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Abstract 
Drawing on research into the operation of hegemony and how it permeates 

our liberal, capitalist, psyche we outline how the contemporary ideological 

reduction of the concept of education within New Zealand teacher education 

institutions has been reinforced by a lack of criticality about the purpose of 

education within the university sector more generally. As we reiterate here, a 

corrosive relationship has developed over recent years between what we refer 

to as an ‗educational myopia‘ and a more impersonal, managerial, style of 

leadership associated with neoliberal policy and practice. We offer this 
analysis in order to alert our colleagues to the ultimate harm that has been 

done to the field of education in the name of education, and to argue in 

support of the broader linkage that must be consolidated between education, 

democracy, and social justice. 
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1.  Introduction: The Problem of Limit-Ideas  
Most of the work by philosophers throughout the ages has been 

devoted to unearthing what might be termed ‗limit-ideas‘.1 The premise 

behind this inquiry is that the pursuit of human ‗freedom‘ requires conscious 

awareness of the source and operation of such limits as a prerequisite to 

achieving this freedom. Thought and action always operate ‗from the inside‘ 

of human culture, so that recognition of the social embeddedness of one‘s 

reasoning, valuations, and emotional patterns of response is the first step 

towards any movement beyond one‘s ‗limit-origins‘. Understanding oneself 

and one‘s environment, and the necessary interconnectedness between this 

knowledge and self- and social-control, is therefore the purpose of 

philosophy itself.2    
People are generally not conscious of the consequences of 

embeddedness. This means that they tend to be unaware of the way in which 

their worldview is circumscribed by their limit-origins expressed through the 

ideas reflected in the language biases of their worldview. Although the 

‗cultural‘ nature of one‘s ideas is now commonly recognised in research 
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theory—as the local or ‗located‘ perspective that one adopts—the ‗other‘ 

broader dimension that ‗cultural‘ implies is largely invisible: that is, a 

recognition of the role of human agency in the constructed nature of our 

society. This is the ideological dimension that many philosophers have 

sought to stress as the key to understanding how to generate social change: 

what the Italian theorist Antonio Gramsci3 referred to in his attempts to make 

people aware of the distinction between ‗the permanent‘ and ‗the willed‘—

the latter being what is humanly constructed.     

The neglect of thought about this division has led to a conjuring 

trick where ‗the willed‘ has been mistaken for ‗the permanent‘. This implies 
that theories are not viewed—as they should be—as tentative ways in which 

we might interpret our world. Instead, they are promoted as ‗the way things 

are‘. The non recognition of ‗ideology‘ within society has therefore meant the 

endorsement of a select body of assumptions over others. Over time, such 

assumptions take on the mantle of ‗common sense‘. They no longer draw 

attention to themselves but begin to function as landmarks of normality over 

the passage of time. As Hegel‘s work has shown, while humans give 

themselves their own organisation, the prevalence of both an active and 

passive ahistoricism encourages thought to stagnate in the normativity of the 

times. An unreflective approach to distinctions between the permanent and 

the willed ensures the acceptance and consolidation of the status quo.  

This paper is an abbreviated attempt to explain the connections 
between the rise of neoliberal managerialism within the academy and the 

subsequent reinforcement of a myopic way of thinking about education and 

its purpose. Both are key ingredients in the sustenance of a culture 

distinguished by the hallmarks of incivility and bullying. As we have 

witnessed over the last two decades, both elements reflect a deliberate neglect 

of ontological considerations (concerns with the type of human being we are 

encouraging) within the university sector more generally. We contextualise 

our own experiences of and familiarity with teacher education institutions in 

the academy against this embrace of neoliberal principles and practices. It is 

suggested that unless a richer understanding of ‗education‘ is adopted 

consciously by such institutions then we face a serious loss of criticality 
within educational scholarship in the future. 

The link between the personal and the social is drawn by suggesting 

that the dilemma is essentially part of a broader cognitive-perspectival 

problem based on a thought and morality that is richly impregnated with 

capitalist valuations. As argued here, unless educators begin to think 

consciously about the nature of thinking—of how their reasoning and 

morality supports capitalist values—educators cannot help but fall victim to 

the effects that capitalism‘s combined economic and extra-economic aspect 

imposes upon our relational and valuational sensibilities. As our paper 

explains, this is the operation of hegemony in practice. Unless we return to 
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first principles—to question contemporary educational endeavour—those 

working with an anti-normative notion of education in Aotearoa New 

Zealand will continue to be casualties of the narrow, utilitarian conception of 

education that has come to dominate their field.   

 

2.  Educational Myopia as our Neoliberal Inheritance 

There is little doubt that the incidence of bullying among people 

within the academy has increased significantly with the neoliberal reforms of 

the 1980s.4  The sweeping changes that targeted university governance 

structures in New Zealand have been shown to have coincided with a 
growing number of personal grievances being lodged against ‗management‘ 

across the sector.5 This culture of competitive ‗performativity‘6 engineered by 

the last Labour Government, deliberately as an efficiency incentive within the 

sector, has provided rich soil for the promotion of a culture of excessive 

micro-management.7 Managerial autocracy, as opposed to time-consuming 

democratic processes and considered community decision-making, has now 

become the norm across the sector.8 

In this regard, Professor Margaret Thornton‘s assessment of the 

Australian situation in her 2004 article ‗Corrosive Leadership (Or Bullying 

by Another Name)‘ provides ample food for thought. As Thornton 

commented, the focus on greater productivity within the corporate culture of 

the Australian academy has led to a culture of over-management which has 
led in turn to a surplus of managers concerned with raising both profit and 

profile.9 Predictably, an inevitable ‗us versus them‘ climate has developed, 

where those who agree with ‗dysfunctional and lacklustre‘ management 

strategies are rewarded while dissenters pay the price for their stance.10 

Unhealthy interpersonal relations marked by a loss of collegiality and the 

proliferation of negative workplace practices become the norm. Those who 

can, move on. Those who cannot, are silenced. As Thornton noted, if our 

most significant sites of intellectual leadership are led unethically then what 

hope is there for other workplaces? 

Here in Aotearoa New Zealand, the entrepreneurial makeover of 

universities has seriously undermined the traditional role that universities 
have fulfilled as ‗the critic and conscience of society‘.11  The central place 

that Arts and Humanities offerings used to hold within the liberal arts 

tradition has been progressively eroded because of the dominance of an 

applied subject focus across the sector. This has coincided with the 

introduction of a ‗Student Loan Scheme‘ in 1992 by the (right-of-centre) 

National Government. The net effect of the pressure imposed on the 

‗customer‘ psyche to treat universities as professional training grounds meant 

that the number of enrolments in perceived non applied subjects fell 

dramatically. Because the latter offerings historically have attracted the 

lowest level of government funding per student, the reticence of Vice 
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Chancellors (University Presidents in American parlance) to sustain the 

cross-subsidisation necessary for the continuation of these subject areas has 

placed the long-term viability of these subjects in serious jeopardy. It is no 

coincidence that Arts and Humanities faculties throughout New Zealand 

universities have undergone a process of continuous review and 

restructuring12. Like any ‗good‘ business, deficits are no longer sustainable 

when financial pragmatism is the arbiter of what ‗fits‘ and what doesn‘t.  

This new way of considering the university bears little resemblance 

to the original ‗idea‘ of the liberal enterprise promoted by scholars such as 

Newman.13 As many writers have argued compellingly,14 the dominance of 
an economic rationality within the sector has begun to subvert the traditional 

agenda of the universities, which was to mentor students in the development 

of good judgements and to urge the continual interrogation of the prevailing 

habits of mind and culture. To the extent that debate about ontological 

concerns—that is, discussion about the type of human beings society needs 

and the character traits to be cultivated within the succeeding generation—

has almost vanished entirely from the horizon of academic discussion, ipso 

facto the university has become yet another bureaucratic, service industry.  

The situation is ironic because this is a university setting. To put the 

point another way, a more impersonal, managerial, style of leadership has 

created a technicist culture marked by the ideological capture of the concept 

of education which has been transformed into what is essentially an anti-
liberal and business-oriented one. This, in turn, has led to the demise of those 

very fields of inquiry that have traditionally critiqued the reduction of 

education to purely commercial concerns. As a result, ‗education‘ is now 

concerned only superficially with democratic citizenship, much less with the 

idea that learning can be speculative, and that the experience learners 

undergo on this journey changes them as human beings.15 Many scholars 

have argued convincingly that this pragmatic and apolitical reduction of 

education to a saleable commodity has served to undermine our broader 

thinking about education‘s potential role in the making of humanity.16 Our 

entire social psyche has become the product of a way of thinking conditioned 

by the shallow fads and fashions of what is perceived to be marketable 
(‗relevant‘) and fiscally lucrative (‗efficient‘). 

Gramsci‘s work adds an important dimension to the debate, we wish 

to argue here. As his work on hegemony has shown, a citizenry that is 

cognitively and morally submissive to a less-than-ethical status quo will 

ensure the growth of a less-than-ethical democracy.17 Only by adopting a non 

reverential attitude towards the verities of the present is it possible to detect 

the multiple forms of ideological governance that constitute our 

contemporary modes of rationality. In this regard, if ‗education‘ does not 

engender the possibility of cognitively and morally defiant thought and action 

then it should not count as education. Moreover, unless ‗education‘ puts 
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humanity and its ethical and intellectual submissiveness at the centre of the 

problem of social change and betterment, we will remain forever victims of 

our personal and societal limit-ideas. This logic signals that our concept of 

education must acknowledge the presence of the valuational boundaries 

imposed by economic rationality, otherwise we run the very real risk of 

seriously undermining our democratic aspirations.   

 

3. Hegemony as the Problem of Power Over ‘Being’  
Our specialist interest in the workings of neoliberal theory and the 

concept of ‗hegemony‘ has informed our reading about bullying and 
incivility in the academy. To explain this conjunction further, hegemony, in 

an important sense, is a theory that describes how capitalism and its 

economic valuations inflect our cognitive and moral behaviour. Accordingly, 

our reasoning and morality supports capitalistic values. As this theory 

suggests18, the way in which hegemony operates in such a subterranean 

manner has important implications for the way in which we develop our own 

‗nature‘; that is, for how we develop our notion of citizenship and, most 

significantly, for the way in which our sensitivities towards justice and 

fairness are fashioned. The problem of countering the power and hold that 

hegemony has over ‗being‘ is essentially part of the broader cognitive-

perspectival problem that Gramsci‘s concept attempted to expose.  
Although this type of insight has often been associated with Marxist 

thought, such sentiments nonetheless underscore those expressed in more 

recent contemporary debates about the purpose of the university.19 As 

Jackson Lears20 has insightfully argued, the imposition of ideals of the 

market, corporations, and entrepreneurship upon the ground of higher 

education amounts to a shackling of the human mindset to the narrow and 

predetermined valuations of a business worldview. A continual focus on the 

‗economic security‘ of the institution through ongoing reviews of ‗risk 

management‘ is symptomatic of this shift. So, too, is the mantra of exploiting 

‗revenue generating opportunities‘, given that the reliance on adequate and 

ongoing State-sector tertiary funding is now viewed as an institutional ‗risk‘. 

This is hegemony in operation. No longer are our broader human valuations 
under scrutiny as they must always be in order for society to continually 

―test‖ whether its forms of judgement withstand the passage of time. Instead, 

human valuation becomes subordinate to economic valuation, creating what 

is often known as a ‗contradictory consciousness‘. Whereas humans‘ 

understanding of themselves and their world was once the primary purpose of 

the lives of scholars, now such energies and focus have been largely 

suppressed by an ethos of sustained performativity. Publish or perish is the 

new manifesto.  

It is this understanding of hegemony that has influenced our reading 

of the literature on workplace bullying. With university governance no longer 
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being impartial to the values of globalised big business, only the thinnest of 

lines can now be drawn between the much desired efficiency traits sanctioned 

by a managerialist style of leadership and the psychological violence of the 

bully in action.21 This reduction of leadership to management is intimately 

connected with the way in which education has been reduced to a commodity 

and the university relegated to the status of yet another service provider. It is 

this process of ideological reduction that leads us back to the problem of 

hegemony, and the problem of the limit-ideas of language that work 

inevitably to sustain it.   

 

4. Overcoming Hegemony through Dialectical Reasoning 

As outlined above, the problem of the boundaries that language 

maintains—that of protecting contemporary normative valuations from 

critical interrogation—is very much central to this problem of hegemony. The 

example of the normativity of a neoliberal discourse within the academy is 

but one example of the problem which Gramsci‘s concept of hegemony 

explains.22 Capitalist logic ensures that monetary valuations are the primary 

form of value within a society. Activities or practices that cannot provide 

sufficient evidence of their fiscal worth are likely to be devalued as a 

consequence. It is for this reason that hegemony must feature as a central 

concept within any discussion that attempts to explain the rise of a culture of 

academic incivility and workplace bullying. The problem of hegemony is 
indeed the problem of the limitations of the capitalist valuation process. It is a 

problem that reflects a wrong-headed worldview; a worldview that 

fragments, isolates, and treats as discrete those elements that must be viewed 

instead as interrelated and connected. 

This method of seeing interconnections between supposedly discrete 

elements is what is called dialectical reasoning. As perhaps the best known 

theorist of dialectics—Bertell Ollman23—has observed, dialectics is an 

attempt to grasp the whole by never losing sight of the interconnected nature 

of its parts and the complexity and dynamics of the reality we are attempting 

to describe. Dialectics grasps this problem of the power of limit-ideas while 

at the same time promoting an epistemological and ontological opposition to 
such common sense, lop-sided thought. Dialectics is therefore a ‗liberating‘ 

philosophical stance insofar as its practice liberates the mind from its initial 

sense of itself and its relationship to the socio-cultural environment, thus 

enabling practice to be informed differently thereafter. In short, thought 

reflects on thought itself.   

Dialectical thought is an awareness of the limited, static, 

fragmented, one-sided nature of our representations that have come to 

colonise our modern mindset. It represents a recognition of the artificial 

limitations put on lived reality by thought and language, which dialectics 

names as ‗abstraction‘. And whilst abstraction is unavoidable—to the extent 
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that language and thought is always an abstract representation of the real—

some abstraction is so abbreviated that it begins to stand as ‗myth‘. This is 

the major source of confusion; that we mistake what is in effect a ‗cultural 

arbitrary‘ for the non negotiable and ‗real‘.         

Dialectics therefore provides the means of detecting the deception 

that has become commonplace within our society: the separation of the 

products of human activity from the process of their human manufacture.  

This is called reification or fetishisation in Marxist thought. It describes how 

subjects ‗forget‘ that they are soaked in ideologies which are the creation of 

their own production. The result of this forgetting is alienation. Individuals 
are dispossessed of the motivation for making their world by standing in awe 

of such interpretations, rather than seeing them for what they are: human 

interpretations of the world. Just as ‗the market‘ has long been lost from 

consciousness as a socially engineered entity so too has ‗education,‘ which is 

the particular fetish we have been addressing here. In this regard our thesis is 

that the ideological capture of the concept of education to a more impersonal, 

managerial, style of leadership has created a pathological culture antithetical 

to the purpose education should serve: the critique of societal norms and 

values to ensure that they support a range of human values. As argued below, 

the existing commodified, utilitarian, view of education privileged by 

neoliberal thinking has foreclosed vital debate about the nature of education 

and the ends that it should serve. Nowhere have we seen the embrace of the 
market-driven mindset so evident as in some of New Zealand‘s leading 

teacher education institutions. It is this environment in which we have 

worked over the past two decades, and it is in this environment where we 

have witnessed some of the worst cases of bullying. This paper is not directed 

to a discussion of the specific nature of these events. Rather, it outlines 

features of the climate that has engendered such behaviour. 

  

5. Mergers and their Consequences: Bullying at Work 

Teacher training colleges—as they were known historically—were 

first established in New Zealand‘s schooling history as stand-alone entities. 

They were dedicated specifically to the practical enterprise of training 
teachers to deliver a national curriculum throughout the state schooling 

sector. Their role continued largely unchallenged until the 1970s when higher 

rates of unemployment and a sluggish economy put greater pressure on the 

population to retrain or up-skill at a tertiary education level. As a result of 

this competitive work environment, various people in positions of influence 

began to champion the idea of forging closer alliances between the teachers‘ 

colleges and the universities, heralding the move towards actively promoting 

teaching as a profession by making it a ‗degreed‘ vocation.24  The growing 

perception of the ‗problem‘ of a theory/practice split that needed resolving—

one which was seen to be equally as the problem of an academic ‗elite‘ 
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separated from the ‗real world‘ of practice, and vice versa—was a primary 

motive for a mixing of ‗the two cultures‘.25 By the end of 2007 all New 

Zealand teachers‘ training colleges (also known as colleges or schools of 

education) had merged with a neighbouring university.  
Until the time of the mergers, most universities housed a 

Department of Education Studies and Human Development in their Faculty 

of Arts and Humanities. Sociologists, psychologists, historians and 

philosophers of education worked with the conceptual tools offered to them 

by their parent discipline on an array of ‗educational‘ issues. Small in 

number, it was predictable that this group would lack the critical mass to 
have their views represented fairly in a merged environment. Unsurprisingly, 

those scholars whose conception of education differed from the dominant 

view soon found themselves in the uncomfortable position of having to 

defend their subject specialisation during a climate of regular degree 

revisions. Because most staff at the training colleges had a non academic, 

classroom-based, background (the majority being former teachers), it could 

not be expected that they would be familiar with any representation of 

education other than that associated directly with formal teaching and 

learning processes. 

Neoliberal ideology exacerbated this problem with the hegemony of 

a commodified and vocational interpretation of education all but dominating 

contemporary educational theory and practice. At least a decade or more of 
tertiary sector underfunding in New Zealand had led to colleges 

supplementing their annual budgets by bidding for contestable research 

(contract) funds through the Ministry of Education. Given that this funding 

regime has privileged educational research projects that have focused on 

institutional studies of teaching and learning, a minority of educationists have 

found themselves all but excluded from the benefits these contracts can 

provide. The gradual restructuring of ‗teacher-provider‘ institutions in 

response to the demands of an export-led education market could also have 

been predicted. With this restructuring has come a marked diminution of 

philosophy, history, and sociology options, and a proliferation of child-

centred and curriculum-based offerings. In our experience, these trends have 
been accompanied by a growing climate of overt intolerance towards anyone 

whose core activities fall outside the ‗professional‘ realm. 

What needs to be reiterated at this point is that it is not just the case 

that the majority of those working in education do not ‗pay enough attention‘ 

to the diversity of educational phenomena, or give them their due. As the 

concept of hegemony implies, their failure to do so is completely 

understandable given the normativity of a myopic concept of education. This 

problem is evident in the nature and scope of the scholarship being generated 

within education circles. In this regard, an over optimism tends to pervade the 

research literature about the extent to which the pathologies within our 
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society are seen to be able to be alleviated by schooling and self-conscious 

and overt teaching practices. The result of this confidence about the 

egalitarian potential of formal teaching and learning processes is that most 

scholars fail to take into account significant influences shaping social 

relationships; those broader social valuations that are reflected in classroom 

values and practices. Hence, they neglect the importance of these external 

ideological sources of domesticating power.  

Unless educators are conscious of the harm that capital‘s combined 

economic and extra-economic aspect imposes upon our relational and 

valuational sensibilities—no matter what the site of education is—their own 
thought about educational practice will remain unduly foreclosed by the 

valuational limits that capitalism sets. To come full circle, then, the problem 

we discuss with our students is that people grow up oblivious to the way in 

which their existing thought patterns restrict their intellectual capacity for 

open inquiry, thereby seriously undermining their consideration of the 

parameters of (and the constraints placed upon) the learning of others. 

Educators invested with the idea that their professional development and 

research focus should involve only classroom-related practice will wonder 

what is to be gained by teaching students about seemingly non applied ideas. 

It is this ‗blindspot‘ about broader educational concerns and contributions 

that remains in our view the most problematic in terms of our theoretical 

insights. In our view, such an educational myopia has progressively 
undermined a richer theory of power and possibility in educational thought. 

The literature clearly identifies certain personal attributes as 

catalysts for bullying.26 Because the academy is noted for a significant 

number of people who display such traits—manic depressive personalities, 

‗drama queens‘, ‗psychopaths‘, and others—the recipe for dysfunctionality is 

already here.27 Exceptionally good leadership therefore is required to harness 

their creative energies in a positive (rather than negative or destructive) way. 

However, given that the contemporary focus within universities is directed 

almost solely towards the exploitation of revenue generating initiatives, the 

careful oversight of human relationships has taken a noticeable backseat to 

resource management. This means squeezing ‗more‘ out of ‗less‘ generating 
work overload and stress. These are perfect catalysts for a decrease in 

civility.  

And this is precisely the linkage between those with a propensity to 

bully and an organisation that is either not equipped to tackle bullying or, 

worse still, that condones such behaviour under the guise of ‗effective‘ and 

‗decisive‘ management practices. As Crawford and others have argued, 

tolerance of bullying is a telling symptom of organisation dysfunction and a 

culture of domination and the abuse of power.28 Without a doubt, the merger 

between the two separate ‗educational‘ cultures described above has had 

adverse consequences for those academics seeking to promote an anti-
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normative concept of education. For the latter group, it was but a short step 

from being labelled ‗different‘ to being seen as ‗difficult‘.29 Historical studies 

have shown that the majority of colleges of education in Aotearoa New 

Zealand have been encouraged by both internal and external factors to evolve 

into entrepreneurial and ‗degreed‘ training enterprises. ‗Education‘ is now a 

fetish to equal ‗the market‘. The school has become the ‗sun‘, and all other 

ways of conceptualising education are relegated to the shadows. 

 
6. Conclusion 

A recent article in the Education Guardian30 reported that an Oxford 

church theologian was suing the Bishop of Liverpool for religious 

discrimination on the grounds that she was being treated unfairly by members 

of her own Church. The case will set a new legal precedent if won by virtue 

of the fact that until now legislation protected people against discrimination 

for their religious beliefs, but only from those beyond their faith. Whilst it 

could be said to have always existed in a covert fashion, discrimination and 

bullying within a religion has nonetheless never been acknowledged 
previously by provisions within the law. As this example shows, diversity 

within a group can be as common and as significant as as diversity between 

groups. Indeed, the whole point of having alternative views articulated freely 

and openly—which is, arguably, what democracy defends—is because 

conformity and uniformity signal a mindset imprisoned by the ideologies in 

which it is immersed. It is this very simple premise that must be recognised 

within any university; that a university by definition needs to be the bastion 

of ideological difference. Those scholars who do not fit neatly into an 

administrative or academic framework or lucrative research clusters must not 

be viewed as a ‗debit‘ or ‗risk‘. There are many examples in our recorded 

history, and anecdotally, of the lone scholar, often working in isolation, who 
has changed the course of history. 

Fortunately, the authors of many resources on workplace bullying 

are attempting to take an ‗ecological‘ view of the issue. The solutions are as 

complex as the issues are also. A common theme throughout many studies 

has been the need for a cross-organisational commitment, with civility and 

democratic process being exemplified at all levels of the institution.31 Critical 

to addressing the organizational, cultural and systemic nature of incivility and 

bullying in the workplace is a commitment on behalf of the organization to 

begin to map the nature and prevalence of particular behaviours, and to 

examine broader ideological influences at play within its own discursive 

practices. A dialectical approach to the issue affirms that a complex nexus of 

economic, social, cultural, political, institutional, and individual 
(psychological and behavioural) elements must be examined in relation to the 

power of dominant ideologies. This is especially crucial in a university 
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setting, where the distinguishing feature of the institution is its expertise in 

rejecting simplicity and in researching complexity.  
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