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Liberalism: Neoliberalism as 
an intellectual project

Ľubica Učník

Why “Neoliberalism as an intellectual project”

•Changes from liberalism to neoliberalism 
are changes to the way we view and 
experience our everyday reality
•Neoliberalism is not only a change in the 
domain of ideas, it is a profound ‘revolution’ 
in thinking that has changed our 
understanding of the world and of ourselves
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Individual, Society, Context

To understand these changes, we need to understand the context in 
which ‘ideas’ had become ‘material’. In other words, how they 
‘invisibly’ impacted our understanding, how they changed who we are.
Are we individual atoms or are we a part of society?
What is a difference between the state and society?
What do we mean when we speak of ‘freedom’; ‘property’; law?
Do we live at the times of the crisis of democracy, as we heard so 
many times during Donald Trump’s presidency?
Is our understanding of ourselves unique or is it ‘shaped’ by the 
historical situation we live in?
In short, what does it mean to be a human in today’s society?

Let me start with Covid-19 and the people’s 
marching on the streets (again)

• What are those marches about?
• Are people marching to defend their individual freedoms?
• Is it only an assembly of anti-mask, anti-vaccine, anti-lockdown 

individuals?
• What about

• Collapse of many small businesses due to the lockdowns;
• Loss of jobs for the precariat;
• No support for health services…

• Are those calls only for individual freedoms or is it a frustration also 
about a systemic failure of the state….

• What I am thinking is: there is a lot of anger but no language to express 
it…
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“Numbers now have an unrivalled, universal power to 
be adduced as an unassailable justification. Though it 
was never formally agreed, the media and politicians 
tell the narrative of the pandemic in figures and 
graphs hastily ported over from the medical world to 
the public sphere. The ‘scopic impulse’ – the 
irresistible desire that drives the browser to keep 
scrolling to the next image on screen – has a digital 
counterpart in the anxious wait for the day’s Covid 
figures: cases, tests, hospitalisations, intensive care 
beds, vaccination rates, death tolls in the millions” (Rimbert, 

2021).

The ‘scopic impulse’ ….

Is this the only explanation…..?

• …. “the irresistible desire that drives the browser to keep scrolling to the 
next image on screen – has a digital counterpart in the anxious wait for the 
day’s Covid figures…”

Or can we think about ‘the ‘scopic impulse’ as a reduction of ‘looking’ – and 
hence knowing ‒ that is directed to a particularised, specified, direction?

Do those daily numbers address the hardship of people, businesses? Do 
governments do anything about the collapse of health services?

Are numbers ‘innocent’ and ‘objective……?
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Negative | Positive Freedom
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Freedom
“In a ghostly repetition of the ironic ‘double freedom’ that Marx 
designated as the prerequisite of feudal subjects becoming proletarianized 
at the dawn of capitalism (freedom from ownership of the means of 
production and freedom to sell their labor power), a new double freedom 
– from the state and from all other values – permits market-instrumental 
rationality to become the dominant rationality organizing and constraining 
the life of the neoliberal subject. This is also, of course, the significance of 
economic models and methods spreading across the social sciences, 
becoming notably dominant in political science, but gaining ground in 
anthropology and sociology, as well. Across politics, culture, and society 
and hence across the disciplines that study them, there is only homo 
oeconomicus” (Brown, 2015, 108–109).

So, let us shortly recall ideas of liberalism: 
Individual, Property, the Rule of Law, Society, State

The basic ‘building blocks’ of liberalism:

• The individual

• The state is built on the artificial contract between individuals 
who renounced some of their liberties in order to secure peace 
in society, to secure peaceful, ‘economic’ exchanges

• Freedom of the individual, his/her property, and the rule of law 
are sacrosanct; not even the state can encroach upon any of 
them

• Democracy and liberalism are in a constant tension; one 
privileging equality; the other liberty
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So, what has become of these 
basic ‘building’ blocks of 

liberalism?

What is Neoliberalism?

• Well……there is no agreement on its definition

• The ‘birth’ is usually given:

• Walter Lippmann’s Colloquium in 1938 leading to Mount Pelerin Society in 1947 (Philip Mirowski)

“The central values of civilization are in danger.  Over large stretches of the Earth’s surface the 
essential conditions of human dignity and freedom have already disappeared.  In others they are 
under constant menace from the development of current tendencies of policy.  The position of 
the individual and the voluntary group are progressively undermined by extensions of arbitrary 
power.  Even that most precious possession of Western Man [sic], freedom of thought and 
expression, is threatened by the spread of creeds which, claiming the privilege of tolerance when 
in the position of a minority, seek only to establish a position of power in which they can 
suppress and obliterate all views but their own” (“Statement of Aims”, https://www.montpelerin.org/statement-of-aims/).

• The end of Austro-Hungarian Empire in 1918 (Quinn Slobodian)
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So, what is Neoliberalism?

• Some writers claim that neoliberalism does not really exist and it is 
just the revival of the old classical liberalism with the basic building 
block of the individual; hence, the (mistaken) cry of the reduction of a 
welfare state to the small state and a return to the laissez-faire
market …

• Some claim that there are many different neoliberalisms, depending 
on its ‘geographical instantiations’

• Some claims that the term is so overused that it has lost any meaning 
whatsoever….

• And some never even heard the term

In Australia, we used to call it:
‘Economic Rationality’
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But the beginning of neoliberalism could be traced 
also to Socialist Controversy and a Calculation Debate 

in the 1930s
“…two types of process: a process of destruction and a process of 
construction. The former, dubbed ‘destructionism’ by Mises, has 
the state as its principal agent. It rests on the perverse sequence 
of state interference that leads to totalitarianism and economic 
regression. The second, corresponding to capitalism, has as its 
agent the entrepreneur – that is, potentially, any and every 
economic subject” (Dardot and Laval 2013, 102).

“[Neoliberalism] precisely involves a redefinition of homo 
oeconomicus on broader bases” (Dardot and Laval 2013, 108, italics added).

Neoliberalism…
• Privatisation and outsourcing of public services to private firms

• Refashioning of all public services on the model of market 
competition: auditing; world tables comparing different 
institutions; …..

“‘responsibilization’ policies and practices [fashion] individual 
agency and [individual] self-reliance (regardless of means, social 
position , or contingencies) [as] the site of survival and virtue”, 
whereby “the economization of domains and [economic] conduct 
[are achieved] through best practices and the metrics of 
benchmarking” (Brown, 2015, 131).
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Neoliberalism…
• All domains of human lives are reduced to the logic of the market

• Free enterprise makes us more responsible and moral – do everything by 
yourself and do not expect nothing from anybody

• The concept of the human capital replaced the notion of labour

• We are simply entrepreneurs acting in the world rife with risks…

• “Economics are the method; the object is to change the heart and soul”
(Thatcher, 1981) – solidarity is replaced by individualised responsibility turned into 
responsibilisation and entrepreneurship

• Market solves everything: It is not natural and self-regulating; it must be 
regulated and constructed through state policies, supported by the state –
to produce the best possible, frictionless conditions for market relations 
everywhere

• Democracy and the ‘rule of citizens’ is an impediment to the market

• All social relations need to be organised on the model of the market and run 
as a business

• It is important to change the political culture

• Outsourcing, privatizing, turning us into entrepreneurs, investors and clients 
of the state services – not a citizen but a rational investor permanently 
calculating investments to increase one’s own human capital

• We have to create our values by investing rightly

• Governance is by businessmen – we invest into our future values in 
everything we do, we build resumes, work for free in Charities, …. build our 
portfolios to increase in the future, avoiding a depreciation of our value

• Economisation of everything – one’s life is simply reduced to economic 
relations, while undervaluing or eliminating all other relations

• Transforming social, emotional life into market, economic relations
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Financialisation of our Lives

•We are not in exchange economy, we live in financialised 
economy

• Exchange economy is still based on (sort of) equality 
between those who exchange their goods on the market; 
financialised economy is based on competition

•We care only about our portfolio value – self-investment –
life is simply the site of strategies ‘dictated’ by the 
unknowable market

• The best training ground for our ‘resilience’ is the casino

Human Capital
“All conduct is economic conduct; all spheres of existence are 
framed and measured by economic terms and metrics, even when 
those spheres are not directly monetized. In neoliberal reason and 
in domains governed by it, we are only and everywhere homo 
oeconomicus, which itself has a historically specific form. Far from 
Adam Smith's creature propelled by the natural urge to ‘truck, 
barter, and exchange,’ today’s homo oeconomicus is an intensely 
constructed and governed bit of human capital tasked with 
improving and leveraging its competitive positioning and with 
enhancing its (monetary and nonmonetary) portfolio value across 
all of its endeavors and venues” (Brown, 2015, 10).
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“Michel Feher argues, homo oeconomicus as human capital is 
concerned with enhancing its portfolio value in all domains of its life, 
an activity undertaken through practices of self-investment and 
attracting investors. Whether through social media ‘followers,’ ‘likes,’ 
and ‘retweets,’ through rankings and ratings for every activity and 
domain, or through more directly monetized practices, the pursuit of 
education, training, leisure, reproduction, consumption, and more 
are increasingly configured as strategic decisions and practices 
related to enhancing the self’s future value” (Brown, 2015, 33–34).

“As human capital, the subject is at once in charge of itself, 
responsible for itself, yet an instrumentalizable and potentially 
dispensable element of the whole. In this regard, the liberal 
democratic social contract is turning inside out” (Brown, 2015, 38).

Enlightenment values are inverted
• Meritocracy: Market justice is based on inequality – its natural medium is a 

competition

• Collective freedom is reduced to individual freedom in the market place

• Freedom becomes freedom of choice only, regarding maintenance and 
increase of our assets, investing into one-self, individual’s right to position 
one-self in the market

• If everything becomes economic value, all other values fade away

• Citizenship is redefined as self-care, laws are instrumentalised to shore up 
market relations

• Not social net, not state shoring us in risk situation – human capitals are not 
ends in themselves but players on the competitive chessboard 
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Milton Friedman: Capitalism and Freedom
“How can we keep the government we create from becoming a Frankenstein 
that will destroy the very freedom we establish it to protect? Freedom is a 
rare and delicate plant. Our minds tell us, and history confirms, that the great 
threat to freedom is the concentration of power. Government is necessary to 
preserve our freedom , it is an instrument through which we can exercise our 
freedom; yet by concentrating power in political hands, it is also a threat to 
freedom. Even though the men who wield this power initially be of good will 
and even though they be not corrupted by the power they exercise, the 
power will both attract and form men of a different stamp.

How can we benefit from the promise of government while avoiding the 
threat to freedom?” (Friedman, 2002a, 2).

The Birth of the 
Entrepreneur
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“The capitalist system depends 
fundamentally on the action of the 
entrepreneur. The entrepreneur is 

the figure who gives life to products 
and services that other people have 

not imagined” (Vaz-Curado and Mueller, 2019).

Human Capital

Becker, Gary S. Human Capital: A Theoretical and 
Empirical Analysis with Special Reference to 
Education. 3rd ed. Chicago, IL: University of 
Chicago Press, 1993 [1964]

Schultz, Theodore W. Investment in Human 
Capital: The Role of Education and of Research. 
New York: The Free Press, 1971
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“Everyone strove to assume a persona that someone else would be 
willing to invest in, all in the name of personal improvement.

Found yourself in trouble? You could always sell a kidney or enroll in 
a drug trial ... Maybe you could rent your body as surrogate mother, 
or maybe resort to just a little strategic intimacy, with discreet 
recompense on the side …Wait! Someone from India is already 
calling you on the phone to offer you an even more outrageously far-
fetched baroque loan! And there’s an app for that ... Just make the 
leap of faith ... Make some money in your spare time! 
Unemployment is an unbidden golden opportunity to start anew 
with an entirely different life! Don’t let the moochers and 
complainers drag you down! Become your own boss, after you 
embrace the power of positive thinking ... Didn’t you always want to 
start your own business, after working a quarter-century for 
corporations? (Mirowski 2013, 101–102).

The Logic of the Market

“All human values are offered for option. All ends 
and all means, both material and ideal issues, 
the sublime and the base, the noble and the 
ignoble, are ranged in a single row and subjected 
to a decision which picks out one thing and sets 
aside another” (Von Mise, in Dardot and Laval, 108).
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•Market becomes the self-running computer, 
knowing more than any one of us

•But if this is the case – where does knowledge 
come from?

Philip Mirowski. Never Let a 
Serious Crisis Go to Waste: 

How Neoliberalism 
Survived the Financial 

Crisis., 2013
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New Neoliberal Self

• “political project is aimed at reformation of society by subordinating 
it to the market” (Mirowski, 2013, 55).

• “Politics has become so outré that the possible impending collapse of 
the government is itself reduced to a set of abstract statistics, which 
the individual feeds into his strategic risk calculations on the apparat. 
Revolution is just another occasion for disaster porn and reshuffling 
the portfolio, rather than a transformation of history” (94).

Carpe Diem: Live for the Moment
“Self-care must be balanced against the dictum 
that bygones are bygones, or in more economic 
terms, sunk costs should never be entered into 
calculation of expected future revenues. The 
weight of history is more often than not 
considered a burden of little consequence for the 
entrepreneurial agent, something that can be 
repudiated and reversed. The stipulation of 
flexibility militates against treating any aspect of 
the self as indispensible…” (110).
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From social to individual

“The new norm [is taking] risk … The extension of ‘risk’ 
coincides with a change in its nature. It is less and less 
‘social risk’ taken care of by some policy of the social state; 
it is more and more ‘life risk’. By virtue of the 
presupposition of the unlimited responsibility of the 
individual … the subject is regarded as responsible for …his 
choice …We find here the idea that he must prove himself 
‘active’, be a ‘manager’ of his risks; and, consequently, that 
it is important to elicit and support an active approach to 
employment, health, and education and training. … the 
society of individual risk presupposes an ‘information 
society’” (177–178).
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Entrepreneurial Self

• The fragmentation of identity is attendant upon an entrepreneurial version 
of the self

• An entrepreneurial regimen for the self will eventually extend the purview of 
its calculus to every conceivable social activity, and not just those narrowly 
oriented to pecuniary profit

• A stance of cold calculation of interest will eventually be reprocessed as a 
new, warm, soulful form of moral economy

• “The malleability of the self presumed by the theory of human capital 
investment will extend down to the most basic corporeal level, which will 
eventually mean investment in genetic manipulation.”

• “The Entrepreneurial self cannot be passive, but must 
move strategically in a world rife with risk. Hence, reward 
and punishment are accepted by the agent as the 
outcome of calculated risks, not as the dictates of Justice”

• Ignorance is the natural state of mankind, and the 
guarantor of neoliberal order. The neoliberal self is 
comfortable with this ignorance (94–95).
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“foundations of the entrepreneurial self [based on], 
exhortations to surrender to the risk of thrill-ride 
mortgages, capitulation to the financialization of everyday 
life, participation in virtual selves wending their way 
through the ‘weightless economy’ on the Internet, day 
trading like the big boys, getting your information from 
Facebook and Fox and talk radio, to the indulgences of 
entertainment theology as Ponzi scheme, and recruitment 
into astroturfed politics to assist you in expressing your 
smoldering yet underappreciated individuality”…

OK, so where this leads us…

•How we can understand this reduction of humans into 
the model of the ‘entrepreneurial self’ and ‘human 
capital’?

•Chasing individual profits replaces sense of communal 
belonging…

•Humans are defined by self-interest and greed…
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The lowest denominator

•All human traits are suddenly reduced to a few

•Rationality is configured as self-seeking advancement

•Desires informed our choices

•We are consumers, first and foremost…

•Are we?

Internet Identity

• Google: About 769,000,000 results (0.60 seconds)

https://www.google.com/search?q=Internet+Identity&source=hp&ei=Z
ydIYaiTAoCjqtsPjNeLkAQ&iflsig=ALs-wAMAAAAAYUg1d9-BMEgqCcq-
mwqzjb4s-
1IziF3P&oq=Internet+Identity&gs_lcp=Cgdnd3Mtd2l6EAMyBQgAEIAE
MgUIABCABDIFCAAQgAQyBQgAEIAEMgUIABCABDIFCAAQgAQyBQgAEI
AEMgUIABCABDIFCAAQgAQyBQgAEIAEUNgQWNgQYIoUaABwAHgAgA
HcAYgB3AGSAQMyLTGYAQCgAQKgAQE&sclient=gws-
wiz&ved=0ahUKEwjo4u_Z84zzAhWAkWoFHYzrAkIQ4dUDCAg&uact=5
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How to Manage Your Online Image

• Step 1. Find Out What’s on the Web
• Click on a Better You

• Search yourself

• Set up alerts [so you do not miss anything]

• Step 2. Clean Up Content You Don’t Want the World to See

• Step 3. Create a More Flattering Image Online
• Claim your domain name―before someone else does

• Create favorable content
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Identity Spectrum

Mixing and Matching on the Identity 
Spectrum

“You could have a socially verified pseudonymous identity. That is 
people recognize and acknowledge a pseudonymous handle/avatar 
name by linking to it in a social graph. You can have verified anonymity 
where attributes about a handle/avatar are ‘verified’ but the all the 
information about the verified identity (full name, address, birthdate 
etc) is not reviled”.
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What next…

Freakonomics

https://freakonomics.com/
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In the end…..?

• Covid-19 pandemic, more than the financial crisis of 2007/8 revealed the 
problematic nature of neoliberalism, where, supposedly, the market is the only 
rule.

• As we have seen, without the states’ intervention…

• Yet, as I suggested at the beginning – the obituary for neoliberalism’s death is not 
only highly exaggerated but dangerously premature

• We are all neoliberal subjects; the states are guardians of corporations

• The state’s subsidies during Covid-19 pandemic went largely to corporations

“Australia’s biggest companies pocketed hundreds of millions in jobkeeper despite 
positive earnings” (Paul Karp, the Guardian, 18 March 2021).

“New analysis shows ASX300 corporations banked a total of $3.8bn in government 
subsidies in 2020, including $2.5bn of jobkeeper” (Paul Karp, the Guardian, 18 March 2021).

No Keynesianism in sight

“The federal government’s response to the pandemic has seen a 
historic transfer of wealth from taxpayers to the banks and the 
corporate sector — and a massive drop in the purchasing power of 
wages. Yesterday’s wage price index showed a 1.7% annual rise. With 
inflation at 3.8%, real wages fell by 2.1%, the largest fall in the 
purchasing power of wages since GST was introduced.

Meantime, the RBA has been handing out virtually free money to the 
banks, and every day we discover another business using JobKeeper to 
pay down debt and top up executive bonuses” (Crikey, 19 August 2021).
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