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From 1990 to 2020
C H R I S T O P H E R  N E W F I E L D

abstract  Thinking about the past thirty years can help read ers get a sense of the scale of changes that 
are pos si ble dur ing the thirty years to come. In 1990, the Soviet Union and the Cold War were in place, 
com put ers were a niche busi ness, and the world’s lead ing advo cates of deep neoliberalization, Ronald 
Reagan and Margaret Thatcher, were out of power. Not many years later, the Cold War had been replaced 
by a “Global War on Terror,” com put ers had morphed into a global techno-eco nomic sys tem with names 
like plat form cap i tal ism or sur veil lance cap i tal ism, and neoliberalization not only outlived these dom-
i nant advo cates but spread around the world. Simultaneously, work, includ ing the work of uni ver sity 
grad u ates, became increas ingly pre car i ous. Racial equal ity did not come to pass, nation ally or glob ally, 
and yet even its pros pect pro duced a ris ing back lash. The post–Cold War “peace div i dend” was replaced 
by con tin u ous local and regional wars. In the past thirty years, the United States in par tic u lar became 
post–mid dle class, post–civil rights, and postdemocratic. Future uni ver si ties will need to con front all  
three leg a cies if they are to trans form them selves.

keywords  higher edu ca tion, neo lib er al ism, glob al iza tion, civil rights, racial equal ity, rac ism, democ-
racy, mid dle class, gov er nance, postdemocracy, democ ra ti za tion

This over view of the past thirty years is meant to be bleak and United States–
cen tered—its role in the con fer ence was to goad reflec tions on sharp changes in 
direc tion. The US research uni ver sity and lib eral arts col lege served as global gold 
stan dards through out the post–World War II period, which allowed its weaknesses 
as well as strengths to shape the devel op ment of many national sys tems in both 
the Global North and the Global South. This pres tige has begun to fade, but the 
sys tem’s ongo ing stat ure in global rank ings and other pub lic are nas means that its 
fea tures con tinue to have global impli ca tions. I’m going to list the core neg a tive 
ele ments of the incum bent uni ver sity struc ture of the United States.

A pre lim i nary note: many com men ta tors would likely explore one or the other 
of two impor tant achieve ments. The first is the tech no log i cal rev o lu tion asso ci ated 
with dig i tal cap i tal ism, which was largely funded by the gov ern ment and invented, 
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at least in its early stages, in uni ver si ties. As won drous as the sci ence and engi
neer ing was and is, the gross under in vest ment in matching social and cul tural 
research—and in dis trib u tive social sys tems—has undermined its ben e fits and 
cre ated other known prob lems that we are not yet han dling well.

The sec ond achieve ment is the racial diver si fi ca tion of higher edu ca tion. In 
con trast to the 1960–90 attain ment boom, the 1990–2020 period’s growth, with its 
more than dou bling of Afri can Amer i can and Latinx degree attain ment, ended the 
white nearmonop oly over bach e lor’s degree share, reduc ing it from 85 to 63 per
cent. The shift is impor tant, but in con trast to the pre vi ous thirtyyear period, this 
attain ment growth for stu dents of color was done on the cheap. While the first 
period saw an increase in realdol lar perstu dent state funding from $5,000 to 
$8,000, by 2020 this met ric was actu ally 6 per cent below the $8,000 level where the 
sec ond period began in 1990. Educational qual ity, rel a tive to social needs, may have 
declined dur ing the sec ond period, although nei ther uni ver si ties nor gov ern ments 
are track ing this.1 Both digital and under served stu dent attain ment gains are real, 
but their impacts have been undermined or corrupted by the trends I’m going to 
iden tify. These trends have locked in a sta tus quo that we’re here call ing the First 
Horizon—locked unless we real ize the con straints were delib er ately cho sen and 
can be unchosen, too.

In 1990, we didn’t yet call the ReaganThatcher realign ment by our cur rent 
term neo lib er al ism. Nor did it seem like this con ser va tism would suc ceed in refram
ing anti war, civil rights, and fem i nist move ments as threats to main stream Amer
ica. Reagan’s Yanqui impe rial revival in Latin America was destruc tive in a famil iar 
Cold War way, but the Sandinista gov ern ment stayed in place in Nicaragua, and 
the IranContra inquiry in 1986 seemed to have encased US mil i ta rism in a legal 
frame work that, like the Church Committee inves ti ga tion into US intel li gence in 
1975, prom ised an expanded rule of law. The first Gulf War, launched by the first 
Bush pres i dent, gen er ated domes tic oppo si tion that suggested to many a con tinu
ing pop u lar inter est in containing the Pentagon. The white back lash against bus ing 
to inte grate US schools, the white mid dleclass tax revolts that started with Propo
sition 13 in California in 1978, and the dein dus tri al iza tion and financialization that 
spread in the 1980s did not yet seem like per ma nent con di tions. Some pub lic uni
ver si ties, includ ing the University of California, saw strong bud get increases in the 
1980s. Big Tech was about to become trans for ma tive but still appeared benign: in 
1990, Intel was not quite twenty years old, Microsoft Windows was five, the Human 
Genome Project had just been founded, and Tim BernersLee had just invented 
the hyper text markup lan guage, or HTML, and had just done his first demo of the 
World Wide Web.

Greater Santa Barbara, where the authors in this jour nal sec tion met in early 
March 2020, has a geo log i cal twin in shal lowwater petro leum depos its—the city of 
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Baku, in the Caspian Sea. In Jan u ary of 1990, the Soviet gov ern ment sent twentysix 
thou sand troops to stop Baku’s inde pen dence move ment. The result, often called 
the Jan u ary Massacre, and con tinu ing Azer bai jani resis tance, were unwatched her
alds of the USSR’s final year of exis tence. In short, 1990 did not sig nal a his tor i cal 
shift toward neo lib er al ism, and many signs pointed to mul ti ple path ways toward a 
more open future.

But the next thirty years weak ened all  path ways other than the neo lib eral path. 
This was not foreordained, but it did hap pen. I will sum ma rize this as a series of 
con tinu ing chal lenges.

The first of these major chal lenges has been the knowl edge econ omy. Thirty 
years have brought two rounds of the techbased “new econ omy,” one in the 1990s 
and another in the 2010s. Round 2 tech is more omi nous than its pre de ces sor, 
defined by jus ti fied fears of monop o li za tion, mass dis in for ma tion and pro pa ganda 
capabilities, and a per va sive gig econ omy. By 2020, its ethos could be fairly rep
resented by titles like Cyber-Proletariat, Lurking, The Age of Surveillance Capitalism, 
and Dying for an iPhone.2 Contemporary cap i tal ism’s envi ron men tal dam age is now 
widely acknowl edged and caus ing everwid en ing alarm. Even before counting 
the effects of the COVID19 pan demic or its 2021 Delta var i ant, growth rates in 
highincome countries for both domes tic prod uct and pro duc tiv ity had declined 
(a 1990s pro duc tiv ity spurt was shortlived).3 Whatever the rate at which pro duc
tiv ity rose, wages rose even more slowly, and the wage share of cor po rate income 
declined.4 The major ity of the US pop u la tion stopped get ting realdol lar pay raises 
in the 1990s.5 Inequality exploded to the exclu sive ben e fit of the top 20 per cent of 
the pop u la tion, with most income and wealth gains going to the top 1 per cent and 
frac tions of 1 per cent.6 Economic expe ri ence has pro duced a cul tural shift: much of 
the US cit i zenry no lon ger assumes that the coun try will offer good work to most 
peo ple—sta ble work, at a liv ing wage, with the chance of mak ing a mean ing ful and 
inter est ing con tri bu tion to firm or soci ety. COVID19 has brought a new aware ness 
of the cat e gory of essen tial work ers and the inad e quate pay of most of them, and 
yet it has increased the inequalities that point toward some thing we haven’t seen 
before: the refeudalization of some cap i tal ist democ ra cies.

As we know, nar ra tives do not sim ply reflect but pro duce realworld effects. 
This is cer tainly true with eco nomic nar ra tives. Recall that indus trial cap i tal ism 
had roles for both bluecol lar work ers, who often had high school degrees or 
less, and for whitecol lar work ers, who often had two years and increas ingly four 
years of uni ver sity. Whatever hardfought but lim ited par ity bluecol lar work ers 
had achieved with whitecol lar work ers as cohab i tants of the US “mid dleclass” 
was eco nom i cally eroded and discredited in the 1990s by lead ing pol icy think ers. 
One of these was the pol icy entre pre neur Robert B. Reich, who would become Bill 
Clinton’s sec re tary of labor in part because of his book The Work of Nations (1991). 
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In that book, Reich, whose postbach e lor’s cre den tial was a degree from Yale Law, 
divided eco nomic func tions into three types: “rou tine pro duc tion” work, which he 
declared obso lete in America by defin ing it, wrongly, as unskilled; next, “inper son 
serv ers” like nurses and col lege pro fes sors who needed to be on site but who were 
not adding much new eco nomic value and would have medi o cre wages and secu
rity; and finally, the “sym bolic ana lysts,” the peo ple who added nearly all  value in a 
knowl edge econ omy by work ing with num bers, words, and ideas. Although Reich 
per son ally advo cated crossclass social sol i dar ity, he helped instill the idea, at the 
top of the fed eral gov ern ment, that the knowl edge work ers who formed the pro
fes sional and man a ge rial clas ses pro duced the only value that couldn’t be pro duced 
bet ter in a lowerwage coun try. This assump tion appeared in the work of many 
experts and pun dits of the 1980s and 1990s—from Michael Porter at Harvard Busi
ness School in The Competitive Advantage of Nations (1989), to New York Times col
um nist Thomas Friedman in bestsellers like The Lexus and the Olive Tree (1999), and 
on to Richard Florida in The Rise of the Creative Class (2002). The the o rists of the 
knowl edge class in this knowl edge econ omy agreed that bluecol lar work ers did 
not really use knowl edge and would there fore and nec es sar ily lose their jobs to 
low or mediumskill work forces in lowwage countries—or, a bit later, to auto
ma tion. In short, con ser va tive and lib eral policymakers did not devote them selves 
to mak ing sure every one in the United States benefited from glob al iza tion. To the 
con trary, they defined glob al iza tion as nat u rally and log i cally leav ing non uni ver
sity work ers behind. Today’s unhappy non uni ver sity voter is right to per ceive that 
for thirty years both major parties have treated them as eco nom i cally dis pos able 
and that aca dem ics and jour nal ists have sup plied the ratio nales.

By 2000, it was becom ing increas ingly clear that whitecol lar col lege grads 
would start receiv ing the same treat ment. Cutting against the ReichFriedman par
a digm, the authors of The Global Auction (2010) showed that the main edu ca tional 
strat egy of Western countries was ineff ec tive.7 Labeled the “neo lib eral oppor tu nity 
bar gain,” it meant that the “the state’s role was lim ited to cre at ing oppor tu ni ties for 
peo ple through edu ca tion to become mar ket able in the global com pe ti tion.” It had 
only ever worked for a minor ity of grad u ates and was becom ing less use ful even 
for them.8

As Amer i cans con tin ued duti fully to increase their edu ca tional lev els and their 
pro duc tiv ity, the rest of the world was doing exactly the same thing. While peo ple 
paid to increase this pro duc tiv ity at the uni ver sity level—human cap i tal’s bar gain 
in which learn ing equals earning—they increas ingly did not retain the value of this 
increased pro duc tiv ity. This had been true for indus trial work ers after the mid
1970s. By the finan cial cri sis of 2008, it was vis i bly true for col lege grad u ates.

Note, first, there is a new global norm in which high skills con tinue to pro
duce strong increases in pro duc tiv ity but do not pro duce matching increases in 
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the over all wages of highskill work. Second, there is the rever sion of the United 
States and other highincome countries to the global mean. The youn ger pop u
la tions of wealthy countries are los ing their par ents’ excep tional sta tus. Nations 
like the United States, France, and the United Kingdom are now nor mal countries 
with highly prosperous ren tier clas ses and an abun dance of lowwage jobs, many 
of which require high skill. In the period from 1990 to 2020, knowl edge econ o mies 
became gig econ o mies. We may approve of this rever sion on eth i cal grounds, but 
its price is being paid by youn ger and more diverse stu dent gen er a tions.

Unfortunately, the uni ver sity has not fought the shift toward the intel lec tual 
sweat shop but embod ied it. Over the past thirty years, the US uni ver sity actively 
moved from a twotoone ratio of ten uretrack to nonten uretrack pro fes so rial 
employ ment to the reverse ratio, in which the “new fac ulty major ity” is con tin gent 
labor.9 Most col lege teach ing has become a bit of a crap job with a per ma nently 
uncer tain future, and years ago it began to gen er ate the genres of “quit lit” and 
cam pus nov els that don’t star ten ured dead wood but pre car i ous adjunct fac ulty. It 
is not sur pris ing, then, that in 2019, this com bi na tion of high skill and low wages 
made indus trial action a fact of life on campuses across the coun try. Two of our 
con fer ence par tic i pants were involved in a grad ing strike at the University of Cali
fornia, Santa Cruz, for a wage increase that would allow them to escape the rent 
bur den caused by their submedian wages as teach ing assis tants. The pan demic has 
left all  of these issues on the table, unre solved, even com pletely unad dressed.

If good work has been one major fail ure of Western soci e ties after 1990, a sec
ond fail ure has been racial equal ity. This has been a dom i nant issue in the United 
States for decades—really since 1619—but it has been since 1990 that the impli ca
tions of the post war civil rights move ments have become entirely clear to white 
Amer i cans. Immigration increased by the end of Asian exclu sion from national 
quo tas in 1965, by the end of the Vietnam War ten years later, by the social dev as
ta tion of United States–ini ti ated wars and repres sion in Central America dur ing 
the fol low ing ten years, and by the eco nomic hard ships in Mexico wrought by Bill 
Clinton’s North Amer i can Free Trade Agreement ten years after that. Between 1970 
and 1990, California’s for eignborn pop u la tion grew by over 150 per cent to com
prise 20 per cent of state res i dents, and it rose to 25 per cent by 2000. The highest
per cent age growth came from Asia, but the Latinx share was much larger: by 2000, 
Latinx peo ples were 43 per cent of the California schoolaged pop u la tion. During 
these thirty years, California became a minor itymajor ity state, closely followed 
by sev eral other large states, and it is per haps only one gen er a tion of migra tion 
ahead of Euro pean countries like the United Kingdom, France, Italy, Spain, and 
Germany. These first two issues—eco nom ics and race—con tin u ously inter act. The 
United States was faced with a pol icy choice, between egal i tar ian inclu sion based 
on broad social infrastructural spend ing, and strat i fied resegregation. It chose the 
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lat ter. Racial equity and inte gra tion require large social invest ments and sys tem atic 
psy cho log i cal trans for ma tion of the major ity cul ture. Neither of these pro jects was 
seri ously attempted, and de facto seg re ga tion has been our default.

Where did uni ver si ties and their grad u ates stand on the ques tion of white racial 
back lash? They were offi cially opposed, but prac ti cally aligned with its major effects. 
To take just one exam ple, uni ver si ties did not defend affir ma tive action pol i cies as 
rem e dies for past dis crim i na tion much less as rep a ra tions. Throughout our period 
they accepted affir ma tive action as seek ing diver sity, which, though impor tant, has 
never made the argu ments for social jus tice that might explain to whites why eth ics 
com pels them to set their indi vid ual inter ests aside. White uni ver sity grad u ates are 
at least as likely as noncol legeedu cated whites to oppose racecon scious rem e
dies. Most US uni ver si ties teach their stu dents that eco nomic and racial inequal ity 
are the nat u ral result of edu ca tional diff er ences—of the diff er ence between back
ward social groups who didn’t attend uni ver sity and for wardthink ing ones who 
did. Until immi grant and domes tic minor i ties become knowl edge work ers, in this 
view, inequal ity would both grow and remain deeply racialized.

Without downplaying the rac ism of white noncol legeedu cated Amer i cans, 
my point here is that some thing sim i lar goes for a good pro por tion of col lege grad
u ates. They don’t so much use the lan guage of direct denun ci a tion as the lan guage 
of struc tural pre con di tions and neces si ties. Narratives that jus tify unequal eco
nomic des erts as the legit i mate results of priv i leged knowl edge train ing are com pat
i ble with, and an expres sion of, racial cap i tal ism. As the num bers of col lege grad u
ates increased around the world after 1990, and less selec tive uni ver si ties admit ted 
larger pro por tions of peo ple of color, the knowl edge rewards have scram bled up 
the racialized selec tiv ity lad der.

The third great chal lenge for Western soci e ties is to con vert national secu rity 
into inter na tional gov er nance and to end the wag ing of per ma nent local or regional 
wars. In the United States, we tend to trace mil i ta rism to the white work ing class—
espe cially white southerners—and to gun cul ture. These are real sources, but in 
real ity, the con tin u ous use of force descends from the coun try’s set tlercolo nial 
his tory and moved to the heart of US for eign pol icy as part of the “clos ing of the 
fron tier” in the late nineteenth cen tury.10 Permanent war pol icy was authored by 
intel lec tu als from the most pres ti gious US uni ver si ties, which housed the coun
try’s most emi nent author i ties. The use of force to ensure global pre em i nence has 
been largely unchanged since the dip lo mat George Kennan stated the under ly ing 
prin ci ple in a clas si fied cable. “We have about 50 per cent of the world’s wealth but 
only 6.3 per cent of its pop u la tion,” Kennan noted, as he defined the chal lenge of US 
for eign pol icy for the polit i cal struc ture as “main tain[ing] this posi tion of dis par
ity with out pos i tive det ri ment to our national secu rity.”11 No sub se quent pres i dent, 
four of the last six from Harvard or Yale, has sought peace at the price of greater 
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eco nomic par ity with the global major ity. With Trump, the coun try reached out to 
the University of Pennsylvania, and with Biden, into the aca de mia incog nita of the 
University of Del a ware, but no break with this ortho doxy has yet been detected. To 
avoid belaboring this US quest for per ma nent supe ri or ity, I’ll just point to Hillary 
Clinton, a lib eral Democrat who was the sec re tary of state who supported regime 
change in Libya in 2011 and Honduras in 2009, lead ing to two refugee cri ses, across 
the Med i ter ra nean and the USMexico bor der, of the type that typ i fied the period 
of blowbacks from 1990 to 2020.

I will con clude by sum ma riz ing three key fea tures of our cur rent con di tion, 
our First Horizon. Economically, the knowl edge econ omy has become an engine 
of inequal ity. One way I’ve put this is that the United States became “post–mid dle 
class,” and right around the time more peo ple of color were enter ing its pre cincts of 
rel a tive eco nomic sta bil ity. Elites no lon ger assume that wealth cre a tion depends 
on hav ing a very large num ber of uni ver sity grad u ates with excel lent skills, or a 
large pool of mid dleincome peo ple they need to treat well. In this con text, “lim ited 
learn ing” in uni ver si ties is a fea ture, not a bug, as the grad u ates of poorer col le ges 
with fewer instruc tional resources have their enti tle ments to good jobs diluted in 
advance. We need to con sider the pos si bil ity that an underfunded higher edu ca
tion sys tem, enforcing a US ver sion of the “low achieve ment trap,” appeals to many 
pol i ti cians because it sup ports the increase in eco nomic inequal ity that defi nes the 
period from 1990 to 2020.12

Second, the years between 1990 and 2020 have seen the con fir ma tion of a 
post–civil rights era, as Michael Omi and Howard Winant termed it in the late 1980s. 
Racial equal ity and real par ity of edu ca tional and eco nomic out comes may be dis
cussed but is never seri ously pur sued. Equality has been eclipsed by a series of con
tro ver sies around affir ma tive action, immi gra tion, crit i cal race the ory, and so on 
that divert the soci ety from this pri mary goal by distorting and stig ma tiz ing it. In 
spite of their for mal com mit ment to diver sity, equity, and inclu sion, uni ver si ties 
tend to sort white and now Asian Amer i can stu dents into selec tive col le ges and 
Afri can Amer i can, Native, and Latinx stu dents into openaccess col le ges, where 
they are less likely to grad u ate.13 Universities have not decolonized either their 
social rela tions or their knowl edge pro duc tion; greater aware ness of these issues 
in the period from 1990 to 2020, through the tire less efforts of many activ ists and 
many aca dem ics, has left racial equal ity the pro ver bial dream deferred.

Third, the United States is postdemocratic both domes ti cally and inter na tion
ally. Colin Crouch devel oped the term around 2000 to refer to the sit u a tion in 
which “the forms of democ racy remain fully in place,” and yet “pol i tics and gov
ern ment are increas ingly slip ping back into the con trol of priv i leged elites in the 
man ner char ac ter is tic of predem o cratic times.”14 Postdemocracy defi nes both 
for eign pol icy and our inter nal pol i tics. We may think of this as microtargeted 
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polit i cal mes sag ing on plat forms like Facebook, but it is broader and older than 
that: cur rent empir i cal polit i cal sci ence has con firmed Crouch’s view that polit i
cal and eco nomic elites can now bypass major ity opin ion on tax pol icy, edu ca tion 
spend ing, mil i tary inva sions, job out sourc ing, and the like.

So then, I am suggesting three ele ments of the First Horizon uni ver sity to 
bring for ward for inter ven tion:

 1. Universities can no lon ger prom ise eco nomic secu rity to the great major ity of 
those who study there.

 2. Higher edu ca tion repro duces more than it reduces racialized eco nomic 
inequalities.

 3. Universities’ gov er nance struc tures are anti dem o cratic and help legit i mate the 
man a ge rial and anti dem o cratic aspects of state and national pol i tics, includ ing 
eco nomic pol icy.

To pull out one of these for dis cus sion, we knowl edge work ers of the world must 
democ ra tize. It’s a good note on which to say goodbye to 1990–2020: 2050 has no 
chance of escap ing dys to pia unless we can build an egal i tar ian US higheredu ca tion 
sys tem by inventing non hi er ar chi cal modes of col lab o ra tion that uni ver si ties have 
never had.

CHRISTOPHER NEWFIELD is the author of a tril ogy of books on higher edu ca tion, 
the most recent being The Great Mistake: How We Wrecked Public Universities and How We 
Can Fix Them. A dis tin guished pro fes sor emer i tus at the University of California, Santa 
Barbara, he is direc tor of research at the Independent Social Research Foundation in 
London.
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