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Abstract

This thesis is centrally concerned with the current neo-liberal world order and its effects
upon society. It is concerned to expose the contradictions and weaknesses within the
knowledge systems that underpin our -political reality. It consiaers economics as the
determining discourse of neo-liberal politics, analytic biology as its determining
discourse of indi\;idual persons, and analytic and neo-pragmatist phjlbsophy as its leading
systems of thought. In each case it finds a linear rationalism compatible with the
determinist materialism of neo-Darwinism, and indeed explicitly invoking Darwin. This
seems to vindicate Manuel Castells’s finding of this ‘Knowledge Society’ as driven by
‘an abstract, universal instrumentalism’. The thought systems of this economic liberalism
have seen politics subsumed within economics, de-humanising most of the institutions of
the earlier Liberal tradition, to the detriment of both freedom énd democracy. But it
disputes Castells’s assumption that this is a necessary reality and finds in neo-liberal
education the exception to this dehumanising trend. Revitalised as ‘Mode 2’ knowledge
production, this form of teaching, learning and research is found to be ideally suited to
challenge the underpinnings of the very social order which initially produced it. The
thesis as a whole 1s designed to employ Mode 2 methods in order to support this
contention. Using this approach it seeks to demonstrate that in place of neo-Darwiusm
the ideas of the South African natural scientist Eugene Marais, concerning the
significance of conscious thought itself within evolution, can provide a more convincing
epistemoloy than the behaviourism and materialism of analytic biology. It finds John

Maynard Keynes’s acceptance of economics as a moral and not a natural science, more



Jogically convincing and more inherently useful for social reconstruction than the current
mathematicisation of economic theory. Prevalent philosophical approaches appear to
serve only to reinforce the systems of thought already found (and found wanting) n
politics, biology and economics. But again these philosophies are shown to be vulnerable
to a Mode 2 critique, particularly employing the ontological understanding of the
contemporary pragmatist philosopher Joseph Margolis, whose strong version of
relativism allows for both bivalent and multivalent truth value; more appropriate to

understanding the complex realities of ethical and democratic societies.



INTRODUCTION

The jury is out as to whether humanity is able genuinely to think for itself, or whether its
thought processes, along with other human attributes of personality and ability, being
gene and neuron-based, are in effect determined by rational processes and potentially
discoverable by science. My research indicates that, while the latter view is very much in
the ascendant at present, the former is the stronger case. This is a dispute in which there
is clearly a lot at stake for educators, and our argument for an independent critical

consciousness is one that this thesis sets out to prove ‘beyond reasonable doubt’.

When I began this study some five years ago the problem presented itself to me rather
differently. As an educator living in the New South Africa, then less than three years old,
it was apparent that democracy was already running into severe difficulties. The western
world, along with our new government, appeared to be increasingly concerned with the
economy rather than with humanity, and few of the promised democratic reforms in
education looked possible from that perspective. And yet the world applauded us, our
exemplary constitution, our statesmanlike President. How could this situation have
arisen? Beginning from this question, the research developed from an investigation of
the South African transition to democracy and the education policies that followed that,
to an investigation of the economic ordering of society that seemed somehow to be at the
heart of the problem. This led inevitably to consideration of doctrines of ‘survival of the

fittest’ and to the growing realisation that beyond neoclassical economic theory, every



dominant thought system I investigated seemed similarly to endorse Darwin and the idea
that linear systems determine life. But then the research ran into difficulties. One of my
supervisors complained that while it was fairly clear what I was against, it was much less
clear what I was for. ‘Thought itself” seemed both an inadequate reply, and an impossible
starting point for a library search. However a five-year research project has to have its
moments of serendipity, and for me there were two. The first was when I picked out
Eugene Marais’s Soul of the Ape from my daughter’s bookshelf in Johannesburg — and
found that I had discovered the alternative epistemology that I required to counter Darwin
and Freud — one backed by strong scientific evidence, and with powerful links to
education. The second breakthrough happened when I traveled to the High Tatras in
Eastern Slovakia to give a paper at a philosophy symposium on Pragmatism. Again it
was clear what I was against — Richard Rorty’s post-analytic pragmatism, as the heart of
what seemed to me western society’s distorted vision of contemporary Liberalism. But
my luck was holding and the keynote speaker there was Joseph Margolis. On reading his
book The Truth about Relativism when I returned to South Africa, I discovered a wise
and flexible ontology that could counter Rorty and the analytic tradition. Both Marais’s
epistemology and Margolis’s ontology fitted perfectly with the educational interpretation
of contemporary ‘Mode 2’ educational theory and practice that I wished to endorse. The

thesis as presented follows this same trajectory.

The first chapter therefore describes South Africa’s transition to democracy and finds that
this political transformation can only be understood in the context of powerful economic

and business influences operating both inside and outside of the country at that time. The



compromises that were made between different stakeholders in the transition involved an
acceptance by all of them of a globally dominant ‘Washington Consensus’ economiic
orthodoxy. The evidence seems strong that the political agenda of social transformation
became a casualty in this process as earlier government-driven or ‘demand-side’
economic growth policies designed to support the poor, were jettisoned in favour of
‘structural adjustment’, ‘fiscal discipline’ and ‘inflation targeting’ strategies aimed at

bringing South Africa into the global economy.

The second chapter focuses upon education policy in these same years, and finds that the
influences that drove the political takeover necessarily also affected the new
government’s agenda for education. The assumed need to follow ‘Washington
Consensus’ economic policies restricted the policy options available for educational
reform along with other social policy agendas. However, the study finds that while the
physical restraints caused by limited funding were severe, they were not sufficient to
explain the extent of non-delivery in education, given the expertise and experience
available within the educational community, and the expressed interest of a concemed
public. The mindset that was able to accept a narrow rationalism within economics
appears to have been as influential in restricting the conception of mnovative and apt
policy responses for particularly South African educational problems more generally. The
absence of any understanding that policy had an option to value contextualised critical
thought independently of accepted expert models (often from abroad) and not only the

accompanying economic manifestation of this nundset, seem to be indicated here.



The third chapter opens the discussion beyond South Africa in order to discover the
source of this instrumental political and economic reasoning within the global
phenomenon of ‘neo-liberalism’. The object was to tease out the historical trajectory
from an earlier political Liberalism to the current economic one. The most significant
common aspect that emerges from this study is the downplaying of agency in the current
situation as against its central role in the earlier Liberal tradition. This has allowed for
the phenomenon of a society driven, as Manuel Castells says, by de-personalised
economic power itself. This ‘power without agency’ being reliant upon market
information and not upon human thought, has apparently led to the peculiarly neo-liberal
conflation of ‘knowledge’ with ‘information’, ‘freedom’ with ‘deregulation’, and society
with economics to the extent that ‘socioeconomic’ becomes a single concept. This
instrumental reason that dehumanises social institutions necessarily lessens the very
individual freedom and democracy that were the original basis of political Liberalism.
But this change has apparently been driven largely by what are understood to be
‘economic realities’ rather than by any more theoretical political commitment to a new
order on the part of populations or their governments. The final section of this chapter
then investigates education in the Liberal tradition and finds that it represents a marked
exception to the general trend. Neo-liberal imperatives towards greater innovation for
economic competitive advantage appear to have led to a broadened concept beyond
traditional ‘liberal education’. Revitalised in the idea of ‘Mode 2’ approaches to
teaching, leaming and research, this new approach secks to transcend older forms and
institutions of leaming, in innovative, transdisciplinary and problem-based ways that

cannot avoid the employment of critical conscious thought. Paradoxically therefore this



form of education emerges as uniquely appropriate to critique the society that gave 1t

birth. It is the approach to research that is employed throughout the thesis.

The fourth chapter therefore digs deeper still in order to expose the underpinnings of
knowledge that led to the current understanding that individuals and societies are
amenable to analysis and control through instrumental reason. It first investigates analytic
biology and its focus upon the mapping of the human genome as instances of our
understanding of ourselves as the predetermined objects of science, able to be
comprehended through rational codes. It finds strong evidence that this neo-Darwinian
approach is inadequate, particularly in its failure to account for the nature of
consciousness itself. By contrast an alternative evolutionary understanding reached by the
South African natural scientist Eugene Marais towards the beginning of the twentieth
century, sees individual consciousness as itself the pre-eminent evolutionary adaptation
enabling those species that acquired it, and particularly mankind, to survive and prosper.
The second half of the chapter goes on to investigate the neo-liberal understanding of
societies as the simple aggregation of rationally determinable individuals within
comparable logically determinable economic wholes. However economics, it is
suggested, can in fact be understood more fruitfully as a human and moral science, not
amenable in the last instance to mathematical calculation — endorsing the understanding

of John Maynard Keynes i the first half of the twentieth century.

The final chapter finds the very same adherence to materialism, rationalism and

Darwmism in the most influential current schools of western philosophical thought -



analytic philosophy and post-analytic pragmatism. Through an investigation of two of the
principal works of Richard Rorty (probably today’s most public philosopher) both the
analytic method that he adopts and the postmodern neo-pragmatist denial of
epistemology to which he resorts, are found inadequate to comprehend human thought
and agency. This Rortyan acceptance of a linear scientific rationality and its negation In
the denial of philosophical truths can be seen as compatible with each of the neo-liberal
approaches already investigated. I suggest that a useful counterpoise to this philosophy
can be found in the work of the contemporary pragmatist philosopher, Joseph Margolis,
whose support of a ‘robust form of relativism’ can encompass both bivalent and
multivalent truths consistent with the acceptance of both disciplinary knowledge, and
social uncertainty. This is a position compatible with freedom of thought to discover and
to seek truths, some discoverable and others, more elusive, that must remain permanently

as moral and political choices.

The research therefore identifies a central tension in that the educational theory and
practice most favoured in the western world in the current neo-liberal era recommends
strategies of thought strangely at odds with the theory and practice of the dominant
disciplines whose mastery must be the target of this same education. The educational
theories of ‘constructivism’, ‘outcomes based education’ (OBE) and — the particular
focus of this thesis — “Mode 2 knowledge production’, all favour an epistemology ansing
within the critical consciousness of individual human beings' in collaboration with their

peers and their teachers and in close connection with the real world. They all favour an

As indicated, this is true only of an educational interpretation of Mode 2 but not of Mode 2 as it operates
n practice in the conunercial world and as it is described by its principal theorist, Michael Gibbons.



education focussed upon the solving of real social problems, in context, across disciplines
‘in a democratic and accountable way. But the very society that demands this education
would appear at the same time to deny it. The thesis suggests that this situation can only
be resolved by Mode 2 knowledge production first applying itself, as an educational
catalyst, to those disciplinary understandings that seem perversely to stand in the way of
their own, and hence to western society’s, advancement. It suggests that this role as
catalyst and questioner is 1deally the role of education — and of philosophy — and thus of a
Philosophy of Education for the twenty-first century. I conclude with a brief ‘addendum’
lustrating the current situation in the teaching of commerce disciplines in South Africa.
This sketches the unresolved educational tensions that exist between the disciplinary
knowledge taught in faculties of commerce, and its increasingly insistent educational

‘other’.

The thesis is therefore very much more wide-ranging than might be considered the
accepted norm — but it hopes through this to illustrate the educational philosophy it
advocates — holistic, reflexive, inter-disciplinary, problem-posing, socially and
economically accountable, and prepared to challenge entrenched academic norms of
knowledge production wherever necessary. The knowledge that it hopes to induce is not
only that resulting from the research itself, but also (and equally) that new knowledge
demanded from the reader which education seeks — be this through interest, provocation,
laughter or rebuttal. Thus where there are lacunae (as any project touching upon politics,
philosophy, economics, genetics, history and education in the space of two hundred odd

pages, must involve) the hope is that these lacunae are themselves pregnant and



productive of further argument and research. The aim is therefore less the presentation of
a finished thesis and more the contribution that this set of ideas (carefully selected in
themselves) may make to that ‘re-enchantment of the world’ that the best of post-modern
thought would have us aspire to. This ‘re-enchantment’ is not to be understood as in any
way mythical or mystical, but rather arises from the recovered opportunities of conscious

thought itself.




CHAPTER 1

The South African Transition

This chapter describes events that influenced South Africa’s development as an emerging
democracy within a neo-liberal global context in the decade from 1990 - 2000. It
suggests that the more popular definition of our status as an ‘emerging market’ is the
dominant one, in effect excluding, both conceptually and practically, the full realisation

of democracy.

1. Introduction.

In 1990 there were powerful democratic as well as anti-democratic, and ‘other-than-
democratic’, forces in South Africa. There was a leadership reconciled to accommodation
with the former colonial forces for reasons both noble and practical. There was an
enthusiastic but inexperienced (and often illiterate) new electorate, and a parliamentary
tradition, distorted by apartheid, but which nonetheless went back to the early days of the
century, along with a western style legal system that had had some success in standing
against arbitrary rule. Majority rule had until recently been a radical left agenda and not
a liberal democratic one in the eyes of the old regime, while the capitalist system had
represented ‘the oppressors’ to the liberation movement. In addition, elements of
specifically African non-democratic factionalism made civil war a very real possibility
unti] about a fortnight before the elections. (Inkatha Freedom Party stickers had to be
appended to voting forms that had been printed without them). The fragility of this new
recruit to democracy was therefore evident, but the goodwill of the world and within the

country was immense. Most importantly a new constitution embodying the very best in
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liberal democratic jurisprudence had been drawn up and adopted in 1993. This situation
would therefore seem to provide a classic opportunity for observing how the neo-liberal
world order, at that moment globally unchallenged, would operate to sustain or

undermine this neophyte democratic state.

2. Context.

It is significant for this discussion to remember that the history of the ANC goes back to
1912 and that for much of that history the ANC represented the educated petit bourgeois
amongst the African population rather than the radical left. However the liberation
movement from the 1960s had taken a more militant direction which relied 1deologically
upon broadly Marxist ideas and particularly those of the utopian s‘ocialist ‘Freedom
Charter’ adopted in 1955. This was a time when most anti-colonial forces in Africa saw
the Soviet model as their goal, and economically therefore this stance implied a belief in
nationalisation. As late as February 1990, just before his release from prison, Mandela
was still able to say that: ‘the nationalisation of mines, banks and monopoly industries is

the policy of the ANC and a change or modification of our views in this regard is

inconceivable™.

However, once out in the real world Mandela was to experience that high point of global
free market capitalism which made it even more inconceivable that South Africa could
resist the tide of history. The spectacular collapse of systems of ‘actually existing

socialism’ in Eastern Burope from 1989 was matched in South Africa by the longer-term
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discrediting amongst the business community (whether English speaking or Afrikaans) of
the ironically similar ‘statist’ apartheid economic system, as corrupt, undemocratic,
inefficient and repressive. However, the speed with which contemporary hegemonic
economic thinking reversed and replaced more recent socialist ideas amongst the new
ruling party was perhaps surprising. Within two years of his previous defense of

command economies Mandela was saying:

Even if we leave aside the merits of the economic debate there is a political reality facing us.
The business community worldwide is not going to have any truck with a government that wants
to nationalize. It’s a reality. Do you want to fly in the face of reality? You can’t do it ... We
are well aware that if you cannot cooperate with business you camiot succeed in generating
growth. (Words recalled by Alec Erwin after Mandela’s return from the World Economic Forum

in Davos Switzerland 1992)".

And by 1994, Mandela was prepared to argue, at a Congress of South African Trades’
Unions (COSATU) Congress, for the need to emulate South East Asian Jow wage
economies: ‘Unless we sacrifice, [unless] we have that determination to tighten our belts
... 1t 1s going to be difficult to get our economy to grow’i“. These ideas are interesting not
only for the evidence they provide of Mandela’s pragmatic approach but also for the
conflation that he unquestioningly assumes between political reality, ‘the business
community worldwide’, and the ability to create economic growth. The Cosatu speech
clearly indicates acceptance of the classic neo-liberal defense of ‘short-term pain for
long-term gain’. The political need for growth is spelt out more clearly in his preface to

the ANC’s ‘Reconstruction and Development Programme’ (RDP): “Democracy will have

little content and indeed will be short lived if we cannot address our SOCLO-ECONnoNnlic



12

problems within an expanding and growing economy’”. Mandela of course was not an
economist whereas Thabo Mbeki and other ANC members returning from exile, were.

The exiles were generally seen to be fairly moderate and liberal.

Therefore by 1994 the ANC government-in-waiting found themselves on the homs of a
dilemma, which was (and still is) only partially understood. They believed that
democracy remained fragile and, understandably, that economic prosperity was necessary
for its consolidation. Social redress, and thus the satisfaction of the majonty with the
new dispensation, would only be possible if the country could access the means to enrich
its poorest citizens. But they had been persuaded that acquiring these means was
dependent upon economic policies that might make poverty worse in the short term. And
even 1f growth were achieved in the long run, this economy would be able to address
social needs only in a ‘trickle-down’ or ‘top-down’ way since that 1s its rationalist, non-
interventionist, stance. For the new govemment wholeheartedly to accept global
economic orthodoxy would therefore mean overriding immediate political imperatives
and thus effectively bemg prepared to give demnocracy itself ‘little content’. That their
political goals could therefore be incompatible with their economic means, and not
sumply difficult to achieve by these means i the shorf tenm, was a conclusion

increasingly difficult to escape, but apparently as difficult to circumvent.

While the RDP document in its ‘Vision Objectives’ for ‘building the economy’ appears

to offer a somewhat different centre patl, this is in fact misleading. The document states:
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The fundamental principles of our economic policy are democracy, participation and
development. We are convinced that neither a commandist central planning system nor an
unfettered free market system can provide adequate solutions to the problems confronting us.
Reconstruction and development will be achieved through the leading and enabling role of the
state, a thriving private sector, and active involvement by all sectors of civil society which in

combination will lead to sustainable growth".

The Reconstruction and Development Programme was the deal struck between the more
moderate ANC and their alliance partners, the South African Communist Party (SACP),
the Congress of South African Trades Unions (COSATU) and the Nationa] Union of
Mineworkers of South Africa (NUMSA). The political compromise this involved is
clearly illustrated in the document above. But whether such a middle route was feasible
in practice is doubtful. While Mandela understood that ‘economic debate’ was still
possible (see above) he was prepared to concede more pragmatically that the business
approach was now ‘reality’. What is not so obvious is that we are in fact dealing here
with two ideologies, one discredited as outdated and unworkable but both employing
very similar linear decontextualised reason to deal with complex interrelated social and
political factors. Neither is therefore able to address social and political transformation
and full liberal democracy directly. This situation is misleading in exactly the same way
that Tony Blair and Anthony Giddens’s idea of a ‘Third Way’ which embraces cuirent
economic thinking while trying to find a new path, is misleading. In order for something
different from either Washington Consensus or socialist thinking to prevail it would be
necessary to consider economics differently — as the art of how ordinary, uninformed,
emotional and only reasonably rational, humanity deals with the problems associated

with the management of their resources — and from this starting poini to tackle particular
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political and social problems appropriately. The evidence is strong that the hypothesis of
rational expectations, which underlies all present orthodox economic thinking, is
unsustainable”. (See Chapter 4 for further discussion of this). But this does not entail the
abandonment of economic theory in toto — only this objectivist version of it. Politicians
responsible for economic policy in the New South Africa, in the light of this would have
had to contextualise their economic thinking within the framework of their political
mandate and of the Constitution (although there were some economically conservative
elements written into the constitution, as will be discussed). That this was never done

and whether 1t might have been done, the following discussion will try to illustrate.

Although current economic theory is discussed at more length in Chapter 4, a brief
consideration of the nature of ‘Wash:ington Consensus’ thinking which is criticised here
may be helpful. Washington Consensus thinking is defined by Hein Marais as ‘a
compilation of adjustments ... aimed at freeing the capitalist system from inefficiencies
and contradictions attributed to the interventionist or regulatory activities of states’*". It
was conceived in the context of a long term decline in the growth of real manufacturing
and mining industries and the crisis in oil prices in the 1970s which increased the
developing world’s debt burden, and made repayment more urgent from the point of view
of the West. There were two principal responses to this situation. Firstly, global
deregulated money markets became a new source of speculative investment in the
absence of more traditional ‘real economy’ sources of wealth. Secondly new economies
in the third world were encouraged to liberalise their money markets and open up their
economies to world trade and the penetration of multinational companies. The

International Monetary Fund and the World Bank’s role has been to provide support for
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this. Their neo-liberal policies operate to sustain it through a discouragement of
government (public) spending, and the encouragement of the private sector and their
opening up to world markets. Hence their insistence upon ‘fiscal discipline’ and
‘structural adjustment’ and the liberalisation of trade and money markets in ‘emerging’
countries. Western countries and particularly the United States have benefited greatly
from the system over the last decades. The richest, and therefore most powerful, sections
of all western populations and the small westemised sectors of other countries’
populations have benefited likewise from the support given to private sector enterprise.
Whether ‘Washington Consensus’ thinking is likely to be sustainable in the long term is

however questionable.

3. The acceptance of hegemony.

An examination of the circumstances of the ANC’s enthusiastic embracing of neo-
liberalism in the years just before and after it came to power will provide evidence for the
power of this paradigm at this time on global thinking, and for its impact on ANC
domestic policy, as well as providing the foundation for a more specific eiploration of its

impact upon education policy, to be examined in the following chapter.

The years between 1990 and 1994 saw an all-out effort by the business community within
South Affica to bring the incoming government around to their own way of thinking.
Numerous ‘scenario planning’ workshops were held under business auspices all within
viii

broadly neo-liberal frameworks™'. ‘The pat view was that the ANC “saw the light”

thanks to the determination of business to “patiently and systematically educate blacks

into the economic realities of the world”™, Buf it was not necessary that the new
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government become entirely convinced of the economic validity of the arguments,
provided that they were convinced that the political realities facing them required that
they take this particular economic route. When Nicoli Nattrass suggests that ‘as the ANC
leadership began to worry about ensuring long-term sustainable growth — and hence also
its long-term political future, its policies became more pro-business’™ she is herself

assuming a conflation of growth with economic and political ‘reality’.

Hein Marais suggests that one of the scenario planning initiatives — the Mont Fleur
scenario — can be seen as particularly responsible for ‘assisting the march of orthodoxy’
partly because of the ‘range of progressive (including ANC) economists and union
figures who were drawn into the exercise’™. This scenario was broadly supportive of
orthodox macro-economic policy and was strong in its ‘disapproval of redistributive state
spending’™’. It was convened several months before the final report of the Macro-
Economic Research Group (MERG) - a policy strategy written from an alternative
economic perspective, and one commissioned by the ANC themselves in 1991. (The
kinds of alternative economic strategies offered by MERG are discussed below).
MERG’s influence was minimal however since by the time it presented its findings the
ANC were particularly anxious to calm international fears in the run up to the elections.
Where leading economists and leading nations globally made similar assumptions it
would have been difficult for the ANC (whose own economists were acknowledged to be
illexpel'ienced"iii) to have held to a different line. When intemational support, personal
gain, gains for their party, and their class (the middle class always gains most from neo-

liberal policy), were to be won in addition, the pressure proved irresistible.
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The marginalisation of opposing forces — COSATU and the SACP. The silence of groups
whose political and economic agendas could be seen as directly opposed to the tenets of
neo-liberalism however requires some additional explanation beyond the fact that they
were the ANC’s ‘alliance partners’ and could be expected to follow its lead. COSATU
represented a reasonably powerful and well-organised Trades Union movement,
weakened somewhat by the recruitment of many of its best people into posts within the
new govermnment (this perhaps adding to the puzzle about the government’s willing
compliance with orthodoxy), but nonetheless a significant force with a potentially
powerful constituency. Tensions existed in the labour movement between the skilled and
the unskilled — between an elite fraction with aspirations to produce high quality and
innovative manufactured goods and compete successfully on the global market (clearly
dovetailing neatly with the aspiration of business) and the unskilled and unemployed. The
commitment of COSAT