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> [Foreword

Bill Readings was in the process of making the final revisions (o this
book when he dicd in the crash of American Eagle llight 4184 on Oc-
taber 31, 1994, 1 completed the revisions on which Bill was warkiug,
taking his notes and our many conversations as my guide.

Editing cach other’s work was once just something Bill and 1 did. At
the time, it never seemed extraordinary; it never seemed like sinnclhing
that would uced to be talked about, something that would mark, as it
does now, the line dividing life from death. Revision and conversa-
tion—with me, with fricuds and collcagues, with students—were Bill's
way of trying to create possibilitics for thinkiog together.

I there is anything 1 could say about how this book evolved, how
Bill imagincd it would continuc to evolve, it would have to be in terms
of the many coanversations that informed it and the many more that
he hoped would follow from it Dwelling in the ruins of the University
was nol usually a silent occasion for Bill. Talk—wlhethier it led to agree-
ment or disagrecinent, whether it was scrious or silly—had cverything
to do with how he worked, thought, and cnvisioned a future for the
University. '

To say that conversation with Bill can never again take place is to
ackuowledge the painful finality of his death. And to insist on talk as
a part of the very fabric of this book is perhaps a step toward acknowl-
cdging the sinpularity of a voice, a place, and a time which would not
cxist apart from the University.

Dianc Elam
Montréal, 1995
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Introduction

Jeremiads abound concerning the “betrayal” and “bankruptey™ of the
project of liberal education.! Teaching, we are told, is undervalued in
favor of rescarch, while rescarch is less and less in touch with the de-
mands of the real warld, or with the comprehension of the “common
reader.” Nor is this—as some academics scem o believe—just the la-
ment of the middlcbrow media, motivated by media commentators®
resentment at their failure 1o gain access o the hallowed groves of
academe, Forever deprived of the chance 1o sit on the Faculty Pro-

_motions Committee, such pundits, it is claimed, take out their frustra-

tions on the University, constrained as. they arc (o content themsclves
with huge salarics and comfortable working conditions. "f'he causes of
the media’s sniping at the University are not individual cesentiments
but a more general uncertainty as to the role of the University and the
very nature of the standards by which it should be judged as an insti-
tution. 1t is no coincidence that such attacks arc intensifying in North
Amecrica at the same time as the structure of the acadeniic institution
is shifting, ‘

It is not merely that the professoriat is being proletarianized as a
body and the number of short-term or part-time contracts al major
institutions increased (with the concomitant precipitation of a handful
of highly paid stars).? The prodiiction of knowledge within the Uni-
versity is cqually uncertain, An internal Iegitimation struggle concern-
ing the nature of the knowledge produced in the humanities, for cx-
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ample, would not take on crisis proportions were it not accompanied
by an external fegitimation crisis. Disputes within individual disciplines
as to methods and theorics of rescarch would not hit the headlines,
were it not that the very notion of a rescarch project is now a troubled
onc. Thus, the impulse behind this book is not simply to argue that
the University needs to recognize that new theoretical advances in par-
ticle physics or literary studies render old paradigms of study and teach-
ing obsolete. Nor is this book simply another altempt lo engage with

the web of conflicting and often contradictory sentiments that currently

surround the University. Rather, 1 want to perform a structural diag-
nosis of contemporary shifts in the Universily's function as an insti-
tution, in order to arguce that the wider social role of the University as
an institution is now up for grabs. It is no longer clear what the place

of the University is within socicty nor what the exact nature of that
socicly is, and the changing institutional form of the University is some-,

thing that intellectuals cannot afford to ighore,

But first, soine prelimivary warnings. In this book | will focus on a
certain’ Western notion of the University, which has been widely ex-
ported and whose current mutation scems likely to continue to frame
the terms of transnational discussion. [[ 1 also pay particular atteution
to the changes currently oceurring in the North American University,
this is because the process of “Americanization™ cannot be understood
as simply the expansion of U.S. cultural hegemony. In fact, 1 shall argue,
“Amcricanization” in its current form is a synonym for globalization,
a synonym- that recognizes that globalization is not a neutral process
in which Washington and Dakar participate equally. ‘The obverse of
this incquitable coin is that the process of expropriation by transna-
tional capital that globalization names is somcething from which the
United States and Canada are currently suffering, a process graphically
described by the study of Fling, Michigan, in the film Ruger amd Me.
The flm’s director, Michacl Moaore, traces the pmfouml impoverish-
ment of the once-tich town of Flint, as a result of the flight of capital
to morc profitable arcas—despite the fact that General Motors was in
relatively good cconomic health at the time of the plant closings. The
resulting devastation of Flint (after failed attempts to make it into a
tourist destination by opening the “Autoworld” theme park) means

3y
P

lutreduction =

that the majority of new jobs available there today are in minimwum-
wagc scrvice industrics. "Americanization” today names less a process
of national imperialism than the generalized imposition of the rule of
the cash-nexus in place of the notion of nativnal identity as determinant
of all aspects of investinent in social life. *Americanization,” that is,
implics the end of national culture,
"*The current shift in the role of the University is, above all, deter-
mined by the decline of the national cultural mission that has up to,
now provided its raison d'étre, and | will arguc that the prospect of the
Europcan Union places the universitics of Europe under a similar ho-
rizon, both in the states of the Buropean Union and iu Eastern Europe,
where projects such as thosc of Georje Soros sketch a similar scparation
of the University from the idea of the nation-state.? hn short, the Uni-
versity is becoming a different kind of institution, one that is no longer
linked ta the destiny of the nation-state by virtue of its role as producer,
protector, and inculcator of an ides of national culture. The process of
cconomic globalization brings with it the relative decline of the nation-
state as the prime instance of the repraduction of capital around the
world. For its part, the Universily is becoming g transnational burdau-
cratic corporation, cither ticd to transnational instances of government
such as the European Union or functivning independently, by analogy
with a transnational corporation. The recent publication by UNESCO
of Alfonso Borrero Cabal's The University as an [ustitution “Today pro-
vides a good example of the terms in which this move towards the
status of & burcaucratic corporation may occur.! Borrero Cabal focuses
upon the administrator rather than the professor as the central figurc
of the University, and figures the University's tasks in terms of a gen-
cralized logic of “accountability” in which the University must pursuc
“excellence™ in all aspects of its functioning. The current crisis of the,
University in the West proceeds from a fundamental shift in its social
role and internal systems, onc which means that the centrality of the
lradlllon.xl humanistic disciplines to the life of the University is no
lun[,cr assurcd.

In making such a wide-ranging diagnosis, U am, of coursc, going to
tend to ignore the process of uneven and wmbmul development, the
different speeds at which the discourse of ™ xeellence” rq)laccs the

J
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ideolagy of (national)

culture in various institutj ; 1
colagy o stitutions and various coug-
trics. For instance, in ‘ o

3 move that might seem 1o head i
ics. | : ad in the opposite
direction to that suggested by my argument ’

British conservative party is currently
a“ . . .
national curriculum.” Jhe proposed

about the nation-state, the
attempting to install 4 uniform
cducational *reforms™ in Brigai
arc nol, however, inconsistent with wh;lltl ::/,lll‘llll)c.r:lr::::::' l'lll'hli;'”!.'"fl
book about lllc's]1il\(|illu off of tertiary cducation from the n!:l.lion:ll:lc:l
and such a move will Probably accentuate the structural -.lichr;'n‘c ':
bclf\'c%'n sccondary education and universities, especially as con "'L.
(I.u:n' link 1o (he state. Furthermore, the fact that an insljlu;iun 1‘:::
cient as New College, Oxford, should have bcgun 10 attach ‘l.ll 1l
nouncement of its dedication o “excellence™ to all public :mn;)uu.c:-
ments such as job advertisements seems lo me more indicative :
long-term trends in higher education, e
Just as this book will focus on
moves the University further aw
itwill also tend to privilege the Iy

A certain “Americanization” thay
ay from direct tics to the nation-state,
et s popd o privilege th um;mi_lics.in il.? attempt to understand
. going on in the contemporary University, This cmphasis like-
wisc needs a few .words of preliminary cxplanation. 1n choosing lu focus
.on the hotion-of “culture” as | do, | may give the impression that lh.
hun?m:llws arc the essence of the University, the place where lhc‘ Un'f
versity's sociopolitical mission is accomplished. This would be unfu:-
lunalte rur. at least Lwao important reasons, Firsl, 1 do not belicve the
natural sciences to be positivist projects for the neutral accumulation
of l‘u.lowlcdgc, which are therefore in principle sheltered from s. ci
pohllc;ll'_lrmll)lcs. As 1 shall arguc, the decline of the nnlioh-sl-llc—uu(z
I flo. belicve that despite resurgent nationalisms the ll;lliOll-Sl‘.llL‘ is :;l-
clining—and the end of the Cold War are having a sign\iﬁc;;lll t;chcl
on the .funding and organization of the natural sciciices. Sccondly, th
separation between the humanitics and the sciences is nol as ubsy,luf
as the Uui‘vcrsily's own disciplinary walls may lead one to bclicvco'l'l::
n;llu.rul sclences take their ofien extremely powerful place in lhc.Un'
versity by analogy with the humanitics. This is patticularly the casl;
when fl comes 1o the sources of the narratjves in terms of which ped-
;g?gy is undcrs‘lood. For example, when [ asked arccipicnt of the Nobel
rize for physics to describe what he understood to be the goal of
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undergraduate education in physics, he replied that it was to introduce
students to “the culture of physics.” His drawing on C. P. $now sccms
to me both very canny and fair, given that the conlested status of
knowledge in physics—the fact that undergraduates learn things that
they will Luter discard if they pursue their studies—requires a model of
knowledge as a conversation among a community rather than as a sim-
ple accumulation of facts. [Uis i terms of a model of the institution-
alization of knowledge of which the hunianitics—and especially de-
partments of philosophy and national literature—have been the
historical guardians that the institutional fact of the natural scicnces in
the University has to be understood. In this sense, the general thrust
of my argument that the nation of culture as the Icgil.imnling idea of
the maodern University has reachied the end of its usefulness may be
understood to apply to the natural sciences as well as to the humanitices,
althougl it is in the humanities that the delegitimation of culture is
most directly perccived as a threats _
As somceone who teaches in a humanitics department (although one
that bears almost no resemblance to the department in which | was
“trained”), 1 have written this book out of & deep ambivalence about
an institution: it is an attempt to think my way out of an impassc
between militant radicalism and cynical despair. 1 am still inclined to
introduce sentences that begin “lua a real University .. into discus-
sions with my colleagues, even though they know, and | know that they
know, that no such institution has cver existed. ‘This would not be a
problem were it not that such appeals to the trac nature of the insti-
tution no longer scem to me to be honest: it is no longer the case, that
is, that we can conccive the University within the historical horizon of
its sclf-realization. "Uhe University, 1 will claim, no longer participates
in the historical project for humanity that was the legacy of the En-
lighlcnmcnl: the historical project of culture, Such a claim also raises
some sighificant questions of its own: Is this a new age dawning for
the University as a project, or does it mark the twilight of the Uni-
versity's critical and sucial function? And ifit is the twilight, then what
does that mean?
Some might want to call this moment to which I am referring the
“pustmodernity™ ol the University. Alter all, one of the most discusscd

5
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books on postmodernily is Jean-Frangois Lyotard’s The Postmedern
C0{u‘litiau, a study of the implications of the questions poscd to the
!chluualion of knowledge by postmodernity. Lyotard’s book is explic-
itly framed as a report on the Universily for the government of Québee,
a reporl which doubtless was somcthing of a disappointment to jts
pa‘lrons, despite its later suceess. Lyotard argucs that it is written “at
this very Postmodern moment that finds the University nearing what
may be its end.” The question of the postmodern is a question posed
to the University as much as in the University, Yet since the postmodern
has by and large ccased 1o function as a question and has become
another alibi in the name of which intellectuals denounce the world
.R')r failing to live up to their expectations, [ prefer to drop the term.
Ihe danger is apparent: it is so casy to slip into speaking of the “post-
wodern University” as if it were an imaginable

Universi institution, a newer,
more critical institution, which is 1o say,

‘ an even more wadern Univer-
sity than the modern University. | would prefer 1o call the contem-
porary University “posthistorical” rather than “postmodern™ in order
to insist upon the sense that the institution has outlived itscll, is now
a survivor of the cra in which it defined itself in terms of the project
of the historical developient, alfirmiation, and inculeation of national
culture.

What I think becomes apparent here.is that to speak of the Ullivcr.:;ily
and the state is also to tell a story about the amergence of the notion
of culture. [ shall argue that the University and the state as we know
them are essentially modern institutions, and th
concept of culture should be understood as a particul

. : ar way ol dealing
with the tensions between these two institutions of 1

nodernity. How-
cver, before anyone gets the wrong idea, this is not because | am simply
go.ing to bash the University. I work in a University—sometimes 1 fecl
! fivein it. 1L is far 1o casy simply to critique the University, and there
is hardly anything new in doing so. After all, the specificity of the
modern University that the German Idealists founded was its slatus as
?h? site of eritique. As Fichte put it, the University exists not to teach
mformation but 1o inculcate the exereise of eritical judgment.* In this
sense, it might secem that all critiques of the modern University arc

6
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intermal policy ducuments that do not affect the deep structure of the
institutionalization of thought.

IUis also worth mentioning right from the beginning that when |
speak of the “modern® University 1am referring to the German model,
widcly copicd, that Humboldt instituted at the University of Berlin and
that still served for the postwar expansion of tertiary education in the
West. | would argue that we are now in the twilight of this modcl, as
the University becomes posthistorical. In this context, Allan Bloom's
The Clusing of the American Mind scems o mc to be more in touch
with reality than the liberal nostrums of Jarostav Pelikan in his The Idea

“of the University, whicli recalls us to a lost mission of liberal education.?

Bloont’s conscrvaltive jeremiad at least recognizes that the autonoemy of
knowledge as an end in itsell is threatened, because there is no longer
a subject that might incarnate this principle, hence Bloom’s repeated
ridiculing of much of what goes on in the University as unintelligible
and irrclevant to any student (read young-white-male-American stu-
dent). Pelikan, on the other haad, prefaces his work with a Newman-
esque pun that sugyests tat The fdea of the University might well have
been retitled Apolugia pro vita sua. This pun arouses iy suspicion be-
cause | am inclined to agree with Bloom's conclusion that the stosy of
what he calls “the adventure of a liberal education” no longer has a
hiero Neither a student hero to embark upon it, nor a professor hero
as its end. :

Some sense of how this Gune about can be grasped from reading a
text such as Jacques Barzun’s Tlie American University: How It Ruus,
Where It Is Gaiug." Vhis work, which dates from 1968, has recently
been reprinted by the University of Chicago Press, a remarkable feat
for a text that claims a contemporary relevance in the 1990s and yet
which was scll-consciously out of date at the time of its (irst publication.
Barzun remarks ina May 1968 postseript (o the January 1968 prelace
{an ironic locus if ever there were one)'? that he sees “no reason o
change or add to the substance” ol a text completed six weeks prior to
the student “outbreak of April 23 [1968] that disrupted the work of
Columbia University™ (xxxvi). This insouciance might scem strange in
a work centered on the guestion of how an adiministrator is to act. Yet

7
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itis less paradosical once we realize that the narrative upon which
Barzun is engaged is that of the production of the enlightened and
liberal administrator as the new hero of the story of the University.
Thus Barzun explicitly proposes the formation of an autonomous stra-
tunt of non-academiic administrators within the Universily, a “sccond
layer”: “If caught young, such men [sic] can become top civil-servants
and be accepted as professionals withoat being scholars; they can enjoy
“a prestige of their own and share fully in the amcnitics that are widely
believed to adorn campus life; and they can do more than any other
ageney, human or cectronie, to render cfficient the workings of the
great machine” (19). “The central figure of the University is no longer
the prolessar whao is both scholar and teacher but the provost to whom
both these apparatchiks and the professors are answerable. "The dilfer-
ence between, Barzun and Newman is that Barzun has realized what
kind of liberal individual it is that must embody the new University.
The administrator will have been a student and a professor in his time,
of course, but the challenge of the contemparary University is a chal-
lenge addressed to him as administrator. .

Hercin lic the origins of the idea of excellence that 1 discuss in the
next chapter. It should be noted, though, that Barzun docs not fecl the
need to have recourse 1o the notion of excellence and is able to rec-

-ognize that excellence is a “shadow™ (222); whercas Ferbert L London,

writing an introduction to the reissue of Barzun's text twenty-five years
later, bemoans the fact that “cxcclience” is no longer.as real as it was
in Barzun's day (222n), since there has been a “virtual abandonment
of the much touted goal of excellence™ {xxviii). Thus we can make the
obscrvation that Barzun appears as the John the Baptist of excelience,
preparing the way for the new law (“excellence™) in the language of
the old (“standards™); while London appears as St Paul, telling us that
the new faw will be real only i is as strictly applied as the Old. Things
have speeded up since Christ's day, since the clapsed time required for
the re-postponement of messianic promisc is how down {rom thirty-
five to twenty-five yeuars. ,

Yet in comparing Barzun with the contemporarics who invoke him,
I want above all to remark upon a questivn of tone: the tone that
differentiates Barzun's work (and Pelikan's) from the denunciations of

§
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Allan Bloom or cven of Herbert London in his 1993 reintroduction of
Barzun's book. ‘The remarkable difference is the loss of the mellilluent
pomposity conscquent upon entire sclf-satisfaction, and its replace-
ment by vitriolic complaint. ‘This is particularly clear with regard lo the
question of sexisnt. Throughout his text, Barzun refers o professors by
the metonym “men.” Let me take Barzun’s description of the plight of
the young graduate student as an example: “after the orals a dissertation
has to be written—how and on what matters less than how quickly.
For many topics Lurape or other forcign parts are inescapable and
dishearteningt—Fulbright, children, wife working (or also a candidate),
more library worl, and in a forcign tongue—it is a nightmare”™ (228).
Where Barzun remarks vagucly that women can indeed (ulfill sccretarial
roles adequately in the University and perhaps even pursue graduate
studics as a way of preparing themselves to bear the children of their
male counterparts, Bloom and London see their University threatened
by raving harpics.” Where Barzun sees silliness and calls it "preposter-
ism,” London sces “contamination™ (xxviii). Despite the fact that books
about the University marked by the enormous scll-satisfaction of its
{malc) products are still being written (Pelikan is a casc in point), itis
clear that a significant shift has taken place. Itis not that our times arc -
more troubled; after all, Barzun pronounces himself untroubled by
1968. Rather, the problens that both Bloom and London labor under
is thal no one of us can scriously imagine him or hersellas the hero of
the story of the University, as the instantiation of the cultivated indi-
vidual that the entire great machine works night and day to produce.
My own reluctance to assumc the tone of sclf-satisfaction with which
many of my predecessors presumably felt comfortable is not a malter
of personal modesty. After all, | have not waited for the twilight of wy
carcer to write a book about the University. What counts, and what
marks the tone of contemporary diatribes, is that the grand narrative,
of Uic University, centered on the production of a liberal, rcasoning,
subject, is no longer readily available to us. ‘There is thus no point in
my waiting,. | am not going te become Jacques Barzun; the University
system does not need such subjects any more. The liberal iudividual is
no longer capable of metonymically embodying the institution. Nonc
of us can now scriously assume vurselves o be the centered subject of

9
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a narrative of University cducation. Feminisim is exemplary here for its
introduction of a radical awareness of gender difference, as are analyses
that call attention to the ways in which bodics are differentially marked
by race. Both are targeted by the old guard, because they remind them
that no individual professor can cmbody the University, since that body
would still be gendered and racially warked sather than universal,

Given this condition, | am o1, however, advising that we give up on
the University, offering in its place reasons o indulge in cynical despair,
In this book T will discuss how we can reconceive the Universily once
the story of liberal cducation has lost its organizing center—has lost,
that is, the idea of culture as the uyl)jcc(, as both origin and goal, of the
human sciences, My sense of this is the more acute because the partic-
ular University in which | wark occupies a peculiar position now;idnys.
This position may scem outdated o thase unaware that Québeg, like
Northern Ireland; is an arca within the territory of the G7 group of
industrialized nations where nation-statchood s still a contemporary
political issue of consequence rather than a vestigial outgrowth 1o the
increasing iniegration of the global economy. The Université de Man-
tréal is a Magship of Québee culture that only recently replaced the
church as the prinary institution with responsibility for francophone
culture in North America. Working at a Nagship University of a nation-
state (especially a nascent one) coulers cnormous benefits in that our
activitics of teaching and research have yet to be centirely submitted o
the free play of market forees; they do not yet have to justily themselves
in terms of aptimal performance or return on capital.

My sease of this is the stronger in that | used 10 work at Syracuse -

University, which does have the ambition of being entirely market
driven, a notion that the administration called *““The Pursuit of Excel-
lence.” Hencee the then-Chancellor, Melvin Lggers, repeatedly charac-
terized Syracuse as an aggressive institution that modeled itself on the

corparation rather than clinging to ivy-covered walls. luterestingly,

during my time at Syracuse, the University logo was changed. Instead
of the academic seal with its Latin motto affixed to University letterhead
and other documents, a new, explicitly “corporate” logo was developed,
and the scal reserved solely for official academic documents such as
degree certificates, This seems to mie dircetly symptomatic of the re-

10

Introduction ~>

conceplion of the University as a corpuration, one of whose functions
(products?) is thie granting of degrees with a cultural cachet, but whose
overall naturce is corporate rather than cultural, '

To analyze the University solely in terms of cultural capital, however,
would be to miss the point that this is now merely one ficld of oper-
ation, Syracusc’s rhetorical rejection of symbolic capital in Gwvor of
“bottom-line” accounting (which carricd through into the decision-

_making process of the administration and the corporate cxccutive cthos

favored by deans) unsurprisingly meant that the percentage of alumni
whao gave gifts to the University was considerably lower than at other
comparable institutions, since cverything in the lives of students cn-
couraged them to think of themsclves as consumers rather than as
mentbers of i commuanity, For example, the “oflicial™ graduating class
T-shirt for 1990 was sold to students with a significant markup and
was perceived by many (o whom | spolie as an attempt 1o squcczce
further pennics from them as they lelt. The students at cvery lurn are
asked to buy the signs of symbolic belonging (henee University “book™
stares devole a great deal ol space to logo-cncrusted desk items on the
Disneyland maddl). Thus commadificd, belonging to the University
carries little ideological baggage and requives no reafliemation through
giving (any more than a consumer, having purchased a car, [cels the
need to make further periodic donations to General Motors in cxcess
of the car loan repayments). That some students do make such gifts is
an interesting symptom of an atavistic desire to believe that they did
not attend-a University of Excellence but instead a University of Cul-

Aure. Some support for this beliel could doubitless be drawn (rom the

persistence in some corners of the machinery of individuals, groups,
and practices that hark back to prior forms of organization,

Studeats” frequent pereeption of themselves andfor their parents as
consumers is not merely wronghceaded, since the contemporary Uni-
versity is busily transforming itsell from an ideological arm of the state
into a burcaucratically organized and relutively autonomous consumer-
oricnted corporation. Even in Universities largely funded by the nation-
state, the signs of this process are o be found. For instance, Jacqueline
Scoll, president of University College of Cape Breton in Nova Scotia,
recenlly referred to the University as an “integrated industry.”** She
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oflered a remarkable vephrasing of Humboldt®

and rescarch. Where Humboldt positioned the University as a fusion

ol process and product that both produced knowledge of culture (in
r.c§c;|:'cll) and inculeated culture as a process of learning (in teaching)
Scolt’s account of this double articulation has been significantly ub\-'
dated. She argues that the University, as a site of “human rcsoux'lg'f
dC\.'cl.opmcnl." both produces jobs (through research) and provides job
tratming (in teaching). With remarkable fluency, she prescrves l-l.um-
b.oldl"s.slruclur;ll articulation of teaching and rescarch while transfer-
ring bmto @ new field: that of the development of “human rcsour.ccs"
for the marketplace rather than of “national culture.”

This is hardly surprising as a stralegy,

his | since it is corporate burcau-
cratization th l :

ation that underlics the strong homogenization of the University
as an institution in North America. University mission statements, like
their publicity brochures, share two distinctive features nowada : 6]

the one hand, they all claim that theirs is | sl st
tution. On the other hand, they all
i exactly the same w
formation is tking

4 unique educational insti-
£0 on to describe this uniquencss
ay. The preeminent signs under which this trans-
l Place are the appeals to the notion of “excellence™
thal now drop from the lips of University
Fo understand the contemporary Univer
lence means (or does not mean).

And in that respect, on the surface this book makes a rather simple
argument. [ claims that sinee the nation-state is no longer the prinrla :
Jnstance of the I’C[)l‘l)tl'uclit)!l_.t)f global capitals, “culture”—as the o
bolic and political counterp . pursucd by
the nation-state—has lost its

administrators at cvery lurn,
sily, we must ask what excel-

: : purchase. The nation-state and the mod-
crn notion of ¢ ¢ arosc logether, : sing L
: on ¢ culture arosc together, and they are, |

¢ essential Lo an Increasingly transnation
has major implicati iversi

as nu ica " the i istori

- ..; wlic ll?ns for the University, which has historically been
Ahe primary institution of national cultur .

. ic ¢ in the modern nation-state.
1y 1o assess those implications and trace their symploms, most no-

tably the emergence of a discourse of “excellence™ in place of prior
Aappeals to the idea of culture as the language in which the Un‘i‘\;c—tsil:;'
sceks to explain itself to itsell and o the warld :;Allrla\.rgc. Anol'h-cr of
those symptoms is the current hicree debate on lh;.slalus of the Uni-

argue, ceasing to,
al global cconomy. "I'is shift

s articulation of teaching

artto the project of integration pursucd by
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versity, a debate that by and large misses the point, because it fails to
think the University in a transnational framework, preferring to busy
itself with cither nostalgia or denunciation—most often with an ad-,
mixture of the two, ’ :

1 will begin trying to think differently about the University by dis-
cussing the ways in which University administrators, government of-
ficials, and even radical critics now more and more often speak of the
University in terms of “excellence™ instead of in terms of “culture.”
Chapter 2 attempts to situate and diagnose why the term “excellence”
is becoming so important to policy docunents in higher education. My
argumient is that this new interest in the pursuit of excellence indicates
a change in the University's function. The University no longer has to
safeguard and propagate national culture, because tie nation-state is
no longer the major site at which capital reproduces itsell. tHenee, the
idea of national culture no longer functions as an external referent to-

ward which all of the clforts of rescarch and teaching are directed. The -

idea of national culture no fonger provides an overarching ideological
mcaning lor what goes on in the University, and as a resalt, what exactly
gets taught or produced as knowledge matters less and less.

In Chapter 2 1 also trace this process and insist that it would be
anachronistic to think of it as an “ideology of excellence,” since excel-
lence is preciscly non-ideological. What gets taught or rescarched mat-
ters less than the fact that it be excellently taught or rescarched. In
saying that somec things, such as the discourse of excellence, arc non-
ideological, T do not mean that they have no political relatedness, only
that the nature of that relation is not ideologically determined, “Ex-
cellence” is fike the cash-nexus in that it has no confent; it is hence
neither true nor false, neither ignorant nor self-conscious. 1t may be
unjust, but we cannot seek its injustice in terms of a regime of truth
or of sclf-knowledge. 1ts rule does not carry with it an automatic po-
litical or cultural orientation, for it is not determined in relation to any
identifiable instance of political power.'* This is one of the reasons why
the success of a left-wing criticism (with which [ am personally in
sympathy) is turning out to fit so well with institutional protocols, be
it in the classroont or in the career profile.’ 1t is not that radical critics
are “scll-outs,” or that their critiques are “insutficiently radicat™ and
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hence recoverable by the institution. Rather, the problem is that the . .,

stakes of the University's functioning arc no longer essentially ideolog-
ical, because they are no longer tied to the sclf-reproduction of the
nation-stale.

Where Chapter 2 diagnoses the discourse of excellence, Chapter 3
attempts to frame that discourse in terms of the movement of global-
ization in which it participates. Mere | argue that the discourse of ex-
ccllence gains purchase precisely (rom the fact that the link between
the University and the nation-state no longer holds in an cra of y,l()h-.
alization. "The University thus shifts from being an ideological apparatus
of the nation-stale to being a relatively independent burcaucratic sys-
tem. The cconomics of globalization mean that the Universily is no
tonger called upan to train citizen subjects, while the politics of the end
of the Cold War mean that the University is no longer called upon to

uphold national prestige by producing and legitimating national cul- |

lure. The University is thus analogous to a number of other institu-
tions—such as national airline carricrs—that fice massive reductions
in foresccable Munding from increasingly weakened states, which are no,
longer the privileped sites of investment of popular will,

In order to understand the implications of this shift, the middic part
of this book cngages in a historical investigation of the role that the
modern University has sought (o assign to itsell. The history of previous
ways of understanding the function of the University can be roughly
summarized by saying that the modern University has had three ideas:
the Kantian concept of reason, the Fumboldtian idea of culture, and
now the techno-burcaucratic notion of excellence. The historical nar-
rative that [ propase (reuson—culturc—excellence) is not simply a se-
quential one, however. There are carlier references 1o excellence that
precede recent accounts; likewise, there continue 1o be references o
reason and culture. What 1 want to emphasize throughout this book is
that the debate on the University is made up of divergent and non-
contemporancous discourses, even if one discourse dominates over the
athers at certain moments.

To begin with, then, 1 argue in Chapter 4 that Kant defines the
modcrnity ol the University. The Universily becomes modern when all
its activitics are organized in view of a single regulatory idea, which
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Kant claims must be the cinu:cpl of reason. Reason, on the one hand,
provides the rutio for all the disciplines; it is their organizing principle.
On the other hand, reason has its own faculty, which Kant names “phi-
losophy” but which we would now be more likely simply (o call the
“hunumitics.” in his thiinking on the University, Kant also begins to
pose the problem of haw reason and the state, how knowledge and
power, might be unilied. Importantly, as | will show, he docs this by
producing the figure of the subject who is capable of rational thought
and republican politics.

Chapter 5 continues to trace the development of the modern Uni-
versity, discussing the German ldealists, from Schiller to Flumboldt.
Significantly, they assipn a mare explicitly political role to the structore
determined by Kant, and they do this by replacing the notion of reason
with that of culture, Like reason, culture seeves a particularly anifying
function for the University. For the Germin Idealists, culture is the
sum of all knowledge that is studicd, as well as the cultivation and
development of one's character as a result of that study. In this context,
Humboldts project for the foundation of the University of Berlin is
decisive fur the ¢entering of the University around the idea of culture,
which tics the University to the nativn-state. ‘That this should happen
in Germany s, ol course, implicit with the emergence of German na-
tienhood. Under the rubric of culture, the Universily is assigned the
dual task of rescarch and teaching, respectively the production and
inculcation of national sclf-knowledge. As such, it becomes the insti-
tution charged with watching over the spiritual life of the people of the
rational state, reconciling cthnic tradition and statist rationality. The
Universily, in other words, is identificd as the institution that will give
reason to the common life of the people, while preserving their
traditions and avoiding the bloody, destructive example of the French
Revelution. This, | argue, is the decisive role accorded to the modern
University until the present.

Chapter 6 looks at the way in which the British and Amcricans give
a particularly litcrary turn to the German Idealists’ notion of culture.
In the late nincteenth and carly twenticth centurics, the English, notably
Newman and Armnold, carricd forward the work of Humboldt and
Schlegel by placing literature instead of philosophy as the central dis-
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cipline of the University and henee also of national culture. Discussing
the examples of Arnold, Leavis, and the New Critics, | trace the implicit
linkage between the way “literature™ gets institutionalized as a Univer-
sity discipline in explicitly national terms and an arganic vision of the
possibility of a unificd national culture. The study of a tradition of
national literature coies to be the primary mode of teaching students
.whal itis to be French, or English, or German. In the case of the United
States, this process is regulated in terms of the study of a canon rather
than a tradition, in exemplary republican fashion. The canon matters
i the United States because the determination. of the canon is taken
to be the result of an exercise of republican will. The autonomous choice
of a canon, rather than submission to the blind weight of tradition,

parallels the choice of a government rather than submission to hered-

itary monarchy. The role of literary study in the formation of natiounal
subjects is conscquently what explains the massive institutional weipht
accumulated by literature departiments, especially through their tradi-
tional control of the University-wide “composition course” require-
mentin many American universitics. ‘The current growth of a separatist
movement in composition, concerned o demand its own distinet dis-
ciplinary dignity, is symptomatic of the looscning of the link that ties
the study of national literature to the formation of national citizen-
subjects. The terms of literacy are no longer determined in explicit
relerence to national culture, :

Chapter 7 luoks at the parallel disciplinary rise of Cultural Studics
and at the American “culture wars” Trom the historical perspective of
the previous chapters, so as to understand what is at stake in the notion

of “culture” over which we are currently battling. The German Idealists -

attributed the guardianship of culture to philosaphy, although in the
nincteenth and twenticth centurics it has come increasingly to be
housed in departiments of national literature. We are now sceing a
decline in national literary studics and the increasing emergence of
“Cultural Studics™ as the strongest disciplinary model in the humanitics
in the Anglo-American University. In this context, the radical claims
of Cultural Studies dizplay rather more continuity than might be ex-
pected with the redemptive chaint that underpinned the literasy modcl
ol culture, however much they oppose its institutional forms. | arguc

1o
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that the institutional success of Cultural Studics in the 1990s is owing
to the fact that it preserves the structure of the literary argument, while
recognizing that literature can no longer work—throwing out the baby
and keeping the bathwalter, as it were. Cultural Studies docs not propose
culture as a regulatory ideal for rescarch and teaching, so much as scck
lo preserve the structure of an argument for redemiption through cul-
ture, while recognizing the inability of culture 10 function any longer
as such an idea. To put it in the cruclest terms—terms that apply only
to the attemipt to make Cultural Studies into a hegemuonic institutional
project and not to any specific work calling itself “Cultural Studies”—

.Cultural Studices presents a vision of culture that is appropriate for the

age of exeellence.

And cven like “excellence™ itsell, calture™ no longer has a specific
cantent, Bverything, given a chancee, can be or become culture. Cultural
Studics thus artives on the scene along with a certain exhaustion, The
very fecundity and multiplicity of work in Cultural Studics is enabled
by the fact that culture no longer functions as a specilic referent w any
one thing or sct of things—which is why Cultural Studies can be so
popular while refusing gencral theoretical definition, Cultural Studics,
in its current incarnation as an institutional project for the 1990s, pro-
ceeds from a certain sense that no more knowledge can be produced,
since there is nothing te be said about culture that is not itsell cultural,
and vice versa. Everything is culturally determined, as it were, and cul-
ture ceases o mean anything as such.

I will also refer to this process as “dereferentialization.” By this |
mean to sugpest that what is crucial about terms like “culture” and
“exeellence” (and even “University™ at times) is that they no longer
have specific referents; they no longer refer to a specific sct of things
or ideas. In using the term “dereferentialization,” however, I do not
want simply to introduce another bulky picee of jargon into our vo-
cabulary; rather my design is to give a name to what | will argue is a
crucial shift in thinking that has dramatic consequences for the Uni-
versity. [n these terms, we can say that the rise of Cultural Studics
becomes possible only when culture is dereferentialized and ceases (o
be the principle of study in the University. In the age of Cultural Stud-
ics, culture becomes erely one object among others for the system to
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deal with, This polemical argument does not denaunce the history of
work in Cultural Studics so much as criticize attempts—however well-
meaning—1to make Cultural Studies into the discipline that will save
the University by giving it back its lost truth,

The subscyuent Chapter § sccks Lo imagine the University “afltec”
culture and introduces the concluding part of the book by sketching
the general terms in which the institutional question of the University
can be posed in the age of excellence, once the historical project of
culiure has ground to a hali. | altempt to provide the terms of an
mstitutional pragmatismi that can make an arpument for the tactical
use of the space of the University, while recopnizing that space as a
historical anachronism. 1n so daing, [ discuss the specilic debates in
which the University is cureently engaged and the general tens in
which an appeal can be made to the activity of thought. Signiticantly,
this concerns the question of how the WUniversity is to be evaluated, and
it argues for the need for a philosophical separation of the notions of
accoumtability and acconmting. 1 argue that it is imperative that the Uni-
versily respond o the demand for accountability, while at the same
time refusing 10 conduct the debate over the nature of its rcspon.{ibili\y
solcly in terms of the language of accounting (whose currency is ex-

cellence). To raisc the issue of value preciscly as a question is to refuse -

the automatic identification of globalization and capitalism. 1 wanl (o
argue that accountants are not the only people capable of understand-
ing the horizon of contemporary saciely, nor cven the most adept at
the task,

Chapter 9 discusses how the questions of value that T am raising—
and thatare of such concern to the University today—become apparent
in the wake of the student revolts of the late 1960s, for which “1968"
stands as a syncedoche, Those uprisings open up an incredulity about
the University as an institution, a committed unbelief that is helpful in
trying to imagine what it would mean 10 be in the University without
being able to belicve in the University, in cither its actual or its jdeal
form. What 1 find most interesting about the documents of the student
revolt, as prescuted by Cohn-Bendit and others, is their remarkable
luck of idealism, their tendency to deny the terms in which they have
subscquently tended to be understoad. In a reflection upon 1968, 1 seck
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the terms within which we can think the Universily in the absence of
a public sphere and outside the framework of a socicty that aggregates
individuals as consumers.

How to understand the contemporary situation of the University
without recourse cither o nostalgia for national culture or to the dis-
course of consumerisn is the burden of my three final chapters, which
deal respectively with questions of pedagogy, of institutions, and of
community. Chapler 10 focuses on the pragmalic sceuc of teaching and
stresses that pedagogy cannot be understood in isolation from the in-
stitutional context of cducation. Much of the current furor vver teach-
ing has to do with a simple contradiction between the time it takes 1o
teach and an administeative logic that privileges the efficient transmis-
sion ol information. argue that the aim of pedagogy should not be to
produce autonomons subjects who are supposcdly made free by the
infurmation they learn, which is the Enlightenment narrative. Rather,
by relinguishing the claim to join authority and autonomy, the scene
of teaching can be better understood as a network of obligations. Ar-
guing that teaching is a question of justice not a scarch for truth, Chap-
ler 10 tries Lo evoke what remains persistently troubling in the business
of thinking together. As such, the transgressive foree of teaching does
not lic so much in matters of content as in the way pedagogy can hold
open the temporality of questioning o as to resist being characterized
as a transactivn that can be concluded, cither with the giving of grades
or the granting of degrees.

Chapters 11 and 12 examine the terms in which the University as a
space for such a structurally incomplete practice of thought can con-
ceive itselll Largue first that it is imperative to aceept that the University
cannol be understood as the natural or historically necessary receptacle
for such activitics, that we need to recognize the University as a ruined
institwtion, one that has lostits listorical raison d'étre. Al the same time,
the Universily has, in its modern form, shared modernity’s paradoxical
attraction to the idea of the ruin, which means that considerable vigi-
lanee is required in disentangling this ruined status fron a tradition of
miclaphysics that seeks to re-unify those ruins, cither practically or acs-
thetically.

The institutional pragmatisi that 1 call for in place of cither Enlight-

19



! “ : . | . ".' i j

> The University in Ruins

cnment faith or Romantic nostalgia leads to an investigation in Chapter

12 of the way in which we can rethink the modernist claim that the
University provides a maodel of the rational community, a microcosm
of the pure form of the public sphere. ‘This claim for an ideal com-
munity in the University still exerts its power, despite its glaring inac-
curacy—cvident (o anyonc who has ever sat on a facully committee. |
argue that we should recognize that the loss of the University's cultural
(unction opens up a space in which it is possible to think the notion
of community otherwise, without recourse (o notions of unily, con-
sensus, and communication. At this point, the Universitly becomes no
longer a model of the ideal socicly but rather a place where the im-
possibility of such madels can be thought—practically thought, rather
than thought under ideal conditions. Here the Uniiversity loses its priv-
ileged status as the model of sucicty and doces not regain it by becoming
the model of the absence of maodels. Rather, the University becomes
one site among others where the question of being-tagethier is raised,
raised with an urgency that proceeds from the absence of the institu-
tional forms (such as thie nation-state), which have historically served
lo mask that question for the past three centurics or so,

20
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The sigailicance of making a distinction between the modern Univer-
sity as ideological arm of the nation-state and the contemporary Uni-
versity as hureancratic corporation is that it allows one to observe an
important phenomenon, “Excellence” is rapidly becoming thie watceh-
word of the University, and 1o understand the University as a contem-
porary institution requires some rellection on what the appeal to ex-
cellence may, or may not, mecan,

A few months alter 1 first gave a talk on the significance of the con-

- cept of exeellence, Canada’s principal weekly news magazine, Muclean’s,

hrought vutits third annual special issue on the Canadian universitics,
parallel to the kind of ranking produced by U.S. News and World Le-
port. Ihe November 15, 1993, issuc of Maclean's, which purported
rank all the universities in Canada aiccording to various crileria, was
entitled, to my surprise, A Mceasure of Excellence.’ Now what this sug-
gests to me s that exeellence is not simply the equivalent of *total
guality management™ (TQMY. TUis not just_something imported into
the University from business in the altempl Lo run the University as if
iU were a business. Such importations assume, after all, that the Uni-
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versily is 1ol really a busiuess, is only fike a business in some respects.
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When Ford Motors enters into a “partaership” with The Ohio State
University to develop “total quality management in all arcas of lifc on
campus,” this partnership is based on the assumption that “the is-

sionfs} of the university and the corporation are not that dilferent,” as
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Janet Pichette, vice-president for business and administration at Ohio
State, phrases it? Not “that different™ perhaps, but not identical cither,
The Umv_us!l)' is on th : way Lo becoming a corporation, but it has yet
w .|pply IQM to all .“pu.l\ of its expericnce, .\Illmubh the capacity of
‘Ohis Stic's p:uulc.nl l.. "Gordon Gec to refer to “the university and
the custoniers it serves”™ s a sign that Ohio State is well on the way,
The invocation of * qu.\hly' is_the mcans of that lr.lmlurm.lu(m. stnce
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Aher on A single L\'.\lUd“VL .\c..llc As the CHMpus NCws-
'pupcr. the"Ohia Statte lu;‘u&:f,ﬁxfpb’rls i Qu.\hl) is the ultimate issue
for the university and the customers it serves, Gee said, referring to
Gaculty, students, their parents, and atumni.”™* The need felt by the au-
thar ol this article to carify the question of to whom the president was
referring in speaking of the University’s “customers” is a touching sign
ol an almost archaic vision of cducation, one that imagines that some
confusion might still arise on the issue.

Hence we might suggest a clarification for President Gee: quality is
nat the ultimate i issuc, but excellence saon will be, because it is the
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which the Umvmﬂ) centers itsell and through which it becomes com-
plchumblc (o the outsicle world (in the case of Maccan’s, the middle
and upper classes of Canada).

Generally, we hear a lot of talk from University adiministrators about
exccllence, because it his become the unifying principle of the contem-
porary University. C. P. Snow's “Two Cultures™ have become *T'wo
Excellences,” the humanistic and the scientific.* As an integrating prin-
ciple, excellence has the singular advantage of beinyg entircly meaning-
less, or to put it mare preciscly, non-referential. Here is one example
of the way in which excellence undermines linguistic reference, in a
fetter to facully and sl from a dean of engineering (William Siri-
gnane) complaining about his dismissal by the chancellor of the Uni-
versity of California at Irvine (Laurel Wilkening), reparted in the cam-
pus newspaper:
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“The Office of the President and the central administration at the UCH
campus are too ebroiled in erisis management, sell-service and contro-
versy Lo be agreat foree for excellence in academic programs,” Sirignano
wrote in the Mar. 22 memo. e encouraged the new dean, department
chairs and faculty to “create those pressures for excellence for the
school™ .. . The transition in leadership “will be a challenge to the pursuit
of exeellence and upward maobility for the School of Engineering,” he said.
I's pol going to be casy to recruit an exceellens dean in this time of fiscal
“erisis”™

In i situation of exteene stress, and in order to oppose the University
president, the dean appeals to the language of excellence with a regu-
Larity that is the more remarkable in that it goes unremarked by the
stall writer cavering the incident® Indeed, the staff writer has sclected
those phrases that indude the word “excellence™ as being those that
most preciscly sum up what the letter is about. Excellence appears here
as uncontestable ground, the rhetorical arny most likely to gain geaeral
assenl. To return 1o the example of the Ford-Ohio State partnership,
a significant number of academics, 1T would puess, could see through
the imposition (rom the outside of “total guality management,” could
resist the ideology plicit in the notion of quality and argue that the
University was nol as analogous to a business as Ford claimed. But
Sirignano is an academice, writing to an academic, for an audience of
acadenmics. And his appeal to excellence is not hedged or mitigated, is
not felt to require explanation, Quite the cantrary. The need for ex-
cellence is what we all agree on And we all agree upon it because itis

- not an ideology, in the sense that it has no external relerent or internal

content,

Today, all departments of the University can be urged to strive for
excellence, sinee the general applicability of the notion is in direct re-
lation to its cmpliness. Thus, {or instance, the Office of Rescarch and
Universily Graduate Studices at Indiana University at Bloomington cx-
plains that in its Summer Faculty Fellowship program “Excellence of
the proposed scholarship is the major criterion cmployed in the eval-
uation procedure” This statement is, of course, catirely meaningless,
yet the assumption is that the invocation of excellence overcoines the
problem of the question of value across disciplines, since execllence is
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_the common denominator of good rescarch in all ficlds. Even if this
were so, it would mean that excellence could not be invoked as a “cri-
terion,” because excellence is not a fixed standard ul'judgiucul bat a
qualificr whose meaning is lixed in rclation to somcthing clse. An ex-
cellent boat is not exeellent by the same eriterin as an excellent plane.
So 1o say that excellence is a criterion is to say absolutely nothing other
than that the committce will not reveal the criteria used Lo judge ap-
plications.

Nor is the ecmployment of the term “excellence” limited to academic
disciplines within the University, For instance, Jonathan Culler has in-
formed mce that the Cornell University Parking Scrvices recently re-
ceived an award for “cxeellence in parking.” What this meant was that
they had achicved a remarkable level of elficiency in restricting motor
vehicle access. As hie pointed aut, excellence could just as well have
meant nuaking people’s lives casier by increasing the number of parking
spaces available to faculty. The issue here is not the merits of cither
optian but the fact that exeellence can function cqually well as an eval-
uative criterion on cither side of the issuce of what constitutes "excel-
lence in parking,” because excellence has no content o call its own,
Whether it is a matter of increasing the number of cars on campus (in
the interests of employee efficiency—[lewer minutes wasted in walking)
or deercasing the number of cars (in the interests of the environnient)
is indiffecent; the efforts of parking officials can be deseribed in terms
ol excellence in both instances.® Hs very lack of reference allows excel-
lence to function as a principle of translatability between radically il
ferent idioms: parking services and research grants can each be excel-

lent, and their excellence is not dependent on any specilic qualities or

clfcets that they share.

This is clearly swhat is-going on in‘the case of the Macdean’s article,
where excellence is the conmon currency of ranking. Calegories as
diverse as the make-up of the student body, class size, finances, and
library holdings can all be brought together on a single scale of exeel-
lence. Such rankings are not entered into blindly or cavalierly. With a
scrupulousness of which the academic community could be proud, the
magazine devoles two whole pages lo discussing how il produced its

ratings. Thus, the student body is measured in terms of incominy
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-grades (the higher the better), grade point average during study (the

higher the better), the number of “out of provinge” students (morc is
better), and graduation rates within standard time limits (achicving
normalizalion is a good thing). Class size and quality arc measured in
terms of the student-teacher ratio (which should be tow) and the ratio

“of tenured facully 1o part-limers or graduate teaching assistants (which

should be high). Facalty are evaluated in terms of the number with
Ph.D.'s, the number of award winners, and the number and quantity
of federal grants obtained, all of which are taken 1o be signs of merit.
"The category “linances” judges the fiscal health of a University in lerms
of the proportions of the operating budget available for current ex-
penses, student services, and scholarships. Library holdings are ana-
lyzed in terms of volumes per student and the percentage of the uni-
versity budget devoted to the library, as well as the percantage of the
library budget dedicated o new acquisitions, A final category, “repu-
tation,” combines the number of alunni who give o the University
with the results of a “survey of senior university officials and chicel
exceutive oflicers of major corporations across Canada™ (40). The result
is o “mcasure of excellence™ arrived at by combining the ligures at a
ratio of 20 pereent for students, 18 pereent lur class size, 20 pereent for
faculty, 10 percent for hinances, 12 percent for libraries, and 20 percent
for “reputadion.”

A number of things arc obvious about this exercise, most tnumeli-
atcly the arbitrary quality of the weighting of fuctors and the dubious-
ness of such quantitative indicators of quality. Along with questioning
the relative weight accorded to cach of the categorics, we can ask a
namber of fundamental gquestions about what constitules “quality™ in
cducation. Are grades the only mcasure of stadent achievementz Why
is clliciency privileged, so that it is automatically assumied that gradu-
aling “on lime” is a good thing? low long does it take lo become
“educated™? The survey asswes that the best teacher is one who pos-
sesses (he highest university degree and the most grants, the teacher
who is the most fith{ul reproduction of the system. But what says that
makes a good professor? Is the best University necessarily the richest
onc? What is the relation 1o knowledge implied by locusing on the
library as the place where itis stocked? Is quantity the best measure of
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the significance of library holdings? 1s knowledge simply to be repro-
duced from the warchouse, or is it something to be produced in teach-
ing? Why should senior university officials and the CEOs of major
corporations be the best judges of “reputation”? What do they have in
conmon, and isn't this compatibility worrying? Docs not the category
of “reputation” raise.prejudice to the level of an index of value? How
were individuals chosen? Why is the “reputational survey™ included in
ranking designed to establish reputation?

Most of these questions are phitosaphical, in that they are systemi-

cally incapable of producing cognitive certainty or definitive answers,

Such questions will necessarily give rise to further debate, for they are
radically at odds with the logic of quantification. Criticism of the cat-
cpories used (and the way upon which they are decided) has indeed
been leveled at Maclean's, as it las at the U.S. News and Warld Report's
cquivalent survey. This is perhaps why Maclean’s includes a further
three-page article entitled “The Battle for the Facts,” which portrays
the heroic struggle of the journalists to find the truth despite the at-
tempts of some universitics to hide it This essay also details the res-
ervations expressed by a number of universitics, for example the com-
plaint of the president of Manitoba's Brandon University that *Many
of the individual strengths of universitics are not picked up in this
ranking by Muclean's™ (46). Once again, the president argues only with
the particular criteria, not with the logic of excéllence and the ranking
that it permits, And when the authors of the article remark that *The
debate sheds a telling light on the deep uncase over accountability,”
they do not refer to a critique of the logic of accounting. lar fram it
Any questioning of such performance indicators is positioned as a re-
sistance to public accountability, a refusal o be questioned according
lo the logic of contemporary capitalism, which requires “clear measures
to establish university perlormance” (48).

Given this situation, to qucstion criteria is necessary, yel a morce
general point needs 1o be made concerning the genceral compliance of
universitics with the logic of accounting. The University and Maclean's
appear to speak the same kanguage, as it were: the language ol excel-
lence. Yet the question of what it means o “speak the same language”
is a tricky one in Canada. This survey is going on in a country that is
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bilingual, where the different universitics quite literally speak different

languages. And behind the fact that the criteria are heavily biased in

favor of anglophone institutions lies the fundamental assumption that
there is a single standard, a mecasure of excellence, in terms of which,
universitics can be judged. And it is excellence that allows the combi-,
nation on a single scale of such utterly heterogencous features as fi-
H;}nccs and the make-up of the student body, A measure of the flexi-
bility of exeellence is that it allows the inclusion of reputation as one
category among others in a ranking which is in fact delinitive of rep-
utation. The metalepsis that allows reputation to be 20 pereent of itsell
is permitted by the intense Nexibility of excellence; it allows a category
mistake to masquerade as scientific objectivity.

Most of all, exeellence serves as the unit of currency within a closed
lield. The survey allows the a priori exclusion of all referential issucs,
that is, any questions about what excellence in the University might be,
what the term mightacan, Excellence is, and the survey is quite explicit
aboul this, a means of relative ranking among the clements of an en-
tirely clused systen: *For the universitics, meanwhile, the survey affords
an apportunity for each to clarify its own vision—and to measurc itself
against its peers” (40). Excellence is clearly a purcly internal unit_of,

value that cffectively bl.\d\Ll\ all questions of reference or fundlon
thus creating an internal market. Henceforth, the question ol the Uni-

versily is paly the question of relative value-for-moncy, the question,

posed to a student who is situated entirely as a constaner, rather than
as someone who wants to think. (1 shall returm to the question of what
it means o “think™ Later in this book.)

The image of students browsing through catalogues, with the world
all hefore them, there to choose, s a ranarkably widespread one that
has attracted little comment. While 1 would not want to imply that
students should not get the chance to choose, | do think it is worth
reflecting on what this image assumes. Most obviously, it assumes the
ability to pay. The question of aceess ta tertiary education is bracketed.
Tertiary cducation is perecived simply as another consumer durable,
su that affordability or value-for-moncey becomes one category among,
others influencing an individual choice. Think of magazine consumer
reports about which car to buy. Price is one factor among others, and
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the cffect of the integration of heterogencous categorices of ranking into
a single “excellence quotient” becomes apparent. Choosing a particular
university over another is presented as not all that muach different from
weighing the costs and benefits of a Honda Civie against those of a
Lincaln Continental in a given year or period.

Inits October 3, 1994, issue, U.S. News and World Report even takes
advantage of this potential parallel between the car industry and the
Universily.” An article straightforwardly entitled “How ta Pay for Col-
lee™ is followed by a series ol tables that rate the “mwost efficient
schools* and the “best values,™ comparing “sticker prices” (advertised
tuition) to “discount tuition™ (actual tition once scholarships and
grants are factored in). Student and parent consumers are reminded
that just as when they buy a car, especially in the years af the US. auto
industry’s scramble {ur customers, the fisst price quoted is not what
they are expected ta pay. U.S. Naws asml World Report reminds its read-
crs that there are similar hidden discounts in university cducation, and
that wise consumers—who now span all the income brackets (the logic
of consumerisi no longer only influences the "less-well-olf)—should
pay altention to value-for-moncy. Fuel elficiency, whether calculated
in miles per gallon or spending per student, is a growing concern when
measuring, ¢xcellence.

However much such a vision might scure us, or however much sume

ol us might think we can resist the logic of consumerism when it comes

to tertiary education, everyone still scems to be for exeellence.™ It {func-

tions not mercly as the standard of external evalaation but also as the
unit of value in terms of which the University describes itsell o itself,
in terms of which the University achicves the sell-consciousness that is
supposcd to guarantee intellectual autonomy in modernity. Given that,
who could be against excellence? Thus, for example, the Faculty of
Graduate Studics ol the Université de Montréal describes itsell as fol-
lows:

Created in 1972, the Faculty of Gradaate Studics [Facnlié des étdes su-
péricures] has been entrusted with the mission of maintaining and pro-
moling standards of excellence at the level of master’s and ductoral
studics; of coordinating teaching and standardizing {soralisation] pro-
gramumes of graduate study; of stimulating the development and coor-
dination of research in linison with the research departments of the
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University; of favoring the creation of interdisciplinary or multidiscipli-
nary programs,'

Nate here the intersection of excelience with “integration and stan-
dardization” and the appeal 10 the “interdisciplinary,” The French
“normalisation” gives a strong sense of what is al stake in “standard-
ization”—cspecially (o those Funiliar with the work of Michel Foucault.
Is it surprising that corparations resemble Universities, health-care fa-
cilities, and international organizations, which all rescmble corpara-
tions? Foucaull’s Discipline and Punish explores the cighteenth- and
nincteenth-century reorganization of the mechanisms of state power,
especially the judicial system, around the surveillance and pormaliza-
tion ol delinquents in place ol their exemplary punishment by torture
and execution. Criminals are treated rather than destroyed, but this
apparent liberalization is also a mode of domination that is the more
terrible i that it leaves no room whatsoever for transgression. Crime
is no longer an act of freedom, a remainder that sacicly cannot handle
but must expel. Rather, crime conmes 1o be considered as a pathological
deviation from social noris that must be cured. Foucault's chapter on
“Panopticism™ ends with ringing rhetorical questions:

The practice of placing individuals under “observation™ is  natural ex-
tension of 4 justice imbued with disciplinary methods and examination
procedures. §s it surprising that the cellular prison, with s regular chro-
nolugies, forced labour, its authoritics of surveiliance and registration, ils
experts in normality, who continue and multiply the functions of the
judge, should have become the modern instrument of penally? Is it sur-

prising that prisons resemble factorics, schools, barracks., haspitals, which
all resemble prisons?*®

The notion of excellence, functioning less to permit visual obscrvi-
tion than to permit exhaustive accounting, works to tic the Univensily
into a similar net of burcaucratic institutions. “Excellence,” that is,
functions to allow the University (o understiund itsell solely in terms of
the structure of corporate administration. Henee, as | mentioned bricfly
in Cliapter 1, Alfonso Borrero Cabal, writing the report The University
as an Institntion Today for UNESCO, consciously structures his vision
of the University in terms of administration: “Part l—the Introduc-
tion—dcdls with administration in terms of the internal institutional

29



-~ The University in Ruius

organization and the external or outward-projecting idea of service. ..
Part U deals.with the first meaning of administeation: the organization
and internal (unctioning of the university ... Part 11 deals with the
external sense of administration, that of scrvice to society.”** “This pri-
muarily administeative approach is explicitly situated as a resalt of the
University's need 1o “become part of the international scene™ (19).
Globalization requires that “grealer atlention is given to administra-
tion” in order to permil the integration of the market in knowledge,
which Borrevo Cabal situates direetly in relation to the need for “de-
velapment.” With the end of the Cold War, as Marco Antonio Ro-
drigucs Dias remarks in his preface, “the main problem in the world
is ‘underdevelopment’ ™ (xv). What this actually means is that the lan-
puage in which global discussions are to be conducted is not that of
cultural conllict but of cconomic management. And the kanguage of
cconomic management structures Borrero Cabal's analysis of the uni-
versity around the globe. Heuce for example he argues: “Planning, ex-
ceution, evaluation: the natural actions of responsible persons and in-
stitutions. They mike up the three important stages that complete the
cycle of the administrative process. In logical order, planning precedes
exccution and evaluation, but all planning has 1o start with evaluation™
(192).

The idea that the sequential processes of business management arc
the “natural actions™ of “responsible persons™ may come as a surprisce
lo somce of us. What kind of “responsibility” is this? Clearly not that
ol a parent to a child, for example. The only responsibility at stake here
is the responsibility to provide managerial accounts for large corpora-
tious, something that becomes clearer when Borrero Cabal begins to
flesh out what he means by planning: “Since ‘strategic planning,’. ..
“administration by objectives,’ . . - and systems of ‘total quality” are (re-
yuently discussed, it is natural to adopt these means of planning, which
arc as old as humanity even though they were nat formalized until the
end of the 18th century™ (197).

Once again, the “natural” is invoked. Borrero Cabal cites a number
of authoritics in order to suggest that carly hunter-gatherers were, in
[act, engaged in reflection on total quality management, an argument
that reminds one of the fine scorn Marx pours upon Ricardo:
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Lven Ricardo has his Robinson Crusoe Stories. Ricardo makes his prim-
itive fisherman and primitive hunter into owners of commaditics who
immediately exclinge their lish and gane in propartion to the labour-
time which is materialized in these exchiange-valucs, Oun this accasion he
slips into the anachranism of allowing the primitive fisherman and
liunter to caleulate the value of their implements in accordance witl the
anndily tables ased on the London Stock Exchange in 1817.%

Borrero Cabal’s recourse o anachranism is, of course, the product
ol a desice to make the exclusive rule of business management not secem
discontinuous with the prior role of the University. Although he docs
admit that cconomice criteria and cultural development are at odds, he
simply notes the fact and then passes on to give more outlines for the
management of Universily administration by analogy with a large cor-
poration. Henee he admits that he has omitted “the all-essential ingre-
dient of ¢ulture™ from his analysis of the relation between “the uni-
versity and the' work world,” saying that: “Conscequently it is often felt
that cconomic eriteria take precedence over the cultural development
of peaple and nations. This reduces professional work to quantitative
purpaoses: the profession is not conceived of as “the cultural and moral
clevation of people and nations’ (Gavcia Carrido 1992), but reduced to
what is necessary but not sufficient, that is, tangible output and per
capita income™ (161). ’

Having acknowledged the conflict between a strictly cconomic ra-
tionale and the traditional cultural mission, Burrero Cabal goes on o
provide a strictly cconomic description of the functioning of the Uni-
versity in terms of cost and benefit. He does make occasional remarks
that we should not forget about culture but scems unsure where it
should (it . Henee, and not surpﬁsi:w,ly. he is more at case with the
invocation of excellence, He approvingly quotes the Dircctor General
of UNESCO: “Federico Mayor (1991) gives the following qualifying
terms: It is impossible 1o guarantee the quality of education without
having the aim of excellence resting on the domain of rescarch, teach-
ing, preparation, and learning. ... The scarch for excellence realfirms
its pertinence and closcly links it to quality” (212). The aim of excel-
lence serves to synthesize rescarch, teaching, preparation, and learning,
all the activitics of the University, if we add administration (and one
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of Borrero Cabal's only concrete recommendations is that university
administration should be made a program of study), What is remark-
able is how Borrero Cabal could suggest that these are “qualifying
terms” in order to understand what “institutional quality” in the Uni-
versity might be. Exccllence is invoked here, as always, to say preciscly
nothing at all: it deflects attention from the questions of what quality
and pertinence might be, who actually are the judges of a relevant or
a good University, and by what authority they become those judges.
What Borrero Cabal suggests (or the University is @ process of con-
stant sclf-cvaluation, in relation o “performance indicators,” which
allow us 1o judge “quality, excellence, clfectiveness and pertinence”
{212). All of these terms are, he acknowledges, “taken from cconomic
jargon™ (213), and permit the University's self-evaluation to be a matter
ol accounting, both internally and externally. In short, for Borrero Ca-
bal, accountability is strictly a matter of accounting: “In synthesis, if
the concept of accountability is accepled as part of the acadenic lexi-
con, it is equivalent to the capacity that the university has for account-
ing, far its voles, mission, and functions 10 itsclf, and for accounting to
sucicty how they are translated into clficient service™ (213). Nate the
usc of “translation™ in this passage; although “accounting™ may exceed
bookkeeping in the sense that it is not mercly a matter of money, jtis
the principle of cost and benefit that acts as @ principle of transhition.
Cost-benefit analysis structures not only the University’s internal book-
keeping but also its academic performance (in terms of goal achicve-

ment) and the social bond with the University at large. The social re-

sponsibility of the University, its accountability (o socicty, is solely a
matter of services rendered for a fee. Accountability is o synonym for
accounting in “the academic lexicon.™

I this context, exccllence responds very well to the needs of tech-
nological capitalism in the production and processing of information,
in that it allows for the increasing integration of all activitics into a
generalized market, while permitting a large degree of flexibility and
innovation at the local level. Excellence is thus the integrating principle
that allows “diversity” (the other watchword of the University pra-
spectus) to be tolerated without threatening the unity of the system.

The point is not that no one knows what excellence is hut that ev-
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eryone has bis or her own idea of what it is, And once excellence has
been generally accepted as an organizing principle, there is no need to
arguc about differing definitions, Everyone is excellent, in their own
way, and everyone has more of a stake in being leltalone to be excellent
than in intervening in the administrative process. There is a clear par-
allel here o the condition of the political subject under contemporary
capitalisni. Excellence draws only one boundary: the boundary that
protects the unrestricted power of the burcaucracy. And il a particular
department’s kind of excellence fails to conform, then that department
can be climinated without apparent risk 1o the system. This has been,
for example, the (ate of many cassics departinents., 1t is beginning o
happen to philosaphy.

The reasons for the decline of classics are of course complex, but
they seem o mie o have to do with the fact that the study of classics
traditionally presupposes a subject of culture: the subject that links the
Greels 1o nincteenth-century Germany, and legitimates the nation-
state as the modern, rativnal, reconstruction of the trausparent com-
municational comuunity of the ancient palis. That Giction of com-
municational transparency is apparcat from the erroncous assumplions
of ninctecuth-century historians (still apparent in mass-cultural rep-
resentations) that ancient Greeee was a world of total whiteness (daz-
zling marble buildings, statucs, and people), a pure and transparent
origin. “That the ideological role of this subject is no longer pertinent
is itsclf primary symiptom of the decline of culture as the regulatory
idea of the nation-state. Hence cassical texts will continue (o be read,
but the assumptions that necessitated a department of classics for this
purpose (the need to prove that Pericles and Bismarck were the same
kind of men) no longer hold, so there is no longer a need (o employ a
massive institutional apparatus designed to make ancient Greeks into
ideal Elonians or Young Americans avaat la fetire®

This disciplinary shift is most evident in the United States, where the
Uuiversity has always had an ambiguous relation to the state, This is
because American civil sacicty is structured by the trope of the promise
or cantract rather than on the basis of a single national cthnicity. Hence
where Fichte's university project, as we shall see, offers o realize the
essence of a Volk by revealing its hidden nature in the form of the
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nation-state, the American University offers to deliver on the promise
ofa rational civil socicty—as in the visionary conclusion to ‘I H. Hux-
ley's address on the inauguration of Johns Hopkins University. 1t is
worth quoting at some length the extended opposition between past
and future, between essence and promise, that characterizes Huxley's
account of the specificity of American society and the American Uni-
versity, in order 1o sce exactly how he can speak of America as o yet-
to-be-fulfilied promisc even on the hundredth anniversary of the Dec-
laration ol Independence:

I constantly hear Americans speak of the charm which our old mother
country lias for them . .. But anticipation has no less charm than retro-
spect, and to an Englishiman landing on your shores for the first time,
travelling for handreds of miles through strings of great and well-ordered
cilics, sceing your enormous actual, and ahnost infinite potential, wealth
in all commoditics, and in the energy and ability which turn wealth to
account, there is something sublime in the vista of the future. Do not
suppase that L am pandering to what is commonly understood by na-
tional pride . . . Size is nat grandenr, and territory dues not make a nation.
The greatissue, about which hangs a true sublimity, and the terror of
overhanging fate, is what are you going ta do with all of these things?
What is to he the ead to which these are o be the means? You are waking
a novel experiment in palitics on the greatest scale which the workd has
yeu seen.t? .

Huxley himsell, as Rector ol Aberdeen, pliyed an important role in
the development of the Scottish University in the later nincteenth cen-
tury, its independence from the Oxbridge model being marked by an
openness Lo the natural sciences and medicine as disciplines and by the
fact that it was not controlled by the Anglican church. These two fea-
tures make the Scottish University more clearly “modern,” which is to
say, closer to the American model.™ And Huxley's speech picks out the
crucial feature that will define the modernity of Johns Hopkins: the
fact that the United States as a nation has no intrinsic cultural content.
That is to say, the American national idea is understood by Huxley as
a promiisc, a scicntific experiment. And the role of the American Uni-
versity is not Lo bring to light the content of its culture, to realize a
national meaning: it is rather to deliver on a national prosise, a con-
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tract.”™ As 1 shall explain later on, this promissory structurc is what
males the canon debide a particularly American phenomenon, since
the establishment of cultural content is not the realization of an im-
manent cultural essence but an act of vepublican will: the paradoxical
contractual cheice of a tradition. Thus the forns of the Buropean idea
of culture is preserved in the humanitics in the United States, but the
cultural form has no inherent content. The content of the canon is
grounded upon the moment of a social contract rather than the con-
tinuity ol a historical tradition, and therefore is always open (o revision.

This contractual vision of socicty is what allows Harvard o offer

~itsell “in the service ol the nation” or New York University to call itsell

a “private university in the public service.” What such service might
mean is nol sngulady determined by a unitary anltural center, The
idea of the nation is always already an abstraction in America, resting
on promise rather than on tradition. Excellence can thus most casily
zain ground in the United States; it is more open to the futurity of the
promise than is “culture,” and the question of cultural content was
already bracketed in the American University iu the late nincteenth
century, as Ronald Judy points out. The contemporary advent of ex-
cellence may therelore be understood o represent the abandonment
ol the vestigial appeal to the forn of calture as the mode of self-reali-
zation ol a republican peaple who are citizens of a nation-state—the
relinguishing of the University's vole as o moded of even the contractual
sacial bond in favor of the structure of an autonomous burcaucratic
corporation.

Along the saine lines, one can understand the point that 1 have al-
ready made concerning the status of “globalization™ as a kind of
“Americanization.” Global “Americanization™ today (unlike during the
period of the Cold War, Korea, and Victnam) does not mean American
national predominance but a glubal realization ol the contentlessness
of the American national idea, which shares the emptiness of the cash-
nexus and of excellence. Despite the ¢normous energy expended in
attempts o isolatc and define an “Americanness” in American Studics
programs, onc might read these cflorts as nothing more than an at-
tempt to mask the fundamental anxicty that it in some sensc mcans
nothing to be American, that *American culture” is becoming increas-

i
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ingly a structural oxymoron. | take it as significant ol such a trend that

an institution as prestigious and as central to an idea of American

culture as the University of Pennsylvania should liave recently decided
lo disband its American Studics program. That universities in the
United States have been the quickest (o abandon the trappings of jus-
tification by reference to national culture should hardly be surprising
in 4 nation defined by a suspicion of state intervention in symbolic life,
as expressed in the separation of church and state.

The United States, however, is by no means alone in this movement.
The British turn to “performance indicators™ should also be under-
stoud as a step on the road toward the discourse of excellence that is
replacing the appeal to culture in the Narth American University.™ The
performance indicator is, of course, a measure ol excellence, an in-
vented standard that claims to be capable of rating all departments in
all British universities on a five-point scale. The rating can then be used
to determine the size of the central government grant allocated to the
departiuent in guestion.(Since this process is designed to introduce a
mmpuhlw markel into the academic world, investment follows suc-

s, 50 the government intervenes to accentuate differentials in per-
ccived quality rather than to reduce them. Thus more money is given
to the high-scoring university departiments, while the pour ones, rather
than beiny, developed, are starved of cash (under the Thatcher regime,
this was of course understood as an encouragement to such depart-
ments o pull themselves up by their bootstraps). The long-term trend
is to permil the concentration of resources in centers of high perfor-
mance and to encourage the disappearance of departments, and cven
perchaps of universitics, perecived as “weaker.”

Henee, for instance, the University of Oxford has been moved to
envision the construction of a Humanitics Research Center, despite
traditional local suspicion of the very notion of the rescarch project as
samething that only Germans and Americans could think of applying
to the humanitics. Benjamin Jowetl is supposed o have remarked of
rescarch, *“There will be none of that in my college.” Such changes are
hailed by conservatives as “exposure to market forees,” whereas whal
is occurring is actually the highly artificial creation of a fictional miarket
that presumes exclusive governmental control of funding. However, the
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very artificiality of the process by which a version of the capitalist mar-
ketplace is mimed throws into relief the prefiminary necessity ol a uni-
fied and virtual accounting mechanism. This is coupled with the struc-
tural introduction of the threat of erisis to the functioning of the
institution. And the result is nothing less than the double logic of ex-
cellence at work in its finest hour,

ludeed, a crisis in the University seems to be a defining feature of
the "West,™ as is evidenced in the Halian students’ movement of 1993,
or the repeated French attemipts at “modernization.” Of course, it was
the Faure plan for the modernization o the University that produced
the events of 1968 in France (which 1 shall discuss in Chapter 9). How-
ever, such attempts at madernization have continued, and the argu-
ments presented recently by Claude Allegee in L'Age des Savoirs: Pour
une Renaissance de PUniversité display a striking consonance with the
developments | have discussed in the United States, Canada, and Brit-
aine Allégre was the special counselor to Lionel Jospin at the Ministry
of Education from 1988 10 1992, and his boaok is essentially an exposé
of the arguments guiding the reform of the French University, per-
ceived as a locus of stagnation and resistance to change Gan argament
with which few could disagree). Interestingly, he argues that this drive
to reform is “abave all a resurgence of the aspirations of 68... but a
discreet and calin resurgence.™ Just 1o whose aspirations he s relerring
is never spelled out, but it turns out that what 1968 meant above all
was oprenuess. And the twin characteristics ol this new upening are, the
reader will hardly be surprised to learn, integration and. exceellence:

We tricd to develop [reforms] by opening up a University that was folded
in on itself and bringing it closer to the City.

Opening up the University to the City: this is its adaptation to profes-
sional neueds.

Opening up the University to knmvlulbu. this is the ¢ffort o renew
rescarch and to recognize exedlence.

Integration of the University in its City: this is the Untiversily 2000 at
the heart of urban planning, it is the poficy of partnership with lacal
groups.

Integration of the Freuch University in a European umuthlw this is
the meaning of European evaluation.”?
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The internal policy of the University is (o be resolved in France by
the appeal 1o excellence, which serves as the term that regroups and
in.lc;_;rulcs All knowledge-related activitjes. This, in turn, permits the
wider integration of the Universily as one corporale burcaucracy
among others, both in the direction of the city and of the European
C.ommunily. The city is no longer the “streets,” nor even a vision of
civie life (the Renaissance city-state that Allegre's title might fead us to
expect). Rather, itis an agglomerate of professional-burcaucratic cap-
italist corporations whose needs are primarily centered upon the supply
of a managerial-technical class. T'he city gives the University its com-
mercial form of expression. And the Luropean Community supplants
the nation-state as the figure of the cutity th

¢ na i at provides the University
with ils political form of expression

. 2 At expression which is explicitly
tied o the question of evaluation. The Unive

) rsity will produce excel-
fenee in knowledges, and as such

; vill link into the cireuits of global
capital and transnational politics without dilficulty.
there is no cubtural content to the notion of excellen
cifically “French,’

This is because
al ce, nothing spe-

for example, except insofar as “Frenchness™ is a
commodity on the global market.

Excellence exposes the pre-modern traditions of the University to
the force of market capitalism. Barriers (o free trade arc swept away.
An interesting example of this is the British government’s decision to
allow the polytechnics to rename themselves as universities. Oxford
Polytechaic becomes Brookes Universily, and so on. This classic (rec-
markel mancuver guarantees that the only criterion of excellence is
peclormativity in an expanded market. 1t would be an error to think
that this was an ideological move on the part of the Conservative gov-
crament, however. The decision was not primarily motivated by con-
cern for the content of what is taug
.li\'cu il the tendency of polytechaics to form links with business in the
nterests of incorporating practical training into degrees might scem to
fuel the sl.r;md of petty-bourgeois anti-intellectualism in the British
Conservative party, it is also true that it was in the polytechnics that
the work of the Birmingham school of Cultural Studics had had its
greatest impact. Hence the sudden redenomination ol polytechuics as
universitics is best understood as an administrative move: the breaking

N

htin the universities or polytechnics.
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down of a barrier to circulation and to market expansion, analogous
to the repeal of sumptuary faws that permiticd the capitatization of the
textile trade in Larly Modern England.
I One form of such market expansion is the development of interdis-
ciplinary programs, which often appear as the point around which rad-
icals and conservatives can make common cause in Universily reform.
This is partly because interdisciplinavity has no inherent political ori-
entation, as the exampl¢ of the Chicago School shows.? 1t is also be-
cause the increased tlexibility they offer is often attractive to adminis-
trators, as a wity of avercoming entrenched practices of demarcation,
ancient privileges, and ficfdoms in the structure of universitics. The
beuclits ol interdisciplinary openness are numerous—as sonmcone who
warks i an interdisciplinary department 1 am particularly aware of
them—Dbut they should not blind us to the institutional stakes that they
involve. Al present interdisciplinary programs tend (o supplement cx-
isting disciplines; the time is not Tar ol when they will be installed in
order to replace clusters of disciplines.
Indeed, this is a reason to be cautious in approaching the institu-
tional claim to interdisciplinarity staked by Cualtural Studies when it
replaces the old order of disciplines in the humanitics with a more
general fickd that combines history, art history, literature, media studics,
sociolagy, and so on. In saying this, | want to join Rey Chow in qucs-
tioning, from a sympathetic point of view, the ungualified aceeptance
both of interdisciplinary activity and of Cultural Studies that has been
fairly common among academic radicals. We can be interdisciplinary
in the name of excellence, beeause exceellence only preserves preexisting

disciplinary boundarics insofar as they make no larger claim on the

entirety of the system and pose no obstacle to its growth and integra-
tion.

To put this another way, the appeal to exeellence marks the fact that
there is no longer any idea of the University, or rather that the idea has
now lust all content. As a non-referential unit of value entirely internal
to the system, excellence marks nothing more than the moment of

o m—

technology's self-refiection. All that the system requires is for activity |
to take place, and the cmpty notion of exeellence refers to nothing other |

than the optimal input/output ratio in matters of information.” This

3y



[
!
]

= Thie University in Ruing

is perhaps aless heroie role than we are

s bl accustomed 1o claim for the
niversily,

i » although it does resalve the question of p
University is now no more of o parasitical dr
stock exchange or the insurance com
praduction. Like the stock cxchangg,
ital's scll-knowledge, of capital’s
vers

arasitism, The
ain on resources than the
Panies are a drain on industrial
the University is a point of cap-
. ability not just to manage risk or di-
ity but to extract a surplus value from that management. In the
casc of the Universily this extraction oceurs as a resull of speculation
on differentials in information.

The implication of this shift in function is that the
University as an ldeological State Apparitu
longer appropriate, since the Univer

logical arm of the nation-state hut

attalysis of the
s, it Althusser's terms, is no.
sity is no longer printarily an ideo-
an autonomous burcaucratic cor-
paration. To take another, perfiaps less w .
pare the University to the N
burcaueratic systems (h

cighted, example we can com-
ational Basketball Association. Both are
at govern an arca of activity whose systemic
al elfects are not dependent on an external ref-
crence. The game of basketball has its rules, and those rules allow dif-
ferences 1o arise that are abjects of speculation. And while Philadelphia
76ers” victories have effects on their fans, and |
victorics (both as supporters and as financic
feats are \

functioning and extern

ans have effects on 7oers’
rs), those victorics or de-
not dirvectly linked to the essential meaning of the city of
Philadelphia. Results are not mcaningless,
system of basketball rather than in relation to an external referent,

. For the University 1o become such a system involves a I;l:lj()l‘ change
in 1th way in which it has been understood (o produce institutional
meantg. As {shall show later on, Schiller positioned the University of
Culture as the quasi-church appropriate o the rational st
ing that the University would perform the same services for the state
as the Church had for the feudal or absolutist monarch. However, the
contemporary University of Excellence should now be understood

burcaucratic system whose internal regulation is entircly scl(-
without rey

but they arise within the

ate, by claim-

asa
interested
stock mar-

in the interest of intensifying the profits
attendant on the ux of capital rather than the sl

that might defend strictly national inlerests.

ard to wider idcolagical imperatives. Hence the
kel secks maximum volatility

ability of exchange
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The corollary of this is that we must analyze the Universily as a
burcaucratic spstem rather than as the ideological apparatus that the left,
has traditionally considered it. As an autonomous system rather than
an ideological instrument, the University should no longer be thought |
of as a tool that the left will be able to use for other purposes than
those ol the capitalist state. This explains the case with which former
West Germans have colonized the Universities of what was once the
Germun Demoeratic Republic (GDR) since reunification. “The Univer-
sities of the old GDR have been purged ol those considered to be po-
litical apparatchiks of the Honecker regime. No parallel purges, how-
cver, have occurred in the Universitics of the former Bundesrepublik,
despite the fact that reunification was not supposed 1o be the conguest
ul the East by the West, The conllict, that is, is nat presented as that
between two ideologies (which would have necessitated purges on both
sides), bat as a conflict between the East, where the University used o
be under ideological control, and the West, where the University was
supposed Lo be non-ideological,

Of course, the Western universities had a massive ideological role to
play during the Cold War, and much can be said about individual cases.
But overall one is struck by the silence and speed of this replacement,
Ly the fact that the counter-arguments that could be mounted in favor
of the intelectual project of the former Last Germany simply cannot
b heard any longer. This is because the fall of the Wall means that the
Universily is no longer primarily an idcological institution, and those
from the West are better pusitioned o play the new roles required. 1f
the posts of the purged have in many cases gone Lo young academics

from the former West, this is not because they are primarily agents of

a compeling ideology, but because of burcaucratic efficiency. The
young former West Germans are not necessarily more intelligent or
more learned than those they replace; they are simply “cleancer,” which
is o say, less casily identifiable as ideological agents of their state. This
is a primary symptom of the decline of the nation-state as the counter-
sighatory to the contract by which the modern University, the Univer-
sity of Culture, was founded. As my remarks on Allegre’s invocation of
the European Communily have alrcady suggpested, the cmergence of
the University of Excellence in place of the University of Culture can
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only be understood against the backdrop of the decline of the nation-
state. . -

The demand for “clean hands,” be it in German universitics or in

Italian politics, may be presented as a desire to renew the state appa-
ratus, but U think it is better understood as the product of a genceral
uncertainty concerning the role of the state, a call for “hands off”
Complex and often contradictory, such a desire may result, as in laly,
in such paradoxical alliances as that of integrationist Fascists (the M351)
with scparatists (the Northern Leaguce). Notably, this alliance occurred
under the umbrella of Berlusconi's oddly transparent organization,
Forza Nalia, whose nationalism is the evocation of a football chant, and
whose claint 1o govern is based on a rather dubious assertion of “busi-
ness success.” I may offer a rather strange diaghosis of this apparent
paradox, it is that the alliance in Naly is between those who wish for
the question of community in ltaly no longer to be posed: cither be-
cause (the Duce may return to provide an answer about “beiug Htalian™
and impose it with brutal violence (the Lega will tell people to “be
regional™) or because Berlasconi will reassure us that it is not a ques-
tion, that the answer is as transparent and obvious as the light blue
haze emanating from a television screen, or the light blue shirt ou a
{footballer's back. Berlusconi does not offer a rencwed nationalism (as
his alliance with the MSI might lead us (o fear) but a sanitized nation-
alist nostalgia that blankets and suppresses all questions concerning the
nature of community,

Instead of the question of community, which was ance pased both
within and against the terms of nationalism, we get a generalized bul
meaningless nationalism that. pushes aside questions. The nutional
question, that is, is simply accepted as a generalized matier of nostalgia,
be it for the evils of Fascism (Fini, the current leader of the MSH, is not
a Duce, even in his dreams), or for the light blue colors of the royal
house of Savoy. And the government is to get on with the matter of
running the state as a business.

The nation understands itscll as its own theme park, and that resolves
the question of what it means Lo live in Haly: it is to have been Ialian
once. Meanwhile, the state is merely a large corporation to be entrusted
to businessmen, a corparation that increasingly scrves as the hand-
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maiden to the penctration of transnational capital. ‘The governmental
structure of the nation-state is no longer the organizing center of the,
common existence of peoples across the planet, and the University of
Excellence serves nothing other than itself, another corporation in a
world of transnationally exchanged capital,



