Silova, 2018). “Although the emergence of Western 
neoliberal imaginaries is clearly visible in education policy narratives in 
many post socialist contexts, there are also multiple tensions, complexities 
and contradictions associated with the ongoing reconfigurations of edu-
cation purposes and values, as well as with their subsequent translations 
into education policy and practice” (Chankseliani and Silova, 2018: p. 19). 

In the following sections, we illustrate the reception of EU neoliber-
al educational governance in the Slovenian educational space. In line with 
the orientation of the article we focus on communicative discourse (the 
ways of steering national actors towards realizing EU (neoliberal) ideas). 

Governance of Goals 
In the study (Štremfel, 2013) 90% of policy makers and 88% of experts 
agree with the statement that short-, medium- and long-term EU goals 
and indicators measuring them are taken into consideration and thus 
play an important role in the development of Slovenian education policies 
and practices. It is even more interesting that only 45% of the stakehold-
ers said they were aware of long-, medium- and short-term EU goals, but 
79% of them agreed with the statement ‘I feel accountable for attaining 
these goals’.9 These findings correspond to the importance of individual 
accountability as an important mechanism of attaining commonly agreed 
goals in neoliberal governance. They also confirms that EU neoliberal 

9 91% of participating stakeholders agreed with the statement: “I feel responsible for results 
of Slovenia in international comparative assessment studies”.
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educational governance operates at a distance and with its latent pres-
sures, directs actors towards achieving common EU goals, often without 
consciously knowing about it (e.g. Haahr, 2004).

Governance of Comparisons 
The importance of international comparability of the Slovenian educa-
tional system is evident from the White Paper (2011: p. 25), indicating the 
following strategic goal: “At the state level, we have to clearly set and pave 
the way to the goal, that according to the quality of the presented knowl-
edge, Slovenian students rank in at least the top third of the achievements 
of the students of the developed countries.”

According to the observations of the participating actors (Štremfel, 
2013), experts in communicating the results of international comparative 
assessment studies in Slovenia mainly point out Slovenia’s ranking on in-
ternational comparative achievement scales and focus on the explanations 
of good or poor performance of the participating countries (by means of 
the findings of scientific and expert research conducted in the field of ed-
ucation). The emphasis on international comparability in the Slovenian 
educational space can be explained by a post-socialist state desire to be 
aligned with EU western values (Silova, 2009) as well as competitiveness 
of the states in global knowledge economy (Wiseman, 2010). 

Governance of Problems/Crisis 
Actors participating in the survey (Štremfel, 2013) completely agreed with 
the statement that response to the results of international comparative as-
sessment studies is more intensive, when Slovenia performs below the EU 
and OECD average. This is confirmed by the data that among seven iden-
tified EU strategic goals,10 a huge majority of participating actors (75% of 
policy makers, 46% of experts, 51% stakeholders) agreed that the most at-
tention in Slovenia is paid to improving reading literacy of students. As 
the main reason for paying such attention to this, they highlight the be-
low average results of Slovenia in PISA survey and consequently not at-
taining the particular EU goal.11 These findings confirm that any devi-
ation from the Western norms is recognized as a crisis, a danger and a 

10 Improving reading literacy of students, improving mathematical literacy of students, im-
proving science literacy of students, increasing participation of adults in lifelong learning, 
increasing the share of young population with completed upper-secondary education, re-
ducing early school leaving, increasing the number of graduates in math and science.

11 The study was performed in 2012, a year and a half after the launch of the PISA 2009 survey 
results, which for the first time since Slovenia’s participation in international comparative 
assessment studies revealed that the performance of Slovenian students is below the EU 
and OECD average.
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decline in post-socialist member states (Silova, 2012) and that the argu-
ments for the crisis gain momentum through the use of ‘soft governance’ 
practices built on comparative data (Grek and Lawn, 2009). 

Slovenian actors (policy makers and experts), according to the study 
(Štremfel, 2013), believe that results of international comparative assess-
ment studies allow the identification of national policy problems when 
it comes to Slovenia’s below-average results. However, Slovenian actors 
are not aware of the existence and influence of EU policy solutions to the 
identified national policy problems. The arguments about apparent neu-
trality of the neoliberal technologies, which turn into technical solutions 
to policy problems and are thus in lesser need of critical assessment (Cort, 
2010) could explain such situation. 

Governance of Knowledge 
Slovenian actors (policy makers, experts, headmasters) trust the objectivi-
ty and neutrality of experts and expert knowledge operated at the EU lev-
el. For example, 100% of policy makers, 96% of experts and 84% of stake-
holders participating in the study (Štremfel, 2013) responded that they 
trust in the expertise and objectivity of researchers and other experts in-
volved in the design and implementation of international comparative as-
sessment studies at the EU level. The Slovenian actors as well trust in ap-
propriate scientific background and methodological framework of these 
studies. The same is true for national experts, who are perceived as the 
most important actors in the transfer of EU agendas to the national ed-
ucational space. For example, 88% of policy makers, 91% of experts and 
96% of stakeholders participating in the study agreed that researchers and 
other experts are the most important actors in these processes. In this 
context, Porter (1995: p. 45) believes in considering whether ‘the numbers 
are accepted as valid’. The author also maintains that here, “technologies 
of trust” operate because of the role of experts in the construction of sta-
tistical indicators; the measures succeed by giving direction to the very ac-
tivities that are being measured. 

Regarding evidence-based education as an integral part of the glob-
al order, which is supported by the neoliberal agenda (Shahjahan, 2011: p. 
193) and EU educational governance (Cort, 2010), Slovenian actors agree 
that international (including EU) cooperation triggered the introduction 
and development of the concept in Slovenia. The White paper on educa-
tion (2011) states that one of Slovenia’s most important goals in the field 
of education today is the establishment of a culture of quality and assess-
ment, which is based on the concept of evidence-based policy, where the 
participation in international comparative assessment studies plays an 
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important role. However, 88% of policy makers and 96% of experts in the 
study (Štremfel, 2013) agreed that evidence-based education policymak-
ing is not well developed in Slovenian educational space (meaning that 
Slovenian education policies and practices are not based on expert data). 
Additionally, 63% of policy makers, 81% of experts and 84% of stakehold-
ers participating in the study agreed with the statement ‘International 
comparative assessment studies in Slovenia are often used for as an argu-
ment for politically motivated changes in the field of education’. In or-
der to overcome such shortcomings in the development and use of the 
evidence-based policy making in Slovenia, the Ministry of Education, 
Science and Sport (2017) has been establishing new comprehensive mod-
el for identifying and ensuring quality in the field of education. The new 
model, among other aims, plans to more systematically use the results of 
national research and international comparative assessment studies re-
sults in the development of Slovenian educational policies and practic-
es. These endeavours could be understood as a desire to enhance national 
trustworthiness of the system and the strengthening of its international 
legitimacy (Chankseliani and Silova, 2018). 

Conclusions 
This article has attempted to demonstrate the role the EU (neoliberal) dis-
course plays in the Europeanization of the (post-socialist) national edu-
cational space. From that purpose, the logic behind EU neoliberal edu-
cational governance has been introduced. The way it influences national 
educational spaces has been theoreticized by using a discursive institu-
tionalism approach. The reception of neoliberal discourse in Slovenia as a 
post-socialist EU member state has been explained by providing empirical 
examples and their theoretical underpinnings. 

Analysed data reveals the relative openness of Slovenia towards the 
EU (neoliberal) educational discourse. This have been explained by inter-
relation of various factors, including a) the design of EU neoliberal edu-
cational governance as governance of goals, comparisons, problems/cri-
sis; b) strong communicative and persuasive discourse (e.g. accountability, 
inevitability) used by European Commission for steering member states 
towards commonly agreed goals (coordinative discourse); c) the desire of 
Slovenia as new post-socialist state to comply with Western norms and d) 
national institutional context and specific institutional settings (as exter-
nal factors which created a receptive environment for new neoliberal ide-
as). As such, this article contributes a small but, in light of the lack of em-
pirical studies in the field, important understanding of the role neoliberal 
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discourse has in the deepening and widening of the European education-
al space in last two decades. 
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As higher education (HE) has come to be valued for its contribution 
to the global economy, priorities have been placed on study for a 
degree to directly meet the needs of industry (Hayes, 2015: p. 125). 

Furthermore, in UK policy, students have been defined as ‘customers’ 
by the government since the introduction of tuition fees (Dearing, 1997; 
Browne, 2010). Together, these developments have emphasized the role of 
a degree as a consumer ‘product’, purchased to secure future employment 
(Peters, Jandrić and Hayes, 2018a), rather than an experiential learning 
‘process’, that continues well beyond student life (Hayes, 2015 : p. 130). We 
examine how the student-as-consumer approach in HE policy has recent-
ly developed into a strong rhetoric emphasizing ‘the student experience’ as 
a package, including leisure, well-being, future employment and other ‘ex-
tras’. This could be perceived as positive, where all elements of student life 
are acknowledged. Alternatively, policy discourse concerning ‘the student 
experience’ could also be critiqued as a concept that now transcends the 
notion of a degree as a utilitarian product. A disturbing impression is then 
generated, where universities are now delivering a packaged experience of 
‘consumption itself ’, to students (Argenton, 2015: p. 921). What students 
would individually experience, such as a ‘sense of belonging and pride in 
the university’, is delivered to students, not developed by them. To exam-
ine such concerns more closely, we analyse a sample of 20 UK universi-
ty ‘student experience’ strategies, via a corpus-based Critical Discourse 
Analysis (CDA). Drawing on themes from these texts, we question who 
‘the student experience’ rhetoric really benefits? If a rationalized experi-
ence is constructed on behalf of students, then universities as ‘cathedrals 

Resisting the Iron Cage of  ‘the Student Experience’
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of consumption’ (Ritzer, 2010) align themselves with any other provider 
of consumer experiences, where the ‘production’ of academic life has all 
been taken care of. In such a discourse, students are not necessarily con-
ceptualized as empowered consumers either (Brooks, 2017) but trapped 
instead within an ‘iron cage’, even before they set foot in the workplace. 
Yet, despite a distorted picture that neoliberal HE policy discourse may 
portray, a postdigital understanding of ‘the student experience’ could yet 
offer helpful insights into possible routes of resistance.

Introduction
The ‘student-as-consumer’ approach in HE policy has been critically ex-
amined by a multitude of authors in the last two decades (Driscoll and 
Wicks, 1998; Clarke, Newman, Smith, Vidler, and Westmarland, 2007; 
Molesworth, Nixon, and Scullion, 2009; Brooks, 2017; Bunce, Baird and 
Jones, 2017; Peters, Jandrić and Hayes, 2018; Hayes, 2018a; Hayes, forth-
coming, 2019). Students were described as ‘customers’ in Higher Education 
in the Learning Society (Dearing 1997) and since then, higher education 
institutions (HEIs) ‘have increasingly had to operate under forces of mar-
ketisation which demand competitiveness, efficiency and consumer sat-
isfaction’ (Bunce, Baird and Jones, 2017: p. 1958). To place these develop-
ments within a broader context of ‘neoliberalism’, authors have suggested 
that this manifests as ‘a specific economic discourse or philosophy which 
has become dominant and effective in world economic relations as a con-
sequence of super-power sponsorship’ (Olssen and Peters, 2005: p. 314). 
Whilst at an economic level, neoliberalism is linked to globalization, ‘it 
is a particular element of globalization, in that it constitutes the form 
through which domestic and global economic relations are structured’. 
(Olssen and Peters, 2005: p. 314). It should therefore be understood as ‘a 
politically imposed discourse’ (Olssen and Peters, 2005: p. 314). 

The rhetoric that accompanies neoliberalism in HE tends to com-
prise ‘common sense’ but powerful forms of reasoning. It has been de-
scribed by some as the language of ‘new capitalism’, which is character-
ized ‘by a ‘restructuring’ of the relations between the economic, political 
and social (Jessop, 2000; Fairclough, 2000; Simpson and Mayr, 2010). 
This term is helpful in the word ‘new’ because it demonstrates that signif-
icant changes have taken place in our language, in order to accommodate 
new corporate policies within UK HEIs (Hayes, 2019 forthcoming). This 
means that alternative values can become hushed, along with other ways 
of organising academic labour (Couldry, 2010: p. 12). Indeed, a neoliberal 
agenda in HEIs has been supported for some time now by commodified 
forms of language referred to as buzz phrases (Mautner, 2005; Feek, 2010; 
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Gibbs, 2014; Scott, 2014). In previous studies, it has been pointed out that 
buzz phrases do not ‘act alone’ so to speak. The linguistic arrangement 
of words around buzz phrases is also significant, as it is often inferred in 
policy statements that these socially constructed phrases enact academic 
labour, rather than human beings themselves (Hayes and Jandrić, 2014; 
Hayes and Bartholomew, 2015; Hayes, 2016; Hayes, 2018a; Hayes, forth-
coming, 2019). What this means in practice is that it is not at all unusual 
now to find functions related to teaching and learning discussed in policy 
as if these were detached marketable entities, rather than the processes of 
human academic labour (Hayes, forthcoming, 2019). However, this is also 
a discourse that no longer resides within policy documents alone, but is 
amplified across media channels and digital fora, via processes that might 
be considered complex and cumulative in a postdigital society (Jandrić, 
Knox, Besley, Ryberg, Suoranta and Hayes, 2018). 

These concerns have become enmeshed with the ‘student-as-con-
sumer’ arguments that now include pressure on HEIs to demonstrate ‘val-
ue for money’ (Dickinson, 2018) in exchange for student fees. Though 
important, this logic can also become skewed. The press may focus on 
generalized impressions of students as complaining customers receiv-
ing a bad deal, whilst institutions may look to address a perceived under 
performance by academics. Yet the reasoning that students are part of a 
culture where they simply seek to ‘have a degree’ rather than ‘be learn-
ers’ (Molesworth, Nixon, and Scullion, 2009) is far from proven. Some 
authors suggest there is a lack of empirical evidence about the extent to 
which students express a consumer orientation alone, and that where they 
do, this approach is often detrimental to their academic performance 
(Bunce, Baird and Jones, 2017: p. 1958). A more recent development still 
is the expansion of the neoliberal vocabulary and buzz phrases described 
above to incorporate a range of egalitarian ideas, including fairness, jus-
tice, equality of opportunity, diversity and well-being. This has recently 
developed into a strong rhetoric that emphasizes ‘the student experience’ 
as a package, including leisure, well-being, opportunity, future employ-
ment and other ‘extras’. For example:

Our commitment extends well beyond the student learning experience 
to embrace all aspects of a student’s time at Newcastle (Learning, Teach-
ing and Student Experience Strategy, Newcastle University).

An initial question comes to mind: but should it? Should universities 
‘realign their strategies based on changing government policies and pres-
sures from the external operating environment’ (Shah and Richardson, 
2016: p. 352) to extend beyond learning experiences? If they do make such 
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fundamental changes, then it is also worth questioning: who these chang-
es are for? Furthermore, we could ask: does this change of policy alter what 
higher education is? Before we know it, ‘a packaged experience of con-
sumption itself ’ (Argenton, 2015: p. 921) could be what is delivered to stu-
dents by universities as a product that their fees have purchased. Yet the 
many important topics that now reside under ‘the student experience’ 
cannot simply be applied to students in equal measures, when students 
themselves arrive from different backgrounds, life experiences, levels of 
ability and resilience. 

In this article, we examine firstly some parallels between the ‘expe-
rience economy’ (Pine and Gilmore, 1999, Argenton, 2015: p. 922) and 
the discourse of ‘the student experience’ in HE policy. Just as research on 
consumer behavior has revealed a shift from consumption as a utilitarian 
function, to a more experiential emphasis (Holbrook & Hirschman,1982), 
we note the way that extended patterns of consumption based around a 
‘student experience economy’ have emerged in universities. We suggest 
that whilst prior concerns about commodified forms of language and buzz 
phrases in HEIs remains an issue, ‘the student experience’ discourse risks 
trapping students within ‘an iron cage of control’ (Weber, 1905/1958), as 
their experiences have become packaged for them into commodities. The 
human autonomy associated with personal and academic forms of experi-
ence are at risk if the only design available has been mass produced for stu-
dents. Furthermore, in postdigital society, this entrapment within a neo-
liberal product is not pure bureaucracy. It may take the form of a ‘velvet 
cage’ (Ritzer, 2011), as it is delivered seamlessly back and forth between 
digital and physical sites of production and consumption, at the hands of 
human and non-human technologies. Here the labour of students them-
selves furthers ‘the student experience’ commodity. Students provide fi-
nancially unrewarded labour yielding rich information by completing 
surveys and providing opinions, thus acting as ‘prosumers’ (Ritzer, 2015) 
manipulated by neoliberalism in HE. 

Therefore, to better understand how ‘the student experience’ is con-
structed linguistically in policy (and how it might be otherwise…), we 
present some example extracts from a sample of 20 UK university student 
experience strategies we analysed, via a corpus-based Critical Discourse 
Analysis (CDA). We then discuss these findings and we consider what it 
means to package human senses, experience and culture into ‘the student 
experience’. On the one hand, it could be argued that this places students 
within a form of ‘iron cage’ where universities appear to be packaging ex-
perience itself for students. Yet, given the complexities of a postdigital 
society, this may be more of a ‘velvet cage’, where students and student 



s. hayes and p. jandrić ■ resisting the iron cage of ‘the student experience’

131

unions are co-creating ‘the student experience’ with institutions. Either 
way, given the growing number of human senses discussed in this endeav-
our, it is important to raise the question of exactly: who the student experi-
ence is for? Finally, as we draw some initial conclusions on what it means to 
package ‘the student experience’ for students to consume, we invite others 
to join us in considering whether as a society, we are prepared to actually 
allow time for students themselves, to produce diverse and creative contri-
butions to their own academic experience.

The ‘Experience Economy’
Argenton (2015: p. 918) argues that experience is ‘one of the major paths 
to growth and autonomy and as such, is of outstanding educational value’. 
However, experience also has a much wider sociocultural context, root-
ed in life itself:

It is about learning that which cannot be taught, learning to think, which 
precedes all other defined forms of education. It is an encounter with the 
unknown, where we learn to cope with uncertainty. Though, in the same 
way that growth does, experience takes time. (Argenton, 2015: p. 918)

These reflections on the nature of ‘experience’ itself suggest that it can-
not be reduced to a predictable, scheduled and assessable programme of 
events. Indeed, attempts to control experience risk ‘flushing the unknown 
away, along with the formative potential of experience’ Argenton, 2015: 
p. 918). 

These are observations that create a problematic for university strat-
egies that are based on the notion of ‘the student experience’, particular-
ly when such a concept seems to be closely interwoven with ‘experiential 
consumption’ (Holbrook and Hirschman, 1982). This is where commodi-
ties called ‘experiences’ or ‘adventures’ are provided through an extended 
service economy in a process that is closely related to the leisure and enter-
tainment markets (Argenton, 2015). This experiential side of consump-
tion has been said to be the hidden paradigm underpinning many aspects 
of modern life where even human feelings are commercialised (Bryman, 
2004; Hochschild, 1983; Ritzer, 2010; Argenton, 2015). 

This move from experiential consumption as concrete functions that 
goods can provide, towards experience-laden commodities that draw hu-
man senses into the market raises many issues, but Argenton points in 
particular to the issue of ‘time’ (Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982; Argenton, 
2015). If the contemporary consumer cares less about the quality of goods 
they can purchase than the quantity, then when this relates to applianc-
es there may be implications for the environment. However, when an 
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enhancement of the senses is involved there are also time limitations to 
consider. If a consumer is concerned only with ‘the quantity of experi-
ence-laden commodities one can consume in a certain amount of time’ 
(Argenton, 2015: p. 922), then there are implications when this logic is ap-
plied to academic experiences. The experience economy appears to be ex-
tending such patterns of consumption into universities as a ‘student expe-
rience economy’. Furthermore, the messy post digital era we now occupy 
in society enables an ease of ‘delivery’ seamlessly back and forth between 
digital and physical sites of production and consumption, at the hands 
of both human and non-human technologies (Jandrić, Knox, Besley, 
Ryberg, Suoranta & Hayes, 2018).

If universities have moved into the enhancement of human senses as 
part of their strategy, then this begins to alter what HE is. If the labour 
of students themselves also furthers ‘the student experience’ commodi-
ty, via students completing feedback online and participating in ‘the stu-
dent experience’ committes for free, they act as ‘prosumers’ (Ritzer, 2015). 
In so doing, they may be extending their own entrapment in time-limit-
ed forms of experiential education. Argenton therefore asks an important 
question of his readers in modern society: Do we still have time for experi-
ence? We would like our readers to consider this question adapted to the 
HE sector, as we ask: Do we still have time for the diversity and creativity of 
individual student experiences? 

What Themes are Prioritised in ‘the Student Experience’ 
Policy Documents?
To aid us in considering this question, we analysed a sample of 20 UK uni-
versity student experience strategies, via a corpus-based Critical Discourse 
Analysis (CDA). A corpus of words is ‘net-like’ (Hoey, 1991) and can re-
veal the values of those producing policy texts, whether the authors are 
aware of these or not. Searching a corpus (a large bank of words) does not 
explain why particular patterns occur, but it does yield significant empir-
ical content to examine and discuss certain patterns in more detail. The 
university strategy documents we examined are freely available on univer-
sity websites to download. The PDF files were converted into text files and 
these were examined through software called Wordsmith to observe pat-
terns that emerged through corpus linguistics (Scott, 1997). Whilst not 
a particularly large corpus (54, 271 words), themes can be picked up via 
this form of analysis and then interpreted more closely through CDA to 
see what assumptions these grammatical patters reveal (Halliday, 1994, 
Fairclough, 2000). Although it is important not to read too much into the 
examples provided below, they do provide useful illustrative content from 
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current strategies to explore alongside theory. For a more detailed expla-
nation of corpus-based CDA, please see Hayes & Bartholomew (2015). 

In Wordsmith the frequencies of words can be examined in the form 
of keywords. Keywords are words that are statistically significant when 
measured against a comparison corpus, in this case, the British National 
Corpus (BNC) which contains 100 million words of written and spoken 
English from a wide range of sources for comparison purposes. Below the 
top keywords and their frequencies are shown.

The  2531
Students 874
Student 826
Experience  450
Strategy  312

It is interesting to notice that the top keyword is ‘the’. The is a word that 
enables a certain generic quantification, when placed in front of other 
words. For example: 

The delivery of
The development of
The enhancement of

These arrangements of words can be examined more closely in concord-
ance lines, which show how words and phrases are ordered alongside each 
other in their actual context of use. The numbers at the side of the lines 
below are provided through the searches in Wordsmith, so that these ex-
amples are easily retrieved. So, it then becomes possible to see what pat-
terns emerge across all 20 university student experience strategies. 

Perceptions of ‘the Student Experience’ as Something 
Generic that can be ‘Delivered’
When searches were performed to look at words that followed ‘the deliv-
ery of ’ examples showed a form of ‘strategic theme’ or ‘vision’

6 the delivery of the University’s three strategic themes 
19 the delivery of our vision

The student experience tends to be shaped within a corporate uni-
versity vision or ambition. In this first set of examples, the student experi-
ence is ‘delivered’ with the ease of an online shopping order:
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(14) It is vital that every member of staff fully understands their con-
tribution and that of their colleagues in delivering the Student 
Experience

(24) The purpose of this Student Experience Strategy is to deliver the 
student experience ambitions of the University as set out in Strategy 
2020

(78) Deliver an excellent student experience that is an exemplar of good 
practice in the higher education sector

In the concordance lines above, the examples are from different uni-
versities, but ‘the student experience’ is noticeable across all as a recognisa-
ble buzz phrase which can be ‘ordered’ (Hayes, forthcoming, 2019). In (14) 
it is emphasized that all colleagues should understand their contribution 
to this packaged experience. Universities can then ask the same question 
that any other commercial provider, such as Amazon or Argos, might ask: 
what did you think of your purchase? However, this also raises a problem in 
understanding staff contributions. How is such an expectation (to deliv-
er a form of consumer experience) to be quantified and measured, when 
more and more features seem to be included in the deal:

(20) This wider student experience includes a sense of involvement in 
the life of the University, within its local communities and global-
ly, an attractive social and residential experience, active participation 
in cultural, sporting and work experiences, and a sense of wellbeing 
and support

Indeed, how many of these features really come under a university’s 
control, let alone under that of an academic member of staff to be able to 
‘deliver’? If, as an academic, I am to deliver ‘a sense of involvement’ or ‘a 
sense of wellbeing and support’, how will I (and indeed those responsible for 
my performance) know that I have delivered this across a diverse group of 
students? Unless there is another solution. Perhaps a ‘strategy’ will do it for 
me. As argued elsewhere, university documents are often accredited with 
human academic labour, as above in (24) where ‘this Student Experience 
Strategy’ is ‘to deliver’, rather than a person (Hayes and Bartholomew, 2015, 
Hayes, 2016, Hayes, 2018a, Hayes, forthcoming, 2019). 

Perceptions that a Strategy or the University 
can do the Development for Us
When searches were performed to look at words that followed ‘the devel-
opment of ’ examples like the one below showed the intention for wider 
curriculum:
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37 This strategy will support the development of a curriculum which 
makes links across and beyond the University

However, note that in (37) it is ‘this strategy’ (and not people) that will 
support the development. Furthermore, it is ‘a curriculum’ (and not peo-
ple) that makes the links across and beyond the University.

As demonstrated in prior research, ‘the strategy’ or ‘the student ex-
perience’ is often said to enact something (Hayes, 2018a, Hayes, forth-
coming 2019). Linguistically, we tend to place the student experience in 
the hands of entities like ‘curriculum’ and ‘strategy’, in our written poli-
cies, rather than explicitly reinforce the people (staff and students) whose 
individual labour actually effects change.

548 The Strategy targets the development of a high quality estate and an 
environment populated with facilities and services

In (548) it is ‘the strategy’ that targets ‘the development’ of a range of facili-
ties and services. Exactly who will make this happen is not mentioned, but 
at some point, actual human labour is required to develop these facilities. 

564 The University is committed to supporting the development of all 
its staff and to the enhancement of the staff experience

In (564) ‘the university’ is credited with the commitment to enhance 
‘the staff experience’ too. People provide ‘commitment’ though, not or-
ganizations or buildings. Once more, in an age where so much empha-
sis is placed on metrics and measurements, it is important to ask exactly 
how enhancement of ‘the staff experience’ is understood, in relation to ac-
ademic autonomy. Categories of staff contracts have never been more var-
iable, leading to important questions on widening participation for pro-
gression of diverse university staff (Hayes, 2018b). Yet it is assumed in the 
discourse that something generic entitled ‘the staff experience’ can be en-
hanced across the board, by ‘the university’. 

In wider consumer culture, it is not unusual to find many com-
mercial products such as cars, holidays and other posessions invested 
with human qualities in order to sell these. However, along with the 
notion that ‘the experience’ a university wishes us to have can be ‘deliv-
ered’ to students or staff, comes the concept that this can also be pro-
vided by an ‘environment’ and indeed that a ‘sense of ’ something (what-
ever that may be) can be ‘enhanced’ by an environment (not by people) 
for all students.



š ol s ko p ol j e ,  l e t n i k x x i x ,  š t e v i l k a 1– 2 

136

Perceptions that Students’ ‘Senses’ can be Collectively 
Enhanced
Instead of treating ‘a sense’ of something as personal and diverse, it is in-
ferred in the next set of examples that students’ senses are collective, rath-
er than individual:

(13) We will seek to design and establish an attractive and sustainable en-
vironment that enhances students’ sense of belonging and pride in 
the university

(23) Well-resourced, inclusive learning environments will support our 
educational provision and enhance student life

(25) The university will improve transition experiences to enhance stu-
dents’ sense of belonging to our university community

(39) Developing shared spaces to enhance the sense of community, en-
courage group learning, and support people from across academic 
disciplines to come together

In this set of examples, notice firstly, in (13) how it is an ‘environ-
ment’ (and not people) that enacts the process of ‘enhances’. In (23) it is 
the ‘well-resourced, inclusive learning environments’ (not people) that 
will ‘support our educational provision and enhance student life’. Then it 
is assumed that students as a collective group will have a ‘sense of belong-
ing and pride in the university’ in which they study. It is indicated that it 
is this students’ sense that is being enhanced. This is repeated in (25) when 
‘the university’ (not staff) is credited with improving transition experienc-
es. This is then expected ‘to enhance’ students’ sense of belonging to a uni-
versity community. In (39) it is ‘shared spaces’ (not people) that are expect-
ed ‘to enhance’ rather a lot of things: ‘the sense of community, encourage 
group learning, and support people from across academic disciplines to 
come together’. If ‘shared spaces’ can really achieve all of these things then 
it is a wonder that we keep staff on the payroll at all! 

Surely what a student ‘senses’ cannot be assumed, and certainly not 
placed collectively with what other students may ‘sense’. In the example 
below an article describes a hotel as a ‘teenager’ and discusses the ‘sense of 
grandeur’ guests will experience:

While it’s a mere teenager as a hotel, the long history of the building pro-
vides it with a genuine sense of grandeur (Northamptonshire Telegraph, 
2012).

There are similarities to be found in line (20) mentioned earlier. Not a sense 
of grandeur perhaps, but certainly the idea that ‘a sense’ of something that 
a human would ‘experience’ can be included in a social construct called 
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‘the’ ‘student experience’. If university strategy comes to resemble hotel 
advertisements, then before we know it, ‘a packaged experience of con-
sumption itself ’ (Argenton, 2015: p. 921) could be what is delivered to stu-
dents by universities as a product their fees have purchased.

Surely ‘a sense of involvement’ and ‘a sense of wellbeing’ are deeply 
personal and individual experiences and therefore can only be discussed 
in the plural. These ‘senses’ of something cannot be sprinkled into ‘the 
student experience’ buzz phrase, like ingredients into a cake.

Packaging Human Senses, Experience, Culture 
and Belonging into ‘the Student Experience’
Human senses, in relation to experience and belonging, are a complicat-
ed matter. What students and staff encounter as ‘experience’ will be in-
fluenced by vision, touch, sound, smell and taste which enable people to 
give meaning to, and to form an attachment with, places and material 
things (O’Neill, 2001, Leach, 2002). What people ‘see’ is based on indi-
vidual experiential knowledge of the world (Gibson, 1979). Together with 
sight, the other human senses help us gain multidimensional understand-
ing (May, 2013: p. 134). Yet despite such complexities around what influ-
ences human experience, the broader context of ‘neoliberalism’ can yield 
rational, common sense discourse concerning what ‘experience’ entails 
and ‘contains’. 

Many important topics that now reside under ‘the student expe-
rience’. Cultural experiences, for example, cannot simply be applied to 
students in equal measures, when students themselves arrive from dif-
ferent backgrounds, life experiences, tastes, levels of ability and resil-
ience even. Taking the example of music as one cultural experience, 
what tunes we hear can evoke strong memories and emotions linked 
to places and situations. May suggests that music can offer a sense of 
‘embodied (in)security’ with musical experiences playing an important 
part in identity, relational and cultural belonging (May, 2013: p. 135). 
Through digital technologies, music is now widely available alongside 
the devices and software to personalize our collections. Yet, the ‘digi-
tal shift’ or ‘digital revolution’ still happened ‘under the watchful eye of 
capitalist rulers’ and so this tends to serve and augment neoliberal capi-
talism (Mazierska, 2018). That said, ‘manufactured’ forms of music now 
exist alongside live performances in postdigital society. Just as ‘digitali-
sation has made live music more important and has expanded its varia-
tions’ (Mazierska, 2018), we will now speculate on how a postdigital un-
derstanding of ‘the student experience’ could offer helpful insights into 
routes of resistance.
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The Iron and Velvet Cages of Policy Discourse 
in Postdigital Society
Fawns (2018) argues for a postdigital perspective to draw in all of edu-
cation and not just that which is considered to lie outside of digital ed-
ucation. As such, ‘the digital and non-digital, material and social, both 
in terms of the design of educational activities and in the practices that 
unfold in the doing of those activities’ all need to be taken into account 
(Fawns, 2018). We suggest that HE policy discourse does not sit outside of 
these arguments either because discourse can frame human understand-
ing within both iron and velvet cages. In times when quality is measured 
via excellence frameworks for teaching and research, policy must also be 
subject to scrutiny (Hayes, forthcoming 2019). This is even more impor-
tant when policy discourse concerning ‘the student experience’ appears to 
encapsulate the very senses and experiences of human beings in HE. 

These days many of us assume the role of a ‘prosumer’ (Toffler, 1980, 
Ritzer and Jurgenson, 2010) undertaking both production and consump-
tion in digital and material spaces, rather than focusing on either one (pro-
duction) or the other (consumption). This is apparent in user-generated 
content online, where control and exploitation take on a different charac-
ter than in other historic forms of capitalism (Ritzer and Jurgenson, 2010). 
The concept of the ‘postdigital’ helps to provide insights into our aug-
mented realities as prosumers, who provide our unpaid labour to wealthy 
organisations. This takes the form of many voluntary activities people 
now undertake, such as generating our own customer orders, providing 
feedback on what we purchase, sharing opinions and ‘likes’ that consti-
tute valuable information within algorithmic frameworks. Facebook, 
Amazon and Starbucks are examples amongst many, where people pro-
duce valuable demographic details for no salary, but in HE staff and stu-
dents are also engaging with these forms of algorithms and analytics. 

Yet, whilst these observations may sound negative, we understand 
the postdigital as a space of learning, struggle, and hope. In recognizing 
that ‘old’ and ‘new’ media are now ‘cohabiting artefacts’ that enmesh with 
our economy, politics and culture, we can gain valuable insights into the 
direction concepts such as ‘the student experience’ may be taking us in 
HE. Policy discourse and educational practice are deeply intertwined:

In entering this postdigital age, there really is no turning back from 
a convergence of the traditional and the digital. However, this is not 
simply a debate about technological and non-technological media. The 
postdigital throws up new challenges and possibilities across all aspects 
of social life. We believe this opens up new avenues too, for considering 
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ways that discourse (language-in-use) shapes how we experience the 
postdigital (Sinclair and Hayes, 2018).

Given these ideas, even when time seems forever short, it is necessary to 
question who our written policies in HE are really for.

Who is ‘the Student Experience’ for?
In problematizing the buzz phrase of ‘the student experience’, we hope 
that we have given readers some reasons to pause for thought and con-
sider who policy concerning ‘the student experience’ is really for. If it is 
really aimed at improving the experiences of students then the language 
needs attention. Discussing ‘students’ experiences’ in the plural immedi-
ately makes it clearer that the intention is to address diverse needs and not 
simply deliver a packaged experience for one and all. As this discourse is 
currently presented, ‘the student experience’ is a construct to which all 
manner of expectations can be attached (Hayes, forthcoming 2019). It is 
also an entity that can be said to ‘act’ on behalf of people. 

Articulated as ‘a packaged experience of consumption itself ’ 
(Argenton, 2015: p. 921) this begins to change the very nature of HE when 
experience is delivered to students by universities, as a product that their 
fees have purchased. How many additional extras might then be attached 
to such a package is open to whatever government and media hot topics 
emerge. Yet this package deal then diminishes the realities of individual 
student experiences, such as bereavement, mental health and wellbeing, as 
these are experienced in diverse ways by people. The many important top-
ics that now reside under ‘the student experience’ cannot simply be ap-
plied to students in equal measures.

Conclusions
We have examined through a corpus-based CDA of policy what it means 
to package ‘the student experience’ for students to consume. We have 
shown that instead of treating human senses as personal and diverse, HE 
policy discourse treats students’ senses as collective, as if ‘belonging’ and 
‘pride’ are experienced uniformly by all. We argued that these assump-
tions suggest that ‘a sense of involvement’ and ‘a sense of wellbeing’ can 
simply be included in ‘the student experience’ deal that gets delivered to 
students. As such, academic experience is treated as if it were any other ge-
neric adventure or leisure deal on offer at a local hotel. 

In relation to manufactured forms of ‘experience’ provided by com-
mercial organisations, Argenton asks an important question. In mod-
ern society: do we still have time for experience? We would like to leave 
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our readers with the same question, but adapted to ask: in our universi-
ties do we still have time for the diversity and creativity of individual stu-
dent experiences?
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Mitja Sardoč

The Language of Neoliberal Education
For over two decades now, neoliberalism has been at the forefront of dis-
cussions not only in the economy and finance but has infiltrated our vo-
cabulary in a number of areas as diverse as governance studies, crimi-
nology, health care, jurisprudence, education etc. Interestingly enough, 
education has been at the very center of the neoliberal public policy agen-
da as it allegedly represents one of the main indicators of future econom-
ic growth and individual well-being.  While the analysis of the neoliber-
al agenda in education is well documented, the analysis of the language 
of neoliberal education is at the fringes of scholarly interest. In particu-
lar, the expansion of the neoliberal vocabulary with egalitarian ideas such 
as fairness, justice, equality of opportunity, well-being etc. has received [at 
best] only limited attention. This introductory article to ‘The Language of 
Neoliberal Education’ journal special issue presents some of the main de-
lineating features of this shift of emphasis associated with the language of 
the neoliberal agenda in education. It also introduces the articles and the 
interview that are part of this journal special issue.
Keywords: neoliberalism, education, OECD, ideology

Jezik neoliberalnega izobraževanja
Neoliberalizem je že več kot dve desetletji v ospredju razprav ne samo v 
gospodarstvu in financah, temveč se je vključil v naš besednjak tudi na 
številnih drugih področjih kot so politična teorija, kriminologija, zdravst-
veno varstvo, pravo, vzgoja in izobraževanje itd. Hkrati je tudi zanimivo, 
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da je izobraževanje v samem središču neoliberalnih javnih politik, saj naj 
bi predstavljalo enega od glavnih kazalnikov prihodnje gospodarske ras-
ti oz. individualne blaginje. Medtem ko je analiza neoliberalne agende 
v vzgoj in izobraževanju dobro dokumentirana, je analiza samega jezika 
neoliberalnega izobraževanja na robu zanimanja. Še posebej zanemarljive 
pozornosti je bila deležna razširitev samega neoliberalnega besednjaka z 
z egalitarnimi idejami kot so pravičnost, pravičnost, enakost možnosti, 
blagostanje itd. Ta uvodni članek v tematsko številko ‘Jezik neoliberal-
nega izobraževanja’ predstavi nekatere od glavnih značilnosti te premes-
titve poudarka, ki je povezana z jezikom neoliberalne agende v vzgoji in 
izobraževanju. Prispevek hkrati predstavi tudi članke ter intervju, ki so 
del te tematske številke.
Ključne besede: neoliberalizem, vzgoja in izobraževanje, OECD, ideologija

Vasco d’Agnese

Concealment and Advertising: 
Unraveling OECD’s Educational Ehetoric
Over the last couple of decades, extensive analysis have been provided 
about both the role and influence OECD has in the international educa-
tional landscape, and its main tool, namely, PISA, is one of the most dis-
cussed topics in education. However, despite the amount of studies pro-
vided, little attention has been given to OECD’s language and rhetoric. 
In this paper, by analysing OECD’s public documents—including pub-
lications, reports, videos, and brochure—I go deep into OECD’s linguis-
tic choices. It is my contention that such choices and rhetoric play a piv-
otal role in the expansion and success of the Organization. Specifically, I 
shall argue that, on the one hand, OECD conceals its normative and per-
formative role, thus presenting its products as – just – responses to press-
ing needs already present in schooling and society; on the other hand, the 
Organization shows a remarkable prowess in communicating its ideas and 
mastering diverse communicative registers, such as a scientific register, on 
the one hand, and a language more in line with advertising style, on the 
other—thus making, as I wish to argue, a problematic mix.
Keywords: OECD’s rhetoric, neoliberal language, advertising, education-
al policies, PISA

Prikrivanje in oglaševanje:  
razvozlavanje izobraževalne retorike OECD-ja
V zadnjih nekaj desetletjih so bile opravljene obsežne analize o vlogi in 
vplivu OECD na mednarodnem področju ter njegovega glavnega orodja, 
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in sicer PISA, ki je ena izmed najbolj razpravljanih tem v izobraževanju. 
Kljub številu opravljenih študij,, je bilo malo pozornosti posvečeno jeziku 
in retoriki OECD. V tem članku se z analizo javnih dokumentov OECD 
– vključno z objavami, poročili, videi in brošuro – postavim globoko v 
OECD-jeve jezikovne izbire. Moja trditev je, da imajo take izbire in retori-
ka ključno vlogo pri širjenju in uspehu organizacije. Natančneje, trdim, da 
na eni strani OECD prikriva svojo normativno in performativno vlogo 
ter tako predstavi svoje izdelke kot pravične odgovore na nujne potrebe, ki 
so v šolstvu in v družbi že prisotne. Na drugi strani pa Organizacija kaže 
izjemno moč pri sporočanju svojih idej in pri obvladovanju različnih ko-
munikacijskih registrov, na primer znanstvenega registra na eni strani in 
jezika, ki je bolj v skladu s slogom oglaševanja na drugi in tako – kakor 
želim trditi – predstavlja problematično mešanico.
Ključne besede: retorika OECD, neoliberalni jezik, oglaševanje, izo-
braževalne politike, PISA

Rodolfo Leyva

Unpacking the Usage and Implications of Neoliberal 
Language in the Russell Group’s Education Strategies
The Russell Group constitutes an association of twenty-four elite British 
public universities, and plays a leading role in influencing the values, ambi-
tions, and practices of domestic and international higher education insti-
tutions. Correspondingly, this quantitative content analysis examines the 
latest education strategy statements of said group’s individual members to 
identify pedagogic and institutional trends and trajectories. Findings show 
that these statements are predominantly rife with neoliberal discursive in-
flections of global competitiveness, instrumentalism, employability, and 
customer satisfaction, which effectively and principally equate a universi-
ty education with professional development and research with economic 
utility. Conversely, virtually absent from the majority of these statements 
are the traditional university mission and goals of nurturing intellectual 
curiosity, promoting academic freedom, generating pure scientific knowl-
edge, and fostering character and conscientious citizenship. This study sug-
gests that the Russell Group’s current and long-term plans for pedagogy 
and research strongly reflect the language of the neoliberal policy agenda 
for higher education, and have largely abandoned the academy’s historically 
humanist and enlightenment principles and commitments. What this in-
dicates for teaching and learning in British universities is further discussed.
Keywords: neoliberal education, content analysis, Humboldtian model, 
employability, Russell Group, instrumentalism
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Razpakiranje uporabe in posledic neoliberalnega jezika 
v strategijah izobraževanja Russell group
Russell Group združuje štiriindvajset elitnih britanskih javnih univerz 
in igra vodilno vlogo pri vplivanju na vrednote, ambicije in prakse do-
mačih ter mednarodnih visokošolskih ustanov. Ta kvantitativna anal-
iza vsebine torej ustrezno preučuje najnovejše izjave o izobraževalnih 
strategiji posameznih članic omenjene skupine, da bi identificirale ped-
agoške in institucionalne trende ter smernice. Ugotovitve kažejo, da so 
te izjave pretežno prežete z neoliberalnimi diskurzivnimi primerami o 
globalnei konkurenčnosti, instrumentalizmu, zaposljivosti ter zadovoljst-
vu strank, ki učinkovito oz. primarno izenačujejo univerzitetno izobraz-
bo s profesionalnim razvojem in raziskovanje z gospodarsko koristnost-
jo. Nasprotno pa v večini teh trditev skorajda ni prisotno tradicionalno 
poslanstvo univerz ter cilji negovanja intelektualne radovednosti, ki pro-
movira akademsko svobodo, ustvarja čisto znanstveno znanje in spodbuja 
značaj ter vestno državljanstvo. Ta študija kaže, da sedanji in dolgoročni 
načrti Russell Group za pedagogiko in raziskave močno odražajo jezik 
neoliberalne politične agende za visokošolsko izobraževanje in so v veli-
ki meri opustili zgodovinsko humanistična in prosvetiteljska načela in za-
veze univerze. Nadalje je obravnavano, kaj to pomeni za poučevanje in 
učenje na britanskih univerzah.
Ključne besede: neoliberalno izobraževanje, analiza vsebine, Humboldov 
model, zaposljivost, Russell Group, instrumentalizem

Mark Olssen

Neoliberalism and Laissez-faire: The Retreat from Naturalism
This article starts by restating the core theoretical differences between lib-
eralism and neoliberalism, most essentially concerning the principle of the 
active or positive state that I have claimed characterizes neoliberal gov-
ernmentality, premised upon a distinction between naturalistic and an-
ti-naturalistic views of state functioning and entailing the abandonment 
or severe qualification of laissez-faire. Of the differences between liberal 
and neoliberal government, I will recommit to my original thesis of the 
distinction between the positive state and the erosion of laissez-faire, as 
well as to the distinction between naturalism and anti-naturalism as be-
ing important to understanding the two variants of liberalism and to un-
derstanding as well the anti-democratic tendencies of the neoliberal vari-
ant. Here I will maintain that the key neoliberals in a theoretical sense are 
the European ordo liberals, such as Walter Eücken and Wilhelm Röpke; 
as well as US writers such as James Buchanan (Public Choice theory) and 
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Henry Simons, while others, such as Friedrich Hayek although politically 
mobilizing for and actively supporting the advent and ascendency of ne-
oliberalism, as witnessed by his formative role in establishing the Mont 
Pelerin society, was, I will argue,  much more cautious about jettisoning 
laissez-faire and of adopting an anti-naturalistic perspective. After setting 
out the distinctive features that characterize neoliberalism, the conse-
quences for education will be briefly investigated.
Keywords: laissez-faire, naturalism, ordo liberalism, state planning, 
free-markets, Walter Eücken, Wilhelm Röpke, Henry Simons, Friedrich 
Hayek, Lars Cornelissen

Neoliberalizem in laissez-faire: umik iz naturalizma 
Ta članek se začne s ponovitvijo temeljnih teoretičnih razlik med liberal-
izmom in neoliberalizmom, ki se večinoma nanašajo na načelo aktivne ali 
pozitivne države, za katerega trdim, da označuje neoliberalno vladovanje, 
ki temelji na razlikovanju med naturalističnimi in proti-naturalističnimi 
pogledi na delovanje države, ki hkrati zajemajo opustitev ali hudo kvali-
fikacijo laissez-faire. Pri razliki med liberalno in neoliberalno vlado bom 
ponovno poudaril mojo izvirno tezo o razliki med pozitivno državo in 
erozijo laissez-faire, pa tudi distinkcijo med naturalizmom in anti-natu-
ralizmom, ki je pomembna za razumevanje dveh različic liberalizma in ra-
zumevanje tudi antidemokratskih tendenc neoliberalne različice. Tu bom 
poudaril, da so ključni zagovorniki neoliberalizma v teoretičnem smislu 
evropski ordo liberali, kot so Walter Eücken in Wilhelm Röpke; kot tudi 
ameriški avtorji, kot so James Buchanan (teorija javne izbire) in Henry 
Simons, medtem ko so drugi, kot je Friedrich Hayek, čeprav politično ak-
tivirajo in dejavno podpirajo prihod in vzpon neoliberalizma, kakor priča 
njegova formativna vloga pri ustanovitvi združenja Mont Pelerina, kakor 
trdim, preveč previden pri odvajanju laissez-faire in sprejemanju anti-nat-
uralistične perspektive. Po določitvi posebnih značilnosti, ki označujejo 
neoliberalizem, so na kratko predstavljene tudi posledice za izobraževanje.
Ključne besede: laissez-faire, naturalizem, ordo liberalizem, državno načr-
tovanje, prosti trgi, Walter Eücken, Wilhelm Röpke, Henry Simons, 
Friedrich Hayek, Lars Cornelissen

Mitja Sardoč

The Language of Neoliberal Education: 
An Interviw with Henry Giroux
In this interview, Prof. Henry Giroux engages with some of the most chal-
lenging issues associated with the neoliberal educational agenda. In the 
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introductory part, he discusses neoliberalism’s different operating regis-
ters including the ‘war over ideas’. In particular, he examines how the ne-
oliberal ideology came to dominate some of the commanding institutions 
of contemporary societies. At the same time, he also discusses the central-
ity of education under neoliberal modes of governance as well as the role 
of large-scale assessments and quantitative data in educational research. 
In the central part of the interview Prof. Giroux examines neoliberalism’s 
strategy of  appropriating ideas and concepts that lie outside its gravita-
tional orbit and its transformative influence on our way of thinking about 
education and public policy in general.  In the closing part of the inter-
view, Prof. Giroux identifies the most pressing negative effects of neolib-
eralism for democratic societies.
Keywords: neoliberalism, critical pedagogy, active citizenship, education

Jezik neoliberalnega izobraževanja:  
intervju s Henryjem Girouxom
V tem intervjuju se prof. Henry Giroux ukvarja z nekaterimi najbolj 
zahtevnimi vprašanji, ki jih povezujemo z neoliberalno agendo v vzgoji in 
izobraževanju. V uvodnem delu razpravlja o različnih operativnih registr-
ih neoliberalizma, vključno z ‘vojno nad idejami’. Poseben poudarek je na-
menjen temu, kako je neoliberalna ideologija prevzela nadzor nad nekat-
erimi vodilnimi institucijami sodobnih družb. Hkrati obravnava osrednji 
položaj izobraževanja v okviru neoliberalnega načina upravljanja kot tudi 
vlogo obsežnih raziskav in kvantitativnih podatkov v izobraževalnih ra-
ziskavah. V osrednjem delu intervjuja prof. Giroux proučuje strategijo ne-
oliberalizma v okviru katere prevzame ideje in koncepte, ki ležijo izven 
njegove gravitacijske orbite ter s tem povezan vpliv na način razmišljanja 
o izobraževanju in javnih politikah nasploh. V zaključnem delu intervju-
ja prof. Giroux opredeli najbolj pereče negativne učinke neoliberalizem za 
demokratične družbe.
Ključne besede: neoliberalizem, kritična pedagogika, aktivno državljan-
stvo, izobraževanje

Michael A. Peters

Neoliberalism as Political Discourse: 
The Political Arithmetic of Homo oeconomicus
This essay is a discussion of neoliberalism as a form of political discourse 
– ‘the political arithmetic of Homo Oeconomicus’.  In the first half, the es-
say begins with a genealogy of political discourse with an etymology from 
late Middle English and medieval Latin to denote a process of reasoning 
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and a means to order our thoughts on a topic. Although the term can be 
traced to the early Greeks concerned with the problem of truth and rhet-
oric in democracy, it gains foothold in the 17th century with Böckel (1677) 
and a determinate reading in the twentieth century with Foucault (1970). 
In the second half, the essay traces the emergence of the figure of Homo 
Oeconomicus and the rise of rational choice theory by focusing on its ap-
plication to education as a commodity. In this context, the essay discuss-
es the twin discourses of Individualism and Community with associated 
concepts of Freedom and Equality. Finally, the paper turns to a discussion 
of Foucault’s understanding of neoliberalism.
Keywords: neoliberalism, political discourse, Homo Oeconomicus, 
education

Neoliberalizem kot politični diskurz: 
politična aritmetika Homo oeconomicus
Ta esej je razprava o neoliberalizmu kot obliki političnega diskurza – 
»politična aritmetika Homo Oeconomicus«. V prvi polovici, esej začne z 
genealogijo političnega diskurza z etimologijo iz poznega srednjeveškega 
angleškega jezika in srednjeveškega latinskega jezika, ki označuje proces 
razmišljanja ter sredstvo za ureditev svojih misli o temi. Čeprav je izraz 
mogoče zaslediti pri zgodnjih Grkih, ki se ukvarjajo s problematiko 
resnice in retorike v demokraciji, se je v 17. stoletju uveljavil z Böckelom 
(1677) in odločnim branjem z Foucaultom v dvajsetem stoletju (1970). V 
drugi polovici leta, esej obravnava nastanek figure Homo Oeconomicus 
in vzpona teorije racionalne izbire, s poudarkom na njeni uporabi na 
področju izobraževanja kot blaga. V tem kontekstu se v eseju razpravlja 
o dvojnih diskurzih individualizma in skupnosti s povezanimi koncepti 
svobode in enakosti. V zaključku članek preide na razpravo o Foucaultovem 
razumevanju neoliberalizma.
Ključne besede: neoliberalizem, politični diskurz, Homo Oeconomicus, 
izobraževanje

Urška Štremfel

European Neoliberal Discourse and Slovenian Educational 
Space
In the article we address political and educational science relevant ques-
tions about influence of educational (neoliberal) governance in the 
European Union (EU) on the development of national educational pol-
icies and practices. The identified question is examined by theoreti-
cal dispositions of new modes of EU governance as governance of goals, 
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comparisons, problems/crisis and knowledge (e.g. Grek, 2009; Nordin, 
2014; Ozga, 2011) and discursive institutionalism (e.g. Schmidt, 2008; 
2012) as a promising “multifaceted set of concepts to explore the lending 
and borrowing of transnational education policies and their application at 
the national and local levels” (Wahlstörm and Sundberg, 2018). Applied 
theoretical framework explains how policy discourses can perform coor-
dinating and communicative functions and lead to institutional change. 
Concretely, it contributes to understanding how certain EU (neoliberal) 
policy model (involving cognitive scripts, categories and ideas about EU 
strategic goals and solutions to identified policy problems) shape identi-
ties, structures and behaviours at the national level of EU member states 
(e.g. Alasuutari, 2015). As such article tries to recognise “how the global 
discourses of neo-liberalism have been made possible through the re-artic-
ulation and re-contextualisation of local historical contestation and poli-
tics” (Takayama, 2009) and provides understanding how neoliberal cog-
nitive and normative discourses (Schmidt, 2008) motivate national level 
actors to comply with the EU agendas instead of protecting sovereignty 
of the national educational space. The theoretical dispositions are demon-
strated on the case study of Slovenia, which presents an interesting case of 
studying interference between traditional post-socialist values and west-
ern EU (neoliberal) model of education.
Key words: discursive institutionalism, EU, neoliberalism, education, 
Slovenia 

Evropski neoliberalni diskurz in slovenski izobraževalni 
prostor
V središču članka je politološko in edukacijsko znanstveno relevantno 
vprašanje o vplivu (neoliberalne) vladavine v Evropski Uniji (EU) na raz-
voj nacionalnih izobraževalnih politik in praks. Vprašanje naslavljamo s 
teoretskimi predpostavkami vladavine EU kot vladavine, ciljev, primerjav, 
problemov/krize (npr. Grek, 2009; Nordin, 2014; Ozga, 2011) in diskur-
zivnim institucionalizmom (npr. Schmidt, 2008; 2012) kot večplastnim 
sklopom konceptov,  ki skuša pojasniti prenos globalnih izobraževanih 
politik in njihovo sprejemanje na nacionalni ravni (Wahlstörm and 
Sundberg, 2018).  Uporabljeni teoretski okvir ponazarja, kako koordi-
nacijske in komunikacijske funkcije javnopolitičnega diskurza vodijo do 
institucionalnih sprememb. Konkretno, prispeva k razumevanju, kako 
določeni EU (neoliberalni) javnopolitični modeli (podprti s konkretnimi 
politikami, programi in paradigmami) oblikujejo identitete in vedenje na-
cionalnih akterjev (npr. Alasuutari, 2015). V tem okviru članek pojasnjuje, 
kako je uresničevanje globalnega neoliberalnega diskurza na nacionalni 
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ravni odvisno od specifičnega zgodovinskega, političnega in kulturnega 
ozadja nacionalnih držav (npr. Takayama, 2009) ter omogoča razumevan-
je, kako neoliberalni kognitivni in normativni diskurz (Schmidt, 2008) 
spodbuja nacionalne akterje, da se uskladijo z agendami EU, namesto da 
bi zaščitili suverenost nacionalnega izobraževalnega prostora. Teoretska 
izhodišča  so prikazana na študiji primera Slovenije, ki predstavlja zanim-
iv primer prepletenosti post-socialističnih vrednot in zahodnoevropskega 
(neoliberalnega) modela izobraževanja.
Ključne besede: diskurzivni institucionalizem, EU, neoliberalizem, izo-
braževanje, Slovenija

Sarah Hayes and Petar Jandrić

Resisting the Iron Cage of ‘the Student Experience’
As higher education (HE) has come to be valued for its contribution to 
the global economy, priorities have been placed on study for a degree to 
directly meet the needs of industry. Furthermore, in UK policy, students 
have been defined as ‘customers’ by the government since the introduction 
of tuition fees. Together, these developments have emphasized the role of 
a degree as a consumer ‘product’, purchased to secure future employment, 
rather than an experiential learning ‘process’, that continues well beyond 
student life. In this paper we examine how the student-as-consumer ap-
proach in HE policy has recently developed into a strong rhetoric empha-
sizing ‘the student experience’ as a package, including leisure, well-being, 
future employment and other ‘extras’. A disturbing impression is then 
generated, where universities are now delivering a packaged experience of 
‘consumption itself ’, to students. To examine such concerns more close-
ly, we analyse a sample of 20 UK university ‘student experience’ strate-
gies, via a corpus-based Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). Drawing on 
themes from these texts, we question who ‘the student experience’ rheto-
ric really benefits? If a rationalized experience is constructed on behalf of 
students, then universities defined by George Ritzer as ‘cathedrals of con-
sumption’ align themselves with any other provider of consumer experi-
ences, where students are trapped within an ‘iron cage’ even before they 
set foot in the workplace. Yet, despite a distorted picture that neoliber-
al HE policy discourse may portray, a postdigital understanding of ‘the 
student experience’ could yet offer helpful insights into possible routes of 
resistance.
Keywords: higher education, neoliberalism, critical discourse analysis, stu-
dent experience, cathedrals of consumption, iron cage
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Odpor do železne kletke “študentske izkušnje”
Ker je visokošolsko izobraževanje (HE) postalo vrednoteno zaradi svoje-
ga prispevka k globalnemu gospodarstvu, so bile prednostne naloge na-
menjene študiju, ki bo neposredno zadostilo potrebam industrije. Vse od 
uvedbe šolnin so bili študentje v politikah Združenega kraljestva opre-
deljeni kot ‘stranke’. Skupaj so ti dogodki poudarjali vlogo diplome kot 
potrošniškega ‘proizvoda’, kupljenega za zagotovitev prihodnjih zapos-
litev, ne pa procesa izkustvenega učenja, ki se nadaljuje tudi po koncu štu-
dentskega življenja. V tem članku preučujeva, kako se je pristop študen-
tov kot potrošnikov v politikah visokega šolstva nedavno razvil v čvrsto 
retoriko, ki poudarja ‘študentsko izkušnjo’ kot paket, ki vključuje pros-
ti čas, blaginjo, prihodnjo zaposlitev in druge ‘dodatke’. Nato se generira 
moteč vtis, kjer univerze študentom sedaj podeljujejo zapakirano izkušn-
jo ‘same potrošnje’. Da bi te skrbi natančneje preučili, z analizo kritične 
analize diskurza (CDA) analizirava vzorec 20 univerzitetnih študentskih 
izkušenj. Na podlagi vsebin iz teh tekstov postavljava vprašanje, komu 
‘študentska izkušnja’ resnično koristi? Če je racionalizirana izkušnja zgra-
jena v imenu študentov, so univerze, ki jih George Ritzer opredeljuje kot 
‘katedrale potrošnje’, usklajene z vsemi drugimi ponudniki izkušenj po-
trošnikov, kjer so študenti ujeti v ‘železni kletki’, še preden vstopijo na 
delovno mesto. Kljub izkrivljeni sliki, ki jo lahko predstavi neoliberalni 
diskurz visokošolskih politik, lahko postdigitalno razumevanje ‘študent-
ske izkušnje’ še vedno nudi koristen vpogled v možne poti odpora.
Ključne besede: visokošolsko izobraževanje, neoliberalizem, kritična 
analiza diskurza, študentska izkušnja, katedrale potrošnje, železna kletka
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cies, Heidegger, Dewey and postmodernism. His latest publications in-
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in Deweyan Work: Challenging the Neo-Liberal Educational Agenda. 
Journal of Philosophy of Education (2018).
Vasco d’Agnese je izredni profesor vzgoje in izobraževanja na Oddelku 
za psihologijo na Univerzi v Kampanji, Luigi Vanvitelli. Njegovi in-
teresi vključujejo filozofijo in teorijo vzgoje, izobraževalne poli-
tike, Heideggerja, Deweyja in postmodernizem. Njegove najnove-
jše publikacije so Reclaiming Education in the Age of PISA: Challenging 
OECD’s Educational Order (Routledge, 2017); Openness, Newness 
and Radical Possibility in Deweyan Work: A Response to Jasinski. 
Ethics and Education (2018); ‘Not-being-at-home’: Subject, Freedom 
and Transcending in Heideggerian Educational Philosophy, Studies in 
Philosophy and Education (2018); Courage, Uncertainty and Imagination 
in Deweyan Work: Challenging the Neo-Liberal Educational Agenda. 
Journal of Philosophy of Education (2018).
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His most recent books are Liberalism, Neoliberalism, Social Democracy: 
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(Routledge, 2010); Toward A Global Thin Community: Nietzsche, 
Foucault, and the Cosmopolitan Commitment (Paradigm Press, 2009).  He 
is also co-author (with John Codd and Anne-Marie O’Neill) of Education 
Policy: Globalisation, Citizenship, Democracy, (Sage, London, 2004) and au-
thor of Michel Foucault: Materialism and Education (Greenwood Press, 
New York, 1999/Paradigm Press, Boulder, 2006). He has also published 
many book chapters and articles in academic journals in Britain, America 
and in Australasia. Most recently, an interview by Raaper, Rille, titled, 
‘Mark Olssen on the neoliberalisation of higher education and academ-
ic lives: an interview,’ Policy Futures in Education and ‘Neoliberalism and 
Higher Education Today: Research, Accountability and Impact’,  British 
Journal of Sociology of Education (2016).  
Mark Olssen, FAcSS, je zaslužni profesor politične teorije in izobraževalne 
politike na oddelku za politologijo na Univerzi v Surreyu. Njegove najnovejše 
knjige so Liberalism, Neoliberalism, Social Democracy: Thin Communitarian 
Perspectives on Political Philosophy and Education (Routledge, 2010); Toward 
A Global Thin Community: Nietzsche, Foucault, and the Cosmopolitan 
Commitment (Paradigm Press, 2009). Skupaj z Johnom Coddom in Anne-
Marie O’Neill je tudi soavtor knjige Education Policy: Globalisation, 
Citizenship, Democracy, (Sage, London, 2004). Je tudi avtor knjige Michel 
Foucault: Materialism and Education (Greenwood Press, New York, 1999/
Paradigm Press, Boulder, 2006). Objavil je tudi številna poglavja in članke v 
znanstvenih revijah v Veliki Britaniji, ZDA in v Avstraliji. Nedavno je Rille 
Raaper v reviji Policy Futures in Education z njim objavila intervju z naslo-
vom ‘Mark Olssen on the neoliberalisation of higher education and academ-
ic lives: an interview’. V reviji British Journal of Sociology of Education je ob-
javil tudi članek ‘Neoliberalism and Higher Education Today: Research, 
Accountability and Impact’ (2016).  
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ical and cognitive science theories. His main area of research concerns the 
development and empirical verification of a systems theory that can help 
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describe and predict a) the cognitive-affective and social-structural mech-
anisms through which individuals consciously and non-consciously acquire 
and reproduce neoliberal ideology. And b) the distinct dispositions and be-
haviours that can be said to typify a neoliberal subject.
Rodolfo Leyva ima doktorat iz politične sociologije na King’s College v 
Londonu. Trenutno je sodelavec za medije in komunikacije na London 
School of Economics and Political Science. Njegove raziskave vključujejo ek-
sperimentalne, kvantitativne in kvalitativne metode ter se opirajo na soci-
ološke in kognitivne teorije. Njegovo glavno področje raziskovanja zadeva 
razvoj in empirično preverjanje sistemske teorije, ki lahko pomaga opisati in 
napovedati a) kognitivno-afektivne in socialno-strukturne mehanizme s po-
močjo katerih posamezniki zavestno in nezavedno pridobivajo in reprodu-
cirajo neoliberalno ideologijo ter b) različne razprave in vedenja, za katere je 
mogoče reči, da tipizirajo neoliberalni subjekt.

Michael A. Peters
Michael A. Peters is Distinguished Professor of Education at Beijing 
Normal University Faculty of Education PRC, and Emeritus Professor at 
the University of Illinois at Urbana–Champaign. He is the executive ed-
itor of the journal, Educational Philosophy and Theory, and founding edi-
tor of five international journals, Policy Futures in Education, E-Learning 
and Digital Media (SAGE), and Knowledge Cultures (Addleton), The 
Video Journal of Education and Pedagogy (Springer), Open Review of 
Education Research (T&F). His interests are in philosophy, education 
and social policy and he has written over one hundred books, including 
most recently: Wittgenstein and Education: Pedagogical Investigations 
(2017) and  Neoliberalism and After? Education, Social Policy and the 
Crisis of Capitalism (2011). He has acted as an advisor to governments and 
UNESCO on these and related matters in the USA, Scotland, NZ, South 
Africa and the EU. He was made an Honorary Fellow of the Royal Society 
of NZ in 2010 and awarded honorary doctorates by State University of 
New York (SUNY) in 2012 and University of Aalborg in 2015. 
Michael A. Peters je profesor na Fakulteti vzgoje in izobraževanja na 
Pedagoški fakulteti Beijing Normal University ter zaslužni profesor na 
University of Illinois v Urbana–Champaign (ZDA). Je izvršni ured-
nik revije Educational Philosophy and Theory in ustanovitni urednik pe-
tih mednarodnih revij, in sicer Policy Futures in Education, E-Learning 
and Digital Media (SAGE) ter Knowledge Cultures (Addleton), The Video 
Journal of Education and Pedagogy (Springer), Open Review of Education 
Research (T&F). Njegovi interesi so v filozofiji, izobraževanju ter socialnih 
politikah. Napisal je več kot osemdeset knjig, med njimi tudi Wittgenstein 
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and Education: Pedagogical Investigations (2017) ter Neoliberalism and 
After? Education, Social Policy and the Crisis of Capitalism (2011). O teh in 
s tem povezanimi zadevami je deloval kot svetovalec UNESCU ter vlad-
am vladam v ZDA, na Škotskem, v Novi Zelandiji, Južni Afriki in EU. 
Leta 2010 je postal častni član Kraljevskega društva Nove Zelandije. Leta 
2012 je prejel časten doktorat na Državni univerzi v New Yorku (SUNY) 
in leta 2015 na Univerzi v Aalborgu (Danska).

Mitja Sardoč
Mitja Sardoč (PhD) is a senior research associate at the Educational 
Research Institute in Ljubljana (Slovenia) where he is member of the 
‘Social Contract in the 21st Century’ research programme. He is author 
of scholarly articles and editor of a number of journal special issues on 
citizenship education, multiculturalism, toleration, equality of opportu-
nity and patriotism. He is Managing Editor of Theory and Research in 
Education [http://tre.sagepub.com/] and member of the editorial board 
of Educational Philosophy and Theory and the Open Review of Educational 
Research. He edited two books published by Wiley (Citizenship, Inclusion 
and Democracy and Toleration, Respect and Recognition in Education). He 
is also a contributing author to the SAGE Encyclopedia of Educational 
Theory and Philosophy. He is editor-in-chief of The Handbook of Patriotism 
[http://refworks.springer.com/ Patriotism] that is to be published by 
Springer in 2018.
Mitja Sardoč (PhD) je zaposlen kot raziskovalec na Pedagoškem inšti-
tutu v Ljubljani, kjer je član programske skupine ‘Družbena pogodba v 
21. stoletju’. Je avtor znanstvenih in strokovnih člankov s širšega področ-
ja vzgoje in izobraževanja ter urednik vrste tematskih številk domačih 
in tujih znanstvenih revij s področja državljanske vzgoje, multikultural-
izma, enakih možnosti itn. Je glavni urednik revije Theory and Research 
in Education, odgovorni urednik revije Šolsko polje ter član uredniške-
ga odbora revij Educational Philosophy and Theory ter Open Review of 
Educational Research. Je tudi urednik dveh zbornikov, ki sta izšli pri založ-
bi Blackwell (Citizenship, Inclusion and Democracy ter Toleration, Respect 
and Recognition in Education), avtor monografije Multikulturalizem: pro 
et contra ter soavtor monografije Enake možnosti in družbena (ne)enakost 
v družbi znanja. Je urednik publikacije Handbook of Patriotism, ki bo izš-
la pri založbi Springer.

Urška Štremfel
Urška Štremfel, PhD, is a research fellow at the Educational Research 
Institute in Ljubljana and part-time research fellow at the Centre for 
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Political Science Research at the Faculty of Social Sciences, University of 
Ljubljana. Her research interests include the European aspects of policy 
analysis, especially new modes of EU. In that framework she has devoted 
special attention to the role international comparative assessment studies 
play in development of Slovenian education policies and practices and the 
development of evidence-based education.
Urška Štremfel, doktorica politoloških znanosti, je znanstvena sodelav-
ka na Pedagoškem inštitutu, pri svojem raziskovalnem delu pa sodelu-
je tudi v Centru za politološke raziskave na Fakulteti za družbene vede 
Univerze v Ljubljani. Njen znanstveno-raziskovalni interes predstavlja ev-
ropsko sodelovanje na področju izobraževanja in njegov vpliv na nacion-
alni izobraževalni prostor. V tem okviru posebno pozornost namenja vlo-
gi mednarodnih raziskav pri oblikovanju slovenske izobraževalne politike 
in izobraževalnih praks slovenskih šol ter razvoju na podatkih temelječe-
ga izobraževanja.

Sarah Hayes
Sarah Hayes is a research Professor in the College of Learning and 
Teaching (CoLT), University of Wolverhampton. Previously Sarah was 
a Senior Lecturer and Programme Director at Aston University, where 
she taught in Education and Sociology and is now an Honorary Professor. 
Sarah has also taught at University of Worcester, at international partner 
institutions and is an external examiner. Sarah’s research spans Sociology, 
Higher Education Policy and technological change. Her new book The 
Labour of Words in Higher Education: Is it Time to Reoccupy Policy? is 
forthcoming through Brill (March, 2019). Sarah has recently published 
articles on  WonkHE  and  undertaken consultancy for UK Parliament to 
produce  a resource for university lecturers. Sarah is an Associate Editor 
for Postdigital Science and Education (Springer). Her research publi-
cations can be  found on her  Orcid,  Google Scholar  and  Aston Research 
Explorer web pages.
Sarah Hayes je raziskovalna profesorica na Visoki šoli za učenje in 
poučevanje (CoLT) Univerze v Wolverhamptonu. Pred tem je bila viš-
ja predavateljica in programska direktorica na Univerzi Aston, kjer je 
poučevala v izobraževanju in sociologiji in kjer je sedaj častna profesorica. 
Poučevala je tudi na University of Worcester ter na mednarodnih partner-
skih institucijah kot zunanji izpraševalec. Sarino raziskovanje obsega so-
ciologijo, politike visokega šolstva in tehnološke spremembe. Njena nova 
knjiga The Labour of Words in Higher Education: Is it Time to Reoccupy 
Policy? bo izšla pri založbi Brill (marec 2019). Pred kratkim je objavi-
la članke o WonkHE in opravila svetovanje v parlamentu Združenega 
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https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8633-0155
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kraljestva za izdelavo virov za univerzitetne predavatelje. Je pridružena 
urednica pri reviji Postdigital Science and Education (Springer). Njene ra-
ziskovalne publikacije lahko najdete na spletnih straneh Orcid, Google 
Scholar in Aston Research Explorer.

Petar Jandrić
Petar Jandrić is Professor and Director of BSc (Informatics) programme 
at the Zagreb University of Applied Sciences, Croatia. His previous ac-
ademic affiliations include Croatian Academic and Research Network, 
National e-Science Centre at the University of Edinburgh, Glasgow 
School of Art, and the University of East London. Petar’s research inter-
ests are situated at the post-disciplinary intersections between technolo-
gies, pedagogies and the society, and research methodologies of his choice 
are inter-, trans-, and anti-disciplinarity. His latest books are Learning in 
the Age of Digital Reason (2017) and The Digital University: A Dialogue 
and Manifesto (2018). He is Editor-in-Chief of the journal Postdigital 
Science and Education: https://www.springer.com/education+%26+lan-
guage/journal/42438. Personal website: http://petarjandric.com/.    
Petar Jandrić je profesor in direktor študijskega programa Informatika 
na Zagrebški univerzi uporabnih znanosti na Hrvaškem. Njegove prejšn-
je akademske povezave vključujejo Hrvaško akademsko in raziskovalno 
mrežo, Nacionalni center e-znanosti na Univerzi v Edinburgu, Glasgow 
School of Art ter na Univerzi v East Londonu. Njegovi raziskovalni inter-
esi so umeščeni na postdisciplinarnih križiščih med tehnologijami, peda-
gogikami in družbo, njegove raziskovalne metodologije pa so med-, trans- 
in anti-disciplinarnost. Njegove najnovejše knjige so Learning in the Age 
of Digital Reason (2017) in Digital University: Dialogue and Manifesto 
(2018). Je glavni urednik revije Postdigital Science and Education: https://
www.springer.com/education+% 26+language/journal/42438. Osebna 
spletna stran: http://petarjandric.com/.
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