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    We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.


  




  For Carolyn




  How do we create and proliferate a compelling vision of economies and ecologies that center humans and the natural world over the accumulation of material?




  We embody. We learn. We release the idea of failure, because it’s all data.




  But first we imagine.




  We are in an imagination battle.




  adrienne marie brown (2017)i




  Preface: Useless education




  

    Our struggle must be towards the construction of a new and surprising world, not the preservation of identities shaped and distorted by capital.




    Mark Fisher (2013)1


  




  The humanist dream of a society in which education is valued intrinsically finally lies on the threshold of being achieved. Yet there will be no celebrations. There has not been a great awakening to the life of the mind or a widespread regenerative commitment to an aesthetics of existence. Or any such thing. What has happened instead is more like a rug being pulled out from under everyone’s feet: the reigning narrowly instrumental attitude toward education—how does it pay?—is on the verge of being toppled not by a hopeful humanism but by a deflating cynicism. It is a system that was built on certain promises that came due and then defaulted. In the wake of this bubble of expectations bursting, education’s intrinsic value—if it can be relocated—may be all that is left.




  Due to large-scale economic and technological changes, educational institutions are no longer as useful vocationally as advertised, no longer as reliable a road to prosperity for individuals, nor so obvious a route to societal wealth. One of the great promises of modernity, epitomized by optimistic progressives like the American pragmatist John Dewey, that the development and exercise of collective intelligence will lead to cumulative moral and material progress, appears to be broken.2 The problem was not simple failure. It was, analogous to what political theorist Amartya Sen once demonstrated about contemporary famines, primarily a problem of distribution of the promised peace and productivity dividends of the postwar periods (WWII and Cold War), including the profligate release of eons of fossilized fuels.3 In retrospect it was cringe-worthily naïve for anyone to expect that the monstrous influx of postwar wealth would suddenly be distributed evenly among the masses out of the goodness of our overlords’ hearts. This is akin to the mistake made by low information types who favor “drill baby drill!” or Middle Eastern adventurism in order to secure “our oil,” as if we the people would all soon be receiving stipends from Chevron and Exxon Mobile like some kind of Alaskan oil dividend for every citizen. As is becoming clearer, the primary recipients of the great postwar surpluses seem to have been a new self-perpetuating, tech and finance-enabled aristocracy, swelling from the unprecedented wealth that was once bruited as a shared inheritance. Yet somehow, amidst the unprecedented prosperity, wealth inequality has widened to being worse than under Imperial Rome.4 And there is no real plan for mitigation. Even economist Thomas Piketty, the great contemporary cataloger of intensifying global inequality, offers no real solution other than a chimerical “global wealth tax” that even he regards as quixotic.5




  Aiding and abetting this gigantic productivity heist, our educational system has functioned as a giant upward-suctioning vacuum of all the “excess” wealth, funneling more and more of it up to those already at the top. As middle-men to this fiscal hoovering, our educational institutions, especially the higher education sector, mostly pay themselves through a gatekeeping positionality; they function as rent collectors of a receding aspirational social mobility—promised to run through an allegedly meritocratic educational sector—that now diminishes to a point of nonexistence, as a return on investment, for any but the most elite of the elite.6 They are like greedy ferrymen on the eve of an invading army’s river crossing, collecting fleeing refugees’ last fares before the impending enemy advance. It is not that educational credentials—and in some cases actual skills—cannot help one get ahead. They still can. One can still make it across the river ahead of the others if one has the cash. But like a vast prisoner’s dilemma game-theoretical experiment, education’s status as a zero-sum positional good renders very slim, at an overall societal level, the prospects for any significant amelioration. As is widely noted, in abject contrast to its nineteenth-century ideals, higher education seems now to be more clearly an engine of social inequality and as such diametrically opposed to the original modernist promises to the contrary. With the proper credentials one is better positioned to elbow the others out of one’s way.




  One thus “invests” in oneself: all hail and make way for the future me.




  Across the board, a cruel “winner loses” logic of workplace automation has taken hold: akin to how the mechanized player piano in Kurt Vonnegut’s eponymously titled novel displaces the human pianist, the productivity enhancements brought about through education have accreted into machines and systems (“fixed capital” in Marxian lingo) that reliably create wealth for the few yet displace and toss aside the many.7 One’s laptop represents a phantom army of past support staff, one’s phone a former mass of human ex-switchboard operators, and so on. The utilitarian promise of modern capitalist innovation was that these displacements, while often difficult for individuals during the time they occur, would be more than made up for in the long run by the overall betterment of society that they produced in aggregate. We once heard repeatedly from a confident conventional wisdom with their libertarian cartoons about how the horse and buggy manufacturers all got new and better jobs at the emergent auto plants that had just displaced them. (“Silly old buggy makers!” we were all to laugh on cue.) This triumphalist progress narrative reigned supreme for generations in the twentieth century until, finally, toward the end of the century, in their latest and greatest technological turn, the productivity enhancements became so great and so extensive that there became less and less for the actual human beings involved to do with themselves. Those who were supposed to enjoy all these benefits (to be fair they were some benefits like better medical care, drinking water and rising literacy rates—no small achievements) were starting to be edged out of the loop of production entirely. More and more started to become economically purposeless.




  A striking emblem of these trends is that the old Big Three of the US economy, GM, Ford and Chrysler (“as General Motors goes, so goes the nation”), at their height in the 1950s once employed nearly a million manufacturing workers in their region around Detroit, whereas today’s Big Three, Apple, Google and Facebook, together employ just over 50,000 in total in Silicon Valley.8 The hyper-productive digital economy—Facebook employees are calculated to produce $600K in profits each—in the long run expands its vast profits while shrinking its reliance on human labor.9 A cruel twist of economic fate has thus caused education’s very usefulness to render it obsolete for the majority of the population. Only so many creative, entrepreneurial innovative types are needed—and are even tolerable—by any economic system no matter how sophisticated. The growing exclusion of so many now rendered economically precarious and disposable is a de facto recognition of a lack of high-end demand.




  The extra-economic knock-on effects are equally worrisome. As the imaginative few take over more of the work of the putatively unimaginative many, the latter are rendered not only unemployable but also increasingly disconnected from their societies. Geographer and social theorist David Harvey identifies in this phenomenon a rising “global alienation” (“global” in the two senses of all-encompassing of areas of life, e.g., work, neighborhood, family, politics, and also geographically).10 In parallel, automation and other technological developments have indeed resulted in staggering rises in productivity, but these gains have been subject to an extreme upwardly-skewed maldistribution; the “automation dividend” is very real but it has been sequestered by a tiny minority of the population, those represented in protest liturgy as “the 1%.” (According to the classical Marxist definition as those deriving their wealth from direct ownership of the means of production—rather than just “rich people”—the US capitalist class is actually about 2%.)11 The remainder of humanity, that segment of the population asymptotically approaching 100%, is increasingly consigned to the category of an economically unproductive mass. These people have been rendered economically superfluous and it is important to recognize that they are no longer some relatively small isolable segment of the population, as in the extreme yet emblematic case of Nazi Germany’s “useless eaters,” i.e., the disabled, the first among those considered to be “life unworthy of life.”12 The way things are headed, the useless people are in good time all of us. Which occupations can confidently say they are “safe” in the coming decades? The most optimistic among them would only be warranted a “maybe.” Everyone is but one technological development away from obsolescence. So this very bad joke is at the expense of all of us: like educational lemmings marching off a cliff, we’ve added so much productive value to ourselves that we’ve thrown ourselves right out of work. (Lemmings don’t actually do this but it’s still a great image.)13 In a weird irony, the educational value we’ve scrupulously added to ourselves now comes at the expense of the aggregate educational value of our fellow human beings in general. It was all supposed to be a grand societal “win-win” but it turns out that it’s not so simple.




  We do not need an apocalyptic Terminator 3 “rise of the machines” in order to glimpse how more and more of us are replaceable and disposable—at least in the sense of our lacking a necessary economic place, where a planned obsolescence awaits not just our consumer goods but we ourselves as well. This is why the notorious Judeophobic chant of the Charlottesville quasi-Nazis, “you/Jews will not replace us!,” is so chilling: the conviction underlying it is half true, in the sense that the wholesale replaceability of human beings is a core moral issue of our times.14 Although its dumb racist posturing obviously causes it to err in its identification of the source of the problem (viz., “the Jews”), the alt-right is in an odd way more advanced than the identity politics left on this matter, as the left tends chronically to underestimate the extent to which even the “white males” who are, ex hypothesi, supposed to inhabit an easy and stable privilege-enjoying position, are in fact also existentially threatened along with everyone else. Yesteryear’s concern with mass economic exploitation now becomes outdated, not because it no longer exists—it does, copiously, especially in less economically developed countries [LEDCs]—but because it is diminishing as an economic possibility in the more economically developed countries [MEDCs]. As it will eventually in the LEDCs too. What’s new is that those tech entrepreneur Andrew Yang calls “normal people”—the non-hyper-credentialed—en masse are beginning to find themselves in the classic lumpen position of having less to offer than their labor itself. This situation represents an undercutting of the place that “the masses” should inhabit in classical Marxism, at least if they are to constitute any kind of revolutionary force.15 They are no longer so much cogs in the machine as they are rendered external and incidental to it. As economist Joan Robinson once put it, the “misery of being exploited by capitalists is nothing compared to the misery of not being exploited at all.”16




  From the point of view of education, this situation is both worse and better than is typically imagined. It is worse in that mainstream economists’ nostrums are largely beside the point. The conventional view embraced by nearly everyone except, lately, some on the far fringes who have reached an attitudinal tipping point, is that we can educate ourselves into prosperity and security.17 (This is perhaps the one thing to appreciate about the alt-right: amidst their reflexive hostility to campus politics, they have shown a willingness to dispense with the longstanding liberal faith in the salvific powers of an educated elite.) We must race to get better, faster, smarter, etc. so that we can win the high-tech, high-wage jobs of tomorrow. Most have seen through this long con already, but its animating presumptions continue to shape the legitimating language of formal education at all levels. Especially in higher education, one must always anxiously strive to keep up with the developmental pace and to anticipate, in the American system as an 18-year-old, the jobs of the future; it is a bad break if you lose at the game of life because of your teenage wagering on the wrong college major. Judging from universities’ public relations, the incredibly exciting and increasingly globalized life we are leading will only continue upwards and onwards—so long, of course, as said universities continue to be able to churn out their magically inventive graduates. Unknowingly hearkening back to the Platonic conception of knowledge as a kind of courage,18 the presumption is that all it takes is a bootstrapping existential will heroically to grasp the future and, in the breathless but typically nihilistic slogan of one US research university, “Dare to be First!”19




  If everyone would stop being so fearful and plunge themselves headlong into whatever new skills course is on offer, supposedly there will be more than enough jobs for everyone. We can all design phone apps or repair drones—or maybe repair the machines that repair the apps that repair the drones—and then repair to whatever increasingly degrading personal service crevices remain. All this might be fine were the worldwide population somehow rapidly dwindling. But it isn’t. Quite the opposite. We are faced with an economic environment in which the labor intensiveness of the overall economy diminishes while the population rises. Add to this labor demand/population inversion the abovementioned upward maldistribution of wealth, and you get a recipe for a massively idle and alienated population that is simultaneously also less reliably linked into their environing communities. The central problem with any imagined educational solution to mitigate the effects of these economic pincers is that augmenting the productivity and profit-generating capacities of individuals may well, as a function of the timing of their life course, succeed for particular individuals (i.e., they may become among the lucky few societal “winners”), but for society as a whole it cannot similarly succeed because “productivity” means, in its essence, doing more with less. Though this wasn’t supposed to be the case in the grand educational win-win, the “less” that can be done more with turns out to be less of us. It is difficult for individuals to see this big picture from within their own horizons because it still makes sense for them to pursue career paths through formal education; it is still the only sensible option for most people. It would be irresponsible, absent any unusual personal circumstances, to advise a teenager to drop out of school and to proceed uncredentialed into the labor market. This is not a situation in which there can be a societal fix based on the sagacity of individuals’ educational choices. One cannot just “opt out” of the economy like one might choose to play or not play a particular game. The opportunity cost, except perhaps for a tiny number of extreme ascetic eccentrics, is simply too high. One would largely have to abandon society itself. Hopefully from within a tolerable niche, one has to play this game like it or not. Pretending otherwise is delusional.




  The productive “winners” have won precisely because they have shown themselves positionally able to displace others. Now the economists will tell us with more textbooky parables about Billy’s firm that made widgets more efficiently and hired brilliant managers and so got better sales and then grew and hired more workers, etc., and that’s wonderful for Billy, Inc. (The allegedly ignorant who don’t understand economics and these little parables think it’s a zero-sum game when in fact it’s one in which everyone prospers: Free Enterprise 101.) Yet as both higher tech automation-generating fixed capital and skills-stuffed workers accumulate and become a dime a dozen, by definition there is less and less in the traditional economic sense for the mass of human former workers to do as part of the value creation process. This situation may be saved a bit by better and more just distributional schemes such as Universal Basic Income strategies and/or massive social welfare and safety net spending (funded by a Pikettian global tax perhaps), but none of that will “bring back jobs” (as both the rightist Trump and leftist Sanders campaigns fatuously promised during the 2016 US presidential elections) and regenerate the retrospectively white male golden era of the fully employed American postwar generations. Such policies might bring a lot of things—nobody knows for sure—but time itself would have to reverse for them to bring back those blue-collar jobs. But even if, per impossibile, wealth were massively redistributed and inequality ameliorated this would be on the basis of the new economy not in replacement of it. Thus the educational question would remain just as acute: what exactly will the burgeoning mass of the economically idle do with themselves?




  One thing seems certain, though: in such an environment the value-addedness rationale for educational expenditures, the Jeffersonian civic universalism that at least in theory has justified the expansion of US public education for nearly 2 centuries, is no longer nearly so compelling.20 The “products” of that system are simply no longer needed on as large a scale. Hence the central educational problem becomes what to do with all of these extra people—most of us—who have been rendered economically useless? This book attempts to start answering that question. It turns out it has everything to do with education but little to do with formal schooling and “educational reform” or the tempests within our teapot schools or universities—these institutions may be relevant or they may not. Something much deeper and more encompassing is needed. This problem is far beyond any technocratic policy fix, juridical decree, or clever school reform.




  Believe it or not, the very urgency of the “useless people” question represents some potential good news: though they have grown fat and lazy on widespread belief in their economic utility and alleged egalitarianism, our schools and colleges may now be freer to remake themselves in a different image. And the really good news for those of an intellectual bent is that figuring out just what that remaking might look like is an inevitably philosophical project. What are we going to do with ourselves?




  Yes we can dissolve ourselves into an internet hive mind and just sort of vanish as individuals into a tide of entertainment memes and shopping preferences. That will probably work for some of the population. But others will need to locate some larger meaning to their lives and overall point to their existence. It is impossible to develop a rationale for educational endeavor without some eudaimonistic baseline, a vision of the good life for a human being, to put it in Aristotelian terms. Social reproduction in the anthropological sense will continue, of course, as long as there are human beings, as children’s guardians will have to make choices about what kinds of formative experiences their charges are to have. However, this relatively new—in the 200,000-year span of the epochal life and times of anatomically modern humans—set of customs and practices of formal education could take on a multitude of forms and be repurposed in an almost infinite variety of ways. The myopic presentism that gives undue weight to the institutional arrangements of recent centuries must yield to a longer view.




  With the yoke of economic utility shucked off, should we decide to continue them, our school-type endeavors might for example be much more strongly civic in orientation, for example, a trend we may already be seeing in some areas where explicit norms of socially responsible behavior become prominent (e.g., antiracism, environmentalism). Or they could be humanistic in the classical sense of promoting a specific vision of the human good, a paideia (see Chapter 2). Or perhaps even aesthetic or discovery oriented. They could be just about anything. But because of the large outlay of resources they require, under current conditions due largely to the legal legacy of universal education (e.g., state laws guaranteeing education to all, gender, racial and disabilities inclusion along with other civil rights, etc.), this question of how we orient these massive institutions will become more pressing and interesting than it has in over a century. With the scoundrel’s justificatory refuge of economic utility removed, the point of it all actually becomes an unavoidable question, not just for a few academics but now for normal people as well. It’s not just the economy, stupid!




  In sum, while the bad news is that education’s economic utility justification is no longer compelling, the good news is also that education’s economic utility justification is no longer compelling. Like a crutch finally being removed after a long course of physical therapy, this situation is both frightening and exhilarating. One could finally walk under one’s own power or one could fall flat on one’s face. It is frightening because it constitutes a recognition that what we thought was solid ground beneath our feet is no longer to be trusted at all. Stay in school, study hard and get ahead. “Maybe you will get ahead, maybe you won’t” is now the only honest response to this zombie mantra. A few will, to be sure, a few are still needed and will be for some time. But fewer and fewer. In the American experience this tectonic change in education’s relation to the economy is all the more worrisome because it threatens to sever the long-cherished presumed linkage between educational effort and social position. This has long been a core legitimating ideal of our quasi-meritocracy: positions in society are deserved because of an individual’s virtue, talent and hard work, etc. rather than merely guaranteed to them in the feudal sense via heredity. Not that everyone always believed in this. In fact, those at a social hierarchy’s very bottom and very top, and especially the former, are typically more perspicacious about that hierarchy’s legitimating myths than are those in the mainstream for whom it is often more difficult to see the “edges.” But the idea that educational attainment justifies social position is extensively ingrained in American culture, particularly, unsurprisingly, among educated elites.




  However jaded critical types have become of this nexus, it is important to appreciate how unsettling it is for a great many people—particularly among the middle and upper-middle classes—to think that their privileges are not in some deep sense due to their own personal qualities, those qualities mostly consisting in what was educated into them (although in my own personal experience I have been surprised at the extent to which elites, behind closed doors and perhaps after a few drinks, admit to harboring harder-core genetically-based accounts of their supposed superiority). To think that living in a certain neighborhood and placing one’s kids in “the right schools” and so on no longer guarantees anything is disturbing to say the least. Many are currently realizing that despite their advantages there is little chance that their offspring will enjoy the same level of wealth and privilege as they have. Some will be fine of course. But a great many will not. At best they can anticipate living off the remaining fumes of accumulated family wealth (including real estate, paid off mortgages and the like), although this tends to run out fairly quickly for most. What the successor generation cannot anticipate is making their own way on anything like the terms of their parents and grandparents’ generations. It looks like a big lie to them, this idea that they’ll secure themselves through their educational performances. As for the aspiring lower orders, to the extent that they believed the meritocratic edu-myths in the first place, what made the obvious structural unfairness at least tolerable, the whole sense that despite all there persisted an orderly pathway out for the willing and able, seems to come undone. This is a situation that German philosopher Jurgen Habermas famously identified as a “legitimation crisis,” where institutions are unable to achieve their offcial goals.21




  The exhilarating part for fans of political change is that legitimation crises require resolutions. An optimistic scenario is that the aims and purposes of education will once again take center stage and become reanimated as real and vibrant and even urgent public questions. Historically, education has been very good at forcing such questions about itself, a preferred venue for them in fact. Though social reproduction is ongoing and slow motion and long-term, education always has a “fierce urgency of now” for current parents who cannot wait a decade because by then their charges’ childhood is gone.22 This urgency can force philosophical questions, as it has during previous periods such as the emergency of the common school during the early and mid-nineteenth century. It is not that everyone suddenly becomes philosophical and versed in Aristotelian means-ends talk, but as the collective need emerges to re-chart a course for these institutional behemoths, basic assumptions may get reexamined and long-dormant discussions may reanimate. The ideologically soporific power of education’s economic utility justification has been so pervasive that the needed wakeup process promises to be very powerful. Without economic utility pre-empting every conversation and restricting every horizon there could be a mini-philosophical renaissance where alternative aims and purposes are considered. Perhaps, against all odds, an aesthetic basis for education might once again be taken out of the exclusive province of elites and be more widely considered, qua an emphasis on human innovation, creativity and the appreciation of the same. (A long shot, granted.) Or maybe civic aims could once again become central? In the wake of Trump’s “low information voters” (“I love the poorly educated!”) and the repetitive invocations of “fake news,” this seems indeed an urgent question.23




  It is a question, in fact, that throws the entire set of Jeffersonian premises of democratic education into question. Have we the people succumbed to an “idiocracy” scenario and simply become too stupid and short-attentioned to be properly sovereign?24 Have we lost that particular world historical bet? If as has been classically held, democracy is contingent upon an enlightened populace, it stands to reason that it would also be possible for a population to lose its capacity for self-governance. Maybe Plato’s cyclical view of how political forms transition and cycle through one another, where because of its internal tendencies democracy gives way to tyranny, is uncomfortably close to correct.




  If not, how might things be retooled in order to achieve a higher level of civic sagacity, if such a thing is possible at all? It might also be wondered whether the present scalable one-size-fits-all “factory” system should be disbanded as we fragment unsalvageably into our various identity tribes? Perhaps policy reforms facilitating a devolution in federal and state control might contribute to a new localism (or even a new identity-inflected tribalism) that would enable stakeholders to draw closer to nearby educational projects that are more ideologically congenial to them and their overall vision of what is worthwhile in life. As in what Hegel idealized as the “folk religion” of ancient Greece and medieval Christendom25—and one can imagine an infinite variety of contemporary Weltanschauung—educational endeavors could be freed to move more decisively toward an integration with what John Rawls called various “comprehensive conceptions of the good” (i.e., conceptions of “what is of value in human life”) rather than the “thin” procedural norms that are necessitated by the heterogeneity and gigantism of current systems.26 The ethical problems with such imagined heterogeneity are of course legion, and one worries about federally guaranteed universal principles of inclusion such as various forms of nondiscrimination (e.g., racial, gender, disability, etc.). On this model there remains no guarantee of enforcing universal principles on the constitutional model of civil rights intervention; it may matter far more just where one lives (e.g., Louisiana vs. Vermont), the ante-upped situation that is reflective of the moral contingency built into localism.




  But before anyone can rethink anything it is first necessary to consider those who are to do the rethinking. What might cause them to engage in such an enterprise? What might motivate a philosophical activity like rethinking basic assumptions that is for normal people a painful detour from everyday life and what really matters? Those afflicted with philosophy can’t help themselves, but surely, with apologies to Aristotle and others, the philosophical vita contemplativa is very far from a popular comprehensive conception of the good, at least in the sense of offering a total vision of why life is worthwhile.27 It leaves out far too much for most of us. Most people tap their reserves of deep philosophical thinking only when confronting some obstacle or crisis that demands it. Education’s legitimation crisis may be such an occasion. For the legitimation crisis arising among educational (and other) institutions because of the twilight of certain economic gods is not far off in some distant future, but it has already begun. But its incipience is mostly indirect and opaque and in my view it rises around us in forms that are not so readily recognizable as frontal challenges to key institutional assumptions. It’s not that obvious.




  I contend, for example, that the welcome phenomenon of increasing acceptance of gender and other kinds of identity fluidity among the rising generation is—whatever else it is—a deep symptom of a loss of economic faith. Consequently, it might generate a rethinking about the approved paths in life, paths that are premised on the assumption that existing occupational niches are forever stable. It is not simply that the proliferation of identities is a result of moral progress or some preordained arc of history, but rather that they are rushing in to fill a human void in the society that has been left to us by neoliberal capitalism, where our occupations and therefore connectedness to society have crossed a threshold of precariousness, a liquidity threshold to paraphrase sociologist Zygmunt Bauman.28 As per the old Marxist thesis about the material bases of all ideologies, what I am calling identity proliferation is not occurring simply by chance and neither is it on its own singular moral track somehow parallel to but disconnected from economic realities. While not reducible to them in any simple sense, our ideas are still ultimately rooted in our material conditions.




  My basic thesis is that identity proliferation is tied to large-scale changes in the economy that have opened fissures from within which the identities emanate. These emanations necessitate a grand rethink of education broadly construed because they cannot be contained within the procrustean identity beds of past generations. The economy-education nexus that has come to rule childhood and adolescence—and stretches further qua “lifelong learning” and what philosopher Matthew Charles has termed the “pedagogization” of the life course—is at the very moment of its triumph dissolving before us.29 As a result, as our eyes start to clear of those previous governing visions, as this twilight of our institutional idols deepens, we stand to undergo great alterations in self-understanding: the stories we tell ourselves about ourselves, our projects of self-narration, our identities, my sense of how I might connect to “the starry heavens above me and the moral law within me,” as Kant elegantly summarizes. For the one constant is that we are fated to keep on narrating these grander visions to ourselves. One cannot help but attempt to continue doing so, to “see them before me and connect them immediately with the consciousness of my existence.”30 For better or worse, it is simply what we do as human beings, just as surely as when cold we seek warmth by the fire.




  Introduction




  

    By 2050 a new class of people might emerge—the useless class. People who are not just unemployed but unemployable.




    Yuval Noah Harari (2017)1


  




  Once upon a time when labor demands were reliably high, the preeminent moral concern with capitalism had to do with exploitation. Liberal arguments about humaneness and excessiveness were deployed around important matters such as workplace safety, prohibiting child labor and limiting daily and weekly hours. But the most frontal arguments against exploitation were usually framed in Marxist terms as a campaign against the extraction of surplus value from workers’ labor. Just as property itself is theft in some formulations, under capitalism labor is taken away from its rightful owner and illicitly transferred to an illegitimate appropriator.2 The worker is being stolen from, used, her life sucked out of her—often literally in many industries—and into an ever-accumulating pool of quasi-autonomous capital. As Marx famously writes: “Capital is dead labour that, vampire-like, only lives by sucking living labour, and lives the more, the more labour it sucks. The time during which the labourer works, is the time during which the capitalist consumes the labour-power he has purchased of him. If the labourer consumes his disposable time for himself, he robs the capitalist.”3




  Stripped down to its barest moral elements, the implicit indignation at exploitation that runs throughout the Marxist canon is captured in the classic Kantian formulation that provides, in essence, a prohibition against unjustly using someone merely as a means to an end, reducing them wholly to a tool or thing; and, on a spectrum toward slavery, wage labor is conceived as dehumanizing in this manner. Accordingly, whereas the liberal left has tried to mitigate exploitation through reform, the Marxist left traditionally sought to overturn and end this kind of exploitation altogether as in principle immoral.




  A major premise of the present work is that the underlying material conditions that made this left-liberal Kantian criticalmoral paradigm relevant are shifting beneath our feet. Rapidly. Due to unprecedented levels of automation and associated phenomena such as globalization and outsourcing, people in the MEDCs are beginning on a wide-scale to face a “post-productivist” situation in which there is a severe reduction in the need for even the exploitation of their labor. Many would welcome the chance to be exploited economically, in other words they would welcome a living-wage job, any job. I contend that severe consequences are unfolding from these developments, many of which lie far beyond the bare unemployment statistics. For one thing, the culture and mindset built up in the MEDCs, during conditions of near full employment in the immediate postwar generations, placed vocation at the center of identity, given the gendered division of labor of that era, for males as wage earners and “providers” and for females as “housewives” and “mothers.” Although they are often stretched thin by the dual roles and there are many holdover traditionalists, women in the postwar period have also nestled into the previously masculine vocational identities en masse such that the workplace anchoring dynamics have started to apply to many of them in nearly the same way. However, persisting disparities in domestic responsibilities, especially regarding multi-generational care giving, have preserved an uneven identity terrain. The anchoring processes in such cases can have altered dynamics, e.g., a single mother who knows full well “who” she is but for all that is in more desperate financial straits than she would be if partnered. Whatever their complexity, these occupational identities—whether domestic or workplace-based, or both—tend to be internalized as central to individuals’ sense of self, among the primary “go-to” answers people give when asked “who are you?”




  It is underappreciated how securely individual identities have been rooted in vocation along with, to be sure, their other anchors such as religion and extended family. (Any sensible social theorist is averse to monocausal explanations.) I call this rooting phenomenon “vocational anchoring.” When, due to the abovementioned widespread diminution of workplace labor needs, those vocational anchors start to loosen, funny things start to happen with human identities. We are capable of thinking of ourselves in all sorts of ways but, given the material bases of social reproduction, the vocational anchoring is the one that tends to hold everything else together, durably to connect individuals and families to society. Zygmunt Bauman, whose analysis is foundational for my own, identifies this “changed nature of work” as central to what he calls “liquid modernity,” where work is:




  

    cut out from the grand design of humankind’s universally shared mission and no less grandiose design of a lifelong vocation. Stripped of its eschatological trappings and cut off from its metaphysical roots, work has lost the centrality which it was assigned in the galaxy of values dominant in the era of solid modernity and heavy capitalism. Work can no longer offer the secure axis around which to wrap and fix self-definitions, identities and life-projects.4


  




  There are other vestigial social glues in this respect such as religion, but on balance in American and western European life religious belief and affiliation has severely weakened as an identity anchorage. When labor is chronically less needed—or equivalently when the nature of that labor is altered in certain ways—whole populations can experience Harvey’s “global alienation”: they start failing to find meaning in their jobs, their institutions, their communities and even their personal lives. These alienated populations are a key factor in the social and political instability that we now observe across the globe. Such groups are prominent within the geographical and often environmental dead zones not lifted by the updraft of globalism, for example, in depopulated and otherwise forgotten rural areas—and they often lash out in unpredictable and alarming ways.5 Perhaps out of enlightened self-interest these individuals will support humane social welfarists (and moral universalists) like Bernie Sanders or Jeremy Corbyn. But they may just as easily choose a short-term catharsis and elect Donald Trump, vote Brexit or support rising ultranationalist political parties.




  Ex hypothesi the perturbations of the not-so-satisfied also signal a profound moral shift that is capable of taking us beyond the Kantian moral paradigm. Previously, striving to be free from exploitation could also be thought of as a demand to be treated as an end in oneself and not merely as someone else’s means. However, when exploitative conditions are not even available—when industrial capitalist abuse has become neoliberal capitalist neglect—the social demand to be treated as an end in oneself, commonly manifest as a demand for dignity and respect, remains constant, but logically it cannot be satisfied by non-exploitation—because, in defiance of traditional expectations, exploitation is precisely what is no longer occurring. Instead, because the basic need for it persists, human dignity is sought elsewhere, primarily in alternative respect-garnering loci to be found among the proliferation of identities other than those that are job-based. One re-anchors, that is, one ties oneself back into humanity, via the alternative identities that are actually available including sometimes religious revivalism (witness the resurgence of charismatic and evangelical Christianity in both MEDCs and LEDCs). Or—and in some ways this is the interesting part—one adapts or invents new ones. Not just “alt-right” or “alt-left,” more and more of us are becoming “alt-something”; and as we are automated into uselessness, we are also alt-ed into a new and vastly more variegated identity terrain where meaning-seeking is redirected. We are now seeing the beginnings of a world historical spray pattern of new and previously unimagined forms of human self-understanding. And the sponge-wielding worried moralists will be unable to soak it all up; it is too big of a mess and it grows faster than the absorptive capacities of the sponges. This fluid moment holds promise but it also carries with it great dangers.




  This book has four aims: (1) zero in on the underlying moral dynamics of identity proliferation; (2) examine some of the effects of the de- and re-anchoring process, especially in areas such as education where these effects may be expected to be acute; (3) assess the possible human responses to the challenges; (4) defend the outlines of what I see as a preferred alternative among them. This endeavor is primarily a synthetic inquiry in the sense that it aims to place together apparently disparate happenings and reveal their interconnections. These are phenomena that appear in the daily news in all sorts of guises—transgender rights, Make America Great Again, NFL protests, UC Berkeley provocateurs, forest tree sitters, #metoo, Facebook gender options, Twitter, Tumblr and 4chan alt-groups, kinky lifestyles, fundamentalist homeschoolers, neo-Stoic and neo-pagan revivalists, ad infinitum—whose very quantity, ubiquity and intensity is itself suggestive and undertheorized.




  Much more is going on with identity than the cartoonish “identity politics” of street protests, Hollywood and college campuses. My suspicion is that these are all just symptoms of a malady we have still not quite put our finger on. “Neoliberalism” or “capitalism” simpliciter are tempting identifiers, but even these labels fall short because they tend to be too narrowly economistic and one-dimensional. Despite their ubiquity—we have now grown legion in academia—the critics of neoliberalism tend to assume as self-evident the sources of their moral outrage rather than argue for their legitimacy. My project is to get closer to these sources and examine, in the simplest possible terms, the basic moral paradigm within which they operate. Perhaps because of the herd dynamics inherent in political life there has been surprisingly little self-examination by the left of its motivational sources. Psychological aspects of all this have been recently explored in interesting ways by Joshua Greene, Jonathan Haidt and others.6 It is also a purely philosophical inquiry in the Socratic sense of trying to examine one’s deepest motivations and their defensibility.




  Chapter 1 explores something off the radar of economists’ analyses of un- and under-employment: the threat that a dearth of stable, meaningful jobs poses to individuals’ sense of selfworth and social connectedness. The locus classicus for this general concern is still found in Kant’s “formula of humanity” in which we are obliged to treat one another as more than mere means to our own predetermined ends. This basic deontological principle is canonical in philosophy and is perhaps not so exciting to contemporary theorists because it smacks of the introductory college course and provokes a jaded “been there done that” attitude. Yet this foundational notion of respect that Kant emphasizes still provides the boiled down moral core of many of the more fashionable moral causes, including the various permutations of identity politics and intersectionality. Central to our sense of own respect worthiness are the stories we tell about ourselves to ourselves, our propensity for self-narration, the most minimal level of which is a basic gestalt whereby we see ourselves as a “fit” with something—anything—larger than we are in isolation. For many during the postwar economic boom, a solid and steady job was an integral aspect of that connecting mechanism where the answer to the question of who I am and how I’m part of a “we” was answered in large part by my occupation. This ability to place oneself into the larger social framework now seems threatened on a large scale, not only through the lack of steady jobs but by a draining of meaning from those that remain. The threat itself in turn makes clear what some would term an uncomfortably conservative flip side of the respect demand, namely, an obligation toward respectability, a notion that should be rehabilitated from its Victorian overtones.




  It is not only a problem of employment and income but also a psychological and even philosophical problem having to do with our ability to find meaning—even when we do have jobs—in a workplace that seems for so many to be void of larger purpose. This existential vocational vacuum is coming to be filled by a Pandora’s Box of identity configurations, some old, some borrowed and some seemingly novel. In disciplines as diverse as international politics and clinical psychology, one hears mention of a “new tribalism” with unlimited affiliative possibilities.7 If one cannot place oneself among others through work one does it in some other way, through aspects of oneself that one takes to be at one’s core: not only the “official” social justice identities like race, class, gender and sexual orientation, but also a blooming variety of identity alternatives both within or outside the traditional categories. These burgeoning neotribal identities are starting to make greater sense to people than do the pre-fabricated fare that has been foisted upon them by identity mongers across the political spectrum. Whatever one “chooses,” what remains the case is that, in an unexpected twist on Kant, in addition to seeing others in a certain way, one needs to see oneself in a certain way as well; one needs to be something too. My view is that this basic narrativizing need is far more powerful than the due it has thus far been given. Amidst the demise of the great religious metanarratives, it has yielded a veritable identity factory that reproduces traditional identity formations and churns out new ones at an increasing pace in order to fill the connective gap left in the wake of the neoliberal phase of capitalism, where we have passed from a period of relative occupational durability through which people could once reliably connect to society. Without that stable occupational anchor, and aided by the intensified global internet connectivity now possible, a vastly increased range of identity options is now available to be seized upon. This incipient affiliative explosion is in turn breaking open the most basic structures and conceived purposes of previously stable-seeming norms and institutions.
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