
Naukowiec w sieci17 October 2025, The 8th International Higher 
Education Studies Conference 
Dr hab. Krystian Szadkowski

How can Marxist HER help us regain 
the future in the age of uncertainty?



Nazim Hikmet (1902-1963) - in 1951 lost his Turkish 
citizenship and became Polish citizen.

Communist University of the Toilers of the East

Main building on Pushkin Square (on the left, no


longer in existence).

Graduates in the 1920s: Hồ Chí Minh; Tan Malaka; Liu Shaoqi; Ren Bishi; Nazim Hikmet



John Kenneth Galbraith (1908-2006) Zygmunt Bauman (1925-2017) Immanuel Wallerstein (1930-2019)
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2.The Stolen Future of Higher Education

• The future has been “stolen” through systemic reproduction of dependency and 
subalternity within global academic capitalism.

• Universities in semi-peripheral societies face not only neoliberal pressures but the 
deepening of academic dependency and the foreclosure of alternative futures.

3.Higher Education as a Node in the Global Valorisation of Capital

• Universities are no longer outside capital; they are within its circuits of accumulation 
— sites where human capacities are commodified, indebted, and managed.

• Higher education operates as part of capital’s global infrastructure: producing 
labour-power, innovation, and legitimacy for accumulation.

• In semi-peripheries, universities are inserted into dependent circuits — 
subordinated to global hierarchies of knowledge, funding, and recognition.
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1. Multidisciplinary, practice-orientated field with 
undefined boundaries, problematic genesis 
and low degree of institutionalisation of research, 
programmes and fields of study

2. The discussion within the field is rather 
conservative and dominated by ‘cohesive’ 
researchers with more conservative agendas, 
while there are no favourable conditions for 
more open and innovative ‘trailblazing’ researchers.

3. HER has very little achievements in the area 
of generating its own theories. Small share of 
purely conceptual works. Severe 
undertheoretisation.
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1. Due to its specificity (internal 
modes of articulation), higher 
education as an academic 
enterprise cannot be 
reduced to mere economic 
activities. 

2. Higher education as the 
public or the common 
good.

3. Higher education institutions 
are prestige-seekers and 
nodes in status distribution 
networks.

4. Knowledge resists 
privatisation.
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K. Marx & F. Engels, German Ideology

Marxian Integral Critique as a Method for HER

1. Critique of political economy (In) - uncovering 
inner contradictions of capitalist reality.

2. Following the struggles (Against) - accounting 
for the antagonistic relations within capitalism.

3. Alternative to capitalism (Beyond) - pointing 
towards a tangible alternative to the current 
predicament.

4. Political ontology - A type of reflection that 
uncovers hidden and ideological presuppositions 
while establishing ground on which critique can 
operate.
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1. On the one hand, we are condemned to structures 

conducive to the flourishing of free individuals, 
such as market-mediated competition or the free 
functioning of multinational capital in HE. 

2. On the other hand, it is assumed that in order to 
save the public character of higher education, we 
should strengthen the state control over it. 

3. The two hegemonic narratives on higher 
education, ostensibly form a particularly clear-cut 
opposition. However, Marxist political 
ontology reveals, that this is just an apparent 
contradiction, as they are both underpinned by 
shared features – the static conception of being 
and the resulting essentialism. 
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IN - Critique of the political economy

1. Capital in production - Valorisation of capital in production takes 
place in higher education globally through buying academic labour power 
and the means of production and through selling educational 
commodities on the market.  

2. Cycle of industrial capital - Capital as a whole is mutual mediation 
of the processes of production and circulation. It is the movement within 
which successive metamorphoses take place: solidification into 
commodity, combustion in production or liquefaction into money. 

3. Capture of surplus value - factions of capital that enables and 
speeds up its total movement for the share of the total surplus value 
produced.

A. Financial capital offers money as a commodity to productive 
capital in exchange for a percentage of the amount lent. 

B. Merchant capital operates within the sphere of realisation - 
sells what is produced.
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1. The presence of capital in the sector does 
not equal to universities becoming 
capitalist factories working for profit. 
More nuanced, systematic approach.

2. When capital subjugates new areas to its 
rule, it is forced to embed itself in the 
internal structure of the encountered 
sector. Think of prestige distribution in 
the current academic publishing landscape.

3. Presence of commercial entities boils down 
to the use of the valorisation methods 
existing in the higher education sector and 
subordinating them to self-valorisation of 
capital.

ELSEVIER
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1. If the work of the critique of political economy 
renders visible the contradictions within which the 
present system can be thrown off balance, it is 
only through taking the antagonistic 
stance that one can cut the link between 
academics/students labour and capital.

2. Critique does not simply embody itself in various 
student and academic protests, but rather follow 
them and trace the contradictions which 
were exposed in the course of struggles 

3. Instead of developing a moral high ground from 
which critics can preach, critique utilises a method 
of co-research. 

Occupation of the students’ dormitory - 8th December 2023, Poznań 
(Poland)



Co-research with students



Co-research with students
1. Co-research turns critique into collective praxis. It 

abolishes the split between researcher and researched, 
linking knowledge and struggle. Through shared inquiry 
into academic labour, it builds counter-subjectivities 
and common capacities, transforming critique into an 
organisational force acting in, against, and beyond the 
capitalist university.



Co-research with students
1. Co-research turns critique into collective praxis. It 

abolishes the split between researcher and researched, 
linking knowledge and struggle. Through shared inquiry 
into academic labour, it builds counter-subjectivities 
and common capacities, transforming critique into an 
organisational force acting in, against, and beyond the 
capitalist university.



Co-research with students
1. Co-research turns critique into collective praxis. It 

abolishes the split between researcher and researched, 
linking knowledge and struggle. Through shared inquiry 
into academic labour, it builds counter-subjectivities 
and common capacities, transforming critique into an 
organisational force acting in, against, and beyond the 
capitalist university.

2. Common knowledge creation process - 530 
pages - Chronology of the events and mobilisation 
preceding the occupation. 57 interviews with the students 
occupying; 20 political analysis by the students; 30 
contributions by the lecturers who conducted their 
classes during the occupation



Co-research with students
1. Co-research turns critique into collective praxis. It 

abolishes the split between researcher and researched, 
linking knowledge and struggle. Through shared inquiry 
into academic labour, it builds counter-subjectivities 
and common capacities, transforming critique into an 
organisational force acting in, against, and beyond the 
capitalist university.

2. Common knowledge creation process - 530 
pages - Chronology of the events and mobilisation 
preceding the occupation. 57 interviews with the students 
occupying; 20 political analysis by the students; 30 
contributions by the lecturers who conducted their 
classes during the occupation

3. Tool for further mobilisation and development of 
the students movement.
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1. The question about the alternative is an integral part of Marx’s 
critique. This alternative is by no means an abstract and 
utopian idea, but it shines through the capitalist structuration of 
higher education and the activists struggles against it.

2. The commons surround us, especially in higher education, where 
they permeate almost every aspect of its daily functioning. We 
notice commons when it is too late—when they are threatened by 
enclosures and destruction. 

3. The universities based on the logic of the common are 
already emerging in different national contexts. Based on common 
resources. Developing schemes of self-management, 
struggling to be self-sustaining and being able to determine their 
areas of activity. Subject the decisions to procedures of 
democratic participation.

4. Diachronic perspective - looking at the development of the 
commons over time; Synchronic perspective - researching the 
dynamics of conflicts ongoing around higher education commons.
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Conclusion

1. Importance of the integration of the three moments of 
critique into a virtuous research cycle.

2. Marxist political ontology may help transgressing the 
limitations of the public/the private dichotomy and 
uncovering the common.

3. Better grasp on capital operating system-wide in higher 
education, while requires more insights into the prestige 
dynamics in higher education.

4. Reconnection with resistance and struggling 
subjectivities.

5. Reimagine the future and alternative to capitalist higher 
education.
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En güzel çocuk: henüz büyümedi.


En güzel günlerimiz: henüz yaşamadıklarımız.


Ve sana söylemek istediğim en güzel söz:


henüz söylememiş olduğum sözdür.


Saat 21-22 Şiirlerinden (1945)

Nazim Hikmet
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