
Neoliberalism and the limits of critique
(in contemporary universities)

Dr Jana Bacevic

Department of Sociology and Faculty of Education
University of Cambridge

@jana_bacevic

16  May 2019
CGHE seminar, Institute of Education

UCL, University of London



Entry points

• Knowledge of reality : acting (in relation to) reality
• Epistemological, ethical, political questions posed by insider/outsider 

positions 
• Positionality // positioning: social theory and politics of knowledge
• Conditions of (im)possibility of critique: political, economic, epistemic 



The paradox of critique

‘Pearls Before Swine’, © Stephan Pastis (pearlscomic.com)



We are going to need a bigger bookshelf
• Connell, R. 2019. The Good University
• Sperlinger, T., McLellan, J., and R. Pettigrew. 2018. Who Are Universities For? 
• Willets, D. 2018. A University Education
• Furedi, F. 2018. What’s Happened to the University?
• Smyth, J. 2018. The Toxic University
• Fuller, S. 2017. Academic Caesar: University Leadership is Hard 
• Collini, S. 2017. Speaking of Universities
• O’Sullivan, M. 2016. Academic Barbarism, Universities and Inequality
• Docherty, T. 2015. Universities at War
• McGettigan, A. 2013. The Great University Gamble
• Giroux, H. 2013. Neoliberalism’s War on Higher Education
• Collini, S. 2012. What Are Universities For? 
• Docherty, T. 2012. For the University
• Freedman, D. and M. Bailey, eds. 2011. Assault on Universities: A Manifesto for Resistance
• Holmwood, J. ed. 2011. Manifesto for a Public University
• Evans, M. 2004. Killing Thinking: The Death of the Universities

..............



War on universities?



And yet...



How to explain abundance of critique and scarcity of action?

• Sociology of critique (Boltanski, Boltanski & Chiapello, Boltanski &
Thévenot)

ÞSocial conditions of critique

• Theories of performativity (Butler, Ahmed, Fricker)
ÞConditions under which speech-acts become effective



What is the relationship between critique and political action?

• Knowledge à action

• Ideologiekritik (Marx, Frankfurt School); hegemony and 
counterhegemony (Gramsci)

• “Metacritical theories of domination tackle asymmetries from a
particular angle... of the miscognition by the actors themselves of the
exploitation to which they are subject and, above all, of the social
conditions that make this exploitation possible and also, as a result, of
the means by which they could stop it” (Boltanski 2011, 9)



Who knows (not)?

Shakespeare, Richard III, Act V, Scene III 



• Knowing neoliberalism à doing something about neoliberalism

• Yet, neoliberalism has dimensions that are not (just) epistemic (Davies 2018, 
Konings 2015, Berlant 2011; Loveday, 2018; also McNeill, 2014; Burrows, 2012; Gill, 
2009; Sparkes, 2007)

• How do we account for affective / desiring elements of neoliberalism (including in 
knowledge production)?

• Cognification / gnossification of neoliberalism (Bacevic, forthcoming in Social 
Epistemology)


