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This article is based on a literature review, and makes an effort to con-

textualize an emerging stream of higher education research (critical univer-
sity studies, Marxist higher education research), to mark some challenges 
posed by the rise of the university’s third mission to the Marxist theory of 
education, and finally, to modestly contribute to this new stream of research 
by proposing a brief conceptualization of these third mission activities as 
seen from a Marxist perspective. First, I will very briefly outline how and 
when comparative higher education emerged and what kinds of topics it 
focused on. Second, I will present the major conceptualizations of European 
universities’ third mission activities and link them with the ongoing New 
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Public Management reforms in the sector. Third, I will discuss the idea of 
critical university studies and their main representatives. Finally, I would 
like to focus on their Marxist branch.  

 
 

THE EMERGENCE OF HIGHER EDUCATION RESEARCH 
 
Higher education research emerged and became important in a period 

of economic and political turbulence1 similar to the times we are now living 
in, i.e. during the current financial crisis. In his classical article, Burton  
R. Clark (2008), the founding father of contemporary higher education re-
search2, pointed out that the sociology of higher education emerged during 
the first quarter of a century after World War II, at the end of the 1960’s, 
when the sector itself started to gain importance among wider populations 
and economic and political elites (OECD 1970). This newfound importance 
was due to a shift toward a mass – and even universal (in the United States) 
– access to a university education, demanded and won by social and stu-
dents’ movements, as well as the growing significance of innovation and 
knowledge in developed capitalist economies. Clark indicates two streams 
of pre-war research at universities, one that started with the Weberian in-
terest in the rise of bureaucratic management and specialization in the sci-
ences (Weber 1948), and the second rooted in the work of Thorstein Veblen 
that focused on the impact of business logic on university administration 
and forms of control in the higher education sector (Veblen 2003). Although 
these two streams were never directly developed, they underpinned the 
institutionalized sociology of higher education that started in the 1960’s in, 
according to the author of Higher Education System, two main directions: a) 
study of inequality in higher education; b) more psychologically oriented 
study of the effects of students’ university experiences (e.g. impact of cam-
pus life). This second stream was connected with the students’ appearance 
as political actors in Western societies. Two additional lines of inquiry 
(rather minor in the 1960’s) were: a) research on academic profession’s; b) 
research on universities as organizations (and their networked connection 
in the form of national higher education systems)3. Those two small fields 

________________ 

1 In the middle of the 1990s, Urlich Teichler claimed that: “It is obvious that a sense of cri-
sis as regards higher education was a major factor or possibly the most important single factor 
stimulating the promotion and the institutionalization of higher education research in 
Europe” (Teichler 1996: 434). 

2 Also referred to as “sociology of higher education”, see. Gumport, 2007. 
3 In her efficiently composed edited volume, Patricia J. Gumport (2007: 17-50) adds to 

Clark’s list another four currently evolving dimensions of higher education sociology that are: 
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came to the fore and grew over the next decades and, at the moment; they 
constitute the most important domains of mainstream higher education 
research, as well as holding crucial value for the development of Marxist 
higher education studies. However, Clark clearly stated that, in general, the 
future of any higher education research depends on its ability to develop 
techniques of comparative inquiry. 

Ulrich Teichler (1996: 434-435) mapped the themes addressed between 
the 1960’s and the 1980’s by the higher education research centres that 
emerged in Europe; they can be summarized as follows: at the beginning of 
the 1960s, the relationship between educational investment and economic 
growth, and issues related to this sector’s expansion – institutional diversifi-
cation and equality of opportunity – were priorities. Then, as a consequence 
of student protests in the late 1960s, student centred approaches in curric-
ula, teaching methods and guidance were closely investigated. Hereafter, in 
the 1970s and at the beginning of the 1980s, more attention was paid to the 
employment problems of university graduates.  

Higher education research lost its political and societal importance for  
a short period of time at the beginning of the 1980s, mainly due to a lack of 
innovation in the sector. Nevertheless, starting in the mid-1980s, a rise in 
strong state supervision, the subject of Neave’s evaluative state (2012: 36-47), 
of more and more managerial and entrepreneurial universities in Western 
Europe (especially in France, the Netherlands and Great Britain), as well as 
the emergence and constitution of a knowledge-based society and economy, 
also accompanied by a growing internationalization of higher education, 
research in this field once again moved to the top of the agenda. However, 
as Teichler suggested, this did not lead to a substantial increase in quality 
but, rather, to a growth in the number of evaluation reports, consultancy 
practices and expert commissions; that is, in other words, an increase in the 
production of knowledge about the sector for the mere purpose of control 
(Teichler 2005: 466). As time went on, academic higher education research 
developed and, in the 1990s, broke from the monopoly of international 
comparative research held by organizations like the OECD, UNESCO and 
the World Bank (however, those structures still play a leading role in this 
field today). Together with the proliferation of knowledge-based employ-
ment and the development of knowledge-intensive industries, information 
about the higher education sector gained strategic importance for business, 
as well as for governmental circles. Teichler claims that, due to this interest, 
one of the main problems with comparative research is its dominantly po-

________________ 

a) institutional research; b) studies of academic departments; c) research on ethnic and race 
diversity in higher education; d) higher education policy studies. 
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litical, rather than economic, sponsorship that research strategies must ap-
proach and tackle systematically (Teichler 1996: 433). 

 
 

FUNDAMENTAL CHANGES IN EUROPEAN HIGHER EDUCATION 
AND THE RISE OF THE THIRD MISSION 

 
Over the last few decades, higher education all over the globe – espe-

cially in Europe – has undergone a paradigmatic transformation (see. Alt-
bach et al. 2009, Kwiek 2013). These changes are often categorized under 
different labels like: the rise of the production of knowledge in Mode 2 
(Gibbons et al. 1994), the second academic revolution (Etzkowitz 2002: 9-19), 
the rise of the entrepreneurial university (Clark 1998, 2004), the growing 
complexity of academic enterprise (Kwiek 2012) and the results of engaging 
worldwide higher education systems into the stage of universal access 
(Trow 2010). Universities globally are getting more and more attention, both 
from students, policymakers, businesses and local communities. They de-
serve it, because they have larger numbers of students than ever before, 
they employ more and more faculty, they play crucial roles in the economic 
development of the regions and cities they are located in and they cooperate 
closely with national and transnational industries. Today, their contribu-
tions to the environments they operate in go far beyond the traditional tasks 
of teaching and research. However, what is clear is that standard university 
characteristics should be elaborated and revised in the light shed by such 
alterations, and this is, in fact, done in the vast literature on the subject. 

In the European Commission’s main strategic documents, European 
universities are perceived as being able to contribute substantially to the 
development (both societal and economic) of the regions where they are 
located in (See for example: EC 2006, 2011). Therefore, the number of uni-
versity stakeholders grows and their needs multiply. In order to secure their 
own position, and very often also their financial interests, universities must 
meet these growing demands, and increasingly they do so. The set of these 
activities is often labelled as the “third mission”, a critical (but not new) 
dimension of university operations. In general terms, the third mission 
could be defined as a set of “actions geared towards ‘knowledge transfer’, 
forging links with industry and commercialising university research and 
teaching” (McLauchlan, Shore 2012: 268). Marek Kwiek provides a cata-
logue of five dimensions of the third mission (2012b) and four of them are 
directly linked to contributions for economic growth: 1) the regional mis-
sion, meaning opening universities to the cultural, societal and economic 
aspirations of their local surroundings; 2) academic entrepreneurialism, that 
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lays at the very heart of the third mission and could be defined as: “a proc-
esses through which public universities are seeking financial self-reliance 
through non-core non-state income.” (Kwiek 2012b: 73); 3) the “service to 
the society”, that is a response to the needs of the social and economic envi-
ronment, whether they be demands for a skilled labour force, policy consul-
tancy or practical and problem-solution oriented research for industry;  
4) the civic mission, public-good oriented and usually focused on elevating 
the populations’ awareness and publicly engaging citizens (the latter is the 
only quality that, according to Kwiek, is irrelevant for economic growth, 
and is usually neglected or marginalized from mainstream public policy);  
5) innovation, a key function, especially for research-intensive universities. 

Schoen, together with colleagues, conceptualized third mission activities 
around eight dimensions: four economic in nature, four societal in charac-
ter. In this first category, we find the following aspects: 1) the development 
of human resources or, in other words, valorisation of human capital, i.e. 
preparation of a highly skilled labour force that gains experience through 
participation in research in collaboration with industry; 2) the production of 
intellectual property, codification of produced knowledge via patents and 
copyright; 3) the creation of spin-off companies, entities devoted solely to 
knowledge transfer; 4) direct contracts with industry. Societal activities em-
brace another four subsequent dimensions: 1) contracts with public bodies, 
i.e. the “service to society” dimension of research activities; 2) participation 
in policy making; 3) involvement in social and cultural life, taking place 
mostly in the cities universities are located in, and 4) increasing public un-
derstanding of science, based on interaction with society and the dissemina-
tion of research results. 

Their proposition is much more clear-cut than Kwiek’s. However, it is 
prone to falling into dangerous binaries (economic vs. social, etc.). Never-
theless, this perspective will be useful in the next part of this article, when 
we will attempt to present a Marxist categorization of the university’s third 
mission activities. But I will come back to this discussion later on. 

The rise of the European universities’ third mission was accompanied 
and directly interrelated with the reforms from the sign of the New Public 
Management (NPM) (Bleiklie et. al. 2011) that were (starting from Great 
Britain, France, and the Netherlands) and still are (for example recently in 
the Polish higher education system (Czarnecki 2013) introduced in most 
European countries. They were and are introduced in order to increase the 
effectiveness of public higher education institutions and to seize public con-
trol and the direction of increasingly autonomous universities. However, 
this control is not exercised directly, in a centralist way, but rather through 
a subtle form of open coordination. Ferlie and colleagues (2008) described  
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a few possible and observable consequences of NPM reforms in the field of 
higher education systems. First and foremost, market and quasi-market 
relations were created in the sector by stimulating competition between 
institutions (for resources, both private and public), researchers and stu-
dents. Real market prices for teaching and research was established or de-
veloped in order to allow for market exchange. Introduction or the increase 
of students’ tuition fees is taking place in order to foster market behaviours 
among the clients of education services (i.e. students). Systems of public 
financial control develop and harden, management at the institutional level 
gains more power, explicit measurement and performance monitoring in 
both research and teaching develop, and there is a concentration of public 
funding in favourably performing institutions. The growth of performance-
related pay is also a possible development (Ferlie et al. 2008: 335-336). 

All of these changes are redefining the power relations in higher educa-
tion institutions in the interest of management and the relevant Ministries 
that allocate budgets and are responsible for establishing conditions of em-
ployment. They also create new divisions and tensions among faculty and 
management, as well as among academics themselves. The relationship 
between the university and its workforce then becomes similar to that of 
capital and labour. A new higher education research stream is consequently 
more than necessary in order to reflect upon these developments and em-
power a different university stakeholder (i.e. the faculty) in their daily 
working lives in third mission-oriented higher education institutions.  

 
 

THE RISE OF CRITICAL UNIVERSITY STUDIES 
 
Ulrich Teichler once wrote that: “The more the researchers succeed in 

taking into consideration the diverse perspectives of the various actors in 
the research design and the interpretation of the findings, the more research 
on higher education is conceptually appropriate as well as potentially use-
ful for practical problem-solving” (1996: 439). Following his advice, we can 
postulate here that contemporary higher education research thus requires 
more focus on university knowledge workers, their processes of political 
organization and mobilization, as well as the conflict relationships that they 
are embedded in their workplaces. Recently, in the Chronicle of Higher Edu-
cation, American scholar Jeffery J. Williams4 (2012) coined a useful term for 
describing the emerging critical trend in research in higher education that 

________________ 

4 Williams himself comes from the field of cultural studies and works mainly on the issue 
of student debt (Williams 2006, 2008, 2009).  
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has been trying to respond to that growing need5. His perspective is maybe 
limited in scope – he refers to authors and phenomena from the United 
States’ higher education sector only – however, it is worth consideration 
here. Together with a graduate student, they use the category of “critical 
university studies”6 to name research practices that have the university as  
a point of reference, are interdisciplinary in their method and, being critical, 
focus on the ways in which certain kinds of transformation in contemporary 
universities “serve power or wealth and contribute to injustice or inequality 
rather than social hope”. Scholars that are part of this stream are recruited 
from the fields of education, history, cultural studies, sociology and sociol-
ogy of work. Williams claims that the first efforts in the field of critical uni-
versity studies emerged in the 1990s, together with the works of Lawrence 
C. Soley (1995), Bill Readings (1996), Sheila Slaughter and Larry Leslie 
(1997), and was devoted to the critical reception of the first signs of corpora-
tization of the university and the rise of its entrepreneurial forms in an 
American context. However, we have to stress that critical university stud-
ies are not solely an academic endeavour. They are rooted in and inter-
linked to the various political activities of university stakeholders, mainly: 
student movements, actions aiming at the unionization of graduate students 
or academic trade unions of adjuncts and precarious university employees. 
So we could say, in reference to Clark’s triangle of coordination, that the 
representatives of critical university studies are witness to the ongoing 
move of national higher education systems from a public perspective to 
market orientation. These studies take sides with and favour the different 
experience of political coordination connected with the process of the hard-
ening of internal interests (Clark 1983: 150-158). In other words, this is  
a captious analysis that underpins its reference points in the processes of 
“unmaking the public university”, as Christopher Newfield named the cur-
________________ 

5 The academic profession studies, that lay at the core of contemporary higher education 
research, have nearly 30 years of history and consists of a vast set of literature (see. for exam-
ple: Clark 1987, Kogan et al. 1994, Altbach 2003, Kogan and Teichler 2007, Enders and de 
Weert 2009,), however at the moment they are at the stage of the reorientation of their re-
search agenda (Musselin 2011: 444) starting to focus more and more on the casualization of 
the academic workplace and linking it with the wider transformations of labour relationships 
in the economy (Standing 2011). Knowledge worker, a figure recognized and deployed in 
analysis by academic profession studies, is extended by the critical university studies stream, 
and it covers doctoral candidates, students or nearly every worker employed in knowledge-
intensive occupations. Then, the university is here perceived as a crucial node for knowledge 
workers formation and mobilization. 

6 It is worth to mention here that in 2010 “Globalization, Societies and Education” pub-
lished a full thematic journal issue devoted to “critical higher education studies”, that at its 
core has “a close examination of who actually has a say in defining the function of higher 
education” (Hartmann 2010: 171). 
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rent transformations in the higher education sector in the United States 
(2008). The main areas of interest of this stream of higher education research 
are: 1) academic capitalism (Slaughter and Rhodes 2004) and the processes 
of corporatization (Aronowitz 2000); 2) deterioration of academic work (the 
proletarianization of faculty) (Powelson 2011) and managerialism (Martin 
2011); 3) unionization (Krause et al. 2008); and 4) student debt (Ross 2010). 
However, affiliation to this research stream is usually not based on self-
identification7. Moreover, critical university studies differ from the tradi-
tional history of education or various philosophical investigations of the 
idea of education. They point out that the university is not at all a neutral 
institution and it serves hegemonic, social and economic interests. It is an 
argument against two competitive narratives that are dominantly perceived 
as vehement opposites but that, in reality, are two sides of the same coin. 
The first is an assumption of the existence of the pure autonomy of knowl-
edge creation and is related to the postulate of its separation from any kind 
of economic production process. This is an ideal narration of a meritocratic 
academic oligarchy (Shapin 2012). The second refers to all market-oriented 
neoliberal economic approaches that see the university as an engine for  
a knowledge-based society8. What these two narratives have in common is 
an essentialist belief in the existence of abstract knowledge that can be sepa-
rated from the social embedment of subjects that produce it. Critical univer-
sity studies propose going beyond such false opposition and connect 
knowledge production processes with the activities of social and faculty 
movements9. 

 
THIRD MISSION ACTIVITIES FROM A MARXIST HIGHER  

EDUCATION RESEARCH PERSPECTIVE 
 
Marxist higher education research can be presented as a radical branch 

of critical university studies. It is quite a new phenomenon and has, at the 
moment, rather few representatives10. It is probably caused by the fact that 
________________ 

7 This is for example the case of Sheila Slaughter, Larry Leslie or Garry Rhoades who for 
decades have belonged to main stream higher education research. However, they constitute 
its internal critical part (see. Slaughter 2001) and without hesitation could be assigned to the 
research stream discussed above as its founding fathers. 

8 One of the examples of such a discourse could be drawn from the OECD works on 
higher education. See. For example, OECD 2007. 

9 Paradoxically, this is one of the extreme, reductionist ways to understand the univer-
sity’s third mission as civic engagement.  

10 Two most renowned Marxist scholars who deal with higher education are Harry 
Cleaver (see. Cleaver 2004) and Gigi Roggero (see. Roggero 2011). Different scholars from all 
around the world were also gathered in the pioneer project of the Edu-factory (2009). How-
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references to the sphere of education are extremely rare in the corpus of 
Marx’s writings11. Remarks on university and higher education appear even 
less often, and it is doubtful if they have any importance at all. We could 
then pose a valid question: is there a valuable reason to look at contempo-
rary higher education systems through a Marxian lens? At first the answer 
seems obvious: no, there isn’t any. From this point of view, perhaps all that 
one needs to analyze the role of the university in capitalist society is to be 
found in Althusser’s (1971) writings on Ideological State Apparatuses (ISA). As 
a part of educational ISA (“the system of different public and private 
‘schools’” (Althusser 1971: 143)), higher education plays its role in the re-
production process for the conditions for production, reproducing skills of 
labour power, and simultaneously “its submission to the rules of the estab-
lished order” (Althusser 1971: 132). More approaches could be found in 
Marxists pedagogies that treat university education like just another area of 
education, but they seem to be rather insufficient12. As we claim in this arti-
cle, current changes in the sector of higher education systems pose a consid-
erable challenge for Marxist theories and, despite the fact that Althusser’s 
classical approach still seems to be useful in many ways, it is certainly not 
sufficient and must be supplemented. 

An initial impulse to formulate a structured discipline can be seen in the 
comparably young Marxist organization studies (Adler 2010). This disci-
pline is characterized by an emphasis on the idea that relations of produc-
tion establish the primary axis of social hierarchies and determine the broad 
pattern of economic opportunities of the members of societies (2010: 64-65). 
Scholars from this field focus on the “conflictual aspects of the employment 
relation, and their ramifications for the structure and functioning of organi-
zations” (2010: 72). And due to the crucial role played in Marxist theory by 
an analysis of exploitation and class antagonism, control and management 
is the central question of Marxist organization studies (2010: 74). However, 
the biggest challenge is posed by the necessity to come to terms with the 
productive (in the Marxian sense) character of academic work. It seems, 
however, that a close look at Marx’s writings will help to identify a number 
________________ 

ever, we have to emphasize that, according to Teichler’s categories, we would classify these 
academics as “discipline-department based occasional researchers on higher education” 
(Teichler 1996: 433). 

11 See. For example Marx 1960: 398. [On the benefits and limitations of private and public 
education]; Marx 1967: 267 [on the costs of education in relation to the value of labor-power] 
and Marx 1976: 610-635 [on the role and function of compulsory education in Factory Acts].  
A good summary of Marx and Engels’s account on education could be found in a brief article 
by Colin Waugh (2010). 

12 A good overview of the Marxist and post-Marxist pedagogy’s account on education is 
to be found in Adam Wright’s article (Wright 2013). 
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of doors through which we could pass in keeping with Marx’s ideas and 
simultaneously being able to understand the dynamics of imposing produc-
tivity on sectors such as higher education and cultural industries by capital.  

An important clue can be found in the pages of the first volume of Capi-
tal, in the chapter on Absolute and Relative Surplus-Value where we find Marx 
discussing the character of productive and unproductive labour with re-
gards to education (1976: 644). Marx referred to a schoolmaster’s work as 
directly productive for capitalism. He wrote that his labour is productive 
when he works in order to bring profit for the owner or management of the 
institution where he is employed. For Marx, then, there is no substantial 
difference between investment of capital in the “knowledge factory” or the 
“sausage factory”. Both of them are spaces where productive labour and the 
production of surplus value take place and, due to that fact, tensions, power 
relations and exploitation appear as well. This is rather obvious in the case 
of private for-profit providers, but how one could assume that in regard to 
public universities? 

Public universities, despite their formally non-profit character, in the 
age of third mission dominance and NPM reforms are seeking for addi-
tional sources of revenue beyond public subsidies. The shift in European 
public universities towards income diversification is clear, according to 
various empirical studies, and multiple third mission activities play an im-
portant role in this process (see. CHEPS 2010, Jongbloed and de Boer 2012). 
The entrepreneurial-oriented public university is a fact and it is more and 
more used as a template in the development and implementation of reforms 
that are trying to turn the “university into an engine of the knowledge 
economy” all over the world. It is a hybrid form that is neither public nor 
private, neither state agency, nor a pure capitalist enterprise (Enders, 
Jongbloed 2007: 20). The success of such a university relies on the level of 
autonomy an institution has in relation to its own staff and possibilities of 
allocation and investment of its funds. Clark Kerr, the former president of 
the University of California, said that the entrepreneurial response of the 
public university is all about gaining and maintaining institutional auton-
omy (Kerr 1993). This kind of autonomy has balanced but diversified 
sources of income at its core and financially speaking, such self-reliance lies 
in a broad portfolio of income sources. According to Burton Clark (2004), 
the diversified funding base of an entrepreneurial university splits into:  
1) other than core-support government sources 2) private organized sources  
3) university-generated income. Such a university could rely on the following 
sources:  

public core-support from national and/or provincial ministries, support from other 
national agencies, support from public agencies at other government levels, support 
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from large business firms, engagement with small and medium-size firms, particu-
larly spin-offs, philanthropic foundations, large and small, professional associations 
(for professional development education), university endowment income, university 
fund-raising from alumni and willing supporters, student tuition and fees, applied 
to foreign students, graduate students, continuing education students, student tui-
tion and fees, domestic undergraduate students, earned income from campus opera-
tions, a varied array of academically driven activities plus spun-off, stand-alone and 
self-financing activities, royalty income from patented and licensed inventions and 
intellectual property (Clark 2004: 174). 

As we have seen, only a part of these could be treated as public subsi-
dies. Thus, we can finally start categorizing core third mission activities 
(those from the four economic dimensions of the third mission). According 
to Marx, wage, rent and profit are the three major categories of the distribu-
tion of revenue created during the processes of production in a capitalist 
economy. Wages are the monetary form used to pay workers for their la-
bour power (teachers and/or researchers receive wages for the teaching and 
research work they have done). Profit is the form of the extraction of sur-
plus value from the net product produced by the workers that is sold for 
more than the level of wages they received (when the university as an insti-
tution mediates between the clients and sellers of the labour power of its 
employees it usually generates a profit). Finally, capitalist rent, according to 
Carlo Vercellone, is “the result of a process of expropriation of the social 
conditions of production and reproduction”, a way to concentrate resources 
and not increase them, and it “presents itself as a credit or a right to the 
ownership of some material and immaterial resource that grant a right to 
drawing value from a position of exteriority in respect to production” (Ver-
cellone 2007) (limiting the accessibility of knowledge resources that univer-
sities produce in order to gain revenue from selling access to them is a rent-
based activity). From the perspective of higher education institutions that 
engage in various third mission activities, the four dimensions of the eco-
nomic side of the “third mission”, formulated by Shoen and colleagues 
(2006), divide then into two categories: profit generating activities (devel-
opment of human resources through tuition-based teaching, direct contract 
with industry) and rent generating activities (production of intellectual 
property, spin-offs). The remaining four aspects of the societal side of the 
third mission could be classified using two other categories: the production 
of the public (contract with public bodies, participation in public policy 
making) and the production of the commons (involvement in social and 
cultural life, public understanding of science). But this is material for a sepa-
rate investigation. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
This article has thrown up many questions in need of further investiga-

tion. However, I hope to have at least connected the discussion of the cur-
rent changes in the European higher education sector with wider concepts 
drawn from a critical Marxist tradition. There is still a long road to be trav-
elled by critical or Marxist higher education research in order to fill the 
meritocratic gap between themselves and institutionalized streams of 
higher education research. Nonetheless, we are living in the second century 
of Marxism, as Enrique Dussel once called our contemporariness (2003: 
xxxiii), and only through recourse to Marx are we able to rediscover a scien-
tific thinking that can be used today, even more so than in the 19th century, 
for a critique of globalized capitalism in its current state of crisis and  
a higher education system that is a productive and crucial part of it. As 
Harry Cleaver has pointed out: 

 
Retrospectively, every historical crisis of capital brought on by the political recom-
position of the working class, has involved a crisis for Marxist theory in the sense 
that it has implied transformations in qualitative organization of capital relation and 
thus need to rethink the scope and redefine the content of Marxist categories so that 
their interpretation remains adequate to understanding changes in the dynamics 
and to the elaboration of strategy (Cleaver 2003: 41) 
 

I find the project of developing Marxist higher education research an impor-
tant part of the task for overcoming the crisis of Marxism. However these 
are stakes to be won in this endeavour by the Marxist tradition itself. But is 
there anything to be gained from mutual contact by contemporary higher 
education research? Certainly the answer is: yes, there is. As Altbach (1997: 
6) maintains, the strength of higher education research relies on its open 
and interdisciplinary character, as well as the fact that every single research 
conducted in its field from within a different discipline (in our case – from 
the perspective of Marxist tradition) is able to enrich it. What Marxist tradi-
tion brings to the table is a complex and subtle conceptual machine for the 
analysis of labour relations within and without the academic workplace. It 
could be successfully deployed in the analysis of what Christine Musselin 
calls the late industrialisation of academic activities (2007: 182), which is the 
state of academic enterprise in the era of the rise of the university’s third 
mission. Musselin also suggests that: “the ongoing transformations of the 
academic profession require us to adopt our research questions to new is-
sues. Mainly, to the extension of non-tenure-track staff and a redefinition of 
the analysis of the new careers and trajectories for academics and how they 
can be related to the overall transformation of work in our societies. (2011: 
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444). In this process of the reorientation of the research agenda in a Marxist 
approach, with its expertise in the analysis of the transformation of work in 
cognitive capitalism (Hardt and Negri 2009, Boutang 2011) could become a 
suitable guide for higher education research13. Nevertheless, the further 
development of this potentially fruitful connection of perspectives is the 
author’s future research task.14  
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