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Abstract 
 
In this thesis, the connection between capitalism, higher education, and ecological crisis is es-
tablished and studied. It is presented, mainly theoretically, how capitalist socio-economic struc-
ture is reproduced, how higher education contributes to it, and how this is linked to the ongoing 
ecological crisis. 
 
As a part of the more general discussion on the reproduction of capitalism, higher education, 
and its ecological impacts, Finnish higher education is taken as a specific context to be dis-
cussed. In this regard, an empirical illustration is provided to strengthen the otherwise theoreti-
cal argument to portray how the purpose of higher education is perceived in Finnish education 
policy documents in the 21st century.  
 
Based on existing literature, theoretical argumentation, and empirical illustration, it is argued 
that, as the orientation of higher education has been reformulated during the last decades, one 
of the primary purposes of higher education in the 21st century is to reproduce capitalism and 
conditions for capital accumulation and economic growth. In principle, this means that aims 
and demands concerning higher education, especially coming from state administration, are 
closely coupled with the needs of the capitalist growth economy and transnational capital accu-
mulation. This development has had a significant impact to higher education – one these devel-
opments being that higher education is increasingly expected to serve as a means to an end to 
achieve goals such as economic growth and regional competitiveness. Furthermore, these devel-
opments imply, among other things, that the higher education institution is increasingly func-
tioning in an unsustainable fashion from an ecological perspective. This is due to the capitalist 
structure and processes of accumulation with which higher education is increasingly integrated 
and to which it contributes. 
 
This study makes two primary contributions to the existing literature. The first contribution is 
the overall updated reproduction theory of capitalism. The theory as whole seeks to complement 
the existing reproduction theories in Marxist education studies and, more generally, the under-
standings of socio-economic reproduction of liberal capitalist societies by adding a transnational 
element to the analysis. The second contribution of this study is the established link between 
capitalism, contemporary higher education, and ecological crisis, a notion which has not been 
thoroughly dealt with or theorised previously in the Marxist studies on education. 
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Tiivistelmä 
 

Tässä väitöskirjassa tutkitaan kapitalismin, korkeakoulutuksen ja ekologisen kriisin yhteyttä. 

Tutkimuksessa esitetään, pääosin teoreettisesti, miten kapitalistinen sosio-taloudellinen raken-

ne uusinnetaan, miten korkeakoulutus osallistuu siihen ja miten tämä liittyy meneillään olevaan 

ekologiseen kriisiin.  

 

Osana laajempaa teoreettista keskustelua, joka liittyy kapitalismin uusintamiseen, korkeakoulu-

tukseen ja ekologiseen kriisiin, suomalainen korkeakoulutus otetaan tutkimuksessa lähemmäksi 

tarkastelun kohteeksi. Tutkimuksessa esitetään empiirisen havaintoesimerkin avulla se miten 

suomalaisen korkeakoulutuksen tarkoitus ja tehtävä nähdään valtion korkeakoulutupoliittisissa 

dokumenteissa 2000-luvulla.  

 

Akateemisen kirjallisuuden, teoreettisen tarkastelun ja empiirisen havaintoesimerkin kautta 

tässä tutkimuksessa väitetään, että yksi nykyisen korkeakoulutuksen päätehtävistä on uusintaa 

kapitalismia ja edellytyksiä pääoman kasaamiselle sekä talouskasvulle. Käytännössä tämä tar-

koittaa, että erityisesti valtion tavoitteet ja vaatimukset koskien korkeakoulutusta liitetään tii-

viisti yhteen kapitalistisen kasvutalouden ja ylikansallisen pääoman kasaamisen tarpeiden kans-

sa. Tämä kehitys on mitä luultavimmin johtanut korkeakoulutukseen, jossa koulutuksen odote-

taan ennen kaikkea edesauttavan saavuttamaan talouskasvua ja alueellista kilpailukykyä. Lisäk-

si tämä kehitys tarkoittaa, että korkeakoulutus instituutiona toimii kestämättömällä pohjalla 

ekologisesta näkökulmasta tarkasteltuna. Tämä johtuu kapitalistisesta sosio-taloudellisesta 

rakenteesta ja pääoman kasautumisprosesseista, joihin korkeakoulutus yhä kasvavissa määrin 

integroidaan ja joihin se osallistuu.  

 

Tutkimus tekee kaksi pääasiallista lisäystä olemassa olevaan kirjallisuuteen. Ensimmäinen näis-

tä on päivitetty kapitalismin uusintamisen teoria, joka pyrkii täydentämään nykyisiä uusintami-

sen teorioita sekä yleisemmin ymmärrystä sosio-taloudellisesta yhteiskunnallisesta uusintami-

sesta liberaaleissa kapitalistisissa yhteiskunnissa. Toinen tämän tutkimuksen akateeminen 

kontribuutio on esiin tuotu yhteys kapitalismin, korkealoulutuksen ja ekologisen kriisin välillä – 

havainto, jota ei ole ennen tätä tehty marxilaisessa korkeakoulututkimuksessa.  
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For Ernesto and generations of life to come 

 

 

 



 

For the reader 

Almost no one reads PhDs. But, I do hope that some will read this one. 
Why? Because this PhD has, I would argue, political relevance in its cri-
tique concerning capitalism and contemporary higher education. In ad-
dition, I do perceive that the contents of this study might be of use to 
someone trying to make sense of the world we humans inhabit in the 
21st century.  

I have tried to write in a comprehensible fashion and made an effort 
to keep the tone of the text as approachable as possible, although one 
must keep in mind that this book is, above all, an academic study. Not-
withstanding the primary purpose of this thesis, there are different ways 
to read it. I, of course, recommend reading the whole thing; however, 
this does not have to be the case. Thus, I have written down a few 
shortcuts, if you are interested only in a particular matter, or simply 
lack the time to read — as many of us do — but nonetheless want to 
know what the study is about.  

 
If you are interested in: 
 
- Capitalism in general: read especially Chapters 3, 4–4.3.2, and 7 
 
- Karl Marx and/or Marxist theorising: Chapters 2, 3 and 4 

 
- Capitalism and higher education: Chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7.2 
 
- Capitalism, higher education and ecological crisis: Chapters 1–1.3, 
3, 5–5.3, 6.3 and 7.2–7.3 
 
- Theoretical underpinnings and foundations of this study: Chapters 
1, 2, 4.4–4.4.4 and 7.2 
 
- Theoretical framework and contributions in short: Chapters 2, 4.4–
4.4.4 and 7–7.3 
 
- Or if you just want to skim it through, or learn quickly what the 
study is about: Chapters 1, 3.2, 3.6, 4–4.2, 5.3, 6.3, 7.2–7.3  
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1. Introduction 

When I look at the present-day economy, I see the destruction of natu-
ral habitats. I see vested interests and self-seeking behaviour. I live 
amidst a culture of mass production and consumption, and watch how 
piles of garbage are shipped to faraway lands. I read about plastic is-
lands in the ocean. I visit polluted lakes, rivers and streams. I walk 
among tree plantations that used to be forests. I read about forsaken 
towns, cities, and indigenous cultures that once existed. I witness fear, 
oppression, mental distress and rising tensions among the people. But 
most of all, I see a socio-economic structure that is well guarded by ar-
mies, laws, state institutions, social norms, and powerful people whose 
interests it serves. But for how much longer? 

In this thesis, I study the connection between capitalism, higher edu-
cation, and ecological crisis. More precisely, my aim in is to present, 
mainly theoretically, how capitalist socio-economic structure is repro-
duced, how higher education contributes to it, and how this is linked to 
the ongoing ecological crisis. While providing answers to these ques-
tions, this thesis at the same time offers two main contributions to exist-
ing literature on Marxist education studies. The first contribution is the 
overall updated reproduction theory of capitalism that is outlined in the 
pages of this study. The theory seeks to complement the reproduction 
theories in Marxist education studies and, more generally, the under-
standings of the socio-economic reproduction of liberal capitalist socie-
ties by adding a transnational element to the analysis. The second con-
tribution of this study is to establish a link between capitalism, contem-
porary higher education, and ecological crisis, a notion which has not 
been thoroughly dealt with or theorised previously in the Marxist stud-
ies on education.    

In general, the most important motivation that has led me through-
out this thesis process has been to find a satisfactory answer – or at 
least a partial answer – to the question: Why is the destruction of the 
natural world happening? The most apparent answer to the question is, 
of course, that the human population – or more like a small percentage 
of humans (Ulvila and Wilén, 2017) while the rest more or less follow 
suit (Ruuska, 2017) – exploits natural resources and destroys non-
human life on an unprecedented scale because of various ‘economic’ 
reasons. Indeed, in the 21st century, it is well established and accepted 
that most ecological problems can be traced to the expansion of eco-



 
 

 

nomic activities (Foster, 2009; IPCC, 2014; Moore, 2015; Ward et al., 
2016). At the same time, it is clear that these kinds of assertions are far 
too general, and do not explicate the actual drivers or social dynamics 
behind the ongoing destruction of life. Thus, I have made an effort to 
embed what I perceive to be key social relations, economic imperatives, 
and institutional structures in a single theoretical framework, and while 
doing so, I hope to have shed some light on some of the most urgent and 
worrying ecological and social issues we humans face in the 21st centu-
ry.     

1.1 Planetary ecological crisis 

Anthropocene […] means ‘New Human’. It represents a new 
geological epoch in which humanity has become the main 
driver of rapid changes in the earth system. At the same time 
it highlights that a potentially fatal ecological rift has arisen 
between human beings and the earth, emanating from the 
conflicts and contradictions of the modern capitalist society. 
(Foster et al., 2010, 14) 

For a significant part of the scientific community, it is obvious that eco-
systems set limits on the expansion of human activity (see Rockström et 
al., 2009; Steffen et al., 2015). However, and whether we like it or not, 
in the era of global capitalism (Robinson, 2004), humanity’s exploita-
tion of natural resources has exceeded earth’s sustainable resource-
carrying capacity (Meadows et al., 2002; Jackson, 2009; WWF, 2014). 
This development has been historically enabled by various evolutional 
and technical inventions (Mumford, 1967), and later especially along 
with Industrial Revolution, by an unequal global exchange and com-
mercial activities exploiting natural resources (Hornborg, 2014), partic-
ularly the use of fossil fuels (Wrigley, 2010; Malm, 2016), as well as a 
major growth in industrial manufacturing, agriculture and animal hus-
bandry (Crutzen and Steffen, 2003). On the one hand, and in terms of 
the material limits of our planet, many non-renewable natural resources 
are now at risk of running out, while renewable resources are being con-
sumed at a faster rate than they can renew (Lorek and Spangenberg, 
2014). On the other hand, it can be also claimed that some non-
renewable resources (such as oil and natural gas) are not running out 
fast enough, for example, from the perspective of climate change (Glade 
and Ekins, 2015). Consequently, because of extensive and organised 
human activities, global and local ecosystems are undergoing radical 
changes in terms of increasing temperatures and decreasing biodiversity 
(Rockström et al., 2009; Steffen et al., 2015), as diverse human econom-
ic endeavours are pushing earth’s ecosystems outside safe boundaries 
with detrimental and catastrophic consequences (Meadows et al., 1972; 



 

 

2002; Foster et al., 2010; Barnosky et al., 2012; IPCC, 2014; Steffen et 
al. 2015).  

One of the primary concerns for the sake of planetary well-being of 
human beings and other living creatures is considered to be climate 
change (IPCC, 2014), which in the coming decades, is expected to be a 
growing factor in species extinction, the rate of which is already higher 
than any time since the dinosaurs became extinct sixty-five million 
years ago (Foster, 2009, 108-109). Climate change is likely to also bring 
various other destructive ecological consequences with it (ibid), while 
the increasing pollution and degradation of the environment, due to 
industrial production and mass consumption, are likely to also cause 
hardships to the overall reproduction of capitalism and industrial civili-
sation (O’Connor, 1998; Moore, 2015).  

If the question is why is this happening, could one, for example, 
claim that ‘the age of humans’ on planet Earth is due to an anthropocen-
tric thinking, based on which humans perceive themselves as superior 
beings having the right to subordinate other living creatures to human 
will, or due to other dominant cultural beliefs (see e.g. Naess, 1989; 
Bowers, 1993; Heikkurinen et al., 2016). One could also cast the blame 
of the ecological destruction to the ‘sense of progress’ that characterises 
Western thinking (see e.g. Bowers, 1993; Hamilton et al., 2015; Joki-
salo, 2015), based on which social and environmental problems, espe-
cially in the modern era, can be – or so is thought – alleviated with mere 
technological solutions (see also Heikkurinen, 2016). Another way to 
answer why, or rather point the finger, could also be the so-called ne-
oliberal ideology (see e.g. Harvey, 2005; Jones, 2013) that diverts the 
responsibility of actions, as well as the responsibility of poverty reduc-
tion and mitigation of climate change, to an ambiguous ‘market’ charac-
ter.  

Instead of dealing with these relevant and plausible explanations to 
the ongoing ecological crisis, the approach to environmental degrada-
tion in this thesis is explicitly material, because that is what the envi-
ronmental degradation actually is, a material incidence. Just as Soper 
(1995, 249) has stated, it has not been the discourse of ‘global warming’, 
that has produced the conditions of which the discourse is concerned. 
Thus, the answer to the why question is traced elsewhere in this thesis. 
Rather than discourses or social constructions, Karl Marx and Friedrich 
Engels stressed that ecological problems originate from the interaction 
between humans, society and their natural environments, that is to say, 
human-caused ecological problems are the outcome of material produc-
tion processes between humans and their natural environments (Jokis-
alo, 2015, 173). Indeed, as Barry Commoner (1992, ix) wrote 25 years 
ago: ‘If the environment is polluted and the economy is sick, the virus 
that causes both will be found in the system of production.’ Two dec-
ades or so later from Commoner’s remarks, Magdoff and Foster (2011) 
state more specifically, heavily relying on the foundations laid down by 



 
 

 

Marx and Engels in the 19th century, that every environmentalist should 
know capitalism is not the solution but the source of the problem con-
cerning environmental degradation.  

Despite capitalism’s relatively long roots (see e.g. Wood, 2002; 
Moore, 2007; 2015; Arrighi, 2010) it has primarily developed to its cur-
rent industrial form within the past two centuries. During the same pe-
riod of time, in the era of the Anthropocene (see Crutzen and Stoermer, 
2000; Crutzen, 2002), human-caused changes and the degradation of 
the ecosystem have increased exponentially. As is well recognised, the 
industrial civilisation has been largely supported and sustained by the 
use of fossil fuels and the petrol engine (Foster, 2009, 92-99; Moore, 
2015, 53-54; Salminen and Vadén, 2015, 1). Although, from an ecologi-
cal perspective, and because we are either living or about to live in the 
times of peak (cheap) oil (see e.g. Foster, 2009, 92-99; Moore, 2015, 
105-109; Salminen and Vadén, 2015, 3-4), it is rather easy to show that 
this kind of culture and way of living is likely to come to its end some-
what soon (see also Hornborg, 2014). However, in practice, to be able to 
steer the global economy to a more conservative path ecologically seems 
impossible if we are to follow the internal laws and dynamics of (fossil 
energy fuelled) capitalism (Multanen, 2001, 175; Foster, 2009, 92-99). 
Hence humanity, with its current path of ‘development’, has, for now, 
chosen the same boom and bust road that drives capitalism forward. 
Nevertheless, of course, where the planet Earth is concerned, after a 
sufficiently huge bust (for example catastrophic climate change), there 
is not going to be another big boom. Therefore, it seems that capitalism 
is, at the beginning of the 21st century, entangled in ecological, econom-
ic, and political crisis, as well as the more general reproduction crisis of 
modern industrial societies (see also Kallinen et al., 2011).  

Being so, if we humans are to turn the tide in our current situation, a 
drastic reorientation in many of our habitual practices – arguably also 
affecting the scientific praxis of social sciences and economics – has to 
take place. From my personal point of view, this call for reorientation 
asks, if not forces, us to examine the underlying assumptions behind 
individual action and our way of living, but also the current and pro-
spective economic, social and institutional structures, including educa-
tion. Meanwhile, we must certainly ask how come, and in spite of all the 
knowledge and evidence we possess about the ecological crisis, there 
has not been a turn towards more sustainable futures? However, and 
painstakingly, the reasons behind the ongoing ecological destruction are 
not something that neither mainstream politics nor environmentalism 
succeeds in tackling (see e.g. Klein, 2014).  

Finnish environmental philosopher Markku Oksanen (1997, 19-20) 
has remarked that the ecological crisis is usually studied from a per-
spective of values and beliefs, and how these have contributed to the 
development of this crisis. The ecological crisis, from this perspective is, 
for instance, claimed to reflect false beliefs and a one-dimensional un-



 

 

derstanding about nature. Oksanen himself (ibid) states that this kind of 
analysis is, by itself, insufficient and points to the direction of a particu-
lar tradition, which especially concentrates on materiality, socio-
economic structures and practices to explain environmental destruc-
tion. Moreover, as a part of this particular tradition, the way humans 
modify and transform nature (human and extra-human), and the way 
humans relate to their external nature, are understood as parts of social, 
but more profoundly part of the processes, dialectics and interaction of 
natural history (ibid). The tradition is, of course, Marxism and material-
ist conception of history (Heiskanen, 2001; 2015), which provide the 
theoretical and philosophical grounds for this thesis (see Chapter 2).    

1.2 Environmental degradation and higher education 

If natural science is asking and dealing with such serious questions as 
was presented above, what then is the role of social sciences? Foster et 
al. (2010) ask that should social sciences also not be trying to help un-
derstand how humanity should respond to the ecological crisis and what 
is causing it? Foster et al. (ibid, 19) respond that:  

Unfortunately, the role of social sciences in this respect is quite 
paradoxical. Tragically, the more pressing the environmental 
problem has become and the more urgent the call for ecological 
revolution has been articulated, the more quiescent social scientist 
seem to have become on the topic, searching for a kind of remedia-
tion of the problem, in which real change will not be required. 

We can only speculate as to the reasons why this might be the case. 
Nonetheless, as Foster et al. (2010, 19) suggest, one of the real problems 
concerning social sciences are that they are often expressly restricted 
and directly serving the established order of power, and more specifical-
ly, the dominant social relations, which are not applicable to similar ex-
tent to the natural sciences. Notwithstanding many critical advance-
ments and revolutionary ideas, Foster et al. (ibid, 21) remark that social 
sciences have, in general, contributed more in maintaining and manag-
ing a given social order than encouraging radical changes. Similarly, 
Suoranta and Ryynänen (2014, 37) confess that, in a stricter line of so-
cial commentary, social sciences are understood straightforwardly as 
science in service of the dominant social and power structures. 

Keeping these arguments in mind, environmental degradation that 
we, human beings, are both witnessing and responsible for at the same 
time, and the current state of higher education and academia, are 
brought together in this study. Now these two may appear separate is-
sues, but I want to assure the reader that they are not. Undeniably, even 
for me it took a long time to see the connection, and I would argue that 



 
 

 

this was at least partly because of my ‘education’. Hence, I ask for pa-
tience from the reader, as I bring these issues together in this thesis.   

I was the first from my family to enter and graduate from a higher 
education institution. I started my bachelor studies at the Helsinki 
School of Economics (which in 2010 became Aalto University School of 
Economics and then the School of Business) in 2004. In retrospect, I 
had misguided expectations regarding my studies. Where I had sought 
for knowledge and understanding about the (political) economy, I re-
ceived no such thing. The first two years of my studies crystallised for 
me a handful of anecdotes about clever company managers and thriving 
corporations. The last three years I spent reading management journals 
and writing about them, which I think only added to my sense of puz-
zlement over what I was studying or supposed to study. Nevertheless, I 
learned a valuable skill: academic reading and writing. In the end, I can 
blame only myself for my personal choices. Of course, I was in the 
wrong place to learn about the political economy, above all because the 
very institutions where I was located was and is, by definition, commit-
ted to the reproduction of capitalist economy. Business schools are 
schools of business; that is, they educate students about capitalist busi-
ness, and they educate students to become part of the capitalist busi-
ness, whereas the capitalist businesses educate their personnel to con-
duct capitalist business.  

After finalising my Master’s degree in 2009, I drifted around for a 
while, among other things spending nine months travelling around the 
world, trying to figure out what to do with my life. During my time of 
travelling, I became increasingly aware of the vast polarisation of afflu-
ence and poverty, but also increasingly aware of the deepening ecologi-
cal crisis. However, I could not make anything concrete out of these in-
sights. Although I had studied for five years in a school of economics, I 
had almost no idea how various economic and social arrangements con-
tributed to both of these crises. With hindsight, this was probably the 
reason why I applied to Aalto University’s doctoral programme. I want-
ed to have time to read and think – to do what my previous studies did 
not do – to educate myself.  

Already by the admission interviews, it was made clear to me that I 
was expected to write an article-based doctoral thesis and to publish my 
work in ‘top’ academic journals. After I was admitted, I soon became 
aware of many other trends and developments of the current academia. 
Another insight struck me: the academia I had in mind when I applied 
to the doctoral programme does not really exist. Rather, what I found 
was the same competitive logic and instrumental mindset I had become 
accustomed during my prior studies and working a couple of years in 
the private sector. I asked myself, was academia becoming a corporation 
much like the rest of the modern world? As ridiculous as it may sound at 
first, there certainly is plenty of evidence to support this claim both 
from personal experience and from academic literature. Personally, the 



 

 

corporatisation of academia was noticeable to me, not only at the level 
of national and international higher education policy, but also in Aalto 
University’s mission, strategy and composition of its board members, or 
in the way the position of PhD students was characterised to me as ‘aca-
demic entrepreneurs’, pointing towards uncertain and discontinuous 
funding and the precariousness of doctoral studies. Other examples of 
this change were to me the overall working atmosphere, constant 
change of personnel in my department, several times changed guide-
lines for funding PhD students, but also the restructuring of physical 
working spaces: I spent the last years working my thesis in an open-plan 
office. Likewise, the evidence is also convincing from the perspective of 
academic literature. For instance, academic capitalism theory and its 
field of study have for the past decades investigated how higher educa-
tion and academia has moved closer to capitalist markets (see e.g. 
Slaughter and Leslie, 1997; Slaughter and Rhoades, 2004; Cantwell and 
Kauppinen, 2014).  

Notwithstanding these surprising observations, the biggest surprise 
of my research journey was to realise how intertwined the foundational 
reasons behind environmental degradation and the current shape of 
higher education were. Unquestionably, I had already realised when 
studying in the Helsinki School of Economics that one of the primarily 
purposes of the whole institution was to guide students to working life, 
or in another words to help students to become employees of large na-
tional and transnational corporations. Yet, I had not considered the idea 
of social and economic reproduction until I read Louis Althusser’s essay 
Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses1. In many ways, Althusser’s 
essay changed the way I see education in the contemporary economic 
and social setting, but even more how I perceive the nation state. Ulti-
mately, that one piece of text helped me to see the connections between 
capitalism, environmental degradation and what seems to be one of the 
main purposes of higher education in the 21st century – to reproduce 
and facilitate conditions of capital accumulation, competitiveness and 
economic growth.  

Luckily, policy-making reality is not the same reality that academics 
and faculties face in the institutional level just yet. In academia there is, 
arguably, still some room for questioning and for the Humboldian aca-
demic values and ideas of scientific enquiry. This thesis itself should be 
considered a testimony of this statement, but I am afraid that in the fu-
ture the situation might not be like this anymore. As transnational and 
international organisations (such as the European Union and the Or-
ganisation of Economic Co-operation and Development), nation states 
and differing private interests manage the direction and purpose of 
higher education in an increasingly instrumental fashion, there is a 

1 This essay is included in the collection On the Reproduction of Capitalism: 
Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Althusser, 2014).



 
 

 

growing danger and a possibility that we might lose an integral part of 
higher education and universities, which is, to me, their essential posi-
tion in facilitating and pursuing free thinking and production of 
knowledge. 

Although, it is safe to say that the connection between knowledge and 
power has been noteworthy throughout modern times, it is arguably 
only within the last couple of decades that we have witnessed a rise of 
knowledge policy in the very core of national and transnational policy 
making. If, in the social democratic era of capitalism, the state’s interest 
in higher education was more explicitly in pursuing national competi-
tiveness, arguably the situation is not the same in the neoliberal organi-
sation of capitalism. While it is still true at national policy-making level 
that one of the primary purposes of higher education is to contribute to 
national competitiveness, in this thesis it is argued as well that powerful 
transnational interests are pushing higher education into the direction 
of transnational academic capitalism. This means that higher education 
is nowadays not only steered by national but also transnational interests 
(see Kauppinen, 2012). Whereas corporations and various lobbying or-
ganisations are pursuing efforts to privatise and commercialise 
knowledge to their benefit, knowledge production and its regulation are, 
at the same time, widely stated as an explicit political goal to support 
various national and transnational agendas. In this sense, higher educa-
tion is an interesting and important junction, where individuals, prac-
tices, state and various political agendas and trends intermingle.  

Now, if the connection to politics and power is somewhat explicit re-
garding education, as is well established in the field of critical education 
studies (see, e.g., Apple et al., 2009; Gottesman, 2016), the link between 
education and environmental degradation is not so clear. Already, the 
near non-existence of academic inquiries, especially before the new mil-
lennium, seeking to discuss the connections between education and en-
vironmental degradation or ecological crisis could be considered a 
demonstration of this claim. However, a notable exception to the silence 
of the 1980s and 1990s is the work done by C. A. Bowers (see, e.g., Edu-
cation, Cultural Myths and Ecological Crisis, 1993). Since the 2000s, 
the silence has somewhat ended. Perhaps the most prominent stream of 
research dealing with questions regarding ecology and education is, at 
the moment, ecopedagogy (see, e.g., Kahn, 2010). The name is telling, 
as scholars in the field, inspired for instance by the work of Paolo Freire 
and the Frankfurt School, seek to find remedies to the ongoing ecologi-
cal crisis via pedagogical means. Yet, and in spite of this development, 
which, from my point of view, is very much welcomed, important ques-
tions and connections regarding education and ecological crisis are left 
unaddressed. From the perspective of this thesis, what is especially 
missing in the current academic literature on education is an explicit 
analysis and understanding of the links between capitalism, higher edu-
cation, and ecological crisis. 



 

 

With this said, this thesis seeks to conceptualise firstly, why there ex-
ists an absolute contradiction between capitalism and ecological sus-
tainability. Secondly, in this thesis I theorise how capitalist socio-
economic structure functions, and more importantly how it is repro-
duced. As a part of the more general discussion on the reproduction of 
capitalism and higher education, higher education in Finland is taken as 
a specific context to be discussed. In this regard, an empirical illustra-
tion is provided to strengthen the otherwise theoretical argument to 
portray how the purpose of higher education is perceived in Finnish ed-
ucation policy documents in the 21st century. Based on existing litera-
ture, theoretical argumentation and empirical illustration it is argued 
that, as the orientation of higher education has been reformulated dur-
ing the last decades, one of the primary purposes of higher education in 
the 21st century is to reproduce capitalism and conditions for capital 
accumulation and economic growth. In principle, this means that aims 
and demands concerning higher education coming from state admin-
istration are closely coupled with the needs of the capitalist growth 
economy and transnational capital accumulation. This development has 
arguably resulted in higher education, where education is expected to 
serve as a means to an end to achieve goals such as economic growth 
and regional competitiveness. Furthermore, this development implies 
that higher education institution is increasingly functioning in an un-
sustainable fashion from an ecological perspective. This is due to the 
capitalist structure and processes of accumulation to which higher edu-
cation is increasingly integrated, and to which it contributes.   

To be sure, it is important to keep in mind that education is not a 
monolith. Yet, just as important is to note that education is not impar-
tial. Unterhalter and Carpenter (2010, 2) note that ‘higher education 
has the potential to reduce or to increase inequalities depending on the 
form of policies, institutions, governments, inter-government organi-
zations and transnational associations implement.’ Similarly following 
Poulantzas’s (2000) relational conception of the state, contemporary 
higher education could be considered to be a condensation of class and 
power struggles, academic tradition, education ideals, and economic 
ambitions originating from various sources. Which of these elements 
have the upper hand remains in flux. In this regard, I perceive that the 
field of education is also an important mirror to reflect society in gen-
eral, and which issues are contested, resisted, and held important in a 
given period of time. At the same time, I also feel important to note that 
although I criticise capitalism and the structures that support and re-
produce it in this thesis, my purpose is not by any means to argue 
against or ‘attack’ higher education per se. Instead, the message is ra-
ther that the current outlook and the priorities steering contemporary 
higher education should be questioned, while the condition of planetary 
ecosystems should frame all future educational reforms (see Bowers, 
1993). 



 
 

 

Furthermore, the purpose of this thesis is also to contribute to and to 
amplify the Marxist materialist critique of capitalism. As is well known, 
Marx never wanted to replace thinking with inconsiderate action, but 
wanted to develop practical philosophy, through which a change could 
take place in the very thing that one was trying to comprehend (Eagle-
ton, 1999). My goals are very much the same. Personally, I am not satis-
fied how capitalism is conceptualised – often as abstract ‘market econ-
omy’ – and understood in the current public debate, and thus I hope 
that the message of this thesis is heard regardless one’s personal politi-
cal stance or ideology.   

Finally, and while it certainly is important to write PhDs, articles and 
books about these issues or to teach, give talks and take part in research 
conferences, ultimately it seems that these actions change nothing with-
out organised collective action and reorientation of habits, practices and 
societal goals. On the one hand, at issue is to finding pathways beyond 
(industrial) capitalism, and to replace this way of being with fundamen-
tally different understandings, practices and societal structures. On the 
other hand, it has to be noted that some of the man-made changes in 
the biosphere, such as climate change, are already irreversible and likely 
to be felt after thousands and tens of thousands of years. It is also clear 
that the kind of structural and behavioural change in thinking, practices 
and human organisation will not come about without a struggle. In this 
sense, and in addition to Marxist studies on education and ecological 
Marxism, I want also to express my sympathies to deep ecology (see e.g. 
Naess, 1973; 1989), ecological education studies (see e.g. Bowers, 1993; 
2011) and eco-feminist thinking (see e.g. Gaard and Gruen, 1993), which 
are, perhaps, not in the spotlight of this thesis, but streams of thought I 
am likely to continue in my scientific and political investigations in the 
future.  

1.3 Research process 

During my thesis work many people have asked me how did I come up 
with my topic? I did not; rather it came to me. I was not looking for it. 
While I was trying to understand and explain to myself the foundations 
of the ongoing ecological crisis, and meanwhile personally experiencing 
many changes in academia, I was, little by little, ‘pushed’ to widen my 
perspective to really find and to come up with answers with which I was 
satisfied. In this sense, one of the reasons for my widening perspective, 
in addition to genuine curiosity, was the fact that I have generally read 
academic books, instead of articles. With hindsight, this choice has been 
of great value for me, as reading articles usually left me with a sense of 
puzzlement regarding the relation of different arguments, theories and 
phenomena. By reading arguably broader and more holistic accounts on 
history, philosophy, political economy and ecology, a new world opened 



 

 

up for me, but it took many years for me to connect the dots to the form 
they have been offered in this thesis.  

In the early stages of my PhD, I was (or I thought I was) doing re-
search on ‘degrowth’, which was an idea I discarded fairly soon, only to 
realise that economic growth (or the endless accumulation of capital) 
was to be one of the corner stones of this thesis work. It took me some 
time, but I eventually circled back to discuss the problem of economic 
growth, but meanwhile changed the school of thought. This was because 
I was not satisfied with the level of analysis in the degrowth literature. 
In my mind, degrowth literature offered solid and to the point economic 
growth criticism, but at a very abstract level. Due to the level of abstrac-
tion, degrowth discourses seemed, at the same time, to be missing struc-
tural and historical analysis regarding capitalism and the mechanisms 
and dynamics that push the capitalist structure towards expansion (see 
e.g. Kallinen et al., 2011, 28-30). To be sure, this situation – namely the 
critique of capitalism in degrowth literature – has changed in many 
ways since I started this thesis work.  

2010 was an important year for the Finnish degrowth network, as 
Tim Jackson, Serge Latouche and Peter Victor visited Growth in 
Change (Kasvu murroksessa, 24.9.2010) seminar in Helsinki. I think it 
is safe to say that it was in the aftermath of the seminar when I made my 
first contact to degrowth movement and degrowth thinkers, as degrowth 
ideas were also covered by the mainstream media in Finland. My per-
sonal ‘ecological awakening’ was closely tied also to the financial crisis 
that began in 2008, which might sound odd. Nonetheless, the post-
financial-meltdown confusion (both personal and societal) was a pro-
found wake-up call for me, and quite paradoxically, it was only after I 
had graduated (in December 2009) that my real studies began.    

Late in 2011, I had convinced myself that I wanted to do a PhD on 
degrowth. I had two main motivations to do so: first, to have time to 
read and time to think and understand the fundamental reasons for en-
vironmental degradation, and second, I wanted to write a thesis that 
would, in some way, contribute in changing the course of the current 
destructive path humanity was and is on. I started my PhD research 
formally in the autumn of 2012. The first year or so was difficult re-
search-wise. My topic kept changing on a weekly basis. In the end of the 
first term, I pushed degrowth discussions aside, and became increasing-
ly interested in neoliberalism, higher education, and higher education 
policy. I read passionately at first, but then became frustrated. None of 
the explanations concerning the rise of neoliberalism at a policy-making 
level felt right to me historically or politically. Then I read Daniel Sted-
man Jones’s Masters of the Universe (2013) and became convinced that 
I had to study ideology in relation to state policy.  

I have tried to explain to myself many times why Marxist tradition 
‘feels’ right to me. The world filled with injustice, oppression and exploi-
tation is part of the answer, but there is more. As Göran Therborn 



 
 

 

(2007, 67), a prominent Swedish sociologist, explains, Marxism is, at 
the same time, a historical social science, focused on the operation of 
capitalism, and more generally, on historical developments defined by 
the dynamics linked to forces and relations of production. In addition, 
Marxism is also a philosophical tradition with certain ontological, epis-
temological and ethical grounds, and, of course, finally, Marxism is a 
mode of politics, as it has been used historically to overthrow the exist-
ing bourgeois order2. Apart from this, it was very difficult to me to com-
prehend the current economic, social and ecological context, before a 
more close examination of the writings of Marx and his followers. 
Therefore, it is safe to say that I chose the Marxist tradition because of 
its eminent weight of evidence in explaining economic, socio-political 
and ecological contradictions – especially in the time of global capital-
ism – as well as because its persuasive combination of the theory of cap-
ital(ism) and analysis on power and power structures.  

To be sure, I do not see scientific inquiry as a mere political project. 
Rather I perceive scientific inquiry as a way to seek and contemplate the 
truth. On the one hand, scientific inquiry is, to me, a way to deepen 
one’s understanding about the world we inhabit, but simultaneously, I 
feel it is a way to express solidarity to fellow beings on this planet. On 
the other hand, I do have found the claim regarding neutrality of aca-
demic social research to be strange. If one sees and feels that there is 
something wrong or unjust in the world, I strongly perceive that it is 
one’s moral responsibility to act and take a stance. Therefore, scientific 
inquiry is, to me, also a way to take part in the ongoing societal struggles 
– a way to change the world for the better, I hope. Nevertheless, by tak-
ing a stance, in my mind, I am not giving away my scientific integrity 
but rather feel that I have become closer to the things that are truly im-
portant.  

After reading Jones’s Masters of the Universe, it still took me some 
time to find what I thought I was looking for. I explored Marx and 
Marxism to understand the underlying ideology regarding the rise of 
neoliberalism. I applied the concept to not only to explain historical 
transformation from social democracy to neoliberalism, and to explain 
the changes in academia and in Finnish education policy, but also to 
explain how novel phenomena such as social entrepreneurship was 
‘sucked’ by neoliberal ideology and arguably transformed into some-
thing else. None of this felt right. I was trying to explain historical and 
political changes with an abstract theoretical concept, and meanwhile 
sliding further away from my primary concern, which was, and is, envi-
ronmental degradation – an utterly material occurrence. With hind-
sight, it is clear to me that I was, at the time, lost in the post-
structuralist tradition of social theory and Marxism. To get the story 

2 A perceptive reader will notice that these three dimensions of Marxism inter-
twine and overlap in this thesis.



 

 

straight, I did not personally realise this, but luckily, my soon to be su-
pervisor – Keijo Räsänen – did.   

Some frustrating months passed, and then, and I guess it was the 
usual story, i.e. I read something that would change the course of my 
research. Actually, I read two things: Ecological Revolution (2009) by 
John Bellamy Foster and Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses 
(1968/2014) by Louis Althusser. Especially after reading Althusser’s 
short essay, I was bewildered. Why does no one speak about this? Why 
does no one write about this? Now, a couple of years later, following 
which I am, of course, more aware of the internal battles of the Marxist 
tradition, and how postmodernism and poststructuralism pretty much 
did away with structuralism as a part of ‘cultural turn’ in social sciences 
(see e.g. Ray and Sayer, 1999), and why the strands of critical pedagogy 
dealing with ideas linked to reproduction and education dried up in the 
late 1980s and early 1990s (see Giroux, 1983; Collins, 2009). However, 
there are signs that Althusser, among many other Marxist scholars, is 
‘coming back’ (see e.g. Diefenbach et al., 2013), and as part of this de-
velopment, I got lucky, because Althusser’s Sur la reproduction was 
published for the first time in English (as On the Reproduction of Capi-
talism) in 2014.   

Althusser and Foster gave me a preliminary idea on how to combine 
education and ecology to the things I had observed within the last four 
or five years. Yet, the task felt overwhelmingly big, and still does. None-
theless, what I saw made sense to me. For a brief moment I hoped that 
somebody else, someone smarter and with more superior academic ca-
pabilities, would be in my shoes, but then I realised that someone 
smarter or more experienced than me would probably pass on the op-
portunity. I also knew that I was good at combining things, and putting 
different pieces together. So why not try? 

I, of course, also understood that to conduct an explicitly anti-
capitalist thesis, which also denounces contemporary public higher edu-
cation, would not be a popular topic in a business school or in a country 
that has become greatly affluent because of capitalism, or among the 
Finnish people, who arguably have a great deal of trust in public ser-
vices, let alone among funding bodies seeking to further advance ‘Finn-
ish national competitiveness’. Therefore, I would keep a rather low pro-
file, although either way, it seemed that by having chosen a topic that 
questions the foundations of our contemporary society, and the exist-
ence of the very institution where I was located, I made my research 
journey more precarious concerning my personal income and liveli-
hood.  

Nevertheless, once I had stumbled upon to the concept of reproduc-
tion I picked up the pace. Academic battles between Althusser and 
Gramsci, and their followers, and ‘structuralist’ and ‘post-structuralist’ 
had, from my perspective, left many stones unturned in the Marxist and 
Neo-Marxist school of thought. I find it strange and without a plausible 



 
 

 

explanation, that a thesis regarding the reproduction of capitalism had 
not been thoroughly theorised or developed in the 21st century. While it 
is well known that Gramsci’s, Althusser’s and Poulantzas’s works were 
left unfinished, I wonder why their followers, aside from a relative dis-
parate group of radical educationalists, have not taken up the task, and 
applied and developed their original ideas and concepts.  

Certainly, the capitalist mode of production has been well portrayed 
and theorised already by Marx, but also by his followers. The case is, 
however, different in regard to the socio-ideological structures or super-
structure(s). There are good reasons for this, I feel. The socio-political 
sphere is rather messy, and it easily escapes subtle models and theories. 
At the same time, I would argue that contemporary capitalism, or more 
precisely global neoliberal capitalism, might be more straightforward as 
a structure than, for instance, the social democratic phase of capitalism. 
It seems to me that the hegemony of capital is somehow more exposed 
in the era of neoliberalism, and so are also, I would argue, the power 
relations and societal structures penetrated by the logic of capital accu-
mulation and demand of economic growth.  

In addition, Althusser’s claim that educational apparatus is the dom-
inant ‘Ideological State Apparatus’ can, for instance, be seen from my 
perspective as even more conclusive in the era of neoliberal higher edu-
cation than it was in the era of social democracy and the welfare state. 
The same is arguably true in the case of Gramsci’s hegemony concept in 
William Robinson’s use, when Robinson studies the transnational capi-
talist class as a historic bloc and dominant fraction of global capital. In 
the same sense, an increasingly integrated and homogeneous world 
economy, although it is in many ways chaotic and complex, might be 
somewhat less difficult to conceive. But then again, it also seems that 
transformations within the capitalist socio-economic structure have 
produced ‘hybrid’ states, that is, states that are caught in between the 
welfare state and neoliberal competition and market liberalisation. 
From my perspective, the Finnish state is one of these hybrid states, 
because it retains national welfare state functions but at the same time 
has sought to open up to global capitalist competition and to attract 
transnational capital by privatising and commodifying public services. 
Consequently, William Robinson’s theory of global capitalism has 
helped me a great deal in understanding this development, which ac-
cording to him entails a new kind of understanding of where to locate 
power and in the global socio-economic order, and thus also invites us 
to reconsider the role of the nation state (see Robinson, 2014).  

With these ideas in mind, I started writing. After three years of heavy 
reading, data collection, drafting ideas and some writing, I began typing 
it out. Things moved quickly, especially in 2015, when I produced the 
first draft of this PhD. Meanwhile, I struggled to decide what to include 
in and leave out of the study. My original idea was to include an empiri-
cal section and empirical methodology in the study, but in the end, I was 



 

 

convinced to keep the argument theoretical. In the empirical part, based 
on the initial idea, I intended to analyse higher education policy and the 
role and purpose of higher education from the state’s perspective from 
post-war years to present day. However, I fairly soon I discarded this 
idea, mainly because post-war higher education policy is already well 
explored and documented in Finnish higher education research (see, 
e.g., Kauko, 2011; Kankaanpää, 2013). Then, up until the pre-
examination of this thesis, I kept empirical analysis in place that dealt 
with Finnish higher education policy in the 21st century. An intention 
that was supposed to strengthen the thesis and main argument actually 
made the thesis less convincing, so I then made a decision to integrate 
the empirical section as a part of the theoretical discussion. Thus, in this 
study, an empirical illustration is provided to highlight how the purpose 
of higher education is expressed in the Finnish higher education policy 
documents and how this portrayal is linked to the reproduction of capi-
talism and ecological crisis.  

Finally, and at least partly because of the nature of this research voy-
age, it was difficult for me to decide what to include and what to leave 
out from the conclusions section. In this decision, my supervisor’s ad-
vice proved to be useful. He had suggested many times that I should 
decide with whom I wanted to discuss. However, for a long time I simp-
ly did not know the answer, namely because many of the people have 
deceased, or are no longer conducting research on a certain field, or the 
field I would like to be part of did not exist anymore. Nonetheless, the 
relation between ecology and higher education was an obvious choice, 
but the problem was and is that the literature in the field is only emerg-
ing (see Chapter 2.4.1). Hence, I do not necessarily have one specific 
scientific discourse in which I wish to take part but many. In this regard, 
this study could be considered as representing what Sayer (2003) calls 
‘post-disciplinary studies’, that is, a study that does not stop at the bor-
der of a particular discipline but follows the connections of things and 
phenomena, disregarding where they may lead. To be sure, the ap-
proach and literature that are used in this study are primarily Marxist, 
although it is at the same time clear that Marx – living at pre-
disciplinary times – did not stop at the ‘borders’ but operated simulta-
neously in numerous fields of research. Nonetheless, I hope the contri-
butions of this thesis are not too scattered, but provide useful begin-
nings and pathways to examine capitalism, higher education and their 
connection to ecological crisis in the 21st century. Moreover, I also hope 
that I am able to revive the tradition of reproduction theorising in the 
Marxist studies on education. This is because I remain convinced that 
we academics should keep on studying and writing about the connec-
tions between education and state, education and ideology, and educa-
tion and power.  



 
 

 

1.4 Research questions 

The primary purpose of this thesis is to update the theory of reproduc-
tion of capitalism, and establish a connection between capitalism, con-
temporary higher education and ecological crisis.  

Therefore, the research questions concerning the theoretical argu-
ment are:     

- What are the fundamental reasons for the ecological unsustainabil-
ity of capitalism? 

- How is capitalist socio-economic structure reproduced in the 21st 
century? 

 Is higher education linked to reproduction of capitalism and/or eco-
logical crisis? And if so, how? 

In addition, the research question concerning the empirical illustration 
of the theoretical argument is: 

 How does the Finnish state express the purpose of higher educa-
tion? 

The research objective of the empirical illustration, as a part of the theo-
retical argument, is to reflect and establish how the expressed purpose 
of higher education, from the Finnish state’s perspective, is linked to 
reproduction of capitalism and ecological crisis.  

1.5 Expected limitations 

From my point of view, it seems that capitalism, with its compulsion for 
growth and expansion, indeed constitutes the hard core of the current 
ecological crisis (see Foster, 2009). But then, it also seems evident that 
humanity’s problems concerning environmental degradation extend far 
beyond capitalism and even industrial civilisation (see Bowers, 1993; 
Jensen, 2006; Jensen and McBay, 2009). As Bowers (1993, 19) notes, 
‘there is no single cause for any aspect of the ecological crisis, but there 
are complex and interconnected cultural patterns, beliefs, and values 
that collectively help to introduce perturbations into ecosystems, caus-
ing them to go into decline.’ Furthermore, environmental degradation is 
not only a modern problem, but has also been a problem of the past, as 
numerous past civilisations have disappeared because of environmental 
degradation and the exploitation of their habitats (see e.g. Diamond, 
2005, Tainter, 2015). Thus, a more profound and philosophical question 
is whether humans are bound to destroy their habitats, or is this only, 
and perhaps, a matter linked to human civilisations (Jensen, 2006) or, 
for example, anthropocentric thinking and misplaced cultural beliefs 



 

 

(Naess, 1989; Bowers, 1993). Nevertheless, these essential questions go 
beyond the scope of this thesis. 

In addition to this, Marx and/or Marxism is often accused of down-
playing the importance of human agency and the notion of resistance. 
Personally, I think there is a great deal of truth in this claim, although 
Marx himself stressed that every component of society has an active role 
as they interact (see e.g. Heiskanen, 2015, 105; 2016, 278). Nonetheless, 
I have also realised that, during my thesis work, the difficulty of com-
bining the so-called macro-sociological level of analysis to agency. Un-
fortunately, and without a doubt these two approaches have separate 
narratives in this thesis. This does not mean, however, that I would 
think of them as two separate categories. Although my thesis is, in many 
ways, a story about conquering planet Earth, and about world domina-
tion, I would never claim that history is made ‘behind the backs’ of indi-
viduals or that capitalism would not, or could not, be contested or re-
sisted.  

Moreover, what I intend to say, is that I have tried to come up with a 
theoretical model that is explanatory rather than structural-functio-
nalist. I am not claiming that every human and non-human entity has, 
is, or is going to be crushed under dominion of the capitalist ‘rationali-
ty’, but rather try to portray how capitalism transcends barriers (physi-
cal and socially constructed), with whose help it does so, and especially 
how the logic of capital accumulation operates. With this said, I also 
hope to give means and ways for agents of various kinds (including my-
self) to resist the logic and hegemony of capital and to create spaces for 
alternative economies and futures. Having said this, I am not trying to 
justify my choices or cover up any potential omissions in my thesis, but 
rather to argue that, to me, it has made sense to try to understand how 
something works while trying to change it.  

Another limitation – or more specifically a theoretical framing – is 
not to deal directly with (or to develop) Marx’s theory of ‘simple repro-
duction’ (Capital vol. 1, 1973, 566-578; Capital vol. 2, 1973a, Chapter 
XX: Simple Reproduction) and ‘extended reproduction’ (Capital vol. 2, 
1973a, Chapter XXI Accumulation and Reproduction on an Extended 
Scale). In the case of simple reproduction, Marx explains how the conti-
nuity of production, in situ, is ensured by distinguishing the product of 
labour and subjective labour power. Regarding extended reproduction, 
Marx, in turn, examines the reproduction of capitalism (including pro-
spects for economic growth) on a societal level, and refers to extended 
reproduction in the case where production increases but relations of 
production, i.e. class relations, remain intact.  

My approach does not reject Marx’s thesis, but instead concentrates 
on the logic of capital accumulation as a social relation and as an imper-
ative for economic actors (including nation states), or in theorising so-
called ‘complex reproduction’, a thesis Marx did not further himself 
(Morrow and Torres, 1995, 122). More precisely, I am trying to explain 



 
 

 

what kind of actions/choices/possibilities/limitations the maxim ‘end-
less accumulation of capital’ brings about. It is also precisely around 
this notion that I have made an effort to update the theory of reproduc-
tion of capitalism. Therefore, the theory of reproduction is, in this the-
sis, not only about the endless accumulation of capital and the destruc-
tion of human and non-human life it brings along with it, but also, and 
in fact primarily, a theorisation of a structure based on the idea and sys-
temic compulsion of endless and expansive capital accumulation. 

Also, my approach in this study can be considered one-sided because 
I only study higher education ‘from the outside’, and do not take into 
consideration how higher education, or the ongoing restructuring, is 
perceived within academia (see e.g. Lund, 2015). This choice is primari-
ly due to the overall research design, which is oriented towards the the-
orisation of the reproduction of capitalism. This is to say that I have 
chosen to study higher education in an institutional level (institution 
among other institutions), because I consider the state an integral ele-
ment in both the reproduction of capitalism and also for overall higher 
education. For instance, in Finland the state is arguably the most prom-
inent body to steer higher education through legislation and policy, and 
the primary funding body of higher education (see e.g. Rekilä, 2006). 
Moreover, as I have attempted to theorise the complex reproduction of 
capitalism, the role of state in this matter is in essence in protecting and 
supporting the reproduction of capitalism, and thus I have decided to 
focus on state accounts while illustrating the otherwise theoretical ar-
gument by empirical means, rather than investigating how state’s per-
ceptions are received or contested in academia. 

Finally, it is also evident to me that this is an Anglo-American and a 
Eurocentric study. The majority of the literature is either from conti-
nental or Anglo-American scholars, and thus, the geographical focus 
and the context of study is also the same. Therefore, the theoretical 
model that is presented in the pages of this study is, from my point of 
view, suitable to analyse primarily 21st century capitalism in liberal par-
liamentary and Western industrial settings.   

1.6 Ploy and structure of the study 

To combine capitalism, environmental degradation and higher educa-
tion, as well as theory development, in a single study requires both time 
and space. In another words, and in order to succeed, I have to cover 
many issues both historically and theoretically. To make this easier to 
follow for the reader, I have outlined the ploy of my PhD below. The 
‘formula’ of my argument is T (theoretical argument) + E (empirical 
illustration) = A (argument). 

 
 
 



 

 

Figure 1. The ploy of this PhD 
 

                        
 

‘T’ as the theoretical argument, which takes the bulk of space of this 
study, in the equation upholds elements from all aspects of human and 
non-human life as presented in the picture above. Overall, the aim of 
the theoretical investigation is, in this PhD, to argue that capitalism, as 
it is defined in this thesis, is ecologically unsustainable, and more im-
portantly, for the sake of the scientific contribution of this thesis, to up-
date the theory of the reproduction of capitalism, and establish a con-
nection between contemporary higher education and ecological crisis. 
The task is thus to present what capitalism is, how it functions, and 
above all, how capitalism is reproduced in general, but especially how 
higher education contributes to this process and how all this links to 
ecological questions.  

‘E’ as the empirical illustration, serves to strengthen the theoretical 
argument, as it highlights how the purpose of higher education is ex-
pressed by the Finnish state in the education policy documents in the 
21st century. The research objective of the empirical illustration is to 
reflect and establish how this perception is linked to the reproduction of 
capitalism. Thus, this section of the study concentrates, in particular, on 
the interplay of state, higher education and socio-economic structures of 
contemporary Western industrial social setting.

Together T and E sections form the main argument (A) of this study. 
The argument is that:  
 

One of the primary purposes of 21st century higher education is to 
reproduce capitalism. Being that higher education is organised in 
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an ecologically unsustainable manner, and thus instead of alleviat-
ing the ecological crisis, it makes it worse. This is because higher 
education not only is organised in the framework of capitalist so-
cio-economic structure, but also directly contributes to the repro-
duction of capitalism.   

Following the outlined ploy, in Chapter 2, I first explain the theoretical 
and philosophical underpinnings of this study, as I briefly summarise 
the intellectual history of Karl Marx and some of the history of Marx-
ism, as well as Marx and Engels’s materialist conception of history. Af-
ter this, I shortly review the most prominent streams of Marxist studies 
of education, and literature on education and ecological crisis. In Chap-
ter 3, I define capitalism and outline, again briefly, the historical devel-
opments that have given birth to capitalism. I then move on to describe 
the fundamental logic of capital and capital accumulation, as well as the 
capitalist market structure, before scrutinising the latest and still ongo-
ing restructuring of the capitalist political economy and its transnation-
alisation. Following this, I present the most fundamental reasons, from 
my point of view, regarding why a serious contradiction exists between 
capitalism and ecological sustainability, and then deepen the argument 
by discussing Jevons paradox and bottlenecks for capital accumulation.  

In Chapter 4, I present the framework of the updated reproduction 
theory of capitalism in the 21st century. After briefly presenting the pri-
mary components of the theory, I then discuss them separately in the 
following sub-chapters starting from the modern nation state and its 
relation to the reproduction of capitalism. Subsequently, I move on to 
ground the theory of reproduction, and discuss the works of Antonio 
Gramsci, Louis Althusser, and Nicos Poulantzas and their insights re-
garding hegemony and hegemonic state apparatuses, Ideological State 
Apparatuses, reproduction, and education.  

In Chapter 5, the theory of reproduction, contemporary higher educa-
tion, and ecological crisis are brought together. By going through the 
neoliberal restructuring of higher education, I am trying to convince the 
reader that higher education in the 21st century is closely integrated into 
the capitalist structure in following the logic of capitalism and capital 
accumulation. By examining some of the contemporary literature con-
cerning, for instance, academic capitalism, I argue that higher education 
is portrayed in an instrumental and commercial fashion, above all be-
cause of the overall restructuring of capitalism and the importance of 
knowledge, knowledge production, and know-how in the global econo-
my. I then argue how these restructurings and developments have had 
an impact on higher education, and consequently how the current shape 
of higher education is linked and contributes to the ecological crisis.   

In Chapter 6, the insights of Chapter 5 are reflected in the Finnish 
context. At first, Finnish educational history is outlined very briefly be-
fore highlighting the changes of neoliberal restructuring of Finnish 
higher education. In the empirical illustration, I present how the pur-



 

 

pose of higher education is expressed by the Finnish state in the educa-
tion policy documents and how this is linked to the reproduction of cap-
italism and the ecological crisis. In the concluding Chapter 7, I highlight 
the scientific contributions of this thesis and then explain and discuss 
these contributions as I recapitulate the updated reproduction theory of 
capitalism, before making conclusions concerning education and eco-
logical crisis. I end this thesis by contemplating the limitations of this 
study as well as possible future research avenues. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 

 

2. Theoretical and philosophical founda-
tions 

To my mind, a theoretical investigation is, at minimum, directed to-
wards critical analysis: identifying, formulating, re-formulating, refin-
ing, and questioning the general assumptions from which everyday dis-
cussions and perceptions arise, as well as the prevailing scientific para-
digm(s). It seems evident to me that each and every one is influenced 
and guided by a particular set of historical conditions, beliefs, language, 
and is with certain preconceptions, in addition to specific personal life-
experiences, which affect the understanding of self, and shape one’s 
worldview. Indeed it is, arguably, possible to understand and interpret 
the world only through particular natural, socio-cultural histories, nar-
ratives, and linguistic frameworks. These can be considered as lenses or 
perspectives through which one perceives the world (see Alasuutari, 
1996). In this respect, theories of social science could be considered as 
different lenses or perspectives to understand and to make sense of the 
world in which one lives.  

Furthermore, it is also apparent to me that theories intentionally 
oversimplify the reality in order to underline issues that are typically 
central to an observed phenomenon. In addition, I further perceive that 
one of the main purposes of studying and developing theories is to ena-
ble one to examine different perceptions of realities to discover, among 
other elements, just how distorted and distorting a particular world-
view, ideology or a philosophy is. Especially in this regard, I think that 
theories can develop an observer’s thinking by organising a complex 
phenomenon into manageable and understandable categories. This is 
undoubtedly one of the aims of this thesis.  

The inspiration for this study and essentially all the theories and con-
cepts that I apply originate from Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels and from 
the Marxist tradition. Although Marxists do not speak with one voice, in 
fact sometimes quite far from it, I believe that fruitful syntheses are out 
there to be made. That said, many Marxists would perhaps denounce 
my efforts to bring together Louis Althusser and Antonio Gramsci in 
certain issues in this thesis, and in many ways their criticism would be 
accurate. Nonetheless, I would claim that we need both Althusser and 
Gramsci to understand the reproduction of capitalism in the 21st centu-
ry. Gramsci’s theory of cultural hegemony and Althusser’s theory of 



 

 

Ideological State Apparatuses have both given me inspiration and, more 
importantly, theoretical grounds to build my argument. However, both 
of their works were left unfinished. Hence, in this thesis, I try to com-
bine some of their ideas into an updated theory of reproduction with the 
help of Nicos Poulantzas and William Robinson.  

It has been particularly rewarding to read Marx with certain guidance 
from more contemporary scholars (such as Terry Eagleton, John Bella-
my Foster, Jukka Heiskanen, Jason W. Moore, Jan Rehmann, Peter 
Thomas and Ellen Meiksins Wood) and to reflect upon the remarks of 
Marx and classic Marxists in our day. The topicality of Marx in the 21st 
century seems to me to be undisputed. Environmental degradation, so-
cio-economic inequality, and economic crises are all areas where Marx 
has a great deal to offer in explaining the fundamental sources of these 
phenomena. To me, perhaps the most extraordinary account of Marx, 
which brings together all the main themes of this thesis, is his assess-
ment of the impact of capital on natural and social environments in 
Grundrisse. In the following passage, the logic of capital, according to 
Marx, is felt in all corners of life; in the way capital treats its environ-
mental surroundings, and in the way capital influences the social, and 
for instance science (and education). The passage ends with Marx’s im-
pressive take of the final frontier of capital, which is, of course, capital 
itself always pushing for more and more, until the very end, defying the 
inevitable collapse of capitalist socio-economic structure as we know it. 
Marx (1993, 409-410, italics in original) writes that: 

 
Just as production founded on capital creates universal industri-
ousness on one side – i.e. surplus labour, value-creating labour – 
so does it create the other side a system of general exploitation of 
the natural and human qualities, a system of general utility, utiliz-
ing science itself just as much as all the physical and mental quali-
ties, while science appears nothing higher in itself, nothing legiti-
mate for itself, outside this circle of social production and ex-
change. Thus capital creates the bourgeois society, and the univer-
sal appropriation of nature as well as of the social bond itself by 
the members of society. Hence the great civilizing influence of cap-
ital; its production of a stage of society in comparison to which all 
earlier ones appear as mere local developments of humanity and 
as nature-idolatry. For the first time, nature becomes purely an 
object for humankind, purely a matter of utility; ceases to be rec-
ognized as a power for itself; and the theoretical discovery of its 
autonomous laws appears merely as a ruse so as to subjugate it 
under human needs, whether as an object of consumption or as 
means of production. In accord with this tendency, capital drives 
beyond national barriers and prejudices as much as beyond nature 
worship, as well as all traditional, confined, complacent, encrusted 
satisfaction of present needs, and reproduction of old ways of life. 



 
 

 

It is destructive towards all of this, and constantly revolutionizes 
it, tearing down all the barriers, which hem in the development of 
the forces of production, and the exploitation and exchange of nat-
ural and mental forces.    
 But from the fact that capital posits every such limit as a barrier 
and hence gets ideally beyond it, does not by any means follow 
that it has really overcome it, and, since every such barrier contra-
dicts its character, its production moves in contradictions, which 
are constantly overcome, but just as constantly posited. Further-
more. The universality towards which it irresistibly strives encoun-
ters barriers in its own nature, which will, at a certain stage of its 
development, allow it to be recognized as being itself the greatest 
barrier to this tendency, and hence will drive towards its own sus-
pension.  

Personally, there is something very telling in this passage, and not only 
from the perspective of this thesis, but in general to be able to under-
stand contemporary capitalism, capitalist societies, as well as the ongo-
ing ecological crisis. In any case, only this very passage clearly reflects 
the topicality of Marx’s thought and may also further convince the read-
er of the reasons why, in this thesis, I have relied on Marx and Marxists 
to establish a connection between capitalism, higher education and en-
vironmental degradation. 

I next outline, very briefly, the intellectual history of Karl Marx as 
well as some parts of the history of Marxism. Then I move on to discuss 
Marx and Engels’s materialist conception of history, as it is the philo-
sophical frame of this thesis, while, I highlight some of Marx’s ecological 
arguments. I end this chapter with a short review of the most notable 
streams of research in Marxist studies on education, and education and 
ecological crisis.  

2.1 Marx, and Marxism  

Arguably, only a few thinkers, if that, have gone through such steep 
changes in reading and interpretation of their work as Karl Marx has. 
On the one hand, as a philosopher and political economist he has re-
peatedly been declared as ‘dead’, and as often declared to return (Koi-
visto and Oittinen, 2011, 7). On the other hand, in the beginning of the 
1990s, Marxism in general seemed to be in danger of disappearing 
completely, as the Soviet Union and state socialism collapsed. Nonethe-
less, during the past years, there have been clear signs of a new Marx 
renaissance (ibid). This time, the return of Marx seems to have novel 
features though, which separate this particular revival from the previous 
ones. The most important of these is, without a doubt, the progressing 
MEGA project (Marx-Engels Gesamtausgabe), which is committed to 
publishing the complete works (finished, unfinished and refined manu-



 

 

scripts) of Marx and Engels (ibid, 9). Although the MEGA project is still 
incomplete – roughly half of the planned publications have been pub-
lished so far (Heiskanen, 2016, 272) – it is clear at this point that MEGA 
has already provided an opportunity for a more extensive base to study 
Marx than ever before (Koivisto and Oittinen, 2011, 9).  

It is justifiable to claim that MEGA may entail a new reading and in-
terpretation of Marx, which according to Koivisto and Oittinen (2011, 
10) is already the fourth time in history, when the overall reception of 
Marx may change considerably. The other three periods of different 
Marx readings and interpretations are: first until the end of 1880s, 
when the ideas of Marx and Engels begin to gain ground in the workers 
movement across Europe and especially among German social demo-
crats (Koivisto and Oittinen, 2011, 10; see also McLellan, 2007, Chapter 
2). The second period of Marxist interpretations is usually called the 
Marxism of the Second International (1880-1914) with Karl Kautsky as 
its leading figure. In this interpretation, the works of Marx were often 
considered to be positivistic in their treatment of societal development, 
and the economics of capitalism (Koivisto and Oittinen, 2011, 10), as it 
was generally perceived in the end of the 19th century that Marxism had 
no philosophical content (McLellan, 2007, 110).  

During the third period, along with the First World War and the 
breakup of the workers movement, the reading typical to the time of the 
Second International was gradually replaced, from the 1920s, by a 
Marxism-Leninist reading of Marx of the Soviet Union era, which was, 
of course, rivalled by other readings of Marx, but these did not gain sim-
ilar influence around the world (Koivisto and Oittinen, 2011, 10). Cur-
rently, after the collapse of Soviet Union and alongside the progressing 
MEGA project, the fourth period of Marx interpretation is about to 
begin, but so far it is too early to say what will be the identifying charac-
teristics of this era (ibid).   

 
Karl Marx was born at Trier, in Prussia, on 5th of May 1818. His family 
background gave him an opportunity for higher education studies, first 
at Gymnasium in Trier being followed by university studies at Bonn and 
Berlin (see e.g. Jones, 2016). After a year in the University of Bonn, 
Marx received his first genuine intellectual stimulus at Berlin Universi-
ty, where he was, along with his law studies, also absorbed by philoso-
phy and history (Kolakowski, 2008, 80).  

Likewise in Berlin, Marx went through a serious conversion to He-
gel’s philosophy. As McLellan (1990, 34) has argued, this conversion 
was probably the most important intellectual step for Marx in his life. 
This was because, as much as Marx later criticised and denounced He-
gel’s idealism and dialectics3, he was also first to admit that his meth-

3 Philosopher Herakleitos is famous for his dynamic worldview, in which ’eve-
rything flows’ (see e.g. Thesleff and Sihvola, 1994). Long after Herakleitos, 
Hegel, who was greatly influenced by ancient philosophers, claimed to be a 



 
 

 

ods, as well as some of Marx’s critique regarding capitalist ethics, origi-
nated from Hegel (ibid).    

In his PhD thesis, Marx studied the ancient atomists, that is, the nat-
ural philosophy of Democritus and Epicurus (Heiskanen, 2010), a thesis 
he worked on from the beginning of 1839 until April 1841 (Kolakowski, 
2008, 83). After completing his dissertation, Marx moved to Bonn after 
a short stay in Trier. In Bonn, Marx wrote to the Young Hegelian jour-
nals. He defended, among other things, the freedom of the press, but 
also, for the first time, devoted his attention towards economic ques-
tions and socio-economic inequality (Kolakowski, 2008, 99; Jones, 
2016). According to Kolakowski (2008, 101), Marx’s concerns with poli-
tics made him to approach Hegel’s philosophy of law, which ultimately 
produced a lengthy critique (Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right), 
which was written in 1843 (first published in 1927).  

Around this time, Marx had moved to Paris with his newly wedded 
wife Jenny (Kolakowski, 2008, 101). In Paris, Marx met Friedrich En-
gels. This meeting marked the beginning of forty years of collaboration 
in politics and academic writing. In Paris Marx attempted, for the first 
time, to formulate a critique of political economy. This work, as with 
many others, was never finished. It was first published in 1932, and is 
generally known as the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 
1844 (ibid, 109). Many scholars consider the Paris manuscripts to be 
one of the most important sources to trace the evolution of Marx’s 
thought (Heiskanen, 2015), as it can be considered the first experiment 
of a long intellectual journey, in which Capital is the final destination 
(Kolakowski, 2008, 109).     

Marx’s and Engels’s first joint effort in writing was entitled The Holy 
Family and was published in 1845 (ibid, 121). In the following year, 
Marx and Engels finished The German Ideology, but were not able to 
publish it (it was first published in its entire version in 1932). In The 
German Ideology, Marx and Engels famously outline the premises of 
the materialist conception of history (see Chapter 2.2.1) (ibid, 126). 
From this period onwards, Marx went through a reorientation in his 
work. As Kolakowski (ibid, 150) establishes, from ‘1847 onwards Marx 
occasionally reverted to philosophic speculation of the kind that domi-
nate his early writings.’ Kolakowski explains (ibid) that ‘the instance of 
this are important, as they confirm the essential continuity of his 
thought and enable us to relate his political and economic ideas to the 
trends of his earliest thinking.’  

Having joined with German ‘true socialism’ Marx endeavoured to 
challenge Proudhon, utopian socialism, Bakunin and Lassalle in Pov-

dialectic (Heiskanen, 2015). Hegel characterised dialectics as flexible opera-
tion with concepts, which can also be in contradictory position against each 
other, but are nevertheless linked to each other, as one contemplates the truth 
(ibid). Hegel also characterised dialectics as the unity of the opposites. From 
Hegel this method and ontological stance was first adopted and then criticised 
as well as developed by Marx and Marxists later on (ibid).



 

 

erty of Philosophy, which was written in 1847 in Brussels (ibid, 150). 
The most widely read work of Marx and Engels saw the light of day in 
the following year. The publication of The Communist Manifesto took 
place in the immediate aftermath of the political upheavals of 1848. As a 
result of the events, Marx was deported from Brussels and returned to 
Paris (ibid, 192). Soon, however, he was forced to leave Paris, and relo-
cated to Cologne, where he started to publish a newspaper and worked 
for the German revolutionary cause in favour of the Communist League. 
However, unfortunate political events, from Marx’s perspective, took 
place and he was again expelled, this time from Prussia in 1849. Marx 
made his way back to Paris, only to be exiled to London with no money, 
and no source of livelihood (ibid, 192-193). In London, Marx would 
spend the rest of his days in exile struggling with poverty and various 
illnesses. Engels settled in Manchester in 1850 and supported Marx fi-
nancially, drawing income from his father’s cotton mill (McLellan, 
1990).  

It took some time for Marx to take on the topic of political economy, 
which nevertheless, was Marx’s chief occupation at the beginning of the 
London years (Kolakowski, 2008, 194). The economic crisis of 1857 
gave Marx the impetus to draft a revised version of his theories which, 
however, were not published in his lifetime (ibid). The comprehensive 
work was titled Grundrisse der Kritik der politischen Ökonomie (Out-
line of a Critique of Political Economy). Grundrisse (written in 1857-
1858) is considered to be the first outline of ‘later Marx’s’ approach to 
political economy, a work he had started in Paris in 1844 (McLellan, 
1990, 271). However, when, in 1844, Marx analysed market mechanisms 
of exchange, in Grundrisse Marx grounds his studies in production. 
Likewise, Marx no longer claims that a worker sells his or her work, but 
rather his or her workforce (ibid). Grundrisse also contains a new ver-
sion of the theory of alienated labour (Kolakowski, 2008, 194). 
Grundrisse remained unpublished for a long time, until it was pub-
lished in the Soviet Union during the Second World War. Nevertheless, 
another of Marx’s works regarding economics was published in 1859. It 
was entitled A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy. In the 
preface of this work can be found one of the most cited pieces of Marx’s 
texts (ibid, 195), as it contains the most concise and general formulation 
of the base/superstructure metaphor, that is Marx's conceptualisation 
of historical formulation and transformation of societies.  

After these publications, Marx was absorbed, as one of the leading 
figures, in the organisation of the First International, which undoubted-
ly postponed the publication of the first volume of Capital (McLellan, 
1990, 329). Famously, Capital, Marx’s magnum opus, was not finished 
in his lifetime, except the first volume, which was published in 1867. 
Engels edited and ensured that the following two volumes would see the 
light of day after Marx had died in 1883 (the second volume of Capital 
was published in 1885, and the third in 1894). After Engels had passed 



 
 

 

away in 1895, Karl Kautsky published the Theories of Surplus Value in 
1905-1910, which is widely considered to be the fourth volume of Capi-
tal (Kolakowski, 2008, 211).  

Although Capital was left unfinished, at least compared to the ambi-
tions Marx had for his work (Heiskanen, 2015, 13), Krätke (2011, 189), 
for one, has proclaimed that Marx’s achievements were nevertheless 
huge, as Capital is clearly distinguished from that superficial econo-
mism, to which a great deal of the economic thinking was already slid-
ing towards in Marx’s time. Furthermore, Krätke (ibid) confesses that 
Marx’s critique of political economy remains, to date, the only compre-
hensive critique of political economy and the reductionist thinking of 
modern economics.  

Indeed, in many parts, Marx’s work was left unfinished or it was pub-
lished much later than originally intended. Marx’s work is a rich and 
manifold collection of remarks of many sorts, which can be well read 
from different perspectives – a notion which Marxist tradition also pro-
fesses. At the same time, it is clear historical fact that it can be utilised 
to a wide variety of political agendas, and thus, it is no wonder that the 
followers of Marx are and have been diverse, although they are usually 
categorized broadly as Marxists.  

In all its historical inheritance, Marxism can be considered to be, at 
least, a school of thought (a philosophical tradition, a strand of social 
sciences), as well as a method to analyse socio-economic structures and 
historical developments based on the works and method of Karl Marx 
and Friedrich Engels. Marxism is and has also been a prominent and 
widespread political project and movement, especially in the 20th centu-
ry. Communist, socialist, and social democratic parties around the 
world, as well as various other more or less reformist and revolutionary 
movements (such as the workers movement) have sought inspiration 
and collective consciousness from the works of Marx and Engels, and 
have thus been either labelled Marxists or declared to be Marxist (see 
e.g. McLellan, 2007; Therborn, 2007; Kolakowski, 2008). In any case, 
and undoubtedly, Marxism is a rich and multifaceted historical phe-
nomenon, but one which also carries substantial historical baggage. 
Some of this baggage may be well deserved and some may not, but one 
can be sure that this historical baggage should not be put on Marx’s 
shoulders. As Kolakowski (2008, 6) has stated:  
 

There is abundant evidence that all social movements are to be ex-
plained by a variety of circumstances and that the ideological 
sources of which they appeal, and to which they seek to remain 
faithful, are only one of the factors determining the form they as-
sume and their patterns of thought and action. We may therefore 
be certain in advance that no political or religious movement is a 
perfect expression of that movement’s ‘essence’ as laid down in its 
sacred writings; on the other hand, these writings are not merely 



 

 

passive, but exercise and influence of their own on the course of 
the movement. What normally happens is that the social forces, 
which make themselves, the representatives of a given ideology are 
stronger than that ideology, but are to some extent dependent on 
its own tradition. 

Kolakowski (ibid) continues that every important idea is inevitably sub-
ject to division and differentiation, as it becomes recognised and starts 
to be disseminated. Moreover, and as we already saw, the interpretation 
of Marx has been in transformation through different times and histori-
cal conditions. This is in part, and as McLellan (2007, 1-2) acknowledg-
es, because the passage of time has revealed serious ambiguities in 
Marx’s thought. For a long period of time, Marx was only known for his 
rather difficult-to-read Capital, and rather simplistic The Communist 
Manifesto (ibid), and thus the publication of Marx’s unfinished manu-
scripts and republication and wider availability of some of his lesser 
known works, has suggested to many a thorough reassessment of what 
was thought to be his message (ibid). Another reason for the constant 
rediscovery and reinterpretation of Marx legacy is that Marx is not easi-
ly categorised. Marx was a dialectical thinker, and Marx’s dialectics in 
particular is open-ended, that is, being in itself is considered to be a uni-
ty of subjective and objective components, and both theory and practice 
are constantly in interaction and evolving through history (ibid). There-
fore, it is no wonder that Marx shaped and reorganised his ideas and 
theories throughout his life, although this is not to say that there would 
not be continuity and consistency in Marx’s philosophical assumptions 
(Heiskanen, 2010, 203). In addition, the interpretation of Marx is also 
made difficult by the fact that eventually Marxism became the doctrine 
of a mass movement, and thus, as McLellan (2007, 2) has stated ‘the 
inherited ideas were simplified, ratified and ossified.’   

Similarly, Kolakowski (2008, 8) recognises that it is difficult to out-
line the chronology of Marxism due to both the changing interpretation 
and changing bibliography of Marx. But in any sense, he suggests that 
the years and decades following the death of Marx and Engels, would be 
called the golden age of Marxism (ibid). This golden age is also known 
as the era of the Second International (1889-1914). At that time Marx-
ism had reputable defenders such as Karl Kautsky, Rosa Luxemburg, 
Georgi Plekhanov, Eduard Berstein, Vladimir Lenin, Jean Jaurés, Max 
Adler, Otto Bauer, Rudolf Hilferding, Antonio Labriola, Antonie Panne-
koek, Emile Vandervelde, and Heinrich Cunov, although the influence 
of Marxism extended beyond ’the believers’ to many other disciplines 
that did not adopt Marxism as a whole but hand-picked and utilised 
particular ideas and concepts (ibid, 355-356).  

The character of Marxism in Europe and in United States was greatly 
influenced by the collapse of the Second International in 1914, and by 
the defeats of the working-class movements in Western Europe in the 



 
 

 

decade following the First World War (McLellan, 2007, 295). In this 
process, the works of Lukács, Korsch, and Gramsci among others, radi-
cally reformulated the systematic take of the Marxism of the Second 
International, as many central Marxist concepts, such as class struggle 
and the function of the state, were reconceptualised (ibid, 171). In more 
broad strokes, the withering away of the workers movement momentum 
signified that the main body of Marxist thought moved eastwards, only 
to ‘hit another wall’, i.e. to be suppressed by the rise of Stalin (ibid, 295). 
In the Stalinist era, Marxism came to mean, above all, the institutionali-
sation of power in state apparatus, as Marxism under Stalin cannot be 
defined by specific ideas or concepts, but the absolute power of authori-
ty (Kolakowski, 2008, 791). Stalin himself christened Marxism-
Leninism, which was Stalin’s own doctrine, in addition to selected dog-
ma from the works of Marx, Engels and Lenin (ibid). In the same sense, 
Maoist ideology in China, although it relied on Marxist phraseology, 
seemed in reality to be completely alien to Marx and Marxism (ibid, 
1184).  

In the following decades, the next generation of Marxist theoreticians 
brought a serious change in their political orientation. Lukács, Luxem-
burg, Gramsci, Lenin, to name just a few, were all important figures in 
political parties, a historical trend that is in sharp contrast to the mid- 
and post-war years. This is because the next generation of key Marxist 
theorists would primarily be academics rather than activists, scholars 
who wrote their work in the period of decline in working-class activity in 
somewhat political isolation (McLellan, 2007, 297-298). Frankfurt 
school and its members (such as Horkheimer, Adorno, Benjamin, 
Fromm, Marcuse, and later Habermas) are probably the clearest exam-
ple of this change, as Marxism now became an established academic 
discipline. Another example of this tendency, as well as another influen-
tial stream of Marxist thought in the post Second World War era, is the 
so-called Structural Marxism which arose in France in the mid-1960s 
(ibid, 348). One of the key figures of this stream of Marxism, Louis Al-
thusser, attempted, among other concerns, to update Marxist thought in 
accordance with the passive nature of subjects (both bourgeois and 
working-class) in the advanced industrial society. In following and de-
veloping Althusser’s conceptualisations, Nicos Poulantzas, for his part, 
made a significant attempt to apply and to elaborate Althusser’s theories 
into his analysis of state, power and class (McLellan, 2007, 354) as we 
shall see later.  

Overall, as the 20th century progressed to its end, state socialism ex-
perienced a terminal crisis, and along with this, Marxism went through 
a shock. As Kolakowski (2008, 1206) wrote ’Marxism has been the 
greatest fantasy of 20th century’ but to say that Marxism is a fantasy, 
Kolakowski (ibid) continues ‘does not mean that it is nothing else.’ Fur-
thermore, he (ibid) remarks that ‘Marxism as an interpretation of past 
history must distinguished from Marxism as a political ideology.’ To 



 

 

me, this seems to be the proper way to respond to the legacy and histor-
ical baggage of Marxism. This is because intellectually, it is apparent 
that Marx, and Marxism, has and continues to be greatly influential in 
various fields of social sciences and beyond (McLellan, 2007, 424).  

My reading of Marx and Marxism in this thesis does not, perhaps, 
follow the most beaten paths of Marx interpretations. This is because I 
perceive Marx and Marxism from a position that is critical towards 
technological progress. Thus, my position stands in contrast to most 
Marxist and neo-Marxist streams of thought that ‘do not reject industry 
and technology, but only their capitalistic organization’ (Severino, 
2016, 6). On the one hand, in addition to the need to replace the capital-
ist socio-economic structure, as is concluded in this thesis, there argua-
bly exists a demand to push beyond the faith in progress and rationalist 
techno-scientific solutions (Hamilton et al., 2015). This, on the other 
hand, entails that the assumptions that place confidence in human skills 
and capabilities to master the Earth are questioned (e.g., Bannon, 2014; 
Hamilton, 2013).  

In this case, it is also important to make a distinction between the ac-
counts of Karl Marx and those of Friedrich Engels. Although Engels re-
mained sceptical that humans could control nature (see e.g. 1974, 222-
223) he nonetheless had faith, as did much of his contemporaries, that 
humans could overcome the challenges through natural sciences, and at 
least control the interaction between humans and nature in the future 
(ibid, 224). In contrast to Engels, Marx’s position towards the aim of 
controlling nature and regarding technological progression was more 
pessimistic (Jokisalo, 2015), though it is also clear that Marx was a 
modern thinker (Eagleton, 2012, 49) who indeed had faith in progress – 
in particular when it came to developing the means of production, and 
individual freedom (ibid, see also Heiskanen, 2010, 227). Likewise, the 
history of Marxist thought testifies that many scholars, politicians, ac-
tivists represent the so-called ‘Promethean’ strain of Marxists and/or 
socialist thought as proponents of modernisation and technological 
progress (see e.g. Benton, 1989). In this sense, Pylkkö (2011) has stated 
– I would argue correctly – that if ecological Marxists want to overcome 
some of the pitfalls of the 20th century Marxism, the belief in Western-
centric technological progress must be abandoned, as well as the overly 
deterministic and reductionist conception of history.  

Regardless of these reservations, some of the classic Marxist concep-
tualisations (such as mode of production, class struggle, capitalist state) 
are utilised in this thesis to update a theory of reproduction of capital-
ism more or less in their customary form. With these remarks, I want to 
explicate that I approach the inheritance of Marx and Marxism with cer-
tain convictions and with certain reservations. For instance, I want to 
separate this work sturdily from 20th century state socialism and the 
blind belief in industrialisation and (technological) progress. At the 
same time, I wish to link this study to ecological Marxism, and mean-



 
 

 

while to ground the arguments made in this study to Marx’s and En-
gels’s materialist conception of history as an ontological and epistemo-
logical frame. In so doing, I also want to distance myself from the post-
modern stream of Marxism (see for example Deleuze and Guattari, 
2004).  

As a final note, and before moving deeper into the philosophical 
grounds of this thesis, I want to mention that not all scholars to whom I 
refer are to be considered Marxists. For example, Karl Polanyi would 
have likely have resisted being be called a Marxist, as is probably true 
for, for example, Craig Calhoun. Equally, this is true for all the natural 
scientists to whom I refer to in this thesis. Nonetheless, I do not consid-
er this to be a problem, as I do not perceive that I would have misinter-
preted their message, but actually quite the contrary, attempted to am-
plify their concerns considering the worrying times in which we live on 
this planet. 

2.2 Philosophical frame 

Ontology is, in short, the philosophical study of how the world is. An 
ontological question would be, for example: What is the nature of reali-
ty? Or, what is real? Or, as Spash (2012, 37) states in regard to scientific 
enquiry: ‘what exists, and so what are the primary entities of concern 
in any given field, and what are their most general features and rela-
tionships’. Ontological questions often mix with epistemological ques-
tions concerning theory of knowledge, namely, to the basis on which we 
create understanding of the world, and to axiological questions, i.e., to 
questions dealing with values (Heikkurinen et al., 2016).   

In brief, Marxist social theorists, this study included, study and ana-
lyse historical social structures, along with changes in these structures 
that have occurred throughout human history. What seem to be immu-
table laws to an observer in a particular period of time, may in fact, for 
Marxist scholars, reflect temporary drifts unique to the particular his-
toric moment that have emerged from dialectical interaction of an en-
tirety of social and natural developments (Foster et al., 2010, 27). A no-
tion that social ‘laws’ vary from one historic era to another, is a notion 
also known as historicity, which is one of the most basic concepts of the 
materialist conception of history (ibid). If this notion has, in our time, 
been lost, Foster (2000, 18) writes, it is partly due to the later narrowing 
of fields of knowledge, i.e. disciplinary studies, and also partly due to 
the fact that in the reconstruction of social thought in the post Second 
World War world there was a trend in several disciplines, such as soci-
ology, to develop primarily constructionist and relational arguments, 
simultaneously disregarding connections to the natural-physical envi-
ronment of the social (see also Resch, 1992).  

Meanwhile, it has also been true in 20th century Marxism that the 
take on materialist conception of history, and especially regarding natu-



 

 

ral environment, has been ambivalent. For instance, the Frankfurt 
School, following Lukács in this respect, did develop an ecological cri-
tique (see e.g. Horkheimer and Adorno, 2008), but it remained almost 
entirely culturalist and lacked attachments to ecological science, or eco-
logical content or materiality for that matter (Foster, 2000, 245). For 
Gramsci too, whose writings, along with Lukács and Korsch, found 
Western Marxism in the 20th century, ecological questions were not in-
cluded in his analysis (Foster et al., 2010, 218). Consequently, ecological 
analyses remained almost completely absent in Marxist social theory 
from the 1930s to the 1960s (the so-called double death of ecological 
Marxism, see Foster, 2002; 2009, 155). However, after this slump, the 
material stream and tradition of Marxists, since the 1960s, has been 
developing into a prominent stream of environmental social sciences 
(see e.g. Järvikoski, 2009).  

In brief, and arguably in contrast to post-modern and post-
structuralist streams of social thought, philosophical materialism rec-
ognises that thinking is rooted in same material foundations that it at-
tempts to explore. Now this may seem paradoxical, but the aim of mate-
rialist ontology is to incorporate itself in reality – into the material 
world – in which thinking is also embedded, but also some odd ways 
external to it. This is what Marx is highlighting when he claims that ‘so-
cietal being’ defines consciousness and not the other way around (Ea-
gleton, 1999). According to Marx, what a person says or feels is ulti-
mately the result of one’s actions. Thus, historical past and historically 
shaped practices are the foundation for our ‘language games’ (Eagleton, 
2012, 150). Certainly, it has to be noted as well that what we do as his-
torical beings is, of course, integrally tied to what we think, and to the 
language that expresses it (Eagleton, 1999), yet human practices are not 
beyond meaning, aims or imagination, as Marx himself remarked (ibid).  

2.2.1 Marx’s ecology and materialist conception of history 
It is often held true that Marxism after Marx and Engels had little to 
offer concerning ecological analysis – at least before the 1970s (Foster, 
2000, 236). Yet, a more truthful account is to claim that the ecological 
arguments in Marxism were either interpreted in positivistic light or 
pushed aside since the beginning of the 20th century. Because, in the 
immediate decades following Marx’s death, the ecological arguments 
Marx and Engels had expressed in their work were, in fact, quite well 
known (ibid, 236, 244).  

While Marx’s ecological contributions are now becoming more widely 
acknowledged, numerous commentators still maintain that his percep-
tions were not of any importance compared to his more general work, 
and certainly he did not leave a noteworthy ecological legacy (see Fos-
ter, 2000, 9; Heiskanen, 2010, 5-6). Likewise, some environmental 
commentators continue to claim that Marx believed in the struggle of 



 
 

 

human beings against nature, and was utterly anthropocentric and 
unecological, and that the followers of Marx did nothing but reproduce 
this relation and attitude (see Foster, 2000, 17; Foster, 2009, 160, 219).  

However, it seems that most of the accusations concerning Marx and 
ecology do not match up well with his intellectual history. If one has the 
patience to look, it is evidently true that the young Marx already criticis-
es the power that capital has had in human alienation from nature, 
which manifests itself in instrumental relation towards nature 
(Heiskanen, 2001; 2010). Over twenty years later, Marx writes in Capi-
tal vol. 1 (1973, 505-507) how agricultural innovations both exploit soil 
and the worker. In addition, in Capital vol. 3 (1981, 949-950) Marx no-
tices how industry and industrial agriculture destroys the workforce 
that is, in fact, a natural force, and how the latter more directly destroys 
natural environments. In fact, Marx took a stand in almost every ecolog-
ical problem of the 19th century, including the pollution of urban sur-
roundings and the health risks it posed, the decline in the fertility of 
land, deforestation and desertification (Heiskanen, 2001, 8-9). Of 
course, many of the problems we are now facing did not exist in the time 
he was living, but this does not mean that Marx’s thoughts on environ-
mental degradation would not be relevant in our time.  

What then has given birth to all of the misconceptions? First, and 
maybe the easiest answer, is that Marx wrote about the contradiction 
relating to nature mostly in his early scientific inquiries. In his later 
work, ecological arguments are scattered along with everything else, 
meaning that collecting and interpreting it takes some time and trouble, 
along with, of course, the fact that older Marx did not compile a specific 
volume to treat the questions regarding environmental degradation, 
highlights that these questions were not the primary ones Marx chose to 
focus upon in his work. As Heiskanen (2010, 225) writes, it is well rec-
ognised that, after his doctoral thesis, Marx did not write about nature 
extensively. As the focus of his thinking shifted from philosophy to po-
litical economy, the focus of his remarks concerning nature shifted from 
nature to human-nature relationship (ibid). However, the latter requires 
rigorous perception of the former.   

In spite of all the controversy and burdens of the past, today, it seems 
apparent that the work of Marx and Engels offer a fruitful foundation to 
investigate the ecological embeddedness of social theory and the overall 
human society. Marxist method, as Foster (2000, 19) explains,  

 
has an enormous potential advantage in dealing with all of these 
issues precisely because it rests on a theory of society which is ma-
terialist not only in the sense of emphasizing the antecedent mate-
rial-productive conditions of society, and how they served to de-
limit human possibilities and freedom, but also because, in Marx 
and in Engels at least, it never lost sight of the necessary relation 
of these material conditions to natural history. 



 

 

 
Heiskanen (2015, 30) argues that Marx seems to have been – already by 
a young age – a thinker we customarily call a ‘monist’: one that per-
ceives the reality and its components from a uniform starting point, and 
thus searches the connections and metamorphoses of those different 
components. As for consciousness, this entails that, although it does not 
identify to anything external to it, or anything material per se, it is not 
independent of these entities. This ‘external’ and ‘material’ together
form an interactive sum of their parts, in which consciousness is also 
embedded (ibid). This characterisation of Marx’s philosophical take on 
being and consciousness is well in line with his conception of human as 
well as natural history. For instance, in The German Ideology Marx and 
Engels (1998, 34) state that: 
 

We know only a single science, the science of history. One can look 
at history from two sides and divide it into the history of nature 
and the history of men. The two sides are, however, inseparable; 
the history of nature and the history of men are dependent on each 
other so long as men exist. 
 

More generally, Marx’s materialist conception of history has been com-
monly considered to be a philosophical inquiry of the nature of history 
(Heiskanen, 2015, 23). In addition, the materialist conception of histo-
ry, or rather historical materialism in this respect, has been perceived to 
be a general social scientific method. Both of these sides are clearly on 
display in Marx and Engels’ texts (ibid). However, in social sciences, the 
dual character of such has been proven somewhat of a problem, because 
it has generated dogmatic interpretations, in which complex and am-
biguous philosophical axioms have been reduced to straightforward 
laws of historical explanation (ibid). Moreover, the phrase ‘materialist 
conception of history’ has caused friction in the sense that does it, in 
fact, represent an accurate interpretation of Marx’s on history and phi-
losophy? This is because the phrase does not actually originate from 
Marx but from Engels, who also used the term historical materialism in 
his own work (ibid, 22). However, as Heiskanen (ibid) claims, it is diffi-
cult to deny that Marx would not have approved these phrases.   

In Marx’s conception of history, materialist premises orient the ac-
tions of human beings, even in the later phases of human history 
(Heiskanen, 2016, 274). In the Economic and Philosophical Manu-
scripts of 1844, Marx proposes his non-reductionist approach to mate-
rialism. He (Marx, 2011, 105) writes that ‘thinking and being are […] no 
doubt distinct, but at the same time they are in unity with each other.’ 
The latter part is predominant, and thus Marx (ibid, 74, italics in orig.) 
states that: 

 



 
 

 

Nature is man’s inorganic body – nature, that is, in so far as it is 
not itself human body. Man lives on nature – means that nature is 
his body, with which he must remain in continuous intercourse if 
he is not to die. That man’s physical and spiritual life is linked to 
nature means that nature is linked to itself, for man is a part of na-
ture.  
 

Marx (ibid, 111) also recognises that ‘history itself is a real part of natu-
ral history – of nature’s coming to be a man.’ Because humans do not 
identify with nature per se, but are one of nature’s most recognisable 
and distinctive parts, due to the existence of human consciousness, but 
also empirically, it is possible to search for the most essential character-
istic of this being (Heiskanen, 2015, 33). This characteristic is for Marx, 
labour. In this respect, Marx (2011, 165) gives recognition to Hegel, as 
he had conceived ‘labour as man’s act of self-genesis’. In Capital, vol. 1. 
(1973, 177) Marx characterises labour as follows:  
 

Labour is, in the first place, a process in which both man and Na-
ture participate, and in which man of his own accord starts, regu-
lates, and controls the material re-actions between himself and 
Nature. He opposes himself to Nature as one of her own forces, 
setting in motion arms and legs, head and hands, the natural forc-
es of his body, in order to appropriate Nature’s productions in a 
form adapted to his own wants. By thus acting on the external 
world and changing it, he at the same time changes his own na-
ture. 

Therefore, labour is a process, one which is possible to carry out only 
with the external nature of a human being which, at the same time, de-
velops human abilities and produces the world of artefacts, through 
which human abilities can cumulate over the course of history 
(Heiskanen, 2015, 33). It is also vital to emphasise that, in Marx’s con-
ception of history, an ecological community and its environment are 
seen as a dialectical whole, in which different levels of existence are on-
tologically significant, but also lacking an overall purpose that guides 
these communities. This is because even universal human purposes 
should be open to question for their limited character (ibid). This kind 
of philosophical interpretation of history does not compete with Dar-
winism; biological evolution ultimately produced a being, whose gradu-
ally developing ability for labour was eminent in many respects, and 
thus natural selection started to favour the development of this ability 
(Heiskanen, 2015, 32-34). Moreover, according to Marx we, human be-
ings, transform our relation to the world by transcending our alienation 
from it, and while doing so, we create our own distinctly human-natural 
relations through material praxis (Foster, 2000, 5). Undeniably, it is 



 

 

also evident that humans remain in interaction with extra-human na-
ture in countless ways other than by simply working.  

Generally, Marx’s conception of history points to the unity between 
natural and social sciences, a potential alliance Bhaskar has called ‘the 
possibility of naturalism’, despite the significant differences of these 
fields (Foster, 2000, 7). This is an important notion in the sense that it 
directs us away from the dualistic division of these two fields of science.  

Marx (2011, 156) writes in Economic & Philosophic Manuscripts of 
1844: 

 
Man is directly a natural being and as a living natural being he is 
on the one hand furnished with natural powers of life – he is an ac-
tive natural being. These forces exist in him as tendencies and abil-
ities – as impulses. On the other hand, as a natural, corporeal, sen-
suous, objective being he is suffering, conditioned and limited 
creature, like animals and plants. This is to say, the objects of his 
impulses drives exist outside him, as objects independent of him. 

Nonetheless, human beings are to be distinguished from other living 
species in their objects of drive, that is, human needs that are distinct to 
humans and have developed, and keep on transforming, through natu-
ral and social intercourse (Foster, 2000, 77). Thus, the question of ma-
terial development of a society is always linked to the material develop-
ment of the human relation to human external nature, which may also 
indicate that human history is not linear, but rather a complex, contra-
dictory, and dialectical process (ibid, 221). 

The contradictions concerning human-nature relationship are clearly 
also on display in Marx’s work (Heiskanen, 2010, 227, 231-232). Marx 
claims that humans struggle with nature in every social organisation, 
which of course, does not mean that humans would only struggle with 
nature (ibid). It is evident that human beings and nature also cooperate, 
as Marx and Engels remark in The German Ideology (1998, 45-46): 

 
the celebrated ‘unity of man with nature’ has always existed in in-
dustry and has existed in varying forms in every epoch according 
to the lesser or greater development of industry, just like the 
‘struggle’ of man with nature, right up to the development of his 
productive powers on a corresponding basis.  
 

This is, for Marx, the eternal duality of the human-nature relationship, 
which is also one of reasons why Marx also later notes that progress is a 
contradictory process (Heiskanen, 2010, 227, 231-232). Overall Marx, in 
various ways, emphasised the paradoxical nature of progress, which is 
one of the reasons why Marx can be claimed to be an important ecologi-
cal thinker (Heiskanen, 2010, 232).  



 
 

 

In addition to Marx’s ecological observations, there is another layer 
in Marx’s materialist conception of history, one that is linked to the his-
tory of human civilisations (Heiskanen, 2016, 277). In this conception, 
Marx studies the history of civilisations, that is, the last few millennia of 
human organising into city-states and cultures, by using concepts such 
as production, mode of production and socio-economic structure (ibid). 
Production is, of course, based on labour, but in the concept of produc-
tion, in Marxist thought, also stands out as the results of labour and 
their relation to other societal components (ibid). Modes of production 
(such as feudalism or capitalism) are, in contrast, historical formations; 
they have developed in the course of history, and consist of labour pow-
er, upholding human and non-human elements, means of production, 
and relations of production (ibid) (see Chapters 3.1 and 3.3). When the-
se components are taken together, they form a socio-economic struc-
ture, which Marx divides into base and superstructure (Heiskanen, 
2016, 278) (see Chapter 4.4.1). Marx wrote in The Eighteenth Brood-
mare of Louis Bonaparte, (1979, 103) that:  

 
Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they 
please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by them-
selves, but under the circumstances directly encountered, given 
and transmitted from the past. 

The circumstances Marx refers to are, indeed, the material conditions of 
production, implying both natural and social history (Foster et al., 2010, 
342-343). In other words, humans make use of the legacy of past gener-
ations, and especially the material artefacts of these generations. In The 
German Ideology (1998, 61-62), Marx and Engels write that: 

history does not end by being resolved into ‘self-consciousness’ as 
‘spirit of the spirit’, but that in it at each stage there is found a ma-
terial result: a sum of productive forces, a historically created rela-
tion of individuals to nature and to one another, which is handed 
down to each generation from its predecessor; a mass of produc-
tive forces, capital funds and conditions, which, on the one hand, 
is indeed modified by the new generation, but also on the other 
prescribes for it its conditions of life and gives it a definite devel-
opment, a special character. It shows that circumstances make 
men just as much as men make circumstances.  

This statement also means that human beings are not only the result of 
material reality. If this would be the case, there would be no chance of 
changing the course of history, as Marx also made clear (Eagleton, 
1999). Thus, Marx clearly was not a mechanical materialist, but rather a 
dialectical materialist, who explained the origins of thought, character, 
and purpose with historical circumstances (ibid).  



 

 

Finally, as close fields of knowledge in general, Marx’s conception of 
history and his conception of capitalism are closely intertwined and en-
tangled together. This is observable in Marx’s intellectual biography, as 
the focus of his studies gradually moved from philosophy to political 
economy. Along with this change of focus, the materialist conception of 
history came to have more nuanced dimensions as well (Heiskanen, 
2015, 48-49). Without a doubt, even the basic characteristics of capital-
ism cannot be reduced to a materialist conception of history, but not-
withstanding, the materialist conception of history is clearly represent-
ed in Marx’s later studies of capitalism (ibid, 53). First of all, the materi-
alist concept of history has noticeably oriented the theoretical grounds 
of his theory of capitalism, as well as influenced his method of study 
(ibid). However, the role of the materialist conception of history does 
not limit itself to the formulation of hypotheses, but the conception of 
history is situated in the finished version of Marx’s theory of capitalism 
(Heiskanen, 2015, 53). For instance, Capital is filled with concepts that 
are integral for Marx’s materialist conception of history, such as produc-
tion, labour, division of labour, nature, metabolism, and society; howev-
er, it is clear that these concepts are not ‘emptied’ by the form they have 
in the capitalist mode of production. Hence, the materialist conception 
of history can, in this respect, be considered as an integral component of 
the more abstract part of Marx’s theory and conception of capitalism 
(ibid) (see Chapter 3). 

2.3 Marxist studies on education  

In social sciences nowadays, Marxist studies on education are listed as a 
part of the so-called critical education studies in textbooks (see e.g. Ap-
ple et al., 2009). Critical education studies, according to Apple et al. 
(2009, 3), seek to establish ‘how relations of power and inequality, (so-
cial, cultural, economic), […] are manifested and are challenged in the 
formal and informal education of children and adults’. However, as 
Gottesman (2016, 1) argues, it was, in fact, Marxist thought that origi-
nally gave birth to critical education studies as a field. To be sure, today 
critical education studies stretch far beyond the ‘borders’ of Marxism, to 
fields such as culture and identity, gender and sexuality, race and eth-
nicity, ecological crisis, and so on (ibid). 

Marx (and Engels) did not write extensively on education, at least not 
in the modern institutional sense (Cole, 2008, 29-30). This might be 
due, as Cole (ibid) argues, to the fact that for Marx and Engels the trans-
formation of society is produced through class struggle, instead of the 
spread of collective consciousness via education. Nonetheless, passages 
concerning education are to be found from their texts. Marx, for one, 
stated that the bourgeoisie do not offer a real education, but education 
is a mere instrument to spread bourgeoisie moral principles (Taylor, 
1995, 19). In similar fashion, in The German Ideology Marx and Engels 



 
 

 

(1998, 67) argued that ‘the class which has the means of material pro-
duction at its disposal, consequently also controls the means of mental 
production, so that the ideas of those who lack the means of mental 
production are on the whole subject to it.’ In other words, the ideologies 
of the dominant class are expressed and legitimated in societal institu-
tions such as schools and universities (Anyon, 2011, 12-13). Indeed, the 
origins of Marxist studies and theories on education can be traced down 
to these proclamations (ibid), although more explicitly the critical Marx-
ist take on social sciences did not emerge until the period between the 
two world wars (Gottesman, 2016, 12). Among others, Georg Lukács, 
Karl Korsch, Ernest Bloch, in the 1920s, and Antonio Gramsci, in the 
1930s, as pioneers of critical Marxist scholarship, reacted to the histori-
cal determinism and positivist treatment of Marx’s thesis by the Second 
International (ibid). The critical perspective was then carried on, above 
all, by the members of the Frankfurt School (such as Max Horkheimer, 
Theodore Adorno, Walter Benjamin, Erich Fromm, and Herbert Marcu-
se), to materialise en force in the 1960s in Western academia (ibid). 
Subsequently, since the late 1960s and early 1970s, education theorists 
on the both sides of Atlantic also adopted the critical Marxist perspec-
tive.  

The critical Marxist take on education can be categorised, from my 
point of view, in two main streams, which are Structuralist Marxist and 
Neo-Marxist educational theory4. On the one hand, in the Structuralist 
Marxist stream questions regarding ideology, economic, and social re-
production have been of special concern for scholars such as Louis Al-
thusser (1968/2014), Nicos Poulantzas (1975; 2000), and Samuel 
Bowles and Herbert Gintis (1976). On the other hand, in the Neo-
Marxist stream ideology, social reproduction, resistance, and culturalist 
critique of education have been in the spotlight in the work of scholars 
such as Paolo Freire (1996/1968), Michael Apple (1979; 1982), and 
Henry Giroux (1983a). With this said, the rest of this chapter will be 
used to review shortly the origins and main currents of Neo-Marxist 
educational theory, whereas the next chapter focuses on outlining the 
Structuralist Marxist research on education.       

As Gottesman (2016, 45) writes, prominent Marxist analyses began to 
break into the mainstream of educational scholarship in Anglo-
American, continental, and Latin American contexts in the early 1970s. 
Althusser and Poulantzas in France, Freire in Brazil and Chile, Young 
and Whitty in Britain, and Bowles and Gintis, and Apple in the United 
States were among key scholars to pave the way for critical Marxist edu-
cational scholarship (ibid).  

4 This kind of separation can also be considered arbitrary, because scholars in 
the field of critical education have borrowed and sought inspiration from both 
of these streams, but I nevertheless consider the separation necessary, espe-
cially from the perspective of (education-economic) reproduction theorising.



 

 

Unlike in the US, British scholarship had not suffered from an anti-
Marxist ‘purge’, and thus Britain had sustained a Marxist intellectual 
presence and lively community in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s 
(Gottesman, 2016, 62). The Marxist turn in education, in the UK con-
text, was assisted in particular by the work of Michael Young and Geoff 
Witty (see e.g. Society, State and Schooling, 1977) and the Birmingham 
Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, which came under the direc-
tion of a cultural theorist Stuart Hall in 1968 (ibid). To understand the 
culture and historical and political context in Britain, Young and Whitty 
stated in State and Schooling (1977a, 8) that a more suitable theory of 
ideology was needed. Like many of their contemporaries, Young and 
Whitty also leant at first on Althusser and his ideas on Ideological State 
Apparatuses (see chapter 4.4.3), but relatively soon discarded his ideas 
and moved to a more Gramscian position in search for a theoretical 
‘space’ for human agency (Gottesman, 2016, 63). Also, and regarding 
the turn to Neo-Marxism from more structuralist accounts, a particular-
ly influential reading on Gramsci’s thesis on hegemony was Raymond 
Williams’s essay Base and Superstructure in Marxist theory (1973).   

In the US, the Brazilian Marxist Paolo Freire, with his classic book 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed (first published in 1968), is perhaps most 
often referred to as the spark that gave rise to critical education as a 
field (Gottesman, 2016, 9). However, as Gottesman (ibid, 22) has 
shown, it was Bowles and Gintis’s Schooling in Capitalist America, pub-
lished in 1976, that was the first critical Marxist scholarly effort on edu-
cation to receive a wide audience. Likewise, it is true that Freire does 
not appear in Michael Apple’s classic Ideology and Curriculum (1979), 
which was considered, at the time of its publication, the most sophisti-
cated critical Marxist analysis on the relation between schooling, ideol-
ogy, and society (ibid, 24). After these publications, a critical Marxist 
turn in education took hold in the US, as scholars such Jean Anyon (e.g. 
1979; 1980) and Henry Giroux (e.g., 1980; 1983a), along with Apple 
(1979; 1982) took the initiative (Gottesman, 2016, 44). As these founda-
tional pieces in US critical education exhibit, the theoretical influences 
came from the previous generation of Marxist thinkers, such as Gram-
sci, and, for instance, from contemporary British cultural Marxists such 
as Stuart Hall, who were involved in analysis of ideology and social 
structure in modern capitalist states (ibid, 26; see also Anyon, 2011, 33). 
In the mid-1980s, however, many of the critical education scholars, who 
had adopted the language and ideas of the critical Marxists, turned to 
Freire in thinking about agency and resistance (see e.g. Giroux, 1983a; 
McLaren, 1988).  

Overall, Neo-Marxists in critical education have utilised concepts such 
as hegemony (Gramsci) and relative autonomy (Althusser) to analyse, 
for instance, schools and social reproduction (see, e.g., Apple, 1979; 
2006; Apple and Buras, 2006). In addition to social reproduction, re-
sistance is a key concept for Neo-Marxist educational theorists (Au and 



 
 

 

Apple, 2009, 87). As Apple (1981) has argued, because schools are sites 
of ideological reproduction, they are contested and struggled over be-
cause ideologies are themselves contradictory and continuously contest-
ed. Considering resistance in education, along the work of Paolo Freire, 
the work of Henry Giroux (e.g., 1983; 1983a) is held in prominence. One 
of the aims of Giroux has been, as Anyon (2011, 35) argues, to under-
stand how student resistance of dominant cultural forms may challenge 
hegemony.  

Apart from social reproduction, ideology, and resistance as areas of in-
terest, Neo-Marxist educational theorists have, since the early 1990s, 
contributed notably to Latino, black, and feminist scholarship on social 
class (Anyon, 2011, 40). Antonia Darder (1991), for example, has illus-
trated in her work how the dominant culture extends to classrooms and 
strips minority students of their language and cultural beliefs. Also, and 
although there have been eminent female scholars, such as Jean Anyon 
(1994) and Kathleen Weiler (1994), the field of education, including the 
critical turn, was for long mainly the domain of male scholars (Anyon, 
2011, 42; Gottesman, 2016, 95). To challenge and reverse this trend, it 
was especially Kathleen Weiler’s writings (1994) in which various 
strands of feminist literature were brought together with Freire’s radical 
educational methods and through which the Neo-Marxist feminist ped-
agogy emerged as a field of study (Anyon, 2011, 42). Recently, the rise of 
‘neoliberal higher education’ has sparked the creation of numerous pub-
lications in Neo-Marxist studies on education (see e.g. Ross and Gibson, 
2007; Green et al., 2007; Giroux, 2014).   

Notwithstanding its established and notable role in critical education 
(see e.g. Apple et al., 2009; Anyon, 2011) certain tensions exist in the 
Neo-Marxist educational theory (Au and Apple, 2009). Particularly 
from the perspective of this thesis, the focus on culture as a unit of anal-
ysis separate from the relations of production has provoked serious 
questions regarding the usefulness of the Neo-Marxist take (see e.g. 
Kelsh and Hill, 2006). While, Au and Apple (2009, 89), for instance, 
reject this criticism, they meanwhile recognise that the focus on hegem-
ony, resistance, culture, and ideology ‘certainly opens the door for one 
to adopt a culturalist analysis that denies any role of economy or rela-
tions of production have to play regarding power, domination and 
schooling.’ Similarly, Gottesman (2016, 112) has remarked that whereas 
the turn to postmodernism and poststructuralism has produced im-
portant insights in the field of critical education, it is unclear, as also 
argued by Anyon (1994, 129), how postmodernist and poststructuralist 
perception can be utilised to support collective action to deal with con-
crete and real social and environmental problems.  



 

 

2.3.1 Education and reproduction 

Broady (1981, 143) has remarked that the analysis of education as part 
of the state-administered reproduction of existing social relations is the 
common thread that runs through Marxist educational research. Along 
with this realisation, Small (2005, 67) has noted that because education 
is more or less apart from the family, and because economic life is 
somewhat separated from other areas of social life ‘the relations be-
tween education and economic life become a topic of special concern.’ 
Indeed, it is evident that modern economic development has not oc-
curred in isolation, but other social functions, including public educa-
tion, have been influenced by it. Thus, as Small (2005, 144) has stated, 
‘the public school is […] an institution which corresponds closely to the 
capitalist mode of production.’ 

In this regard, Marx and Engels’s original notion that ruling ideologies 
legitimate the power of the bourgeois and affect educational institutions 
and curriculum was developed by Antonio Gramsci in the 1920s and 
1930s (Anyon, 2011, 13). Gramsci used the term hegemony (see Chapter 
4.4.2 for a more thorough definition of the concept) to analyse the his-
tory of the bourgeois social formations, and class domination in particu-
lar, in the time of the so-called passive revolution (Thomas, 2010, 222). 
Gramsci’s elaboration of hegemony and hegemonic state apparatuses 
was later picked up by Louis Althusser, Etienne Balibar, and Nicos Pou-
lantzas, leading eventually to a wide international recognition (especial-
ly in France, Britain and much of the Spanish-speaking world) of the so-
called Structural Marxism (Morrow and Torres, 1995, 141).  

In the field of education, it can be argued without exaggeration that 
Structural Marxism inspired a renewal of a Marxist theory of education, 
as it generated debates surrounding the concept of ’reproduction’, 
though in retrospect it is clear that Pierre Bourdieu’s alternative take on 
the term popularised the concept (Morrow and Torres, 1995, 141). 
Structural Marxism is a peculiar example of an academic trend that 
emerges with force but disappears as fast as it arrived. Indeed, as 
Wright (1987, 14) has written:  

 
By the late 1960s, he [Althusser] was a powerful intellectual force 
within the French left, and by the early 1970s, as translations of 
his work and that of his followers became readily available, Al-
thusserian Marxism was one of the leading tendencies on the left 
in the English-speaking world. By the mid-1980s that influence – 
at least explicitly – had almost entirely disappeared. 

 
Following the general rejection of Althusser’s thesis within academia, 
his remarks concerning education were also devalued (Morrow and 
Torres, 142). However, as the socio-political context has changed over 
the past decades, there has arguably been a call for a revival of many 
‘once forgotten’ Marxist scholars and streams of research such as Al-



 
 

 

thusser and Structural Marxism (Resch, 1992). As Resch (1992, 5) wrote 
already 25 years ago, the restructuring of the capitalist political econo-
my invites us to revisit Althusser and to remove the ‘quarantine’ from 
Structural Marxism. In his own words, Resch (ibid), argued that to ex-
plain ‘the dramatic shift from prosperity to austerity in the capitalist 
heartlands, we have little choice but to admit the theoretical failures of 
post-Marxist and postmodern social theory and to revive Marxist 
principles of economic determination and class struggle.’ 

Reproduction theories in the field of education were particularly 
popular in the 1970s and 1980s in Britain and continental Europe, be-
cause of the influence of Antonio Gramsci, Louis Althusser and Nicos 
Poulantzas, and in US in the late 1970s and 1980s, especially because of 
the impact of Bowles’s and Gintis’s Schooling in Capitalist America (see 
Giroux, 1983; Gottesman, 2016). In general, theorists in this field have 
argued that the main functions of schools are the reproduction of domi-
nant ideology and relations of production (Althusser, 2014), or work-
force and its forms of knowledge (Bowles and Gintis, 1976), or the dis-
tribution of skills needed to reproduce the prevailing social hierarchy 
(Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990).  

A definitive idea in this stream of research is that schools, as state in-
stitutions, could only be understood through their wider relationship to 
other societal structures, namely to state and economy (Giroux, 1983). 
Moreover, reproduction scholars claimed that the ‘deep structure’ of 
schooling would remain hidden without an analysis of how schools 
function as agencies of social and cultural reproduction (see Bourdieu 
and Passeron, 1990), or in other words, legitimate capitalist ‘rationality’ 
and sustain dominant social practices (Giroux, 1983; Khalanyane, 
2010). Indeed, in this field of research, schools and education are often 
considered central agencies in the politics and processes of domination 
(Giroux, 1983). Whereas the liberal view has perceived education as the 
great equalizer, reproduction theorist have made a claim (Willis, 1983, 
110) that ‘education is not about equality but inequality’, that is:  

 
education’s main purpose of the social integration of a class society 
could be achieved only by preparing most kids for an unequal fu-
ture, and by insuring their personal underdevelopment. Far from 
productive roles in the economy simply waiting to be ‘fairly’ filled 
by the products of education, the ‘Reproduction’ perspective re-
served this to suggest that capitalist production and its roles re-
quired certain educational outcomes.  
 

In addition, reproduction theorists in the field of education have exam-
ined, in particular, class-specific experiences in the field of education 
(Anyon, 1980, 1997, 2005), the culture of schools and class-defined re-
lations of students who attend to these schools (Bourdieu and Passeron, 



 

 

1990), and how the economic, ideological, and repressive functions of 
the state affect school policies and practices (Poulantzas, 1975).  

According to Giroux (1983), critical educational theorists and theo-
ries regarding schooling and reproduction can be broadly categorized 
into three reproductive models, which are the economic (e.g. Bowles 
and Gintis, 1976; Poulantzas, 2000; Althusser 2014), cultural (e.g. 
Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990; Bourdieu, 1996), and hegemonic-state 
(e.g. Gramsci, 1971; Poulantzas, 1975; Apple, 1979) reproductive models.  

At the core of the economic-reproductive model are two questions: 
first, how does the educational system function within society? Second, 
how do schools fundamentally influence the ideologies, personalities, 
and needs of students? From this perspective, reproduction theorists 
perceive that the dominant groups in a given society utilise their power 
and influence to reproduce the kind of educational system and educa-
tional outcomes that function in the interests of the accumulation and 
expansion of capital (Giroux, 1983). In this view, the underlying experi-
ence and relations of schooling are managed by the interests of capital, 
that is, the need to provide certain ideology, skills, attitudes, and values 
to students (Althusser, 2014). Important theoretical constructs that 
highlight the structural and ideological connection between schools and 
workplace are the notions of ‘hidden curriculum’ (Bowles and Gintis, 
1976) and correspondence (Bowles and Gintis, 1976; Althusser and 
Balibar, 2009). The concept of hidden curriculum refers here to a cer-
tain classroom social relations that legitimise particular views of work, 
authority, social rules, and values that sustain capitalist logic and ra-
tionality particular manifested in the workplace (Giroux, 1983). Al-
thusser’s notion that ideology has a material basis (2014) is to some ex-
tent connected to the idea of Bowles and Gintis’ hidden curriculum con-
cept. Ideology has a material basis in Althusser’s (2014) view in the ritu-
als, routines, and social practices that both structure and mediate the 
day-to-day workings of schools. Similarly, the theory of correspondence 
(Bowles and Gintis, 1976) indicates that there is an intentional corre-
spondence between the capitalist structure and its wage labouring needs 
and the outcomes of the school system. Less rigidly, Althusser and Bali-
bar (2009, 301-302) have argued that from the perspective of economic 
and social reproduction certain forms of correspondence exist between 
various instances of the social structure. 

Regarding his theory of cultural reproduction, Bourdieu argues that 
the logic of domination must be analysed within a theoretical frame-
work that is capable of linking together human agents and dominant 
structures in a dialectical manner (Giroux, 1983). He argues against the 
notion that schools would simply mirror the rest of the society, as they 
have a relative autonomy that is influenced only indirectly by more 
powerful and political institutions. In this respect, the concept of sym-
bolic violence is, for Bourdieu and Passeron (1990), in essence, as it de-
notes that class control is reproduced through subtle means of symbolic 



 
 

 

power waged by the ruling classes to impose their definition of the dom-
inant culture in line with their interests. Thus, education is seen in 
Bourdieu and Passeron’s conception as an important social and political 
force in the reproduction of classes and class hierarchies, because 
schools, on the surface, appear impartial and neutral mediums of the 
valued culture, but in fact promote inequality and class division in the 
name of justice and objectivity (Giroux, 1983). Hence, schools play a 
significant role in legitimating and reproducing dominant culture and 
cultural capital (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990). 

State and domination have been major concerns for educational the-
orists concerned with the hegemonic-state reproductive model, which 
especially deals with questions of how the state intervenes and influ-
ences the educational system (Giroux, 1983). Theorists in this field 
(such as Poulantzas, 1975; Apple, 1979) perceive that educational 
change cannot only be explained through economic or cultural repro-
duction, but what needs to be reconciled is how political factors lead to 
interventionist policies of the state and shape the reproductive functions 
of education (Giroux, 1983). In particular, scholars in this field have 
argued that as part of the state apparatus, schools and universities play, 
among other things, an essential role in furthering the economic inter-
ests of the dominant classes (Carnoy, 1982; Dale; 1989), by providing 
students with certain ideology, skills, attitudes, and values (Althusser, 
2014). To be sure, this does not imply that the dominant state ideology 
would be disseminated or indoctrinated successfully, especially because 
the state does not have a clear ‘voice’, but rather various contradictory 
voices (see Carnoy and Levin, 1985; Poulantzas, 2000), or that the ‘hid-
den curriculum’ – especially benefitting the dominant classes – would 
not be resisted among teachers, students and university faculty.  

Even though, for example, Bourdieu’s theory is in many respects use-
ful and perceptive, he is mostly applying it, as have many others after 
him, to explain cultural and social reproduction, and especially social 
inequality. The situation is much the same concerning the majority of 
the reproduction theory research in the field of education since the early 
1980s (see Collins, 2009; Khalanyane, 2010). Almost without exception, 
scholars and theorists have been dealing with ‘social reproduction’ and 
trying to explain how education contributes to social inequality, but at 
the same time neglecting explicit economic accounts regarding repro-
duction. Furthermore, and somewhat puzzlingly, in the early 1990s, ac-
ademic work even regarding social reproduction had decreased remark-
ably (Collins, 2009). 

Again, there are many reasons for this phenomenon, which can, for 
one, be seen to be linked to a bigger trend in social sciences, the so-
called cultural turn (see e.g. Ray and Sayer, 1999). As Gottesman (2016, 
46) notes, the rise of neoconservatism, the continuing attacks on the 
working class, and the withering away of civil rights gains by the end of 
the 1970s and early 1980s shifted the political tone and radical vision of 



 

 

the left. Similarly, as the 1980s progressed, critical education scholars 
shifted their political position from revolution to reform, and their theo-
retical focus to cultural critique and strategic resistance in schools, in-
stead of favouring radical social reconstruction, macro-level critiques on 
capital, and building mass movements (ibid, 47). In Gottesman’s (2016, 
47) own words:  

 
Educational scholars thus increasingly preferred a cultural Marxist 
lens that looked at the ideological structure and content of school-
ing as opposed to the political economic Marxist lens that theo-
rized capital and assessed quantifiable inputs and outcomes of 
schooling’s reproductive tendencies. 

Like the rest of the academia, the field of education is no exception con-
sidering the cultural turn in the late 1970s and early 1980s, which en-
tailed that economic reproduction theorising, such as Bowles and Gin-
tis’s theory of correspondence and Althusser’s Ideological State Appa-
ratuses (1968/2014) were to be considered crudely mechanistic and 
overlooking agency (ibid, 47-48)5.  

Consequently, the streams of research done under the ‘economic re-
production’ banner slowed down in the field of education. However, it 
seems to me that academic research, especially in social sciences, is in 
many ways cyclical. Discourses, research topics, traditions, even disci-
plines, and research trends come and go, only to appear again later as 
societal context changes. Indeed, along the rise of ‘neoliberal higher ed-
ucation’ there has been recent reheating and recapitulations of repro-
duction theorising (see e.g. Anyon, 2005; Kumar, 2012; Sotiris, 2012; 
2013); meanwhile other streams of critical education studies have 
emerged to analyse the connections between education and capitalism 
(see Slaughter and Leslie, 1997; Slaughter and Rhoades, 2004; Cole, 
2008; Au and Apple, 2009; Anyon, 2011). Particularly in conjunction 
with the rise of neoliberalism, a countless number of academic publica-
tions have sprung up to express concerns for the future of higher educa-
tion (see Chapter 5 for a short review of academic capitalism). Notwith-
standing, it seems clear to me that crucial connections between contem-
porary higher education and reproduction of capitalism, and their wider 
repercussions, in particular from an ecological perspective, are left un-
addressed in the current educational scholarship. In this regard, this 
thesis is a conscious attempt to re-heat and reformulate economic re-

5 In addition to structural determinism, a common criticism of Althusserian 
Structural Marxism has been the absence of empirical research. However, edu-
cation as a field of study is an exception in this case (Morrow and Torres, 1995, 
156). For instance, Baudelot and Establet, in their L’Ecole capitaliste en 
France (1971), base their arguments on Althusser’s theory of Ideological State 
Apparatuses (ibid, 151). Another application of structuralist Marxism in empir-
ical research is the work done by Tomás A. Vasconi in the Latin American con-
text (ibid, 156).



 
 

 

production theorising as an approach and as an integral part of Marxist 
studies of education.      

2.3.2 Education and ecological crisis 

As a part of the critical education tradition, literature on the relation 
between education and ecological crisis is in many respects emerging. A 
pioneer in the field, C. A. Bowers has from the beginning of the 1990s 
argued ‘how cultural beliefs contribute to the accelerating degradation 
of the environment’ (Bowers, 1993, 1). In examining cultural beliefs and 
ecological crisis, Bowers, building on the ideas of Gregory Bateson, has 
studied education in particular and, while doing so, made a convincing 
contribution to academic scholarship by illustrating how modern West-
ern education and its underlying assumptions are connected to the eco-
logical crisis (see e.g. Bowers, 1993; 2011). While Bowers’ take on educa-
tion and ecological crisis is, in essence, in understanding how, for in-
stance, culture-bound belief in progress, individualism, and rationality 
contribute to modern ecological devastation, his analysis does not ex-
tend to economic or social reproduction of the capitalist workforce or 
relations of production, for instance.  

Along the work of Bowers, arguably the most viable stream of research 
on education and ecological crisis is the literature on ecopedagogy (see 
e.g. Kahn, 2010; Fassbinder et al., 2012; Grigorov, 2012). Ecopedagogy 
is, above all, a field of study and a project concerned with mitigating the 
ecological and social crisis via pedagogical means (Grigorov, 2012, 14). 
From the perspective of this study, ecopedagogy follows mainly the 
postmodernist theoretical tradition in its analysis and methodology, and 
thus the focus is more in ways of knowing, discourses, and cultural con-
structs than in an explicit material analysis on education and its ecolog-
ical consequences. To be sure, it is to be noted as well that in ecopeda-
gogy there are to be found accounts that attempt to criticise the domi-
nance of the capitalist take on education (e.g. Fassbinder, 2008). How-
ever, these analyses do not point out exactly how ‘capitalist education’ 
contributes to the ongoing ecological crisis.     

Although it is true that some Marxist educational scholars such as Cole 
(2008, Chapter 7) have dealt with questions regarding education and 
environmental degradation, from a Marxist perspective, the analysis is 
rather focused on exhibiting the fundamental reasons behind the eco-
logical crisis (such as how capitalism contributes to it) rather than try-
ing to understand what is the role of contemporary higher education in 
it. Similarly, McLaren and Houston (2005) do not seek to explain this 
connection, although they recognise, in a noteworthy manner, the im-
portance of tackling ecological questions and analysing in classrooms 
the reasons behind the ecological crisis, as they propose reforms to alle-
viate various social and environmental problems. The structure of the 
argument is the same also in McLaren’s (2013) later treatment of capi-
talism and ecological catastrophe wherein he proposes ecopedagogy as a 



 

 

means to resist and alleviate social and environmental problems. 
Whereas McLaren (ibid) again acknowledges capitalism as being one of 
the primary concerns, both in education and from the perspective of 
ecological crisis, he does not explain how capitalist education and envi-
ronmental degradation relate to one another.  

Consequently, this thesis seeks to fill this theoretical gap, as the pri-
mary purpose of this thesis work is to update the theory of reproduction 
of capitalism and to establish a connection between capitalism, higher 
education, and ecological crisis. In other words, this thesis contributes 
to the existing Marxist literature on education first, by presenting theo-
retically how capitalism is reproduced in the 21st century and, second, 
by presenting how contemporary higher education adds to the environ-
mental degradation. Therefore, in the following chapters of this thesis, it 
is argued that the negative ecological impact of contemporary higher 
education is mainly due to its commitment to the reproduction of the 
capitalist workforce, as well as due to higher education’s increasing con-
tribution to the processes of economic growth and expansive capital ac-
cumulation in various ways. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 

 

3. Capitalism and the finite planet 

Environmental degradation as a phenomenon is not a new one, but has 
occurred throughout human history, with profoundly negative conse-
quences for numerous past civilisations (see e.g. Diamond, 2005; Mag-
doff and Foster, 2011; Tainter, 2015) and, of course, caused widespread 
harm to the non-human world as well. However, what makes our time 
distinctive from the times of Antiquity, for instance, is the shift to global 
scale problems concerning natural environments (see e.g. Steffen et al., 
2015). On the one hand, the amount of people on this planet has ex-
ploded – humans inhabit more of the earth – and on the other, humans 
have created technologies that cause far greater damage than ever be-
fore (Jensen and McBay, 2009: Magdoff and Foster, 2011, 12). Moreo-
ver, and to deepen the current predicament, the dominant socio-
economic structure – capitalism – neither knows nor accepts limits to 
its expansion (Magdoff and Foster, 2011, 12). In fact, it can be persua-
sively argued both theoretically and empirically that many of the critical 
environmental problems, such as climate change, are either caused or 
made worse by capitalism (see Foster, 2009; Klein, 2014). 

My aims in this chapter are fivefold: first, I define what capitalism is 
and what it is not. Second, I examine how capitalism came to be, from 
where it originates, how the conditions for its existence were created 
and constructed. Third, I portray how capitalism functions, and briefly 
go through some of the social impacts of capitalism. Fourth, I introduce 
the absolute contradiction between a growth-driven socio-economic 
structure and a finite planet. In addition, I scrutinise how capital ‘per-
ceives’ nature, and criticise the so-called ‘green capitalism’ discourse, as 
well as contemplate the bottlenecks for further and expansive capital 
accumulation. Thus, the purpose of this chapter, in addition to present-
ing what capitalism is and how it functions, is to answer to the first re-
search question: What are the fundamental reasons for the ecological 
unsustainability of capitalism? 

3.1 Mode of production   

To begin with, I make use of Louis Althusser’s precise conceptualisation 
in his On the Reproduction of Capitalism (2014) to define a mode of 



 

 

production6 (see also Althusser and Balibar, 2009). Althusser (2014, 22) 
states that a mode of production is a way or manner of production. 
Then, importantly, he asks of producing what? He responds to the ques-
tion: by producing the required material goods for the material exist-
ence of human beings living in a given social structure (ibid). Althusser 
(2014, 22) argues that:  

a way of ‘producing’ is a way of ‘tackling nature’, since it is nature 
and nature alone that all social formations which do not live on 
thin air or the Word of God, extract the material goods necessary 
for their subsistence (food, clothing, shelter, and so on), that is for 
their stagnation or ‘development’. 

Humans ‘tackle’ their external nature in order to extract the required 
goods for their subsistence (by hunting, gathering, fishing, lumbering, 
and so on) or use up their external nature to produce for them (agricul-
ture, cattle farming). These various labour processes together constitute 
the production forces of a particular mode of production. More specifi-
cally, a labour process is according to Althusser (ibid, 22): 

a series of systematically regulated operations performed by the 
agents of that labour process, who ‘work on’ an object of labour 
(raw material, unprocessed material, domesticated animals, land, 
and so on), using, to that end, instruments of labour (more or less 
sophisticated tools, and then machines, and so on) in such a way 
as to ‘transform’ the object of labour into, on the one hand, prod-
ucts capable of satisfying immediate human needs (food, clothing, 
shelter, and so on) and, on the other hand, instruments of labour 
for the purpose of ensuring that this labour process can continue 
to be carried out in the future.  

To supplement Althusser’s definition of labour, Marx (1973) writes in 
Capital vol. 1 that human labour, in general, is guided by the conscious 
aims of the labourer. Marx famously remarks that even the poorest 
master builder is distinguished from the most proficient bee, because 
the master builder has already built the combs in his head before he 
actually builds them from wax. Overall, it can be argued that Marx’s 
definition of labour is more extensive, although in this case it is rather 
clear that Althusser’s definition of labour is merely linked to his general 
definition regarding mode of production. 

6 It is worth mentioning that, while I do share many of the premises of Al-
thusser’s philosophy, I, at the same time, reject his overly strcturalist takes on 
subjectivity, and for instance his claim regarding Marx’s ‘epistemological 
break’ in For Marx (2005/1965) and Reading Capital (2009/1968). Along 
with these reservations, I wish to note also that I perceive many of Althusser’s 
conceptualisations – especially his ideas on reproduction and Ideological State 
Apparatuses – to be of great value if one is trying to make sense of the capital-
ist socio-economic structure in the 21st century.



 
 

 

Althusser (2014, 19-21) claims that every concrete social structure is 
based on a dominant mode of production, which, in principle, means 
that in every social structure there exists more than one mode of pro-
duction. However, one of those is the dominant one, while others are 
dominated by it. Thereafter, Althusser asks, what constitutes a mode of 
production? He responds by deploying Marx’s conceptualisation, which 
states that it is the ‘correspondence’ between productive forces and re-
lations of production (ibid). Nonetheless, Althusser claims this state-
ment is too descriptive, and instead of the word ‘correspondence’, he 
prefers the word ‘unity’. This unity has a material basis, he states, which 
are the productive forces. However, these productive forces are nothing 
by themselves if they are not ‘tendered operational’, as Althusser (ibid) 
notes, and thus, can only operate in and under the ‘guidance’ of the re-
lations of production.  

So, what then are relations of production? They are, on the one hand, 
quite simply the relations between the agents of production, which in a 
classless society, means all the members of a social structure, or in the 
capitalist social structure, relations between agents of production, and 
on the other hand, a group of people who are not directly agents of pro-
duction although they intervene in the production processes (Althusser, 
2014, 27). Furthermore, every production process in a mode of produc-
tion includes several different labour processes, which necessarily indi-
cates a division of labour, even in the most rudimentary forms of labour 
processes (ibid, 24). In every labour process, the agents of production 
must possess the needed skills and techniques, in other words, they 
must be qualified to do their tasks. This means that they must have 
some kind of technical experience and knowledge of the task (ibid, 22). 

Accordingly, Althusser (2014, 25) claims that the productive forces of 
a mode of production are constituted by the unity of complex interplay 
of elements. The first element is the objects of labour, i.e., human ex-
ternal nature in various forms such as natural energy (for instance, a 
stream of water) and raw materials (e.g. minerals or trees). However, 
they have to be first harnessed so they can be utilised in the production 
process. The second element is the instruments of production, which 
are, for example tools, machines, factories and other devices and tech-
nologies. The third element is the agents of production (or labour pow-
er). Althusser (ibid, 23) reminds that Marx used the term ‘means of 
production’ to include both objects of labour and instruments of labour 
(or production), and ‘labour power’ to include various activities set up 
by agents of the labour process, who possess technical skills to utilise 
the existing means of production.  

Thus, productive forces = (unity of) means of production + labour 
power. Althusser (ibid, 25) claims that this equation, which holds good 
for a single mode of production, has the theoretical advantage of under-
lining the set means of production, separating them from labour-power. 
This distinction, he argues, is also important in order to understand 



 

 

(ibid) what happens in every ‘class society’, in our case in the capitalist 
socio-economic structure, in which the means of production are owned, 
not by agents of production, but individuals ‘outside’ the actual labour 
process.      

3.2 Capitalism defined 

Karl Marx was the first to recognise the ‘historical object’ which we to-
day recognise as capitalism7. In his detailed analysis, he showed how it 
came to be, how it functions and how we could get rid of it (Eagleton, 
2012, 9). Following the legacy of Marx, Marxism is a philosophical, in-
tellectual and political movement or a school of thought that has pro-
duced, as Eagleton (ibid, 14) argues, the most in-depth, rigorous, and 
extensive critique and portrayal of capitalism.  

Marx writes that the basis of any given culture is labour. Before we 
can do much more, we humans have to eat, drink, keep warm and have 
some kind of shelter from forces of nature (Eagleton, 2012, 116). There-
fore, human culture cannot exist without a material production of some 
kind (ibid). Nonetheless, Marx and Marxism want to argue further: that 
material production is fundamental to the existence of human cultures 
and not merely as a (basic) need provider. One of the claims in Marxist 
tradition is that the material production, ‘in the last instance’, defines 
the character of human culture (Althusser, 2014, 237). However, this 
does not say that economic factors or productive forces are the only as-
pects that determine the course of history or human condition. In fact, 
this claim was strongly denied by, for example, Engels, who condemned 
it as absurd in one of his letters to Marx (see Marx and Engels, 1965, 
417).     

Generally, for Marx, a mode of production means, as we learnt in the 
previous chapter, that certain production forces unite with certain rela-
tions of production. To elaborate, a force of production means any ob-
ject through which the nature (including the human nature) is being 
remodelled, cultivated, moulded and changed to reproduce the material 
conditions of living for humanity. Human labour for one is a force of 
production. Nevertheless, this force of production never exists as it is; 
human labour is always associated with other natural and social rela-
tions, of which Marx means social and societal relations, as well as his-
torical structures and human external nature. In a particular historical 
situation, for instance, one class might own and control the means of 
production, which this particular social class has acquired in the course 

7 In this thesis, capitalism is defined and conceptualised based on the works of 
Karl Marx and Marxist scholars. There are, of course, other ways and tradi-
tions to investigate capitalism. One of the most prominent alternatives to the 
analyses of Marx can be found, for instance, in Max Weber’s Protestant Ethic 
and the Spirit of Capitalism.



 
 

 

of history, whereas another social class is exploited by that particular 
social class (see Eagleton, 2012, 84).  

In any case, all cultures, socio-economic structures and national con-
texts are hybrids nowadays; and none of them are pure or single. As 
Edward Said (1993, 407) has stated: ‘no one today is purely one thing’. 
Capitalism, especially in the general sense, has historically been re-
markably flexible in adopting various forms (see e.g. Boltanski and 
Chiapello, 2005; Arrighi, 2010; Moore, 2015). Hence, the task of defin-
ing capitalism is difficult, and consequently it is no wonder there is a 
lack of consensus regarding what it is ultimately composed of (Graeber, 
2014). Nonetheless, in order to understand or critically analyse the phe-
nomenon, it seems clear that there needs to be some kind of definition. 
Although there has existed and still exist various versions of capitalism 
all around the world, ranging from liberal to authoritarian, or from 
democratic to fascist, I argue, while leaning on the classic analysis of 
Karl Polanyi (1968), that each version shares some fundamental simi-
larities. With these similarities, it is implied that the basic institutions 
and practices that characterise capitalism are in place, though inter-
twined with the local relations of production and also to the natural and 
socio-cultural history.  

Either way, there are quite a few identifying characteristics of capital-
ism. The first is the production of commodities for an external body 
(typically to a ‘market’). A second is the production of commodities in 
order to produce a, most often private, surplus, which also entails the 
existence of an institution and abstraction called private property. The 
third characteristic of capitalism, one found everywhere around the 
planet, is wage-labour. Nonetheless, these kinds of general manifesta-
tion clearly are not enough to really understand or even analyse capital-
ism. As Wallerstein (2013, 10-11) claims, an exercise that simply seeks 
to identify the different characteristics of capitalism is insufficient if one 
is trying to understand capitalism. Moreover, Wallerstein (ibid) argues 
that many scholars focus on a single institution that these scholars con-
sider crucial, for example the abovementioned. Alternatively, many 
scholars claim that the most signifying characteristic of capitalism is the 
class struggle between capitalists (those who own the means of produc-
tion) and wage-labourers (those who do not). While these are certainly 
some of the defining characteristics of capitalism (but not necessarily 
original or exceptional characteristics of a particular socio-economic 
structure), Wallerstein claims that many scholars appear to miss the 
most critical aspect of capitalism, which is the endless accumulation of 
capital, or in his own (Wallerstein, 2013, 10-11) words: ‘the accumula-
tion of capital in order to accumulate more capital.’ 

As the name suggests, in capitalism economic actors (such as compa-
nies, venture capitalists, investors, states, or other economic organisa-
tions) organise economic activity through the fluid deployment of 
wealth – capital – by means of investments in different kinds of sur-



 

 

plus-making operations. Finance, including debt and its interests, but 
also various tradable financial instruments, are ‘crucial to the liquidity 
and mobility of capital as well as to expansion and spreading costs 
over time’ (Calhoun, 2013, 136). However, as Harvey (2011, 40) argues, 
capital is not just a thing but also a process in which capital is constant-
ly sent to circulate or spent in search of more capital by capital accumu-
lators who own the means of production, i.e. the capitalists. Harvey 
(ibid, 40-41) explains: 

Capitalists – those who set this process in motion – take on many 
different personae. Finance capitalists look to make money by 
lending to others in return for interest. Merchant capitalists buy 
cheap and sell dear. Landlords collect rent because the land and 
properties they own are scarce resources. Rentiers make money 
from royalties and intellectual property rights. Asset traders swap 
titles (to stocks and shares for example), debts and contracts (in-
cluding insurance) for profit. Even the state can act like a capital-
ist, for example, when it uses tax revenues to invest in infrastruc-
tures that stimulate growth and generate even more tax revenues. 
But the form of capital circulation that has come to dominate from 
the mid-eighteenth century onwards is that of industrial or pro-
duction of capital. In this case, the capitalist starts the day with a 
certain amount of money. And, having selected a technology and 
organisational form, goes into the market place and buys the req-
uisite amounts of labour power and means of production (raw ma-
terial, physical plant, intermediate products, machinery, energy 
and the like). The labour power is combined with the means of 
production through an active labour process conducted under the 
supervision of the capitalist. The result is a commodity that is sold 
by its owner, the capitalist, in the market place for a profit. 

To move beyond mere characteristics, capitalism is, as Harvey (2014, 6-
7) puts it, a social formation (socio-economic structure) ‘in which pro-
cesses of capital circulation and accumulation are hegemonic and 
dominant in providing and shaping the material, social and intellectu-
al bases for social life’. Furthermore, and in this respect, capitalism is a 
historical formation (a historical socio-economic structure) (Heiskanen, 
2016), supported by a set of power networks such as ideological, eco-
nomic, military and political (Calhoun, 2013, 134). In this sense, capital-
ism is also a hierarchical and unequally integrated material organisation 
(ibid), embedded in nature (Moore, 2015), in which economic actors are 
vitally dependent on the conditions provided by political power (Cal-
houn, 2013, 134), such as, nation states, state institutions, and various 
transnational organisations (Robinson, 2014).  

Rather than a unified and concentrated system of power, capitalism 
is rather a set or a grouping of economic and social structures and prac-



 
 

 

tices dispersed over a landscape (Gibson-Graham, 2006). Although it is 
true that the accumulation of capital produces a concentration of wealth 
(Piketty, 2014) and arguably along with it also concentration of power 
(Robinson, 2014), what I intend to say is that capitalism is not a struc-
ture managed by some specific power bloc, but rather the capitalist 
structure remains in flux while scattered groups and organisations of 
power try to steer and reshape it in their favour with more or less joint 
interests while at the same time securing the reproduction of capitalism.   

To conclude (see also Table 1 below) and elaborate further, capital-
ism is a historical socio-economic structure in the constant and endless 
pursuit of the accumulation of capital. The key characteristics of, in 
particular, 20th and 21st century capitalism are advanced (material and 
‘immaterial’) commodity production within a competitive capitalist 
market structure. Another key characteristic of capitalism is a class 
structure in which a group of individuals – capitalists – own the means 
of production, and appropriate economic surplus value from the use of 
raw materials and labour-power (conducted by wage-labouring class, 
non-human labour and machines), or apply other means to extract sur-
pluses (for example from buying cheap and selling dear, rents, fees, in-
terests, or from financial investments). In capitalism, the aim of a single 
capitalist or a single corporation (or other economic actors, such as 
states) is, in principle, to accumulate capital from various economic 
activities and then invest part of the profit back to the production in 
order to expand production, enhance productivity, and increase market 
share, or find other profitable ways to reinvest capital (e.g. infrastruc-
ture or education), in order to be able to accumulate more capital in the 
future (and so forth).  

Some of the key institutions supporting the reproduction of the capi-
talist historical socio-economic structure are nation states and their 
repressive (military, police, judiciary) and ideological (education, 
church, media) institutions (Althusser, 2014), and various international 
organisations (such as the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), International Monetary Fund (IMF), World 
Bank, World Trade Organisation (WTO), European Union (EU), United 
Nations (UN)) (Robinson, 2014). Also many abstractions and social 
constructions generally protected by law (Poulantzas, 2000), including 
private property and the joint-stock company (or limited liability com-
pany) are in key role to secure the reproduction and legitimacy of capi-
talism. The history of capitalism has also shown that a particular alli-
ance of class interests have come together to form a hegemonic historic 
bloc or a dominant class (Thomas, 2010) that seeks to secure and re-
produce its dominant position in control of the means of production, as 
well as to influence societal conditions in their favour (Robinson, 2014).  

 
 



 

 

Table 1. Capitalism summarised 
 

 
Characteristics 

 

 
Institutions 

 
Subjects 

 
Objects 

 
Commodity produc-

tion 
 

 
Nation states 

and state       
institutions 

 

 
Capitalists 

(owners of the 
means of pro-

duction) 

 
Biosphere and 

ecosystems 

 
Surplus  
creation 

 

 
Financial      
apparatus 

 

 
Wage labourers 
and consumers 

 
Human  
labour 

 
Capital accumula-

tion 

 
International 
organisations 

 

 
Companies, and 
self-employers 

 
Non-human 

labour 

 
Market exchange 
and competition 

  

 
Private  

property 

 
Other agents     

of capital 

 
Raw materials 
and technology 

 
Class society and 
social hierarchy 

 

 
Limited liability 

company 

 
Non-profit     

organisations 
 

 
Other means of 

production 

 

In this study. I frequently use the concept (social) structure to refer to 
existing material, social, and historical societal relations (institutions), 
as well as social contracts, norms, values, and artefacts, which are, on 
the one hand, (at least somewhat) durable but, on the other hand, open 
to change and transformations. In this sense, social structure is concep-
tualised according to the Structural Marxist tradition (see Resch, 1992, 
23-24). As Resch (ibid, 24) explains in his discussion of Structural 
Marxism, the socio-economic structure is an outcome of economic, po-
litical, and ideological forces. Whereas, the economic function is held 
primary, political and ideological functions have their own distinct 
character and influence, and thus all determinate structures and rela-
tions, if in unequal manner, as a whole (ibid). Furthermore, Structural 
Marxism rejects any teleology or aim to which economic determination 
is driving the socio-economic structure. At the same time, contradictory 
tendencies are recognised within and between social structures, which 
stem from uneven development of the social and the relative autonomy 
of different structures. In more elaborate fashion, Resch (1992, 24) 
notes that:  
 

The primacy of the economy sets boundaries or limits on political 
and ideological structures, but it does not specify each and every 
political institution, nor does it directly determine ideological ap-
paratuses such as the family, the university, or the church. Political 
and ideological structures have a relative autonomy and an inter-



 
 

 

nal dynamic that is not too coordinated in advance with the devel-
opment of the economy. At the same time, economic determina-
tion is itself contradictory since the production of objective chang-
es within the economic structures and relations themselves may 
not readily facilitate their reproduction.  

 
Therefore, economic determination ‘in the last instance’ (Althusser, 
2014, 237) ‘respects the variety of causal determinations at work with-
in the social whole, neither ignoring their particularity nor presuming 
their reproduction over time’ (Resch, 1992, 24). Indeed, in this respect, 
I perceive that a social structure is not something static, but rather in 
motion, and is constantly changed and renewed by different agents and 
practices. In contrast, I perceive that ‘system’ as a concept is more static 
and even more functionalist and, for example, ideology much too ab-
stract as a term.  

Nevertheless, a much more pertinent question is, from my perspec-
tive, what is not included in the capitalist socio-economic structure? 
Below is a table by Gibson-Graham (2006, 71) representing what they 
call as diverse economy, a table, which, in an informative way, draws 
boundaries between capitalism and ‘not capitalism’.  

 
Table 2. Diverse economy (Gibson-Graham, 2006, 71) 
 

 
 
From my perspective, the boundaries of capitalism and not capitalism 
are quite easily recognisable, because the ‘sphere of capitalism’ can be 
traced based on capital (capitalist money) circulation. Indeed, one of 

 

TRANSACTIONS 

ALTERNATIVE MARKET 
 

Sale of public goods 
Ethical ‘fair trade’ markets 

Local trading systems 
Alternative currencies 
Underground market 

Co-op exchange 
Barter 

Informal market 

NONMARKET 
 

Household flows 
Gift giving 

Indigenous exchange 
State allocations 

State appropriations 
Gleaning 

Hunting, fishing, gathering 
Theft, poaching 

LABOUR 

 

ENTERPRISE 

 

ALTERNATIVE PAID 
 

Self-employed 
Cooperative 
Indentured 

Reciprocal labour 
In-kind 

Work for welfare 

UNPAID 
 

Housework 
Family care 

Neighbourhood work 
Volunteer 

Self-provisioning labour 
Slave labour 

ALTERNATIVE CAPITALIST 
 

State enterprise 
Green capitalist 

Socially responsible firm 
Nonprofit  

NONCAPITALIST 
 

Communal 
Independent 

Feudal  
Slave 



 

 

the key issues in capitalism is money, or more precisely capital circula-
tion in the shape of capitalist money to be used in a certain way8. While 
it is true that many individuals, organisations or institutions do not 
partake directly in capitalist processes, that is, they do not directly 
make efforts to accumulate capital, they do take part in the circulation 
of capital by buying commodities, paying rents, spending their salaries 
they have received from working in an university, or by donating to a 
non-profit organisation campaigning for human rights. This is to say 
that, from the point of view of functioning capitalism, it does not matter 
where to one spends his or her money as long as one keeps on spending 
it and thus keeps capital circulating. As long as capital circulates, and 
keeps on circulating in an expansive manner, capitalist structure is alive 
and well. From capitalism’s point of view, it does not matter whether 
one buys a hybrid car or a SUV, or whether one buys organic apples 
rather than GMO apples, or if one supports financially the local football 
team or Greenpeace, or whether one invests in Arctic oil or solar panels, 
the most important thing is that capital keeps on circulating through 
incurring consumption, investments and debts.  

Therefore, the sphere of capitalism has to be framed accordingly. 
This implies that all actions, practices and structures beyond the scope 
of capitalist accumulation processes and circulation of capital can be 
considered not capitalist. For example, time banks are not capitalist (as 
ways to organise exchange, where actors exchange services for time, 
and thus time is the object of exchange). Another example is all the care 

8 In this sense, it is important to understand what money is in this context. 
Particularly since the 1970s (in the post-Bretton Woods era), it has become 
apparent that money is a symbol (most often an abstract number, a paper 
note, or a metal coin) to value debt relations, and a symbol to signify economic 
value of things, as well as a legitimate (based on social contract and trust) item 
used to pay for things (see Iivarinen, 2015; Järvensivu, 2016). In any sense 
modern money is ‘invented’, as it is basically created out of thin air, by pushing 
a button, by institutions who have the societal legitimacy to add its quantity 
(banks, and central banks in capitalism) (Iivarinen, 2015). However, the capi-
talist money (dollars, euros, yuan, numbers in a bank account) is only one type 
of money available. In parallel, there exists also local monies, bit money, and 
other things used as money, such as gold, jewellery, diamonds, and others. 
Irrespective of this, the overall existence of money is, in itself, not a problem 
but rather the potential skewed social contracts and structures a certain type of 
money symbolises and represents. In this respect, I think it is safe to say that, 
in the capitalist socio-economic structure there does indeed exist a problem 
concerning money, namely because exchange value dominates use value due to 
the imperative of capital accumulation, and thus the capitalist money has been 
elevated in god-like position, as Marx noted in Grundrisse (1993, 221). How-
ever, again in this respect, money in itself as a thing, or as a social relation is 
not to blame, but the social relations and structures that the capitalist money 
represents. Nonetheless, it is peculiar that, in capitalism, money is often un-
derstood as scarce, although it is rather clear that actually the opposite is true 
(Järvensivu, 2016). In contrast, scarcity in capitalism, or in any other structure 
concerning material production, is linked to the means of production, namely, 
work, energy, and natural resources (see e.g. Moore, 2015; Järvensivu, 2016).



 
 

 

work (children, the elderly, community etc.) that is beyond the capital-
ist monetary exchange. In contrast, all actions, practices, structures 
that do partake in accumulation of capital and circulation of capital one 
way or another are to be considered capitalist, disregarding their moti-
vations, or whether they take part in capitalist accumulation and circu-
lation processes directly, indirectly, intentionally or unintentionally. 

3.3 Historical origins 

Civilisations have been transforming their environments on a large scale 
long before capitalism: clusters of commercial activity, commodity pro-
duction, as well as huge imperial projects, such as the Pyramids, have 
been found in the ruins of past empires (Moore, 2015, 59). What has 
changed along with capitalism are the relevant units and organisation of 
time and place: while it took centuries for pre-modern civilisations to 
transform their environments, in capitalism, regional landscapes have 
been transformed only in decades (ibid).  

Wood (2002, 34) argues that the way we understand the history of 
capitalism has a great effect on how we understand capitalism in the 
first place. In the The Origin of Capitalism Wood (2002) argues that 
capitalism, with all its very specific tendencies towards accumulation 
and profit, originates from the countryside, and not from the city, and 
quite late (but still a couple of centuries before the Industrial Revolu-
tion) in terms of human history. Moreover, and unlike how some of the 
classic political economists such as Adam Smith might argue, the birth 
of capitalism did not occur ‘organically’ (see Perelman, 2000) nor does 
it continue to spread organically (see Moore, 2015). On the contrary, 
the birth and spread of capitalism has required a comprehensive trans-
formation of the most basic human relations and practices, and on top 
of it all, a rupture the in age-old pattern of interaction between humans 
and their external nature (Wood, 2002; Perelman, 2000).  

As Perelman (2000, 25) points out, what is, in our day, apparently 
Marxian expression – primitive accumulation – comes from Adam 
Smith’s proclamation (1976, 277) that ‘the accumulation of stock must, 
in the nature of things, be previous to the division of labour.’ In any 
case, it is clear that Marx’s treatment of previous accumulation is strik-
ing compared to Smith’s historical explanation of how original accumu-
lation occurred (Perelman, 2000, 26). In the end of Capital vol. 1 
(1973) Marx portrays the several centuries-long process, in which small 
groups of people pitilessly exploited, ripped and stole resources from 
indigenous and other people inhabiting pre-capitalist societies around 
the world. Marx famously wrote (ibid, 751):   

  
The discovery of gold and silver in America, the extirpation, en-
slavement and entombment in mines of the aboriginal population, 
the beginning of the conquest and looting of the East Indies, the 



 

 

turning of Africa into a warren for the commercial hunting of 
black-skins, signalised the rosy dawn of the era of capitalist pro-
duction. These idyllic proceedings are the chief momenta of primi-
tive accumulation. On their heels treads the commercial war of the 
European nations, with the globe for a theatre. It begins with the 
revolt of the Netherlands from Spain, assumes giant dimensions in 
England’s Anti-Jacobin War, and is still going on in the opium 
wars against China, &c. 

According to Adam Smith, the economic development progressed 
through the voluntary acts of the parties involved (Perelman, 2000, 
26). Marx, on the contrary, argued (1973, 760) that ‘capital comes 
dripping from head to foot, from every pore, with blood and dirt’. He 
claimed that the workers, in general, did not really have a choice, but 
were forced to accept wage-labour. Moreover, Harvey (2011, 47) notes 
that the original (or primitive) accumulation of capital during the late 
medieval times in Europe caused violence, predation, thievery, fraud 
and robbery. By these means merchants, priests, pirates and, I might 
add, the aristocracy accumulated, with the help of usurers, enough ini-
tial monetary funds to begin the circulation of money systematically as 
capital. The conquistadors robbing the Inca gold are one of the most 
prominent examples of these activities, as Marx noted in the end of 
Capital vol. 1 (1973).  

Taking the British context as a classical case, Marx saw primitive ac-
cumulation as having three aspects (Foster, 2009, 235). First, with the 
removal of peasants from rural lands by enclosures conducted by the 
authorities and the abolition of customary, common rights, the peas-
ants no longer had direct access to or control over the means of produc-
tion (see also Perelman, 2000). Second, and a direct consequence of the 
first, a creation of pauperised groups of landless labourers that eventu-
ally became wage labourers under capitalism through flocking into the 
towns and eventually forming the industrial proletariat (Foster, 2009, 
235). Third, a concentration and centralisation of wealth as the means 
of production – initially through the control of the land – came to be 
monopolised by fewer and fewer individuals, as the surplus made avail-
able poured to the newly formed industrial hubs such as London (ibid).  

Wood (2002, 36-37) concludes that Marx, in his critique of the ‘so-
called primitive accumulation’, departed radically from the classical 
political economist and the so-called commercialisation model. Marx, 
for one, insisted that capital is a specific social relation not by itself 
wealth. The ‘primitive accumulation’ of classical political economy is 
‘so-called’ because capital, as Marx defines it, is a social relation and 
not just any kind of wealth or profit, and moreover the accumulation of 
wealth as such is not what brings about capitalism (ibid). What trans-
formed wealth into capital was, according to Marx, the transformation 
of social property relations. The history of capitalism is a history of en-



 
 

 

closures and privatisation of commons to transform them into com-
modities and resources for production (Moore, 2015, 237). Marx and 
Marxist literature (e.g. Marx, 1973; Perelman, 2000; Wood, 2002; 
Moore, 2015) clearly argues that capitalism did not just occur, but it 
was a result of certain historical circumstances, partly conscious and 
partly unconscious social, and societal transformation and oppression.  

It is apparent that many scholars other than Marxists have been per-
ceptive in describing the transformed social relations in the modern 
era. One example of these ventures is Karl Polanyi’s book The Great 
Transformation. Polanyi’s insightful portrayal of the so-called ‘ficti-
tious commodities’ is here utilised as a part of the general argument in 
the Marxist tradition. In The Great Transformation, Polanyi points out 
that the markets for labour, land and money are essential for the func-
tioning of capital and the production of value. But, before labour and 
land can be part of the creation of surplus value in the markets, they 
have to be commodified. Polanyi argues (1968, 72) that: 

labour, land, and money are obviously not commodities […]. La-
bour is only another name for a human activity which goes with 
life itself, which in turn is not produced for sale but for entirely dif-
ferent reasons, nor can that activity be detached from the rest of 
life, be stored or mobilized; land is only another name for nature, 
which is not produced by man; actual money, finally, is merely a 
token of purchasing power which as a rule, is not produced at all, 
but comes into being through the mechanism of banking or state 
finance. None of them is produced for sale. The commodity de-
scription of labour, land, and money is entirely fictitious.  

Polanyi (1968) complements the arguments of Wood (2002) and Pe-
relman (2000), claiming that capitalism, as a structure of accumula-
tion, would not be complete if the labour market would not be part of it. 
Consequently, the foundation of wage-labouring class meant that the 
traditional customs and structures were to be abolished, for example, in 
rural England. Nevertheless, the most important aspect of Polanyi’s 
analysis, from the perspective of this thesis work, is his realisation that 
the more complicated the industrial production processes become, the 
more of its components have to be secured institutionally for industrial 
demand (often by force). In this case, three components are more cru-
cial than others: labour, land and money. In capitalism, their demand 
could be guaranteed only by making them available for buying and sell-
ing. Thus, they are to be organised accordingly, that is, in a commodity 
form (ibid), which entails that conditions for their buying and selling, in 
practice, are conducted and guaranteed by the state.  

But when precisely did these changes start to take place? Over hun-
dred years ago R.H. Tawney (1912, 189) wrote that the 16th century 
marks a turning point from the medieval, in which land was the founda-



 

 

tion of deeds and duties, towards the modern, where land is perceived 
as a productive investment. Wallerstein (2003, 19) argues, that the 
change from feudalism towards capitalism might have started to happen 
even earlier, in the late 15th century Europe. Moore (2007; 2015) places 
the origins of capitalism to the long 16th century (ca. 1450-1640) driven 
by the Dutch and later the English ascendant hegemonic powers of the 
time. Wood (2002, 100-101), in turn, places the origin of capitalism in 
the 16th century English countryside.      

What needs to be taken under consideration, of course, is that feudal-
ism existed parallel to capitalism for centuries before feudalism was 
gradually consumed by the newly dominant mode of production and 
societal structure (Calhoun, 2013, 135-136). As Wood (2002, 78) ob-
serves:  

Even later than the 17th century, most of the world, including Eu-
rope, was free of market imperatives. A vast system of trade cer-
tainly existed, extending across the globe. But nowhere, neither in 
the great trading centres of Europe nor in the vast commercial 
networks of the non-European world, was economic activity and 
production in particular driven by the imperatives of competition 
and accumulation. 

Calhoun (2013, 135-136) points to a crucial difference between the two 
modes of production. He argues that feudalism was not ‘systemic’ in the 
sense of modern capitalism. In addition, he (ibid) argues that the long 
decline in feudal relations came in the era of state building and war, of 
agricultural innovations, religious revitalisation and Reformation and 
eventually Industrial Revolution, leading to growing global commerce. 
This decline, he believes, lasted over 300 years. Along the same lines, 
Wood (2002, 73) argues that feudalism in Europe was internally di-
verse, and it produced various outcomes, of which only one was capital-
ism.  

As Moore (2015, 189) remarks, although it took centuries for capital-
ism to take its late industrial form, already the immediate consequences 
were dramatic. He (ibid) points out how, in particular, the human-
nature relation was transformed along with the property relations by 
stating that ‘there was a transition from control of land for advancing 
labour productivity within commodity production’. Retrospectively, 
according to Moore (ibid, 95), these transformations represent an early 
modern revolution in labour productivity within commodity production 
and exchange with specific priority: accumulation by appropriation.  

Finally, when locating the origins of capitalism to the 15th or 16th cen-
tury (Wood, 2002; Moore, 2015), it is no surprise that capitalism origi-
nated in the countryside rather than in urban setting, especially if we 
were to look at the historical relations between agriculture and capital-
ism. As Burkett (2003, 150) argues, Marx recognised that ‘without an 



 
 

 

agricultural surplus, there can be no surplus labor in agriculture and 
no means of subsistence for nonagricultural workers, hence no surplus 
value in the economy as a whole.’ Unlike pre-capitalist civilisations, 
capitalism has expanded by creating vast agricultural surpluses origi-
nating from rising labour productivity, imposed by social order and 
class relations created and legitimised by states (Wood, 2002, 175). The 
history of capitalism also tells us that ascendant hegemonic powers (the 
Dutch in the 16th and 17th, the English 17th and 18th, the Americans in the 
19th and 20th centuries) have likewise been leading agricultural innova-
tors and locus of knowledge (Moore, 2015, 242-243).  

Wood (2002, 100) states that property and class relations, for in-
stance, in rural England in the 16th century destined that the agrarian 
landlords had incentives to reduce costs and to enhance their productiv-
ity to gain better yields (Wood, 2002, 100). As for the tenants, they were 
gradually exposed to systemic imperatives of the market competition 
that compelled them to make more efficient use of their means of pro-
duction. In course of time, more and more land came under this eco-
nomic organisation, and an advantage in access to the land would go to 
those who had succeeded in the competition and were able to pay good 
rents by increasing their crops and productivity (ibid).  

In short, capitalist social and class relations emerged from the early 
capitalism’s primitive accumulation (Perelman, 2000; Wood, 2002; 
Moore, 2015), starting from the Middle Ages, and have spread onwards 
in various shapes of imperialism (colonial, cultural and economic) ever 
since (Marx, 1973; Wood, 2002; Moore, 2015). Evolving capitalist rela-
tions of production gradually created increasing agricultural surpluses 
that were able to sustain larger human populations (Wood, 2002; 
Herrmann, 2013), but at the same time dispossessed countless people 
from their lands (Foster, 2009), including those who could not measure 
up in the competition (Wood, 2002). These masses of people were even-
tually to constitute a large wage-labouring industrial proletariat but also 
demand for cheap consumer goods (Foster, 2009), while nations across 
the globe would be forced to become colonies to feed raw materials and 
labour power to foster industrialisation and advance imperialist projects 
of emerging imperialist European nation states (Moore, 2015).  

3.4 Capitalism of the real: ‘Accumulate, Accumulate!’ 

Marx and Engels remarked in The Communist Manifesto (2002, 223) in 
1848 that capitalism – at the time in the early stages of modern indus-
trialisation – is in constant need of expansion: ‘The need of a constantly 
expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the 
whole surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle every-
where, establish connexions everywhere’. Marx and Engels (ibid) con-
tinue in the Manifesto that: 

 



 

 

All old established national industries have been destroyed or are 
daily being destroyed. They are dislodged by new industries, 
whose introduction becomes a life and death question for all civi-
lised nations, by industries that no longer work up indigenous raw 
material but raw material drawn from the remotest zones; indus-
tries whose products are consumed, not only at home, but in every 
quarter of the globe. In place of the old wants, satisfied by the pro-
ductions of the country, we find new wants, requiring for their sat-
isfaction the products of distant lands and climes.  
 

Another famous quote (ibid, 224) suggests that:  
 

The bourgeoisie, by the rapid improvement of all instruments of 
production, by the immensely facilitated means of communication, 
draws all, even the most barbarian, nations into civilisation. The 
cheap prices of its commodities are the heavy artillery with which 
it batter down all Chinese walls […]. It compels all nations, on pain 
of extinction, to adopt the bourgeois mode of production; it com-
pels them to introduce what it calls civilisation into their minds, 
i.e. to become bourgeois themselves. In one word, it creates a 
world after its own image. 

 
Overlooking the ethnocentristic tone of the latter quote, it is clear that 
for Marx, and many others after him, including myself, capital is the key 
element in, but also to understand, capitalism. But what is capital? In 
Chapter 3.2 I referred to Craig Calhoun, who (2013, 136) defined capital 
as invested or investable wealth, which is certainly true. Capital is ac-
cumulated wealth. Yet, when capital is analysed in a more specific his-
torical context it has more elaborate definition. As Wallerstein (2003, 
13-14) argues: 
 

It (capital) is not just the stock of consumable goods, machinery, 
or authorized claims, or material things in the form of money. […] 
What distinguishes the historical social system we are calling his-
torical capitalism is that in this historical system capital came to be 
used (invested) in a very special way. It came to be used with the 
primary objective or intent of self-expansion. In this system, past 
accumulations were ‘capital’ only to the extent they were used to 
accumulate more of the same. […] it was this relentless and curi-
ously self-regarding goal of the holder of capital, the accumulation 
of still more capital, and the relations this holder of capital had 
therefore to establish with other persons in order to achieve this 
goal, which we denominate as capitalist. 

Capital is, indeed, and by definition, accumulated wealth to be invested 
in order to accumulate more capital and so forth. The drive to expan-



 
 

 

sive, unlimited accumulation, the never-ending revolutionising of the 
means of production, as Marx already argued, is an integral part of the 
juggernaut of capital (Foster, 2009, 230). Capital for Marx is, as he ar-
gues in Grundrisse (1993, 408-410) the final frontier of capitalism. Its 
constant reproduction represents a line that capitalism cannot cross 
(ibid). Therefore, the capitalist structure, which is by far the most dy-
namic that humanity has ever witnessed, is at the same time, peculiarly 
static and repetitious (Eagleton, 2012, 22). It is precisely for this reason, 
that Marx’s critical analysis of capital and capitalism can also still be 
considered to be valid and up-to-date in the 21st century.  

Nonetheless, it might, for instance, seem peculiar why a single capi-
talist drives towards ever further accumulation and expansion rather 
than using the profits for personal pleasure. One answer to this question 
is the so-called ‘coercive law of competition’ and its pivotal role in capi-
talism (Harvey, 2011, 43). If a capitalist (or an economic organisation 
within capitalism) for some reason or another decides not to invest in 
expansion, or not to come up with new products and services, or not to 
improve productivity, and one of his/her rivals does, the one who decid-
ed not to, will likely be driven out of business eventually (ibid). Thus, 
capitalists and all the other economic actors (including wage-labourers, 
but also other actors such as nation states) within the capitalist socio-
economic structure are practically compelled to follow suit, that is, to 
stimulate the capitalist economy, to maximise profits and market share, 
if they want to stay within and succeed in the capitalist market competi-
tion. This, of course, means that the requirements of market share com-
petition and profit maximisation, alongside never-ending capital accu-
mulation, are one of the fundamental principles of the capitalist socio-
economic structure.  

What is true of a single capitalist is also true at a more systemic level. 
Capital accumulation has to continue in an expansive manner or the 
overall reproduction of capitalism is in danger. Consequently, as Harvey 
(2014, 222) claims ‘capital is always about growth and it necessarily 
grows at compound rate.’ Similarly, Magdoff and Foster (2011, 42) 
state that no-growth capitalism does not exist, or is by no means desira-
ble, because when capital accumulation ceases, or even slows down, a 
systemic crisis ensues. One of the significant reasons why this is so, is a 
factor called return on investment, as well as interest and interest of 
interest. David Graeber (2014, 332) writes in Debt: The First 5000 
Years that ‘what is ‘interest’ but the demand that that money never 
ceases to grow?’ The same is true, Graeber continues, for investments, 
which are, in principle, capital placed in the continual pursuit for profit.  

Money, finance and banking are, and have been, at the heart of the 
functioning of capitalism, even before the Industrial Revolution (Grae-
ber, 2014, 345-346). Especially since the 18th century, the world has 
witnessed a rise towards a gigantic financial structure of credit and debt 
(ibid). Credit, interest, and economic growth are, and have been, deeply 



 

 

intertwined in capitalism for systemic reasons. For instance, when a 
finance capitalist lends money capital to states, companies, or individu-
als, he/she expects a return for their investment to compensate the risk 
he/she is taking by lending the money capital (Harvey, 2011, 41). This 
means that the individual who has taken the loan in order to build a fac-
tory, or buy bonds, or a wedding ring for instance, has to pay back more 
money (interest) than he/she borrowed from the creditor. At the sys-
temic level, this signifies that, for most people to be able to repay their 
debt and not to default, there has to be growth in the overall economy 
(see Herrmann, 2013). Of course, this means that capital has, in princi-
ple, to circulate endlessly, which means, again, a never-ending cycle of 
consumption, new loans, new investments, and constantly expanding 
requirements for supply and demand for goods. On top of all, transac-
tions, circulation, and accumulation need to happen in an accelerating 
fashion, because of interest of interest (or growth of growth). Ultimate-
ly, and because of return on investment, interest of interest and the ne-
cessity of continuous capital accumulation, capitalist economy is forced 
to grow at a compound rate, that is, exponentially, to be able reproduce 
itself without crises. As Harvey (ibid, 112-113) explains: ‘capitalism, in 
effect, must generate and internalize its own effective demand’, which 
means that the circulation and accumulation of capital cannot stop but 
must accelerate and grow, or else a systemic crisis follows in the shape 
of a depression.    

To be sure, it is also vital to mention, that credit and interest alone do 
not necessary bring about economic growth, not to mention capitalism 
(Herrmann, 2013). The same goes for money, the market economy and 
even profit orientation in production. None of these arrangements have, 
historically, given way to economic growth in such a way as they have 
done in the era of capitalism (ibid). Consequently, it is and was only 
when credit, interest, money and profit orientation were coupled with 
other capitalist relations of production, namely, market competition 
and profit maximisation, that the era of economic growth began, as did 
the era of capital accumulation through productivity gains and capital 
investments (ibid). Indeed, it seems that the ‘secret of growth’ in capi-
talism is the combination of credit, interest, and market competition 
with capitalist relations of production, which ultimately produce sur-
pluses, as well as the necessity to accumulate capital through produc-
tivity enhancements, innovations, and new products and services, by 
adding more energy and labour into the production (Herrmann, 2013; 
Moore, 2015; see also Chapter 3.6.2).  

Because of market competition, economic actors are constantly trying 
to outdo their competitors and to come up with means to expand their 
production and grow their share of the market. In other words, in capi-
talism, economic actors are compelled to take loans and to invest some 
of their profits to expand production, and to improve the productivity of 
the means of production to produce surpluses. This is in order to accu-



 
 

 

mulate capital to be able to succeed in the competition, but also to be 
able pay back their debts (the so-called treadmill of accumulation, see 
Foster, 2009, 23; Foster et al. 2010, 201). The ‘treadmill of accumula-
tion’ keeps on turning because of capitalism’s addiction to growth, but 
also because the coercive laws of competition position all capital accu-
mulators against each other. Therefore, the reality is that no individual 
capitalist, or economic organisation within capitalism, could ever be 
more than a volatile ally of any other capitalist (Wallerstein, 2003, 62). 
Acute competition among capitalists is, and has been, one of the signifi-
cant features of capitalism, as Wallerstein (2003, 33-34) also argues. 
Moreover, he states that, because of this, it is evident that no specific 
pattern linking the productive forces could be stable. On the contrary, it 
would always be in the interests of a large number of competitive eco-
nomic actors to try to change the rules of the game to their advantage. 
Hence, and as Wallerstein maintains (ibid), it is evident that Adam 
Smith’s ‘invisible hand’ has functioned in the sense that the ‘market’ has 
set constraints on individual behaviour, but it would be utterly wrong to 
assert that the outcome has been any kind of harmony. Instead of har-
mony, the outcome has been an alternating cycle of expansions and 
stagnations.  

Furthermore, the continuity of the flow of capital is very important, 
because the process of circulation cannot be interrupted without the 
economic actors suffering losses (Harvey, 2011, 41). There are also 
strong incentives to accelerate the speed of circulation, due to the po-
tential competition advantage it might impede, because those who can 
move faster through the phases of capital circulation are likely to gain 
higher profits than their competitors (ibid). In this harsh reality, bank-
ruptcy has served as the internal cleaner of capitalism, persistently forc-
ing all economic actors (from companies to states) to stay in line, while 
pressuring them to act in such a way that, through time, has reproduced 
it and expanded the accumulation process of capital (Wallerstein, 2003, 
18).  

3.4.1 Capitalist markets and fetishisms  

Wood claims (2002; 2005) that, in capitalism, all economic actors are 
dependent on the ‘market’. Regarding Wood’s statement, and from the 
perspective of this thesis, an important distinction has to be made when 
conceptualising a thing called market. The word market, as I perceive it, 
is nowadays widely and loosely used in political and economic debates 
and in mundane communication to describe a physical ‘marketplace’, or 
a cyber-spatial space in the age of the Internet, to buy and sell products 
and services. An expression ‘to search for new markets’ is similarly used 
to imply to a place/region/cohort of potential new customers/buyers for 
products and services. More importantly, from my point of view, the 
word ‘market’ is also commonly used to describe a thing that organises 



 

 

and the current economic structure (‘market’ sets prices, ‘market’ regu-
lates supply and demand, ‘market’ allocates resources, etc.). Curiously, 
the latter way of talking about ‘market’ gives it, and I would argue false-
ly, a subject-like form, and while doing so, it is forgotten that a market, 
or more precisely a market structure, is always constructed of various 
social structures and relations.  

In the case of this thesis, I speak of the capitalist market structure 
(apart from other market structures, or market-based economies in the 
past) that is constructed of specific social relations (such as private 
property, class division, limited liability company) and employed in the 
capitalist socio-economic structure as means to allocate and distribute 
resources and division of labour, and thus, it forms an integral part of 
the modern capitalist structure (concerning this particular definition 
see Herrmann, 2013). However, a structure of markets is only one way 
to organise an economy that is based on accumulation and growth, as 
state socialism in the Soviet Union was also an economy based on ac-
cumulation and economic growth, although it, in many respects, lacked 
markets in the form that is now considered conventional in capitalism.  

Moreover, and with these distinctions, I want to argue that a market 
or the capitalist market itself is not an autonomous or independent enti-
ty (thing-for-itself), but a specific and context-dependent historical so-
cial relation, which reflects certain societal structures, practices, ideolo-
gies, and relations of production and their interaction. In other words, 
the capitalist market structure is constructed by certain context-
dependent social relations and structures, which can, and have, been 
negotiated over and over in the course of history, and remain in flux.  

In addition, I also want to make a claim that the capitalistic market 
structure differs from other economic arrangements that have been 
based on market exchange (that is, based on buying, selling, and trading 
of commodities through a physical or virtual marketplace). As Wood 
(2005, 30-31) states, the capitalist market structure differs, in particu-
lar, from the pre-capitalist societies not based on market exchange, in 
which direct producers were able to use and utilise the means of pro-
duction, especially land, for their personal or community’s use (and to 
sell/trade the possible surplus to an external body), instead of primarily 
producing commodities for external bodies or, in other words, for the 
market, while organising the economic activity in specific economic or-
ganisations (companies). In this sense, it is vital to make a separation in 
use and exchange value, as well as to explore Marx’s fetishism concep-
tion. 

Behind Marx’s concept, commodity fetishism is a question of how ex-
tensively the exchange of goods affects people in capitalism (Heiskanen, 
2015, 86-87). Heiskanen (ibid) states that Marx explains this with his 
famous use-value exchange-value dichotomy. Use-values are, by defini-
tion, the useful features of things that satisfy human needs. In contrast, 
exchange-values are quantitative relations that manifest themselves in 



 
 

 

money as use-values are exchanged (ibid). It would, of course, make 
sense that use-values would steer the production processes, but in capi-
talism, exchange-value tends to dominate over use-value (ibid). Ko-
lakowski (2008, 239) writes that, by favouring exchange-value over use-
value, in order to guarantee accumulation and expansion, capital is ac-
tually indifferent to the nature of the goods that are produced. In fact, 
from the perspective of capital accumulation, the agents of capital are 
interested in use-values if they serve to increase their exchange-value. 
From the perspective of a single capitalist, it does not really matter what 
one produces, as long as one succeeds in the competition and are able to 
accumulate capital. In other words, use-value, i.e. the actual product 
and its usefulness, is secondary to its potential monetary exchange value 
in capitalism. Marx writes in Capital vol. 1 (1973, 151-153) that:  

 
The circulation of money as capital is, on the contrary, an end in 
itself, for the expansion of value takes place only within this con-
stantly renewed movement. The circulation of capital has therefore 
no limits.     
 As the conscious representative of this movement, the possessor 
of money becomes a capitalist. […] The expansion of value, which 
is the objective basis or main spring of the circulation M-C-M, be-
comes his subjective aim; and it is only in so far as the appropria-
tion of ever more and more wealth in the abstract becomes the sole 
motive of his operations, that he functions as a capitalist, that is, as 
capital personified and endowed with consciousness and a will. 
Use-values must therefore never be looked upon as the real aim of 
the capitalist; neither must the profit on any single transaction. 
The restless never-ending process of profit-making alone is what 
he aims at. This boundless greed after riches, this passionate chase 
after exchange-value, is common to the capitalist and the miser; 
but while the miser is merely a capitalist gone mad, the capitalist is 
a rational miser. The never-ending augmentation of exchange-
value, which the miser strives after, by seeking to save his money 
from circulation, is attained by the more acute capitalist, by con-
stantly throwing it afresh into circulation.  
 

Heiskanen (2015, 87) states that every supplier in capitalism attempts 
to respond to the needs of their customers; however, suppliers are se-
cluded from each other and constantly seek to succeed in the competi-
tion. In this kind of circumstance, each supplier seeks to minimise risks, 
and thus focus more and more into the operations of the ‘market’, as 
well as to market their own products. This does not, of course, remove 
the problem, but makes it worse, and as the market requires more and 
more attention, it gradually becomes to be perceived as an absolute val-
ue (ibid). As Kolakowski (2008, 242) proclaims the capitalist market ‘is 
a race to turn goods into money, in conditions where demand and 



 

 

supply are never exactly matched and consequently prices are never 
the same as values.’ Generally, this situation signifies that abstract and 
quantitative matters dominate the capitalist society in contrast to con-
crete things, and while doing so, it generates conditions for commodity 
fetishism, which governs the consciousness and actions of individuals 
(Heiskanen, 2015, 87-88).  

Commodity fetishism entails that human relationships manifest in 
the relationships of things, that is, individuals perceive that exchange 
value and the price of a commodity directly consist of the features of 
that commodity, although commodities are produced in complex pro-
cesses and are simultaneously affected by the prevailing relations of 
production, the rules of the market, as well as overall societal circum-
stances (ibid). In other words, a person may think that the cheapness of 
a particular commodity is due to the features of that particular com-
modity, rather than perceiving that the commodity has been produced 
by, for instance, exploiting cheap temporary workers (ibid). Hence, Ko-
lakowski (2008, 227) writes that these processes in which ‘social rela-
tions masquerade as things or relations between things is the cause of 
human failure to understand the society in which we live.’ Indeed, the 
’market’ neither exists as it is nor is a thing-for-itself, but is instead con-
structed of various interests, power structures, social contracts and 
bonds, which affect and influence the behaviour of individuals and 
overall society, and remain negotiated and contested over time.  

3.4.2 Polarisation of wealth and uncertainty of the market 

Because accumulated capital flows disproportionately in the 
hands of […] well, capitalists, a big problem presents itself. Marx 
called this the ‘general law of capital accumulation’: the accumula-
tion of capital in hands of the few, the accumulation of poverty in 
the hands of the many. (Moore, 2015, 91) 

While it is certainly true that material wealth and affluence in the mod-
ern industrial era is something previously unseen in human history, the 
majority of the people have still been left hungry, poor and exploited 
(Wallerstein, 2003, 136-137). This is, of course, not least due to the very 
structure in which individuals are, in principle, placed against each oth-
er, and where competition and imperialist oppression are mundane 
practices over cooperation and companionship (Eagleton, 1999). Evi-
dently, the question to ask is how real have the benefits of capitalism 
been in the course of history? Moreover, the rather self-evident follow-
up question is in whose interests?  

As is very well established, capitalism has involved a monumental 
creation of material and immaterial goods, but at the same time, also a 
monumental polarisation of reward (Jackson, 2009). Perhaps a most 
compelling single piece of evidence of this is an Oxfam briefing paper, 



 
 

 

which concludes that just 8 richest men (Bill Gates, Amancio Ortega, 
Warren Buffet, Carlos Slim Helu, Jeff Bezos, Mark Zuckenberg, Larry 
Ellison and Michael Bloomberg) own as much as the bottom half of the 
entire human population, this is, 3,6 billion individuals (Oxfam, 2017). 
In a similar vein, Rothkopf (2008, 37) has observed that 85% of the 
world’s wealth has been monopolised by just 10% of the world’s human 
population, while the bottom half of the adult population owns barely 
1% of the total wealth. Thomas Piketty, in his part, (2014) has convinc-
ingly shown how the real income gap has increased steadily since the 
Industrial Revolution (disregarding a short social democratic era after 
the Second World War).  

In this sense, capitalism does not vary from any other historical so-
cio-economic structure; it is also a structure of hierarchies and privilege 
(Wallerstein, 2003, 136-137). There has never been a golden era in hu-
man recorded history, as Wallerstein (ibid) bluntly puts it, and as Piket-
ty (2014) has shown in terms of wealth distribution in the modern era. 
On the contrary, the trend has been towards the centralisation of own-
ership of the means of production, that is, capital (Piketty, 2014). Wal-
lerstein et al. (2013, 171-172) similarly note that the redistribution of 
income has been running in the upward direction since the 1970s, to 
those located in more powerful nation states, and to elites making polit-
ical and financial decisions. At the same time, cuts in social redistribu-
tion, while the public sector has been in many ways opened up to capital 
accumulation, have made sure that capital has accumulated ever more 
steeply to a small economic-financial elite while the rest – states and 
citizens alike – have become indebted (ibid).  

Likewise, competition, dominated by semi-monopolistic transnation-
al corporations (Graeber, 2015), as well as capitalist class relations and 
hierarchies, are bound to create inequality. As Shaikh (2005, 43) accu-
rately writes: ‘it is not the absence of competition that produces devel-
opment alongside underdevelopment, wealth alongside poverty, em-
ployment alongside unemployment. It is the competition itself.’ In fact, 
what is usually left untold alongside all the success stories of hard-
working entrepreneurs, are the negative impacts of competition (Kohn, 
1992) to the social fabric, including rising economic uncertainty (Stand-
ing, 2011), inequality (Stiglitz, 2012) and isolation (Sennett, 1998) of 
those who are unable to measure up (see also du Gay, 2000).  

In particular, what has made the situation for many far more uncer-
tain and precarious is the increasingly global nature of capitalism (Har-
vey, 2014, 148-150). Robinson (2014, 52) argues that, during the past 
decades, proletarisation has accelerated worldwide through new waves 
of primitive accumulation, as billions of people have been dispossessed 
from their lands and shunted into the global capitalist structure. The 
numbers of the global labour force doubled between 1980 and 2006 
from 1.5 billion to 3 billion, as workers from China, India and the for-
mer Soviet Bloc became part of the global labour supply (ibid). In China 



 

 

alone, 200 million people have moved from rural areas to cities (Davis, 
2007). While these people had, of course, also existed previously, the 
difference was that their national economies were suddenly attached to 
the global system of production and consumption (Freeman, 2006). As 
Moore (2015, 237) remarks, the ‘global factory’ depended upon the 
‘great global enclosure’ that began in the early 1980s. The great enclo-
sure, entailing the dispossession hundreds of millions of peasants from 
their lands, was realised, among other elements, through structural ad-
justment programmes and market liberalisation policies, which have 
restructured agrarian class relations worldwide (ibid, 301-302).  

In the era of global capitalism, lower costs in transport and commu-
nications facilitate dispersal and the decentralisation of economic activi-
ty across the planet – to a larger and larger geographical space (Harvey, 
2014, 148). The other side of the coin, from the point of view of the 
global workforce, is the problem of the ‘runaway factory’ (Wallerstein, 
2013, 22). The constant geographical restructuring of capitalism (Wal-
lerstein, 2003, 35), arguably means increasingly uncertain and precari-
ous jobs and job opportunities for the growing global workforce (Stand-
ing, 2011; Moore, 2015), which is, at the same time, increasingly more 
urban in nature (Davis, 2007). Again, a plausible explanation for the 
constant relocation is the logic of capital and its continuous search for 
lower production costs, i.e. low-cost labour force (Wallerstein, 2003, 
38-39). When local labour costs are on the rise, investors and corporate 
leaders look for other possibilities, in this case, other geographical spac-
es to relocate production (Harvey, 2014, 150-152).  

Moreover, such geographical expansion and relocation generally 
threaten the established conditions of production. This contradiction, as 
Harvey (2014, 152) argues, is inescapable in capitalism: ‘either capital 
moves out and leaves behind a trail of devastation and devaluation 
(for example, Detroit). Or it stays put only to drown in the capital sur-
pluses it inevitably produces but cannot find profitable outlets for.’ The 
most peculiar part of this process is, Harvey (2014, 154) continues, that 
in capitalism, this systemic failure is never addressed because capital 
moves around in time and space. The geographic landscape of capital-
ism, as opposed to that of capital, is shaped by an assembly of interests 
(individuals, organisations, institutions, nation states) seeking to define 
spaces and places for their favour. More importantly, as Harvey (ibid, 
161) suggests:  

 
Without uneven geographical development, capital would surely 
have stagnated, succumbed to its sclerotic, monopolistic and auto-
cratic tendencies and totally lost legitimacy as the dynamic engine 
of a society that has pretences to being civilized even as it is in 
danger of heading towards barbarism. Unleashing interurban, in-
terregional and international competition is not only a primary 
means whereby the new comes to supplant the old, a context in 



 
 

 

which the search for the new, billed as the search for competitive 
advantage, becomes critical to capital’s capacity to reproduce itself. 

Because of many internal contradictions the capitalist structure is in 
constant motion – an argument that is widely acknowledged in Marxist 
literature (see e.g. Marx, 1973; Arrighi, 2010; Harvey, 2014). This rest-
lessness does not only limit to tomorrow’s uncertainty and unending 
competition, but ultimately generate socio-economic crises that often 
lead to significant restructurings of key institutions, as well as social and 
power relations within capitalism (Harvey, 2014).  

3.5 Neoliberal restructuring of global capitalism 

[…] capitalism is vulnerable not just to market upheavals, exces-
sive risk-taking, or poorly managed banks but also to wars, envi-
ronmental degradation and climate change, and crises of social 
solidarity and welfare. (Calhoun, 2013, 132) 
 

David Harvey states in his book Seventeen Contradictions and the End 
of Capitalism (2014) that crises are essential to the reproduction of cap-
italism. Harvey (ibid, ix) argues that through crises the instabilities of 
capitalism are confronted, reshaped and re-engineered to create a novel 
version of what capitalism is about. On his behalf, Robinson (2014, 16) 
notes that capitalist socio-economic structure goes through regular cri-
ses once a decade. These are so-called cyclical crises (ibid). The most 
recent crisis, the global financial crisis that began in 2008, however, 
may in fact point to a deeper structural crisis, similar the world econo-
my faced in the 1970s and 1930s, which may also imply that things can 
no longer continue to the way they have. The types of crises are so-
called restructuring crises (ibid). 

Before the economic crisis in the 1970s, the extensive influence of 
state socialism, over social policies in the capitalist countries, meant 
that capitalist states were pressured to share the fruits of economic 
growth among a wider share of the general population (Harvey, 2014, 
165). The welfare states that resulted from the social democratic ‘class 
compromise’ were, nevertheless, far from being socialist. For instance, 
strong elements of gender bias and paternalistic mind-set persisted 
along with pro-capitalist mentality to an extent that the state became 
demeaning, punitive and bureaucratic in its approach to its own citizens 
(ibid). Regardless, the welfare state benefits (like social security and 
pension system) brought security to most citizens of these countries 
(ibid) and levelled socio-economic inequality especially in the Nordic 
countries (see Piketty, 2014).  

Yet, the lifespan of the social democratic welfare state would be rela-
tively short, although one could also argue that the welfare state has 
survived up until our day in one form or another. The economic crises of 



 

 

the 1970s along with the Thatcherite neoliberal counter-revolution of 
the 1980s (Harvey, 2005; 2014; Jones, 2013) and ultimately the col-
lapse of state socialism, removed the external pressure to commit to 
equality and eventually wiped out strong political opposition (Harvey, 
2014, 165). 

Peculiarly, as Eagleton (2012, 15-16) proclaims, in 1976 many West-
ern people thought that many Marxist ideas held ground, but did not 
any more by 1986. In this case, we have to ask, what, on the one hand, 
explains the crisis of capitalism in the 1970s and on the other hand the 
changing opinions of the general public? Eagleton (ibid) claims that 
during that period of time vital changes started to occur in the Western 
way of living. Since the mid-1970s industrial manufacturing has been 
replaced by ‘post-industrialism’, i.e., communications, information 
technology and service industries. At the same time, national economies 
were gradually liberated and re-regulated, as well as workers move-
ments being targeted both legally and politically. Eagleton (2012, 17) 
continues that none of these things happened because capitalism was 
thriving. Quite on the contrary, aggressive economic counter policies 
were due to the internal crises of capitalism. Internal panic was mainly 
caused by the withering away of the longest boom in its history. Accel-
erating international competition pushed the rates of profit into decline, 
which simultaneously blocked sources of new investment and slowed 
down economic growth, which meant in principle that even the social 
democratic version of capitalism seemed now too radical and expensive 
economic and political programme (ibid). 

In The Enigma of Capital Harvey (2011, 112-113) argues that the in-
ternationalisation and increasing globalisation of trade were responses 
to the demands for continuous capital accumulation. Harvey states 
elsewhere (2014, 235) that the privatisation of public assets, the crea-
tion of new markets and further enclosures of the commons have all 
expanded the playing field in which capital can freely operate. Before 
the 1970s the main source for investment was in production of surplus 
value through manufacturing, mining, agriculture and infrastructure 
(Harvey, 2014, 238-239). In contrast, Calhoun (2013, 137) claims that 
where financial instruments accounted for a quarter of invested assets 
in the 1970s, by 2008 the figure was 75%, as financial assets globally 
amounted to four times the value of all equities and ten times the total 
global GDP.  

Regarding the heavy financialisation of economies around the world 
that has occurred during the past decades, Calhoun (ibid) argues that 
USA and other core capitalist countries brought the Bretton Woods 
monetary system to an end while seeking to manage their economic dif-
ficulties in the 1970s. Bretton Woods was replaced by floating, infinitely 
tradable fiat currencies. This occurred, according to Harvey (2014, 240), 
at the time when profitability prospects in productive activities were at 
their lowest in almost three decades and ‘when capital began to experi-



 
 

 

ence the impact of an inflexion point in the trajectory of exponential 
growth.’ Consequently, Foster (2009, 133) argues that from the rows of 
world capital, economic growth could only be sustained by pursuing the 
‘neoliberal politics’ of opening up countries and various spheres of eco-
nomic activity to market forces (see also Jones, 2013). Thus, public utili-
ties such as water, electricity, telecommunications and transportation 
and of course public housing, education and healthcare have been grad-
ually opened up to ‘market economics’ (Harvey, 2011, 29).  

According to Calhoun (2013, 150) the term neoliberalism is used to 
refer to a set of policies that seek to reduce government spending and 
interventions in economic activity and to reduce government regulation 
of the capitalist market structure. Robinson (2014, 56) argues that ne-
oliberal policies typically include liberalisation of trade and finance, de-
regulating the movements of capital (but not an end of state interven-
tion in assisting accumulation of capital), the privatisation of the so-
called public spheres, and austerity packages involving lay-offs in public 
sector and cuts in social services. 

If one would look for one sole dominator behind the breakthrough of 
neoliberal politics (see Jones, 2013), it would arguably be the hegemony 
of capital. This is because accumulation and the prospects for capital 
expansion were seriously weakened in the 1970s – capitalism was in 
crisis, and due to this, there was a need to solve the ‘capital absorption 
problem’ (see Harvey, 2011, 28, 45). In spite of what may or may not be 
the fundamental reason for the rise of neoliberalism, it has been argued 
by numerous social scientists that, after the collapse of communist re-
gimes, neoliberal policies have gained footing globally, including the 
former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe (see e.g. Bohle, 2006; Jones, 
2013). The early 1990s could also be marked as a beginning of an era of 
neoliberal globalisation, made possible by change in political landscape 
(Jones, 2013), as well as developments in information technology and 
transportation of goods (Harvey, 2014, 148). This epoch, however, dif-
fers from the internationalisation of production, which had already be-
gun in the 1970s (Sarkar, 2012, 131).  

During the 1980s and 1990s, state policies were adjusted in favour of 
capitalist globalisation, and globalisation coupled with neoliberal poli-
cies opened up new opportunities for transnational accumulation (Rob-
inson, 2014, 54). However, as Robinson (ibid) argues, it was not the 
basic ideas of neoliberal ideology that convinced political administrators 
around the world and converted it into the dominant economic model, 
but the fact that the political programme that neoliberalism proposed 
was perfectly in line with the demands of capital at that particular his-
toric moment.  

Nonetheless, even in terms of investment and return on investment, 
that is, in terms of economic viability of capitalism, the age of neoliber-
alism has brought diminishing returns (see e.g. Pollin, 2003; Brenner, 
2006). Meanwhile, less and less of the surplus capital is being absorbed 



 

 

in production due to falling profit margins, and as a result, more and 
more capital has been directed to speculation on asset values (Harvey, 
2011, 29). In much same way as Harvey (2011, 28, 45), Robinson (2014, 
132) explains that the current global financial crisis is one of overaccu-
mulation, or from another perspective, due to the lack of outlets for 
profitable absorption of surpluses. Although, capitalist globalisation and 
neoliberal policies have opened up substantial opportunities for trans-
national capital accumulation, by the end of the 1990s, the limits of ex-
pansion of capital started to show, as global markets became increasing-
ly saturated when the opportunities for profitable absorption of sur-
pluses diminished (Robinson, 2014, 134). 

However, overaccumulation and lack of investment opportunities to 
foster further accumulation seem to be merely the flip side of the coin 
when explaining the falling profit and growth rates in the neoliberal era. 
The other side is, as Moore (2015, 97) explains, underproduction due to 
problems in the appropriation of work/energy. As Moore (2015, 87) 
writes, capitalism continually ‘exhausts its sources of nourishment’. 
When opportunities for appropriation of new work inputs and raw ma-
terials decline relative to the mass of accumulated capital, a certain 
course of events follows. According to Moore (ibid, 101), the cost of pro-
duction rises, and the profitability of renewed capital accumulation now 
depends upon finding new frontiers of appropriation. Thus, new pro-
duction complexes and capitalism extend their arms to novel territories, 
and therefore every era of capitalism begins with a ‘new imperialism’ 
and with a new wave of industrialisation, as we have witnessed in China 
and India (ibid).  

3.5.1 Transnational capitalist class and hegemony of capital 

Class is a fundamentally relational concept. […] classes are not 
eternal, museum-like entities, but rather ongoing processes – sub-
ject to change and redefinition in response to the changing social 
conditions. (Kauppinen, 2013, 7) 

Although neoliberal policies have, in particular, targeted the welfare 
duties of nation states, there seems to be little evidence that we would 
be witnessing a rundown of the state or even the disappearance of the 
welfare state in one form or another (Wood, 2005). While it is true that 
the left and the workers movements in general have been forced to 
withdraw, so-called social democratic governments have still been able 
to hold on to the basic social safety nets for citizens in most of the West-
ern world (ibid, 168). Thus, instead of ‘self-regulating market economy’, 
a more accurate way to describe the neoliberal reality would be to rely 
on Magdoff and Foster (2011, 99) and claim that we are increasingly 
witnessing a reality where private interests regulate the state and not 
vice versa. This observation is also made by Robinson (2014, 42): ‘the 



 
 

 

picture that emerges is less one of the state controlling capital or the 
old state capitalism than of transnational capital controlling the state 
in new ways.’ 

Consequently, ‘neoliberalism’ seems to be both an ideology and a 
means to an end – instrument. On the one hand, neoliberalism is an 
ideological arrangement and a political campaign, in the sense that its 
theorists and proponents claim that the private sector is more ‘effective’ 
than the public sector, and thus the public sector ‘should be opened up’ 
more to private accumulation, or that ‘free trade’, financial deregula-
tion, and increased competition benefits everyone – rising tide lifts all 
boats – and so on. On the other hand, neoliberal politics is used as an 
instrument to alleviate the internal problems of capitalism (diminishing 
rates of profit since the 1970s) by extending the process of capital accu-
mulation to, for example, public healthcare and education, or by prole-
tarising and urbanising rural China and India, or by privatising global 
commons, or, and perhaps most importantly, by globalising and lifting 
barriers to the movements of capital (financialisation and integration of 
global financial markets). Similarly, Robinson (2014, 55) argues that the 
neoliberal project has a twin dimension, which is pursued by global 
elites backed up by a well-organised and well-funded transnational cor-
porative lobby (see also Herrmann, 2013). One dimension of the neolib-
eral project is an agenda to push for worldwide market liberalisation 
and a shared regulatory framework for the global economy. The other 
dimension is internal restructuring and the global integration of nation-
al economies (Robinson, 2014, 55). 

In any case, and as an outcome to the trade liberation, technological 
advancements and emerging neoliberal politics capital went global in 
the aftermath of the 1970s economic crisis (Robinson, 2014, 54). One of 
the many repercussions of this process has been that the leading groups 
among national capitalist classes have interpenetrated across national 
borders through a wide assembly of mechanisms and arrangements 
(Robinson, 2014, 7). This up-and-coming transnational capitalist class 
shares common class interests (but is not free from internecine conflict) 
and operates across national borders in numerous countries, and aims 
to convert the whole world into ‘unified field of accumulation’ (ibid).  

Robinson (2014, 81-82) argues that the transnational capitalist class 
is the dominant fraction of the capitalist classes worldwide, and not a 
particular bundle of nation states. Although it is clear that the transna-
tional capitalist class takes, along with it, into the power bloc a bunch of 
local capitalists, urban and rural landlords, transnationally oriented 
state managers and other elites, as well as high-consumption middle 
classes. The class power of the transnational capitalist class, as a domi-
nant class fraction of the dominant class or ‘historic bloc’, is anchored in 
global capitalist relations of production, particularly in its domination 
over the world’s natural and cultural resources, that is to say, raw mate-



 

 

rials and other means of production, and the global media and cultural 
industries (ibid, 73).  

Kauppinen (2013) argues as well that the economic crisis of the 1970s 
and the following restructuring of capitalism, together with technologi-
cal and organisational innovations, facilitated the formation of the so-
called transnational capitalist class. Moreover, various transnational 
mechanisms and practices have played a key role in the integration pro-
cess, including the rapid rise of transnational corporations since the 
1970s (ibid). In this respect, Robinson (2014, 21-22) states that a rapidly 
growing body of empirical research testifies that, in the late 20th centu-
ry, the colossal corporate conglomerates driving the global economy 
were less and less corporations of a particular country but rather in-
creasingly represented the interests of transnational capital and capital-
ist class. Simultaneously, a historically unprecedented concentration of 
wealth and power has occurred at the hands of few thousand global cor-
porations, financial institutions, and investment funds. This concentra-
tion and centralisation means, in principle, also the accumulation of 
power by not only national but also increasingly transnational capitalist 
groups (ibid).  

Robinson (2004, 36, footnote 1) argues that the transnational capital-
ist class consists of those individuals who own or control transnational 
economic capital. Thus, the transnational capitalist class is the proper-
tied class. Sklair (2002, 9) offers, in contrast to Robinson’s definition, a 
more elaborate portrayal of the transnational capitalist class. Sklair 
(ibid) argues that the members of the transnational capitalist class ‘see 
their own interests […] as best served by an identification with the in-
terests of the capitalist global system’. In a more specific manner, Sklair 
(2001, 12) explains that the mutual interests of the transnational capi-
talist class are ‘the protection of private property and the rights of pri-
vate individuals to accumulate it with as little interference as possible’. 
Therefore, the members of the transnational capitalist class are those 
who not only own but also make efforts to safeguard their interests and 
rights to accumulate capital. Also, it is important to note that these 
members are not only individuals, but also organisations. 

In this sense, a revealing analysis by Vitali et al. (2011), regarding the 
share ownership of 43 000 transnational corporations, identified a core 
of 1318 transnational corporations with interlocking ownership. Alt-
hough they represented only 20% of the global operating revenue, col-
lectively they appeared to own the majority of the world’s largest blue 
chip and manufacturing companies, adding another 60% of global reve-
nues to their account, and now making altogether 80% of global operat-
ing revenues (ibid). When the researchers furthered their analysis, they 
came across a ‘super-entity’ of 147 companies that controlled, via inter-
twined ownerships, 40% of the total wealth of the whole network. This 
means that less than 1% of the companies control 40% of the entire 
network of 43 000 transnational corporations. Tellingly, the top 50 of 



 
 

 

these 147 corporations principally represented global financial institu-
tions and insurance companies, among them Goldman Sachs, Citigroup, 
JP Morgan Chase, AIG, Barclay’s Bank, Bank of America, Deutsche 
Bank (ibid).  

It is crucial here to point out that the transnational integration of na-
tional economies and their capitalist groups have created common in-
terests concerning capital accumulation in the expanding global econo-
my (Robinson, 2014, 44). Nevertheless, this does not mean there would 
not exist political tensions and conflicts of interest in international fo-
rums. However, as Harris (2009, 146) notes, global competition is ‘ra-
ther the integration of economic interests creating competitive blocs of 
transnational corporations seeking to achieve advantage in a variety 
of fields and territorial regions.’  

Furthermore, as Kauppinen (2013) remarks, a consequence of these 
mechanisms and practices has been the uneven transnationalisation of 
production networks and the emergence of transnational social net-
works between economic actors. Whereas the former has provided a 
basis for the overall development of transnational capitalist class, the 
latter has provided the social spaces in which it became possible for the 
members to interact, and to develop common strategies and class-
consciousness (ibid).  

From all this has resulted, and is equally particularly characteristic to 
the top layer of the global economy, the complex web of transnational 
capital (Robinson, 2014, 29). Seemingly, at the heart of this web is the 
pumping engine of the global financial structure. Harvey (2011, 16) 
notes that the phenomenon of ‘going global’ was indeed facilitated by a 
new financial architecture that was created to facilitate the international 
flow of capital to wherever it could be put into work most profitably 
(ibid). Hence, Robinson (2014, 135) has noted that the transnational 
financial capital is at the core of the global capitalist economic order and 
to be considered the hegemonic fraction of capital globally. 

Meanwhile, as the movements of capital have globalised and have be-
come hegemonic, global policy planning organisations have become vi-
tal elements for the capitalist historic bloc in bringing together transna-
tional corporations, global-governance institutions and elite policy-
planning organisations (Gill, 1995). International organisations such as 
the IMF, World Bank and WTO have worked together with national 
states to reformulate global production processes, labour relations, and 
financial institutions to be embedded into a structure of global accumu-
lation (Robinson, 2014, 68). IMF, WTO, OECD and other international 
organisations can be seen as a web of decentred ‘institutional ensemble’ 
or network of institutions that are loosely unified in the function of capi-
talist globalisation (ibid). In another words, the primary purpose of the-
se bodies is to secure the conditions of the reproduction of capital ac-
cumulation in and across territories of the global economy. The transna-
tional capitalist class and its agents make use of these transnational 



 

 

bodies, and at the same time, these bodies organise the transnational 
capitalist class (Robinson, 2014, 78).  

However, one of the fundamental contradictions in the global socio-
economic structure of our time is that the nation state still possesses 
much of the political authority and legitimacy, especially in internation-
al arenas. Indeed, the push to establish and develop ‘transnational state 
apparatuses’ comes partly from an effort to ensure instruments of rule 
and domination, but also from a need to develop mechanisms for stabi-
lising the volatile global order (Robinson, 2014, 82). But, because the 
lack of political authority and its decentralised and loose constitution, 
the transnational state apparatuses, have so far been unable to impose 
coherence and sufficient regulation on transnational accumulation 
(ibid). Alternatively, this is also to say that although the operations of 
nation states have been restructured, it is still relevant as a locus of 
power, and especially concerning the reproduction of capitalism (see 
Chapter 4.3).   

As a conclusion, despite the ongoing neoliberal restructuring and the 
emerging hegemony of transnational capital, the fundamental logics 
and imperatives of capital(ism) have remained in place. Many political 
and social orderings have gone through substantial changes, while glob-
ally wealth and power have concentrated steeply during the past dec-
ades. At the same time, it is fair to note that no one in their right mind 
would deny the material advantages that have accumulated since the 
Industrial Revolution. However, the cost of capitalism is far greater 
than is commonly thought. Although it is true that the capitalist era has, 
at times, led to considerable social progress, as Magdoff and Foster 
(2011, 38-39) argue, the inner logic of capital carries a hefty social and 
environmental cost. As an example of social costs of capitalism, social 
and economic inequality is soaring around the world (Davis, 2007; 
Stiglitz, 2012; Oxfam, 2017), while we are witnessing increasing global 
dissatisfaction and rising tensions among the public (Ortiz et al., 2013). 
In a more troubling fashion, and from the perspective of the well-being 
of future generations of human and non-human life, and natural diver-
sity, the ecological cost of the capitalist socio-economic structure is 
among the most worrying observations human beings have made. These 
observations are dealt in the following chapters.   

3.6 The absolute contradiction 

It is impossible to exaggerate the environmental problem facing 
humanity in the 21st century. (Foster, 2009, 55) 

 
In this chapter, I examine the contradictions between capitalism and 
nature, or rather capitalism-in-nature (Moore, 2015, 4). After introduc-
ing what Foster (2009, 15) refers as an absolute contradiction, I move 



 
 

 

on to explore the relation between capitalism and its biophysical sur-
roundings.  

Ecological economist Herman Daly is known for introducing the ‘im-
possibility theorem’, that is, the paradox between unlimited economic 
growth and a finite ecosystem (see e.g. Daly, 1991). John Bellamy Foster 
(2009, 15) has introduced an important extension or variation to Daly’s 
impossibility theorem:  
 

The position that there is ‘no absolute contradiction between capi-
talism and sustainability’ is true only in the very limited sense that 
there is no insurmountable barrier, in each and every instance, be-
tween the capitalist market and shifts toward sustainability in par-
ticular areas. Things are altogether different, however, when capi-
talism as a planetary system is viewed against the backdrop of the 
earth as a planetary system. Capitalism as a world economy, divid-
ed into classes and driven by competition, embodies a logic that 
accepts no boundaries on its expansion and its exploitation of its 
environment. The earth as a planet, in contrast, is by definition 
limited. This is an absolute contradiction from which there is no 
earthly escape.  

Because the capitalist structure has to expand in order to reproduce, 
there are compelling reasons to believe, based on both theoretical and 
empirical evidence, that there exists an absolute contradiction between 
capitalism and planet Earth, because the Earth is, by definition, finite. 
Ultimately, there is no goal in capitalism, but to generate more profits 
and accumulate more capital ad infinitum (Magdoff and Foster, 2011, 
42). It is quite obvious that this kind of maxim generates both growth 
and an imperative to grow the economy, again limitlessly and indefi-
nitely, which will inevitably be in conflict with the planet and its limited 
natural resources (see Jackson, 2009). The authors of The Limits to 
Growth had already made this realisation over forty years ago. Mead-
ows et al. wrote (1972, 46) that:   

Much of each year’s output is consumable goods, such as textiles, 
automobiles, and houses that leave the industrial system. But 
some fraction of the production is more capital – looms, steel 
mills, lathes – which is an investment to increase the capital stock. 
[…] More capital creates more output, some variable fraction of 
the output is investment, and more investment means more capi-
tal. The new, larger capital stock generates more output, and so on. 

The environmental impacts of expansive capitalist production are grue-
some. After decades of exponential growth in industrial production, it 
has been noted that every major ecosystem on earth is in decline (Fos-
ter, 2009, 46). Jackson (2009, 13) states that it is commonly known that 
about 60% of the world’s ecosystem services have been degraded or 



 

 

over-used since the mid-20th century. Indeed, it is more than a well-
known and established fact that, because of wide-ranging human eco-
nomic activities, global and local ecosystems are undergoing drastic 
changes in terms of increasing temperatures and decreasing biodiversity 
(Meadows et al. 2002, 1972; Foster et al., 2010; IPCC, 2014). Widely 
acknowledged and accepted scientific consensus states that organised 
human practices over-exploit planet Earth’s ecosystems and are push 
them outside safe boundaries with possible catastrophic consequences 
(Barnosky et al., 2012; Steffen et al., 2015).  

The pressure created by humankind on the Earth’s ecosystems is not 
equally distributed; some parts of the earth and its species are already 
suffering from the consequences of weakening ‘ecosystem services’ 
while some are blossoming, but eventually the damaging of ecosystems 
to the same extent will negatively affect most living beings (Díaz et al., 
2006), including the entire human population (Brown, 2011). The most 
recent and seminal predictions concerning the worst-case scenario, that 
is, if the business as usual is to be continued, is the sixth mass extinction 
(Wake and Vredenburg, 2008; Barnosky et al., 2011), the collapse of 
civilisation or even to extinction of humanity (Morgan, 2009; Brown, 
2011). 

Diamond (2005) has studied the causes for collapse of local civilisa-
tions in the past and found eight linking ecological factors from popula-
tion growth to soil erosion as the root causes for collapse. What is dif-
ferent in our times compared to Diamond’s analysis of past civilisations 
is that we are now not only witnessing the same ecological problems
locally, but also on a planetary level (Rockström et al., 2009; Steffen et 
al., 2015). Although it is clear that the human-caused ecological crisis is 
not reducible to a single denominator but rather consists of a complex 
bundle of problems (Foster et al., 2010, 15-16), it is nevertheless becom-
ing commonly accepted that most ecological problems can be traced 
down to the growth in economic activities leading to expansive exploita-
tion of natural resources (Foster, 2009; IPCC, 2014; Moore, 2015, Ward 
et al., 2016). 

Concerning the severity of the crisis, world’s leading natural scien-
tists, have produced the ‘planetary boundaries’ model (Rockström et al. 
2009; Steffen et al. 2015), which attempts to trace down the limits to 
human activities on planet Earth. Staying within the so-called safe zone 
of each of these boundaries is considered critical in order to be able to 
sustain the relatively benign climatic and environmental conditions that 
have existed during the Holocene epoch, that is, the last 12000 years or 
so. The planetary boundaries figure below (Steffen et al., 2015) illus-
trates the current estimation of the ‘safe operating space for humanity’. 
The green zone in the picture portrays the safe operating space, the yel-
low signifies the zone of uncertainty or increasing risk, and the red is 
high-risk zone. The planetary boundary lies at the intersection of the 



 
 

 

green and yellow zones. The grey wedges in the figure represent bound-
aries which cannot yet be quantified. 

 
Figure 2. Planetary boundaries (Steffen et al., 2015) 
 

 

What we can observe from the figure is that biochemical flows and ge-
netic diversity are at the high-risk zone, and land-system change and 
climate change are at the increasing risk zone (ibid). Steffen et al. (2015, 
1-2) conclude that:  

The human enterprise has grown so dramatically since the mid-
20th century that the relatively stable, 11,700-year long Holocene 
epoch, the only state of the planet that we know for certain can 
support contemporary human societies, is now being destabilized. 
In fact, a new geological epoch, the Anthropocene, has been pro-
posed. […] A continuing trajectory away from the Holocene could 
lead, with an uncomfortably high probability, to a very different 
state of the Earth System, one that is likely to be much less hospi-
table to the development of human societies. 

Based on the planetary boundaries model, it is clear that the ecological 
crisis does not limit itself only to climate change, but we humans must, 
in order to protect the planet from ourselves, to attend to all of these 
planetary boundaries (Foster et al. 2010, 17-18). In their book The Eco-
logical Rift (2010), Foster et al. conclude, based on the previous plane-
tary boundaries report (see Rockström et al., 2009), that a deep chasm 
has opened up between human beings and rest of nature, and the main 
source of this unprecedented crisis is the capitalist socio-economic 
structure.  



 

 

3.6.1 Capitalism, nature and sustainability 

As far as the natural environment is concerned, capitalism per-
ceives it not as something to be cherished and enjoyed but as 
means to the paramount ends of profit-making and still more capi-
tal accumulation. (Sweezy, 1989, 8)  

Although, for example, the mainstream neoclassical economics tend to 
portray the economy and nature as separate entities (e.g. Hiedenpää, 
2012; Joutsenvirta et al., 2016), a more accurate way to describe the 
connection is to insist that natural and human history are, and have al-
ways been, inseparable (Marx and Engels, 1998, 34). This realisation is 
backed up by mounting evidence; each and every historical illustration 
of each and every economic structure and civilisation testifies that hu-
man civilisations have always been completely dependent and embed-
ded in their ecological foundation (Multanen, 2001, 162). This is, of 
course, because humans are part of nature (Marx, 2011, 105). Every-
thing on this planet is interconnected; there are no separate entities 
(Foster, 2000, 226). Thus, instead of seeing the reality being produced 
by two separate, but interacting forces, society and nature, a more suit-
able way to look at history is to see it as being co-produced all the way 
down and through (Moore, 2015, 7). Consequently, the ecological crisis 
is, from this perspective, not between capitalism and nature, but rather 
capitalism-in-nature (ibid, 4).   

This being so, the fundamental problem is that capitalism-in-nature 
operates in contradiction to its ontology, that is, in capitalism nature is 
treated as something external, and not only as a limitless external enti-
ty, but as an object to overcome and as a resource (or a free gift) to be 
exploited to foster endless accumulation (Moore, 2015, 95). Moreover, 
the reason why, for example, many of the citizens in affluent Western 
industrial countries refuse to recognise the full human dependence and 
embeddedness in nature, seems to be linked to their overall lifestyle, 
which gives the accumulation of wealth (or economic growth) the first 
priority in societal goal setting (Foster, 2001). Perhaps needless to say, 
but human embeddedness in nature is something not even information 
technology, solar panels, or neoliberal globalisation can change (Mul-
tanen, 2001, 162). As Meadows et al. observe in The Limits to Growth: 
the 30-Year Update (2002, 223-224): 

 
If society’s implicit goals are to exploit nature, enrich the elites, 
and ignore the long term, then that society will develop technolo-
gies and markets that destroy the environment, widen the gap be-
tween rich and poor, and optimize for short-term gains. In short, 
that society develops technologies and markets that hasten a col-
lapse instead of preventing it. 



 
 

 

The extent to which life is destroyed, or how ecosystems are pushed 
towards tipping points, creates a problem for the future reproduction of 
capitalism – as well as for life on earth more generally (Calhoun, 2013, 
154). However, the imperatives of accumulation and growth seemingly 
define capital’s indifferent relation towards life and future generations. 
While capitalist production goes on, the reproduction of capitalism re-
quires more and more natural resources and labour (human or ma-
chine) to sustain growth, capital circulation and accumulation. There-
fore, it is safe to say that the capitalist socio-economic structure is heg-
emonic towards nature (see Hakanen, 2001, 133).  

The problematic relation of nature and capitalism was well recog-
nised by Marx. In Grundrisse (1993, 410) Marx argues that:  

 
For the first time nature becomes purely an object for humankind, 
purely matter of utility; ceases to be recognized as a power for it-
self; and the theoretical discovery of its autonomous laws appears 
merely as a ruse so as to subjugate it under human needs, whether 
as an object of consumption or as a means of production. 
 

Moreover, as Foster (2009, 178) explains, Marx’s conceptualisation re-
garding the concept metabolism (stoffwechsel) gave Marx analytical 
means to portray the dynamic interchange, between human beings and 
nature, through human labour. An essential aspect of the metabolism 
concept is Marx’s notion that it constitutes the basis in which life is sus-
tained and reproduction is possible (Foster, 2009, 180). Humans de-
pend on ecosystems to be able to provide for themselves, and while 
providing for themselves their actions affect those very ecosystems that 
humans are part of and in which they interact. Thus, there is a necessary 
‘metabolic interaction’ between humans and the earth (ibid). However, 
as Marx noted, the large-scale capitalist agriculture created a rift in me-
tabolism between human beings and the soil endangering the reproduc-
tion, which also means that the basic conditions of sustainability are 
violated (ibid).  

Foster (2000, 157) claims that metabolism was the key concept (es-
pecially for the later) Marx to his ecological accounts and analysis of 
capitalism. ‘The German word “Stoffwechsel” directly sets out in its el-
ements the notion of ‘material exchange’ that underlies the notion of 
structured processes of biological growth and decay captured in the 
term “metabolism”’, Foster (ibid, 157) writes. He continues that Marx 
himself made the concept of metabolism central to his analysis by root-
ing his understanding of the labour process upon it (ibid). Marx defines 
the human labour process in Capital, vol. 1 (1973, 183-184) as ‘the nec-
essary condition for effecting exchange of matter between man and 
Nature; it is the everlasting Nature-imposed condition of human exist-
ence’, meaning that the rift in this exchange caused by capitalist socio-



 

 

economic structure would mean nothing less than undermining the ‘ev-
erlasting nature-imposed condition of human existence.’ 

Indeed, Marx recognised in Capital vol. 1 (1973, 506-507) that the rift 
in metabolism represented a sustainability problem both socially and 
ecologically. Marx’s overall analysis of the capitalist mode of produc-
tion, but also his perception of capitalist agriculture and the realisation 
of the necessity of recycling the nutrients of the soil (Foster, 2009, 181), 
led him to conclude that capitalist society was incapable of rational ac-
tion regarding long-term planning and future generations as it violated 
and exploited both the soil and the worker. In Capital, vol. 3 (1981, 754) 
Marx wrote:   

The ways that the cultivation of particular crops depends on fluc-
tuations in market prices and the constant change in cultivation 
with these prices – the entire spirit of capitalist production, which 
is oriented towards the most immediate monetary profits – stands 
in contradiction to agriculture, which has to concern itself with the 
whole gamut of permanent conditions of life required by the chain 
of successive generations. 

As he maintained, humanity should conserve, but also, if needed, re-
store the earth so that it could be passed on in an equal or ‘improved’ 
state to the succeeding human generations (Foster, 2009, 147-148). In a 
famous passage in Capital, vol. 3 Marx (1981, 911) remarks that: 

From the standpoint of a higher socio-economic formation, the 
private property of individuals in the earth will appear just as ab-
surd as the private property of one man in other men. Even an en-
tire society, a nation, or all simultaneously existing societies taken 
together are not the owners of the earth. They are simply its pos-
sessors, its beneficiaries, and have to bequeath it in an improved 
state to succeeding generations as boni patres familias (good 
heads of the household). 

Marx referred to sustainability as a material requirement for any future 
society, implying the need to protect the earth for ‘successive genera-
tions’ (Foster et al., 20010, 160). However, Marx perceived that this 
could not be achieved by following the logic of capital, and argued for 
alternative communal and emancipatory ways of being instead of the 
commodification of life and the dominant role played by accumulation 
without an end (Foster, 2009, 202). 

3.6.2  Jevons paradox and bottlenecks of capital accumulation 

To suggest that ‘capitalist economies need increasing profits more 
than increasing production (economic growth is possible without 
increasing material output)’ is to imply that the two can somehow 



 
 

 

be decoupled […]. To profess that profits can be made off of infor-
mation that is somehow separated from production is what is 
known as the ‘myth of the paperless office,’ and has been repeated-
ly shown to be false. (Foster, 2009, 15) 

The conventional response to the incompatibility claims between capi-
talism and prospering planetary ecosystems is to appeal to ‘sustainable’ 
or ‘green growth’. In this case, the idea of ‘decoupling’ is of essence. A 
typical ecological modernisation argument goes somewhat as follows: 
as the production processes are reconfigured, and goods and services 
redesigned, economic output becomes less dependent on material 
throughput (Jackson, 2009, 68). As Jackson (ibid) writes, it is vital in 
this case to distinguish between ‘relative’ and ‘absolute’ decoupling:  

Put very simply, relative decoupling is about doing more with less: 
more economic activity with less environmental damage; more 
goods and services with fewer resource inputs and fewer emis-
sions. Decoupling is about doing things more efficiently.  

Yet, relative decoupling does not mean that a decline in the material 
throughput in absolute terms occurs. Indeed, the proponents of green 
capitalism seem to ignore that there is little empirical evidence of abso-
lute decoupling so far, especially at the global level – meaning that, 
while economies grow their material, throughputs decline in absolute 
terms (Daly, 1996; Victor, 2008; Jackson, 2009). In fact, there is strong 
empirical evidence, in addition to the theoretical arguments presented 
in this thesis, regarding correlation and causality of economic growth 
and ecological destruction (IPCC, 2014). This statement is also backed 
up by recent empirical evidence-based studies by Wiedmann et al. 
(2015) and Ward et al. (2016). Wiedmann et al. (2015) argue that, alt-
hough some metrics of resource productivity used by governments sug-
gest that relative decoupling (or even absolute decoupling in some cas-
es) has taken place, the findings of the study, based on the material 
footprint (MF) calculations of nations, strongly contradict these claims. 
Meanwhile, Wiedmann et al. (ibid) state that achievements in decou-
pling, especially in advanced economies, are smaller than reported or 
even non-existent. Wiedmann et al. (ibid, 6271) conclude:  

By calculating raw material equivalents of international trade, we 
demonstrate that countries’ use of nondomestic resources is, on 
average, about threefold larger than the physical quantity of traded 
goods. As wealth grows, countries tend to reduce their domestic 
portion of materials extraction through international trade, 
whereas the overall mass of material consumption generally in-
creases. With every 10% increase in gross domestic product, the 
average national MF increases by 6%.  



 

 

According to the study, even the claimed relative decoupling has seem-
ingly been based on false accounting. By measuring only goods that 
move around from one nation to another, rather than measuring the 
total amount of raw materials needed to produce those goods, the previ-
ous calculations have greatly underestimated the total use of resources, 
especially in affluent nations (ibid). While an OECD report (2011) 
claims that G8 countries have halved their resource intensity between 
1980 and 2008, Wiedmann et al. (2015, 6273) argue based on their 
metrics that ‘the MF has kept pace with increases in GDP and no im-
provements in resource productivity at all are observed when meas-
ured with GDP/MF’. In similar fashion, Ward et al. (2016) claim, again 
based on strong empirical evidence, that the growth in GDP quite simp-
ly cannot be decoupled from growth in material and energy use and, 
more generally, from environmental impact. 

Even if we disregard false accounting and the inadequate indicators 
used in societal goal setting, one is nonetheless left to wonder, why is it 
that, despite the wide-ranging efforts to tackle environmental prob-
lems, our global predicament is not getting better but actually only get-
ting worse? One decisive reason for this is, again, the logic of capital 
accumulation and circulation, along with other imperatives of capital-
ism. As Foster (2009, 15) explains: 

Yet, while it is true that energy and resource-use efficiency have 
continually risen along with the advance of production, the overall 
result has not been to reduce the consumption of energy and mate-
rials. This is because efficiency gains under a capitalist economy 
result in further accumulation and economic expansion, with the 
increase in scale typically overwhelming gains in efficiency (a phe-
nomenon known as the ‘Jevons Paradox’). Moreover, what appear 
to be environmental gains are often the result of simply shifting 
the problems elsewhere – from rich to poor regions and countries.  

Indeed, what is often neglected concerning energy efficiency is the no-
tion that, in capitalism, savings in one place are consistently used to 
promote new capital formation and the proliferation of commodities 
elsewhere, demanding ever-greater resources (Foster et al., 2010, 180). 
William Stanley Jevons originally argued in The Coal Question (first 
published in 1865) that increased efficiency in using coal only generated 
increased demand for it, and not decreased demand as one might ex-
pect. This was simply because improvements in efficiency led to further 
consumption and economic expansion elsewhere in the economy (Fos-
ter, 2009, 123). Jevons (1865, 112) observed: ‘every such improvement 
of the engine, when effected, does but accelerate anew the consumption 
of coal. Every branch of manufacture receives a fresh impulse – hand 
labour is still further replaced by mechanical labour.’ The situation 
today is largely similar to Jevons’ day, and this is fundamentally because 



 
 

 

Jevons paradox continues to apply with the persisting logic of capital 
accumulation (Foster, 2009, 128). However, Jevons himself did not see 
the link between his observations and capital (ibid, 125). 

Another argument presented in favour of ‘sustainable capitalism’, 
most frequently links to technological progression. It is regularly 
claimed that, through technological advancements, we are to reach a 
stage of development when technology is clean and emission free, thus 
creating conditions for sustainable growth (see e.g. Heikkurinen, 2016). 
However, this is, in many ways, a problematic statement (ibid). Similar-
ly, Hornborg (2014, 12) argues that increased technological efficiency 
may be largely illusory. As he (ibid) remarks, economists, ecological 
modernisationists and politicians alike generally not only reject the pes-
simism of Jevons or Malthus, but also general concerns over economic 
growth versus limits of the planet, peak oil, overall environmental deg-
radation and loss of biodiversity, and give faith to human ingenuity 
linked to technological advancements such as solar powered civilisation. 
Nonetheless, considering the serious doubts that have been expressed 
towards the large-scale applicability of solar power as a potential cure 
for future energy crises and substitute for fossil fuels, it is certainly rele-
vant to ask whether this technological scenario should be viewed as un-
realistic9 (ibid), to say the least. As Hornborg (2014, 12) explains, there 
exists,  

 
glaring inefficiencies and unsustainable practices that paradoxical-
ly also seem to increase over time, such as waste of resources, en-
vironmental degradation, and economic inequalities. These ineffi-
ciencies are often referred to as externalities, which might be miti-
gated by modifying prices.  
 

At the same time, it has been suggested that the logic of capital accumu-
lation, in fact, systematically seeks to keep such externalities external, 
and not to pay bills according to actual environmental impact (Moore, 
2015, 299). Moreover, technological optimism is founded on a concep-
tion of technology reflecting the historical experiences from an era of 
unprecedented capital accumulation, that is, the Industrial Revolution 
based on fossil fuels (Hornborg, 2014, 16). This conception pictures 
technology as being primarily an engineering challenge, rather from 
being a societal strategy embedded in both economics and ecology 
(ibid). The latter perspective suggests that where and when technology 
is concerned neither the instruments nor technics, or perhaps more im-
portantly, the context where technology is applied, is neutral (see Mum-
ford, 1967; 1970; Hornborg, 2014). That is to say, modern technology is 

9 Solar power accounts for only 1% of global energy use, while its low EROEI 
(energy return on energy investment) and high material inputs cast serious 
doubts about its feasibility (see Andersen, 2013; Prieto and Hall, 2013).



 

 

and has always been a matter of uneven distribution in the global socie-
ty (Hornborg, 2014, 17). Thus, ‘technological progress’ is, in some sense, 
only another manifestation of capital accumulation and it being based 
on unequal exchange (ibid).  

Moore (2015, 100) argues that capitalist technics (understood as spe-
cific crystallisation of tools, nature, and power) seek, in principle, to 
mobilise and to appropriate the ‘forces of nature’ so as to make the 
‘forces of labour’ productive, that is, to produce surplus value. Calhoun 
(2013, 154) states that the new (industrial) organisation of social life 
has, in fact, multiplied demands for energy that have been primarily met 
by carbon but also by nuclear and other forms of energy. Moreover, the 
technologies by themselves have increased the demand for energy and a 
range of minerals (ibid), which are ultimately non-renewable in nature. 
Similarly, Harvey (2014, 236) argues that the needs of capital accumula-
tion has systematically shortened the turnover time and life cycle of 
consumer goods by producing commodities that have to be replaced 
more often than before. In fact, it seems that the primary purpose of 
‘modernising’ technology is to keep the growth economy rolling rather 
than to solve ecological problems (Foster, 2009, 20). This is not to say 
that there would not be honest and genuine attempts to solve ecological 
problems by developing technological solutions, but rather to claim 
that, when new technologies enter the capitalist markets, they are im-
mediately undermined by the logic of competition and accumulation 
(see Gould et al., 2008), and more generally, that ‘technology’ as an in-
strument and practice is a problematic way to decrease material 
throughput (Heikkurinen, 2016).  

Technological solutions are not created out of thin air, but fundamen-
tally rely on labour and natural resources. Consequentially, and also 
given the unlimited and endless accumulation aspiration of capitalism, 
the new technologies that are supposed to overcome the contradictions 
between capitalism and ecological sustainability inevitably run up 
against the challenge of transcending the very laws of physics (see the 
law of entropy, e.g. Georgescu-Roegen, 1999). In the words of Georges-
cu-Roegen’s (1999, 19): 

 
Had economics recognized the entropic nature of the economic 
process, it might have been able to warn its co-workers for the bet-
terment of mankind – the technological sciences – that ‘bigger and 
better’ washing machines, automobiles, and superjets must lead to 
‘bigger’ and ‘better’ pollution. 

 
Overall, it is easy to become lost in the general declarations and ideolo-
gies regarding ‘green growth’. While it is true that some efficiency gains 
have been reached locally, it is profoundly problematic to argue that the 
dilemma of growth can be remedied by producing more (Wiedmann et 



 
 

 

al., 2015; see also Hornborg, 2013) and by continuing capital accumula-
tion in an expansive manner (Foster, 2009).  

In addition to the myth of decoupling, modernisation of technology, 
there exists further bottlenecks for capital accumulation. Foster et al. 
(2010, 208) point out that the second law of thermodynamics (see 
Georgescu-Roegen, 1999) guarantees that there will be an increase in 
‘entropic degradation’ as industrial production advances. Accordingly, 
the second law of thermodynamics indicates that order transforms into 
disorder, or highly organised matter is transformed into chaos (e.g. oil is 
transformed into CO2 emissions when it is burned), and thus humanity 
cannot rely on resources that would always be in a form that would al-
low their easy utilisation (Georgescu-Roegen, 1975). In other words, 
irreversible changes occur in nature because of human activity 
(Honkanen, 2001, 104). In this respect, Moore (2015, 97) argues that 
capitalist production constantly seeks to utilise matter and energy with 
low entropy, and turn it into products and waste. Moreover, the charac-
teristics of capitalism guarantee that entropic degradation (from low to 
high) tends toward the maximum economically feasible levels globally 
(Foster et al., 2010, 208). This is because capitalism continuously ex-
hausts its ‘sources of nourishment’, or put simply, there are limits to 
how much additional labour capitalism can squeeze out from humans, 
forests, oilfields, and the rest of the available means of production 
(Moore, 2015, 87).    

Indeed, capitalist socio-economic structure has been perfectly de-
pendent on the continuous and expansive appropriation of energy and 
labour (ibid, 95), which is clearly manifested in the historical develop-
ment of capitalism (Sarkar, 2012; Malm, 2016). However, fossil fuels 
are, by definition, exhaustible and their stock is continually diminishing 
(Foster, 2009; Sarkar, 2012; Järvensivu, 2016). At the same time, their 
substitution has proven difficult (see e.g. Andersen, 2013; Prieto and 
Hall, 2013; Hornborg, 2014) if not impossible, especially if we were to 
sustain the current levels of production (see Trainer, 2013; Zencey, 
2013). Consequently, another serious bottleneck exists, that is, the ex-
istence and availability of cheap and abundant source of energy that 
would replace fossil fuels in sustaining economic growth and capital 
accumulation in the future.  

In this respect, peak oil (the actual moment when oil production 
does not grow anymore) represents a crucial landmark in the timespan 
of modern civilisation, because it inevitably indicates the end of cheap 
oil (see e.g. Heinberg, 2005, 127-128; Klare, 2008, 41) which again also 
poses a problem for the transformation from fossil fuels to renewable 
energy (see also Zencey, 2013). As Foster (2009, 93) explains: ‘The 
peak oil crisis is more sharply defined than the more general crisis in 
energy, since not only is petroleum the most protean fuel, but it is also 
the preeminent liquid fuel in transportation, for which there is no easy 
substitute in the quantities needed.’ Peak oil, therefore, presents an 



 

 

imminent threat to industrial capitalism, with the possibility of a dras-
tic economic dislocation and slowdown (ibid).  

To understand why this is so, we have understand what oil is and 
why its substitution has proven to be so difficult. Ultimately, there are 
two ways to grow production: to add or to increase labour, or to work 
more efficiently, i.e. more productively. The history of capitalism is a 
history of both of these ‘streams’ (Vadén, 2009; Salminen and Vadén, 
2015). On the one hand, productivity gains have been achieved through 
the division of labour, specialisation, technology, and automatisation. 
On the other hand, a vast amount of labour has been added; more hu-
man labour, more labour done by machines, and more labour extracted 
from various (but mainly fossil) energy sources (Salminen and Vadén, 
2015). In this regard, it is surprising how little Marxists have focused on 
the work and surplus extracted from ‘non-human’ sources, because 
when the total labour force or the amount of labour is measured, oil can 
be thought as ‘non-human labour’ (Vadén, 2009).  

In this regard, energy return on energy investment (EROEI) is an 
important factor to be considered concerning bottlenecks of capital ac-
cumulation. EROEI calculates how much energy is gained with particu-
lar energy investment (net energy). According to some, the most pro-
ductive oil fields in history have had a ratio up to 100:1, that is, a hun-
dred barrels of oil were gained with one barrel of energy investment 
(Vadén, 2009; Järvensivu, 2016). Naturally, the most productive taps 
have been exploited first, and therefore much of the remaining oil is 
located deep underwater or is in the form of shale or bitumen. In short, 
this means that more energy is used or invested to extract additional 
energy, which means a declining EROEI ratio, which on the other hand, 
is problematic for an economic structure or a civilisation that has come 
to rely on a high EROEI ratio (Vadén. 2009). The problem is made 
worse because the fossil energy substitutes, such as nuclear, solar, and 
wind energy’s EROEI ratios are substantially lower than fossil fuel’s 
historical figures, and thus some scholars speak of an energy trap indi-
cating the hardships linked to the transformation from fossil energy to 
renewables (Zencey, 2013).   

Furthermore, another bottleneck regarding capital accumulation and 
the reproduction of capitalism is, as Moore (2015, 97-98) states, the 
decline of overall ecological surplus. This means that the mass of accu-
mulated capital tends to rise faster than the appropriation of economic 
value from labour-force and natural resources. Likewise, the ecological 
surplus declines over time because the reproduction time of capital 
tends to exceed the reproduction time of the rest of nature (ibid). This 
is because the circulation of capital can, at least in theory, accelerate 
endlessly, and of course, there are good reasons why capitalists want to 
accelerate the speed of capital circulation (possible competitive ad-
vantage), but at the same time, there are limits how much grain can be 
harvested form a field, or how fast a pine tree grows (ibid).  



 
 

 

A final bottleneck of capital accumulation is linked to overall indus-
trial production and cumulating waste (Moore, 2015, 98). Industrial 
production entails that the share of unpaid work and energy tends to 
fall because the accumulation of capital becomes more wasteful over 
time (one example of this could be considered to be industrial agricul-
ture). This is because, in the long run, capitalism (or other kind of 
productivist and industrial structure based on accumulation and 
growth) produces environments that are increasingly hostile to further 
accumulation (ibid).  

To sum up, while substantial local, national and transnational efforts 
are made to advance conditions for uninterrupted and continuous capi-
tal accumulation, it certainly seems that historical and material pre-
conditions are inevitably pushing us towards a looming crises, depres-
sion and the end of capitalism as we know it. The question is, therefore, 
will this happen, for instance, soon enough to avert catastrophic climate 
change? Or will capitalism or industrial civilisation collapse before 
rainforests have been burnt or cut down and turned into cattle farms or 
palm oil plantations? In any case, it is safe to say that the ongoing in-
dustrial growth project seeking to control, exploit humans and the non-
human world is heading towards another systemic or even terminal 
crisis, or is perhaps already in the middle of one, and we can only guess 
what the consequences will be. Meanwhile, I think it is worthwhile to 
try to further our understanding about the historic and material dy-
namics of the structure that has brought us to this historical tipping 
point.     
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

4. Reproduction of capitalism in the 21st 
century 

Marx’s treatise of the concept of reproduction can be considered to in-
clude four different approaches: simple, extended, complex and trans-
formation (Morrow and Torres, 1995, 121-122). Marx originally intro-
duced the concept in the beginning of Chapter 23 called Simple Repro-
duction in Capital vol. 1. He (1973, 566) begins the chapter by stating 
that:  

Whatever the form of the process of production in a society, it 
must be a continuous process, must continue to go periodically 
through the same phases. A society can no more cease to produce 
than it can cease to consume. When viewed, therefore, as a con-
nected whole, and as flowing on with incessant renewal, every 
social process of production is, at the same time, a process of re-
production. 

Marx also remarks in Capital vol. 1 (1973, 574) that ‘the reproduction of 
the working class carries with it the accumulation of skill, that is 
handed down from one generation to another.’ In the case of simple 
reproduction (see Capital vol. 1, 1973, 566-578; Capital vol. 2, 1973a, 
Chapter: Simple Reproduction) Marx explains how the continuity of 
production in situ is ensured by distinguishing the product of labour 
and subjective labour power. Regarding extended reproduction (see 
Capital vol. 2, 1973a, Chapter: Accumulation and Reproduction on an 
Extended Scale) Marx examines the reproduction of capitalism (includ-
ing prospects for economic growth) on a more systemic/societal level, 
and refers to extended reproduction in the case where production in-
creases but relations of production, that is, class relations, remain in-
tact. As Morrow and Torres (1995, 122) argue, two other distinctions 
can be derived from Marx’s treatise on reproduction: complex repro-
duction, and transformation. Morrow and Torres (ibid) remark: ‘In the 
case of complex reproduction the overall stability of society is pre-
served but at the price of, or despite fundamental modifications of, re-
lations of production, which do not thereby alter the identity of the sys-
tem as such.’ Transformation, on the contrary, indicates a process that 
leads to an entirely different type of socio-economic organisation of a 
given society.  



 
 

 

The authors also propose that the emergence of the welfare state 
could be posed as an example of complex reproduction. Morrow and 
Torres (1995, footnote 2, 451-452) define the welfare state ‘as a form of 
capitalist state that has emerged in the industrial advanced social 
formations’. The welfare state has three foundational features, which 
are represented arguably in their most exemplary form, in Nordic wel-
fare states (ibid). First, the state promotes a policy of absolute equity 
among different classes, but without compromising or hindering the 
capitalist (private) ownership or the capitalist (relations of) production. 
Second, the welfare state is also defined by a formulation, implementa-
tion, and evaluation of bureaucratic public policy conducted by state 
administrators, funded in corporative mechanisms of control and coop-
eration (ibid). Third, the welfare state is characterised by a somewhat 
conscious notion that this type of state represents a ‘tertium squad’ be-
tween the classic capitalist state and the totalitarian communist state 
(ibid).  

My approach in this thesis does not reject Marx’s remarks concerning 
simple and extended reproduction, but rather concentrates on the logic 
of capital accumulation as a social relation and as an imperative for 
economic actors as well as the entire capitalist socio-economic struc-
ture. Thus, I am dealing with complex reproduction. In this sense, my 
research journey is made more difficult by the fact that neither Marx 
nor his followers have explicitly, extensively, or consistently dealt with 
complex reproduction (except Althusser and Poulantzas as outlined in 
this thesis), even though retrospectively it is rather clear that the rela-
tive stability of capitalism, despite the recurrent crises in 20th and 21st 
centuries, has been achieved in this manner (Morrow and Torres, 1995, 
122). 

Althusser and Balibar (2009, 289) had remarked in Reading Capital 
that ‘if we return to Capital and try to read in it as a theory of the tran-
sition from one mode of production to another, we find first of all a 
concept which seems to be the very concept of historical continuity: the 
concept of reproduction.’ In On the Reproduction of Capitalism (2014, 
47) Althusser argues that every social organisation must, in order to be 
able to produce in the future, reproduce the conditions of its produc-
tion. In practice, this means the reproduction of 1) the productive forc-
es, and 2) the existing relations of production (ibid); 3) but also, and in 
addition to, the relative stability of the prevailing socio-economic struc-
ture, and 4) suitable responses to internal and external crises linked to 
production and various societal upheavals and threats.  

Following Althusser’s reasoning, it is presented and argued in this 
thesis that the reproduction of the capitalist socio-economic structure is 
guaranteed by the interplay of the capitalist mode of production and so-
called socio-ideological structures. The topography of this arrangement 
is drafted in the next page.  

 



 

 

Figure 3. Reproduction of capitalism in the 21st century 

 
 
Arguably, there are some prerequisites (see e.g. ‘circuit of capital’ in 
Wallerstein, 2003, 15) before it is possible for the capitalist socio-
economic structure to reproduce itself. I have already dealt with primi-
tive accumulation and, to some extent, the creation of capitalist market 
structure in earlier chapters. In addition to capitalist relations of pro-
duction, I argue in this thesis that there are other institutional struc-
tures that provide social stability and the necessary legal framework for 
the necessary property relations, and to other capitalist relations of pro-
duction, but also physical force, to secure the reproduction of capitalism 
if needed. In fact, without the presence of the coercive or repressive 
state structures (police, military, law, taxation) it is very difficult to see 
how a system based on capital accumulation would have developed (see 
e.g. Perelman, 2000; Althusser, 2014; Graeber, 2014) or stayed in place 
(I will be discuss this in further detail later in this chapter). Moreover, 
these two spheres are not separate or static but rather intertwined and 
remain in flux, as presented in the topography above.  

Another observation linked to the previous argument is that any 
model or a theory should be treated, as they are, namely, a gross simpli-
fication of complex reality. Moreover, most theories and models are of-
ten suitable for specific time and place. As Chase-Dunn (1998, 215) re-
marks, ‘there is no point in making a map which is as complicated as 
the territory.’ Consequently, I propose that my theoretical model is 
primarily used to analyse the 21st century capitalist socio-economic 
structures in a liberal parliamentary and Western industrial settings. 
This is also to say that capitalism has proceeded through various forms 
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and phases and has developed or adopted different forms and represen-
tations depending on history and socio-cultural conditions. In fact, the 
world dominance of capitalism, as defined in this thesis – though al-
ready portrayed by Marx and Engels in The Communist Manifesto – has 
only become true very recently (Multanen, 2001, 157). In addition, the 
geopolitical setting of capitalism remains nebulous (see Harvey, 2014, 
159). Hence, a theory of the (complex) reproduction of capitalism can-
not, of course, be all-encompassing. Nonetheless, these reservations 
should not discourage researchers from drafting and developing these 
models, because and although how imperfect they may be, they can still 
prove to be useful in reflecting and analysing complex societal relations 
and power structures.  

4.1 The capitalist mode of production 

The definition and operation of the capitalist mode of production was 
presented at length in Chapter 3. However, to briefly recap the main 
aspects of it, we might recall from Chapter 3.1 that a mode of production 
is characterised by a particular unity between the relations and forces 
of production (Althusser, 2014, 19-21, 25). In the unity of the capitalist 
mode of production there is, on the one hand, advanced commodity 
production for external bodies (to ‘market’) in order to produce a sur-
plus (profit). On the other hand, there exists a class division between 
capitalists and wage-labourers, and institutions and social constructions 
(often guaranteed by the law) such as private property.  

In addition, and as mentioned, the imperatives of the capitalist mode 
of production, stemming from the unity of relations of production, forc-
es of production and other characteristics of capitalism, push capitalism 
to continuously expand its scope, and to impose its imperatives to novel 
territories and spheres of both human and non-human life to ensure 
further capital accumulation and circulation in the future. The impera-
tives of capitalism essentially steer economic actor(s) within the capital-
ist socio-economic structure, who are compelled to maximise profits, to 
search for new markets, to enhance productivity, and to cut costs 
(Wood, 2002, 36-37) in order to succeed in the market competition and 
able to continue their pursuit of capital accumulation.  

Therefore, capital’s need for endless accumulation and circulation of 
capital creates a compulsion to invest a part of the surplus created in the 
production back into production in order to expand the scope to be able 
to accumulate capital, pay debts, and succeed in the market competition 
in the future. The ‘expanding spiral of capital’ (see figure 3 above) illus-
trates the dynamic and logic of the capitalist mode of production, but 
also the increasing pressure it creates towards the natural environment 
(see Honkanen, 2001, 107). Indeed, the elements for growth in produc-
tion, portrayed in figure 3, lead to an increasing use and exploitation of 
a wide range of natural resources (including human and non-human 



 

 

labour, such as the fossil fuels) to ensure the continuous expansion and 
accumulation of capital, that is, the reproduction of capitalist mode of 
production.  

4.2 Socio-ideological structures 

So far in this thesis, I have focused on describing how the logic of capital 
accumulation functions and what its environmental consequences are 
and can be expected to be in the future. However, from my point of 
view, it is apparent that the internal ‘laws’ of capitalist mode of produc-
tion are alone insufficient to explain the reproduction of capitalism. 
Thus, a change of course, or rather an expansion of the scope of analysis 
is required. I argue that, although the imperatives of capitalism may rise 
from the economic (Althusser, 2014, 19-21) and produce capitalism’s 
signifying characteristics as a mode of production, the socio-ideological 
structures are as important for the reproduction of capitalism, although 
they are not, necessarily, directly linked to production.  

Nonetheless, I also wish to claim, following Althusser (2014, 19-21) 
that the capitalist mode of production is primary, yet there is not one 
without the other. It is together that these two elements (the mode of 
production and socio-ideological structures) form the capitalist socio-
economic structure, that is, the way capitalist production and society are 
organised materially, economically and politically. This structure re-
mains in flux, intertwined and both internally and externally in interac-
tion with its surrounding natural, socio-cultural and historical circum-
stances. However, based on the history of the capitalist mode of produc-
tion, it is also evident that there are also some necessary and permanent 
elements in the structure that characterise capitalism and without 
which it would not be recognised as capitalism. These include, for in-
stance, production for profit and to an external body, as means to ac-
cumulate capital.    

I define the capitalist socio-ideological structures (see figure 4 below) 
as material arrangements, institutions and social practices and norms 
that are committed either directly or indirectly to the reproduction of 
capitalism. In addition, I perceive these structures as being ideological 
precisely because of their either direct or indirect commitment to the 
reproduction of capitalism. To provide grounds to this definition, the 
scope of the analysis is, indeed, extended in the following chapters. I 
apply concepts such as hegemony and hegemonic state apparatuses, and 
Ideological State Apparatus to make sense of the socio-ideological struc-
tures that not only provide consent, security, but also opportunities for 
capital accumulation and the necessary education and skills for the 
workforce and legal framework for the capitalist mode of production.  

 



 
 

 

Figure 4. Socio-ideological structures of capitalism  

 
 
In the following chapters, I employ Louis Althusser’s theory of repro-
duction and complement it to Antonio Gramsci’s theory of hegemony. 
Moreover, I make use of their ideas to present the structures, organisa-
tions and power relations that protect and secure the expansion, accu-
mulation and profit-orientation of the capitalist mode of production. In 
order to build synthesis between these two authors – who are often held 
against each other, although not necessarily in this particular matter – 
and their approaches to ideology, reproduction and education, I make 
use of the works of Nicos Poulantzas.    

I begin by addressing the socio-ideological structures by presenting 
the closely dependent and intertwined relation of nation states and 
capitalism. Following this, I briefly discuss the scientific disputes be-
tween Gramsci and Althusser, before bringing them back together with 
the help of Poulantzas. In this way, the grounds for theoretical argu-
ment are put forward, concerning the complex reproduction of capital-
ism, before the connection between capitalism, contemporary higher 
education and ecological crisis is discussed more closely in Chapters 5 
and 6.    

4.3 Capitalism and state 

Capitalism only triumphs when it becomes identified with the 
state, when it is the state. (Braudel, in Arrighi, 2010, 11) 

The market liberalist utopia has, arguably, been based on an idea of free 
trade between free individuals, who are free from state intervention. 
Historically, this has never been the case with capitalism (Wallerstein, 
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2013, 10-11). In fact, as Harvey (2014, 72) claims, ‘stateless capitalism is 
unthinkable’. In a similar fashion, Polanyi (1968) wrote that a market 
economy that is decoupled from a political region is simply impossible. 
It seems that, historically, the modern nation state has, on the contrary, 
provided capitalist mode of production with the necessary legal and so-
cial circumstances for both economic actors and capitalist markets. This 
is because the state organises the workforce and consumer markets, and 
creates trust and stability that capitalism needs to function. Truly, if we 
look at the history and evolution of both the nation state and capitalism, 
it is possible to draw a conclusion that the era of nation state and capi-
talism has been one and the same (Calhoun, 2013; Herrmann, 2013).  

Ever since human beings settled and started cultivating land, political 
institutions have secured economic reproduction (Robinson, 2014, 66). 
The rise of the state is in conjunction with the appearance of significant 
surpluses and the division of society into classes, which is at the same 
time, a central political and historical milestone in the development of 
class societies. There is, thus, a historically constituted connection be-
tween state forms and the development of production processes with 
respect to the rise of capitalism and its current transnational phase 
(ibid).  

From this perspective, Marxist theories of the state explicitly argue 
that neither the capitalist socio-economic structure nor the capital-
labour relation can be reproduced by economic means alone (Robinson, 
2014, 66). In other words, the capitalist mode of production needs the 
state (or a state-like structure) to secure its own reproduction (ibid). 
Poulantzas (2000, 17) argued that ‘the political field of the State (as well 
as the sphere of ideology) has always, in different forms, been present 
in the constitution and reproduction of the relations of production’, 
which frankly means, among other things, that the ‘market’ is not self-
regulating (subject) and the contradictions of the capitalist structure 
generate crises that the state must attempt to resolve to ensure the fu-
ture reproduction and accumulation of capital (Robinson, 2014, 66-67).  

This is also to say that the capitalist socio-economic structure has 
been and continues to be a globally constituted social relation, in which 
the state is not external to capital and capitalism, but constitutive of 
capitalist relations of production (Robinson, 2014, 67). This is also be-
cause capitalism is, by its nature, an anarchic system (see  Boltanski and 
Chiapello, 2005, 5), in which the revolutionising nature of production 
continuously threatens to tear apart the persisting social fabric and so-
cial order (see also Polanyi, 1968). In fact, it seems that capitalist socio-
economic structure probably needs stability and predictability more 
than any other previous social formation. This is because it is likely, that 
in a volatile social and political condition, the circulation and accumula-
tion of capital are likely to be endangered. Hence, the nation state has, 
provided the required stability and predictability by providing legal and 
institutional framework – secured in the last instance by physical vio-



 
 

 

lence – to protect and sustain the capitalist relations of production 
(Wood, 2003).  

From the perspective of this thesis, I consider the state as the ulti-
mate guarantor of capitalist socio-economic structure, and not least be-
cause it, indeed, holds the monopoly for violence (Poulantzas, 2000, 
80), but also because of the property relations the state secures, pro-
tects, and maintains. For instance, as Harvey (2014, 250) argues, ‘na-
ture is portioned and divided up as private property rights guaranteed 
by the state.’ In this respect, the capitalist socio-economic structure in-
deed requires sovereign territorial entities to provide a reliable institu-
tional and administrative ‘environment’ to underpin its proper function-
ing (Harvey, 2011, 199). In addition, the capitalist socio-economic struc-
ture also requires the existence of individuals that are able to engage in 
all kinds of speculative and innovative activities that provide capitalism 
with its dynamism and keep the accumulation of capital going (ibid).  

In addition, the ‘interests’ of the state and capitalists are interlinked 
for various reasons (Saad-Filho, 2003, 10). First, the state is committed 
to capitalism by custom and law, but also because state institutions are, 
and have been, historically modified and shaped by the capitalist market 
exchange, wage-labour and profit-orientation. Second, there are several 
interest groups serving the interests of capital that are trying to influ-
ence the state apparatus to their advantage. Third, the reproduction of 
the state is heavily dependent on the workings of capital; above all, be-
cause of the tax revenue is dependent upon the performance of corpora-
tions and the level of unemployment. Fourth, because of the overall 
overwhelming impacts the economic and political power and the influ-
ence of capitalism and capitalists have had on national and internation-
al culture, practices and language (ibid).  

Furthermore, capitalist socio-economic structure also depends on so-
cial and economic solidarity of a range of state institutions from schools 
and hospitals to the police and military. Moreover, these institutions 
often provide opportunities for capital accumulation even when they are 
organised based on a public or non-profit manner (Calhoun, 2013, 147-
148). More importantly, these institutions provide services that capital-
ist corporations would otherwise have internalised into their operation 
(ibid). In fact, the expenditure that is vital to the reduction of costs of 
multiple groups of owner-producers, such as energy, transport, infra-
structure, education, that have most often been developed and support-
ed by public funds (Wallerstein, 2003, 55).   

Indeed, several societal procedures that used to be part of the state 
government and communal decision-making are nowadays part of the 
capitalist economy (Wood, 2005, 23). And since the ‘laws’ of the capital-
ist economy increasingly steer the overall aims and aspirations of socie-
ties worldwide, Ranciére (1999, 113) has maintained that both ‘liberals’ 
and ‘socialists’ seem to agree today that politics and taking care of the 



 

 

needs of capital are one and the same – a notion which used to be a 
scandalous claim represented by Marx (ibid).  

To be sure, my intention is not so much to argue that the modern na-
tion state is nothing but the right hand of capital, but moreover to sug-
gest that nation states are increasingly steered by the powers, needs and 
logics of transnational capital (see Robinson, 2014, 42). This ‘infiltra-
tive’ logic of capital is, of course, perfectly in line with the way capital-
ism functions, as Wallerstein has noted (2003, 14). Consequently, in the 
beginning of the 21st century, and as we shall see as we continue this 
thesis, Marx and Engels’s classic polemic from The Communist Mani-
festo (2002, 221) seems to hold true – perhaps more than ever – as they 
claimed that ‘the modern State is but a committee for managing the 
common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie.’  

4.3.1 State power and monopoly of violence 

Although the evolution of capitalism and state has been concurrent and 
coincidental, the state is not, and has not been, merely an instrument 
for capital accumulation (Thomas, 2010, 141-142). For example, Gram-
sci observed that, from the French Revolution until 1848, there was a 
period of expansion in which the ‘new state’ of the victorious bourgeoi-
sie commenced a programme of social and political ‘education’ and ele-
vation (ibid).  

Indeed, the first half of the 19th century marks a period in which the 
bourgeoisie, especially in France, presented itself as a revolutionary 
class guided by its universal claims of progress and new form of state 
(Thomas, 2010, 141-142). This is also something that Marx and Engels 
observed in their high praise of the revolutionary bourgeois class in The 
Communist Manifesto. The bourgeoisie had not yet developed its pre-
cise and explicit state apparatus that we witness today, but it had estab-
lished an immutable principle of modern life, that is, thus far the state 
could not be a sovereign locus of power above ‘civil society’, but rather 
involve itself in all levels of society in a previously unprecedented man-
ner (Thomas, 2010, 142-143). The state was no longer purely an instru-
ment of coercion, explicitly representing the views and ideologies of the 
aristocracy, but it had become a network of social relations for the pro-
duction of consent for the subaltern masses to be integrated in the ex-
pansive project of the bourgeoisie (ibid).  

Meanwhile, the rise of capitalism was accompanied with the rise of a 
distinctively capitalist state power, that is, the ‘fiscal military state’ 
(Harvey, 2011; 2014). As Wallerstein (2003, 32) explains, the accumula-
tion of capital in core areas created both the fiscal foundation and the 
political incentive to create relatively strong state-machineries. In this 
regard, the first and most elementary component of modern state power 
was territorial jurisdiction; states created boundaries, which were de-
termined by juridical procedures (Wallerstein, 2oo3, 48-49). The se-



 
 

 

cond fundamental element has been the right to determine the constitu-
tion of the relations of production: ‘as a matter of law the states recog-
nized no constraints on their legislative scope other than those that 
were self-imposed’ (ibid, 51). The third element has been state’s exclu-
sive right to tax. Nonetheless, taxation is by no means a creation of the 
capitalist structure. Previous socio-economic structures utilised taxation 
as a source of revenue for the state as well, yet as Wallerstein (ibid, 53) 
argues: 

historical capitalism transformed taxation in two ways. Taxation 
became the main (indeed overwhelming) regular source of state 
revenue, as opposed to state revenue deriving from irregular req-
uisition by force from persons inside or outside the formal juris-
diction of the state (including requisition from other states). Sec-
ondly, taxation has been a steadily expanding phenomenon over 
the historical development of the capitalist world-economy as a 
percentage of total value created or accumulated. This has meant 
that the states have been important in terms of the resources they 
controlled, because the resources not only permitted them to fur-
ther the accumulation of capital but were also themselves distrib-
uted and thereby entered directly or indirectly into the further ac-
cumulation of capital.  

In addition to law and right to tax, modern state power is, nevertheless, 
founded on the monopoly of violence. Nicos Poulantzas writes in State, 
Power, Socialism (2000, 80) that the European capitalist states were 
originally founded through pacification of territories torn by feudal 
wars, and once the modern state apparatus and its political power was 
institutionalised, the state had to rely less on direct physical violence in 
the ‘normal’ context of domination. Nonetheless, as Poulantzas re-
marks, this does not mean that the power of the modern state would no 
longer be grounded in physical violence. In the capitalist mode of pro-
duction, political power is distinct, at least to some extent, from the oth-
er fields of power, although different modes of power intersect one an-
other (Wood, 2005). Political power is, according to Poulantzas (2000, 
80), in particular concentrated and materialised by the state, which in 
principle means that the state is the central site of exercising power. 
Moreover, Poulantzas (2000, 81) states that:   

state-monopolized physical violence permanently underlies the 
techniques of power and mechanism of consent: it is inscribed in 
the web of disciplinary and ideological devices; and even when not 
directly exercised, it shapes the materiality of the social body upon 
which domination is brought to bear. 

Marxist economic history, in particular, reveals that the creation of na-
tional capitalist markets has been the result of conscious and frequently 



 

 

violent actions of a state that has forced a society to adopt capitalist re-
lations of production because of reasons, which are not, in fact, related 
to the economy (see e.g. Perelman, 2000; Moore, 2015; see also Polanyi, 
1968; Graeber, 2014). Equally, even after the capitalist relations of pro-
duction had been imprinted, their reproduction was guaranteed by dif-
ferent forms of intervention of the state machinery. This has been pre-
cisely because it is fundamentally the state machinery that not only con-
trols and governs the relations of production (Wallerstein, 2003, 48, 
51), but also secures the reproduction of the dominant mode of produc-
tion (Althusser, 2014). Poulantzas (2000, 81), in turn, claims that: 
 

The establishment of techniques of capitalist power, the constitu-
tions of disciplinary devices (the great ‘enclosure’), the emergence 
of ideological-cultural institutions from parliament through uni-
versal suffrage to the school – all these presuppose state monopo-
lization of violence concealed by the displacement of legitimacy 
towards legality and by the rule of law.  

 
Finally, Poulantzas (ibid) concludes that the very existence and repro-
duction of capitalism and modern state institutions presuppose a state 
monopoly of violence (a realisation originally elaborated my Max We-
ber), and argues that even the practice of bringing legislation into effect 
is unthinkable without the modern national army. More generally, state 
law plays an important (positive and negative) role in organising repres-
sion and creating consent, because the legal and judicial system above 
all institutionalises and materialises the dominant ideology as the legit-
imate ‘code of conduct’ (Poulantzas, 2000, 14, 27; see also Althusser, 
2014). However, as Poulantzas (2000, 82-83) remarks, the law is never 
exclusively negative and repressive, but also always involves positive 
aspects, such as the conservation of forests and wetlands.  

Through these remarks, we have come to realise how intertwined the 
state power is with the interests of capital, but also what kind of institu-
tional ‘machinery’ is required to keep the social setting suitable for capi-
talism and capital accumulation. Nevertheless, and what is indeed pecu-
liar to our time, is that although the sovereign power of the state has 
been eroded to some extent during the last few decades, principally be-
cause of the hegemony of transnational capital (see Robinson, 2014), 
the state is nothing but powerless. Rather, state power has become more 
‘contingent’ upon the interests of the global financial apparatus, often at 
the expense of ordinary citizens (Harvey, 2014, 159) and public services. 

4.3.2 Status of the state 

It has been noted by Robinson (2014, 7-12) that it is difficult to under-
stand the new transnational epoch of global capitalism through nation 
state-centric frameworks. A shift from international economic integra-



 
 

 

tion to global productive integration has occurred during the past dec-
ades, which means that global capitalism is not reducible to a web of 
national economies, national capitalists, and national circuits of accu-
mulation connected by the international market (ibid). The state, for its 
part, is caught up in a process of transformation contingent with the 
overall neoliberal restructuring of global capitalism (Robinson, 2014, 
27-28). This transformation has not meant the end of the nation state, 
but rather altered and modified its role and purpose (Robinson, 2004) 
within this structure. Although the transnational capitalist class has de-
centralised its activities in numerous countries and regions, they still 
turn to local nation states in the regions in which they operate. Robin-
son (2014, 7-8) explains: 

Just as in previous epochs, they (transnational capitalists) require 
that these local (national) states provide the conditions for accu-
mulation within their respective territories, including disciplining 
labour. Reciprocally, local managers of the national capitalist state 
are compelled, just as they were in the past, by structural power of 
the capitalist system. The legitimacy of these states and the repro-
duction of the status of the state elites as privileged strata depend 
on their ability to attract and retain now-globalized accumulation 
to the territories over which they exercise political authority. Com-
petition among national states to attract transnationally mobile 
capital becomes functional to global capital and to its ability to ex-
ercise a structural power over the direct power of states […]. In 
this way, the continued existence of the nation-state and the inter-
state system appear to be a central condition for the class power of 
transnational capital and for the reproduction of global capitalism. 

Thus, it is arguably so that the nation state is still an integral element 
from the perspective of the reproduction of capitalism. This is, above all, 
because of the reproduction of workforce and the local institutional 
framework and regional conditions upon which the process of capital 
accumulation is dependent. As Struna (2009, 246) acknowledges, the 
worker is still considered national. Workers in general do not enjoy the 
same transnational mobility as capital does, because national borders 
still remain mechanisms for controlling movements of labour (Robin-
son, 2014, 51). At the same time, it is important to take note that, in the 
age of (capitalist) globalisation, competition has taken on new forms, as 
increasingly global competition steers companies to establish global as 
opposed to national or regional markets (ibid, 27-28). In this process, 
transnational corporations turn to numerous bodies to secure their in-
terests, including nation states and various international institutions.  

Therefore, in the context of global capitalist socio-economic structure 
in the 21st century, there seems to be need for both, that is, for nation 
states and for the transnational state apparatuses. While it is true that 



 

 

the nation state is still important for the reproduction of global capital-
ism (Wood, 2005), from my perspective it also seems clear that transna-
tional state apparatuses are needed to secure the conditions for global 
accumulation (Robinson, 2014). There are key functions through which 
the nation state contributes to the reproduction of capitalism including 
the formulation of local economic policies aimed at achieving macroe-
conomic equilibrium, providing a legal framework (property laws, etc.) 
and infrastructure, and social control (army, police, law) and ideological 
reproduction (education, church, popular culture, media, parliamentary 
politics) (ibid, 120). But at the same time, there are other conditions 
that transnational capitalists require for the proper functioning of the 
global capitalist structure, which go beyond nation states or a web of 
nation states (ibid). For example, nation states are hardly capable of 
organising supranational unification of macroeconomic policies, or to 
be capable of creating a unified field for transnational capital accumula-
tion, or capable of imposing transnational trade agreements, and so on 
(ibid). As Robinson (ibid, 74) convincingly points out:   

The class power of the transnational capitalist class is constituted 
on the extensive and intensive enlargement in recent decades of 
capitalism, on the more fully and completely capitalist nature of 
the world capitalist system, and on the unprecedented control and 
domination that transnational capital exercises over the global 
means of production and over global labour. But this class power is 
exercised through the transnational state. Global corporations 
could not reproduce their control if it were not for national state 
apparatuses that provide property rights, arbitration, and social 
control, and that open up national territories for transnational 
corporations. The transnational capitalist class could not exercise 
its class power if the IMF did not impose structural adjustments 
on countries, if the World Bank did not make its lending condi-
tional on the reform of labour laws to make workers flexible, if the 
WTO did not impose worldwide trade liberalization, and so on. 

The institutions of the transnational state in comparison to nation states 
should be seen, as Robinson (2014, 67-68, 78, 82) suggests, as a net-
work that provides structural channels for the transnational capitalist 
class and its agents through which they exercise their power. Because of 
the hegemony of transnational capital, the transnational elites have 
been able to take hold of the transnational state institutions over the 
nation states and popular classes. Meanwhile, the fiscal functioning and 
legitimacy of a particular nation state is dependent on the global capital-
ist economy and global financial markets (ibid, 8-9). 

Finally, from the perspective of the reproduction theory, it is arguably 
also so that the state’s transformed role in the global capitalist structure 
has not changed its core function when it comes to the reproduction of 



 
 

 

capitalism, that is, providing a suitable legal framework and infrastruc-
ture, suitable political and ideological setting, and disciplined and skil-
ful labour. What has instead changed, is the global power balance. Na-
tion states are increasingly integrated in a global structure, controlled 
by the movements and logic of transnational capital. In this structure, 
the legitimacy and competitive position of a single nation state depends 
on its ability to attract and maintain conditions for transnational capital 
accumulation, as Robinson (2014, 78) and Harvey (2014, 159) remark. 
At the same time, competition to attract transnational capital has be-
come functional to global capital and to its ability to exercise structural 
power over nation states. Consequently, we are increasingly witnessing 
the hegemony of transnational capital and transnational capitalist clas-
ses.  

4.4 Reproduction and education – theoretical grounds 

So far, I have studied the fundamental logics of the capitalist mode of 
production and its hostility towards natural environments. I have also 
extended the discussion to the modern nation state and noted its pivotal 
role in securing the reproduction of the capitalist mode of production. 
To establish a connection between reproduction of capitalism and con-
temporary higher education, the remaining chapters of this section are 
devoted to theoretical argument building. Combining the theoretical 
work of Antonio Gramsci, Louis Althusser, and Nicos Poulantzas reveals 
how institutional education plays an essential role in reproducing the 
dominant relations and mode of production, and ideology. However, 
before this, I will take a very brief look at one notorious Marxist theoret-
ical dispute.  

In the preface of his book The Gramscian Moment (2010, xx) Peter 
Thomas follows Tosel’s notion, arguing that the Gramsci-Althusser de-
bate represents the ‘last great theoretical debate of Marxism’, because it 
presents the question of Marxist philosophy as central for the further 
development of Marxism. In brief, Althusser objected to Gramsci’s 
treatment of historical materialism (Thomas, 2010, 3), which according 
to Thomas’s remarks elsewhere (2013), led Althusser to conclude that 
Gramsci had neglected the crucial distinction between historical materi-
alism and dialectical materialism. Althusser also considered that Gram-
sci had, for example, reduced science to a mere category of the super-
structure (ibid).  

Of course, this debate is not the first nor probably the last time when 
Marxism’s relation to philosophy has been contested and re-examined 
(Thomas, 2010, 18). From my point of view, this particular theoretical 
dispute lies more at an abstract metaphysical level, although not entire-
ly. For example, as Thomas (2013) argues that a significant difference 
between Althusser and Gramsci remains in their views regarding social 
formations, where Althusser emphasises the ‘economic’, Gramsci 



 

 

stresses the relationality and transformative character of politics. Con-
sequently, the main task of my theoretical elaboration in this thesis is to 
argue that it is neither Althusser’s nor Gramsci’s points of view that are 
entirely correct, but rather to argue that, in order to understand the re-
production of capitalism in the 21st century, we need to take both into 
consideration, which is also why the works of Poulantzas are essential. 

What I mean by this is that I am focusing on the issues where these 
two classics can be brought together in order to understand the repro-
duction of capitalism. Yet, this does not mean that we should neglect the 
philosophical legacy of Gramsci and Althusser, nor the significance of 
their disputes, or their conflicting ideas. Nonetheless, a reader who is 
interested in the disagreements of Althusser regarding Gramsci’s work 
may want to take a look at, in addition to Althusser’s and Balibar’s 
Reading ‘Capital’ (2009), Peter Thomas’s The Gramscian Moment 
(2010) and his article Althusser’s Last Encounter: Gramsci, in Encoun-
tering Althusser (in Diefenbach et al., 2013) or, for example, Jan 
Rehmann’s Theories of Ideology (2014). In addition to the already men-
tioned philosophical disputes, these prominent scholars express, among 
other things, how Gramsci was Althusser’s ‘perpetual agonist’, who re-
peatedly felt a need to ‘encounter’ Gramsci, which ultimately produced 
Althusser’s Ideological State Apparatuses theory – a ‘translation’ and 
development of the Gramscian notion ‘hegemonic apparatus’.    

4.4.1 Base and superstructure 

A suitable way to reflect upon the relation between Gramsci and Al-
thusser, but also to examine the preconditions of the theory of repro-
duction is, I argue, to study Karl Marx’s infamous base/superstructure 
metaphor – Marx’s presentation of the transformation and composition 
of a socio-economic structure. In fact, both Gramsci and Althusser 
praise and criticise the metaphor, but also develop Marx’s thesis, espe-
cially regarding the composition of the superstructure. Marx’s famous 
discussion of the metaphor can be found from the preface of A Contri-
bution to the Critique of Political Economy. Marx (1970, 20-21) writes 
that:       

In the social production of their existence, men inevitably enter in-
to definite relations, which are independent of their will, namely 
relations of production appropriate to a given stage in the devel-
opment of their material forces of production. The totality of these 
relations of production constitutes the economic structure of socie-
ty, the real foundation, on which arises a legal and political super-
structure and to which correspond definite forms of social con-
sciousness. The mode of production of material life conditions the 
general process of social, political and intellectual life. It is not the 
consciousness of men that determines their existence, but their so-



 
 

 

cial existence that determines their consciousness. At a certain 
stage of development, the material productive forces of society 
come into conflict with the existing relations of production or – 
this merely expresses the same thing in legal terms – with the 
property relations within the framework of which they have oper-
ated hitherto. From forms of development of the productive forces 
these relations turn into their fetters. Then begins an era of social 
revolution. The changes in the economic foundation lead sooner or 
later to the transformation of the whole immense superstructure. 
In studying such transformations it is always necessary to distin-
guish between the material transformation of the economic condi-
tions of production, which can be determined with the precision of 
natural science, and the legal, political, religious, artistic or philo-
sophic -- in short, ideological forms in which men become con-
scious of this conflict and fight it out. 

Marx’s metaphor has been extensively criticised – especially the latter 
part dealing with historical change – by both Marxists and critics of 
Marxism (Eagleton, 2012, 155) as it has been noted to be, among other 
factors, static (ibid), as well as abstract and incomplete (Althusser, 
2014). Yet, this does not mean that Marx’s elaboration would be of no 
use (Eagleton, 2012, 155). 

At the same time, and regarding this thesis, there is the question of 
relation: what is the relationship between Marx’s metaphor and the the-
oretical elaboration presented in this thesis? As mentioned, Marx’s the-
ory is a frame to explain historical change, but also a useful platform, 
from my point of view, to analyse the reproduction of a socio-economic 
structure. This said, I want to emphasise that the updated theory of re-
production of capitalism, as portrayed in this thesis, does not include an 
analysis of historical change (transformation), as I am instead focusing 
on the so-called complex reproduction. In other words, I perceive 
Marx’s metaphor as a ‘broader’ historical explanation and description of 
the socio-economic dynamics than that which I am pursuing in this the-
sis. 

All the same, what Marx means by the ‘economic foundation’ or the 
‘base’ in this case are the forces and relations of production. By the ‘su-
perstructure’, he implies institutional structures such as state, law, and 
politics, as well as religion (Eagleton, 2012, 154). Marx insists that one 
of the main purposes of these institutions is to support the current dom-
inant mode of production. Some of these institutions such as politics 
and religion accomplish this task by producing ideas that legitimate the 
overall structure. This can also be defined as ideology (ibid). Marx and 
Engels famously argue in The German Ideology (1998, 67) that:  

 
The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas: 
i.e., the class, which is the ruling material force of society, is at the 



 

 

same time its ruling intellectual force. The class which has the 
means of material production at its disposal, consequently also 
controls the means of mental production, so that the ideas of those 
who lack the means of mental production are on the whole subject 
to it.  
 

In this sense, Marx and Engels also comes close to Gramsci’s and Al-
thusser’s notion of ideology, in which the ideological is an ‘ensemble of 
apparatuses and forms of praxis that organise the relation of individ-
uals to the self and to the world’ (Rehmann, 2014, 21-22).  

Despite the critiques, Marx does not want to argue that society would 
be divided into two different realms, but rather that the relation be-
tween base and superstructure is dialectical (Eagleton, 2012, 155). May 
it be that the base, at last instance, determines the superstructure (Al-
thusser, 2014, 54), the superstructure is also of the essence, in terms of 
the reproduction of a mode of production (Eagleton, 2012, 155). As dis-
cussed, without the legal system or military, it seems that capitalism, for 
instance, would have been considerably more volatile than we have wit-
nessed throughout its history. Therefore, the superstructure is not sec-
ondary to the base insomuch that it would be somehow less real – alt-
hough the base is primary in the sense that before anything else can 
happen, humans have to fulfil their basic needs, and thus before a civili-
sation can see the light of day, there has to be enough surplus to support 
the creation and reproduction of a civilisation (Eagleton, 2012, 155). 
Universities, churches and hospitals are materially as real as banks and 
coalmines, and some institutions are part of both the base and the su-
perstructure, for instance the state, which can simultaneously operate as 
a capitalist business and provide social security (Eagleton, 2012, 156; 
see also Harvey, 2014). Similarly, there are countless things that do not 
fit or belong to the model, because the model ultimately merely seeks to 
explain historical social structures and their transformations, not the 
purpose of human existence or acidification of oceans for instance (Ea-
gleton, 2012, 156-157).  

From the perspective of reproduction theory, it makes more sense to 
note that, instead of simply categorising things to base or superstruc-
ture, if one examines law, politics, religion, or for example education 
and the culture of a capitalist class society, one is likely to observe that 
most of the institutions, either directly or indirectly, support the current 
capitalist establishment (Eagleton, 2012, 159). Hence, it indeed seems 
that the main purpose of the superstructure is, in fact, to sustain the 
base, and this is above all because the base, in its capitalist form, is 
bound to create anxieties, because it is based on conflict of interests and 
exploitation (ibid, 161-162). Therefore, as Marx and Engels argue in The 
German Ideology (1998) the existence of the state is contradictory, be-
cause the state does not actually represent the people, but is concentrat-



 
 

 

ed in protecting the mode of production dominated by the ideas of the 
dominant class.  

Regarding Althusser’s and Gramsci’s take on the base/superstructure 
metaphor, both, in fact, agree on its basic character, but noticeably de-
part on their perceptions concerning the superstructure. However, pe-
culiarly, both write about the ‘superstructures’ (see Gramsci, 1971, 371-
372; Althusser, 2014, 53-56), but in a different manner. Althusser sees 
the superstructure being saturated by the ideas of the ruling class, as 
ideology is, for Althusser, a trans-historical process, ‘ideology in gen-
eral’, which ultimately gives the superstructure a more static and rigid 
character compared to Gramsci (Thomas, 2010). As Thomas (ibid, 100-
101) remarks, Gramsci sees ideology translating to hegemonic struggle 
‘and the forging of composite social bodies via the contestation of col-
lective meanings and values.’ In this respect, Gramsci developed his 
theory of the superstructures to encompass both ‘civil’ and ‘political’ 
society, which is nevertheless dominated by the historic bloc (or domi-
nants classes). 

Herein, from my perspective, lies a crucial difference. Keeping this 
difference in mind, Althusser’s general theory of reproduction is partial-
ly reliant on Marx’s base/superstructure model. Althusser (2014, 149) 
argues that ‘a mode of production subsists only insofar as the repro-
duction of the conditions of production is ensured.’ It follows that ‘the 
entire superstructure is grouped around, and centred on, the state, 
considered in its two aspects as a class force of repression and a class 
force of ideologization.’ In other words, Althusser (ibid, 1-2) argues the 
reproduction of the relations’ production is warranted by the state appa-
ratuses; Repressive State Apparatuses (e.g. military, police) and Ideo-
logical State Apparatuses (education, church, law, etc.).  

In the early phase of his studies, Gramsci specifies and extends his 
discussion of the base/superstructure metaphor, as he speaks about the 
‘material structure of the superstructure’, what is soon to be developed 
in relation to the concept of ‘hegemonic apparatus’ (Thomas, 2010, 97). 
Gramsci reviews ‘the superstructures’ not directly or mechanically de-
rived from the base but as constituting a dialectical unity or ‘historical 
bloc’ with the dominant relations of production, that is, the means by 
which the relations of production are organised, guaranteed, and made 
to endure (ibid). In addition, according to Thomas (ibid, 172) Gramsci 
distinguishes between the ‘civil society’ and the ‘political society’, which 
are conceived as two major superstructural “levels” ’in this more com-
plex three-dimensional spatial sense, or two major ‘ideological forms’ 
in which men become conscious of their conflicts in the ‘world of pro-
duction’.  

Accordingly, civil society is not opposed to the state, although it pre-
supposes the state, but rather a plateau of difference ‘between the family 
and the state’ (Thomas, 2010, 179). Hence, Gramsci’s civil society has a 
dialectical, non-exclusionary and functional relationship to political so-



 

 

ciety or state (Gramsci, 1971, 12). Therefore, the essential difference be-
tween Gramsci and Althusser concerning their views on the base/super-
structure metaphor and overall on ideology and domination, is that 
Gramsci’s perception of the superstructure(s) seems to be more dialecti-
cal and less rigid than Althusser’s. 

4.4.2 Hegemony and hegemonic apparatuses 

Gramsci’s theoretical investigations regarding hegemony are drafted in 
his Prison Notebooks10, written during the last eleven years of his life 
that he spent in prison in the 1920s and 1930s. Gramsci deploys the 
term hegemony in order to analyse the history of the bourgeois social 
formations, and class domination in Western Europe in particular, 
within the bourgeois capitalist class state during the so-called passive 
revolution (Thomas, 2010, 222). Lears (1985, 568) argues that Gram-
sci’s treatment of the concept hegemony can help us to understand, for 
instance, how ‘ideas reinforce or undermine existing social structures’ 
yet also how to recognise and comprehend the contradiction between 
‘the power wielded by dominant groups and the relative cultural au-
tonomy of subordinate groups whom they victimize’. Hegemony is, ac-
cording to Gramsci, dominance based on cultural leadership rather that 
ideological compulsion (Hall, 2006). Although Gramsci’s writings do 
not contain a precise definition of hegemony, a frequently quoted pas-
sage from the Prison Notebooks (Gramsci, 1971, 12) states that hegemo-
ny is:  
 

the spontaneous consent given by the great masses of the popula-
tion to the general direction imposed on social life by the domi-
nant fundamental group; this consent is ‘historically’ caused by the 
prestige (and consequent confidence) which the dominant group 
enjoys because of its position and function in the world of produc-
tion.  

A crucial point to understand is that hegemony is accomplished, not 
(only) by means of legal coercion or authoritarian leadership, but by 
means of manufacturing consent (Hall, 2006). Consent is not only 
manufactured by means of political discourse or representational de-

10 In this thesis, I predominately make use of Peter Thomas’s reading of Gram-
sci’s theories that Thomas explains and interprets in his seminal book The 
Gramscian Moment (2010). I have three reasons for this choice: first, Gram-
sci’s writings in his Prison Notebooks are often cryptic and ambiguous for var-
ious reasons. Second, because of this reason his writings are often interpreted 
in a conflicting manner. Third, and more importantly concerning this thesis, I 
perceive that Peter Thomas’s interpretation of Gramsci is the most compatible 
and sensible in terms of the main argument put forward in this thesis. This is 
so, above all, because of Thomas’s investigations regarding Gramsci’s concep-
tion of the state, which presents the state as a social relation, rather than an 
instrument or a thing-for-itself.



 
 

 

mocracy, for example, but also through different societal practices and 
institutional structures, such as wage-labour and the institutional edu-
cation that Gramsci calls hegemonic apparatuses. Moreover, based on 
Gramsci’s conceptualisation and deployment of the term hegemony, it is 
possible to grasp how ideas, practices and institutions are signified by 
the dominance of the historical bloc, and how that dominance over-
shadows the social fabric and ‘common sense’ of a particular society.  

Gramsci (1971, 57) explicitly remarks that ‘a class is dominant in two 
ways, that is, it is ‘leading’ (dirigente) and ‘dominant’. It leads the al-
lied classes, and dominates over the adversarial classes.’ Therefore, 
leadership-hegemony and domination are to be comprehended as stra-
tegically differentiated forms of a unitary political power, i.e., hegemony 
is the form of political power exercised over those classes within close 
proximity of the dominant class, while domination is employed over 
those opposing it (Thomas, 2010). Furthermore, as Lears (1985, 569-
570) argues, the maintenance of hegemony does not necessarily require 
the active commitment of the subordinate classes to the legitimacy of 
the elite rule, that is, consent is never engineered with complete success, 
but ‘the outlook of the subordinate groups is always divided and am-
biguous’. Lears (ibid, 569) states that: 

Less powerful people may be thoroughly disaffected. At times they 
may openly revolt through strikes, factory takeovers, mass move-
ments, and perhaps the creation of a counterhegemony. But nor-
mally most people find it difficult, if not impossible, to translate 
the outlook implicit in their experience into a conception of the 
world that will directly challenge the hegemonic culture.  

Gramsci (1971, 244) argues that ‘the State is the entire complex of prac-
tical and theoretical activities with which the ruling class not only jus-
tifies and maintains the dominance, but manage to win the active con-
sent of those over whom it rules.’ Later Gramsci (ibid, 263) states that 
‘the general notion of the State includes elements which need to be re-
ferred back to the notion of civil society (in the sense that one might 
say that the State = political society + civil society), in other words he-
gemony armoured with coercion.’ Interestingly, in this ‘equation’, he-
gemony is the consensual political practice on the terrain of civil society, 
but again inherently linked to the state, which means that hegemony in 
civil society operates as the social basis of the dominant class’s political 
power in the state apparatus.  

Furthermore, Gramsci leaves no doubt that the exercise of hegemony 
also impacts upon the political society or state, above all because politi-
cal society itself is integrally linked to civil society and its social forces. 
Therefore, hegemony is always political; specifically, hegemony in civil 
society is necessarily comprehended in political society and determined 
by it (Thomas, 2010, 194).  



 

 

Gramsci himself uses the concept of hegemony to analyse the specif-
ics of the Western social formation, which is followed by broad analysis 
of the complex cultural forms and practices that emerged in the hege-
monic relations of the Risorgimento, ranging from newspapers, popular 
literature, education, language policies, and other characteristics of the 
embryonic Italian civil society (Thomas, 2010, 223-224). In order to 
grasp these societal developments theoretically, Gramsci developed the 
concept of a ‘hegemonic apparatus’, and while so doing, he further con-
cretised and developed this notion as a part of his theory of class power 
(ibid). The hegemonic apparatus is the concrete form in which hegemo-
ny is exercised, as Buci-Glucksmann (1980, 48) argues:  

The hegemonic apparatus qualifies the concept of hegemony and 
give it greater precision, hegemony being understood as the politi-
cal and cultural hegemony of the dominant classes. As a complex 
set of institutions, ideologies, practices, and agents (including ‘in-
tellectuals’), the hegemonic apparatus only finds its unity when the 
expansion of a class is under analysis.  

The concept ‘hegemonic apparatus’ is used by Gramsci to explain the 
ways of domination and the influence of the historic bloc, or more pre-
cisely, how power and ideas are used and materialised through the 
complex network of social relationships in civil society (Thomas, 2010, 
223-224). As Thomas asserts, this materialisation must be repeated 
constantly if a class’s project is to secure its dominant position by as-
suming institutional power in a society. Rehmann remarks (2014, 136), 
based on Gramsci, that in most developed capitalist countries, the socio-
economic structure is reproduced and maintained in two complemen-
tary ways: by the political society with its predominantly repressive ap-
paratuses (army, police, judiciary-system and prison-system), which is 
usually highly centralised and hierarchical, primarily relying upon coer-
cion. Political society is complemented by a civil society that consists of 
institutions such as schools and universities, churches, and various as-
sociations, which are, to some extent, controlled by the government but 
formally independent (ibid). It is within and through these institutions, 
which Gramsci labelled as hegemonic apparatuses, where consent of the 
general public is manufactured, constructed, but also contested. 

4.4.3 Ideological State Apparatuses 

It is well known that Louis Althusser drew part of his inspiration from 
Gramsci when he drafted his theory concerning ideology and Ideological 
State Apparatuses (Morrow and Torres, 1995, 146; Thomas, 2010, 225; 
Bidet, 2014, xxv; Rehmann, 2014, 148, see also Sotiris, 2014). Jacques 
Bidet states in the introduction of Althusser’s study On the Reproduc-
tion of Capitalism (2014, xxv) that Althusser was stimulated by Gram-
sci’s work in this particular area, yet Althusser turned Gramsci’s concep-



 
 

 

tion about ideology and indoctrination around by ‘presenting the en-
semble of institutions as elements of the state machinery thanks to 
which the bourgeoisie secures its domination.’  

In Althusser’s favour, one can certainly argue that his emphasis on 
the ‘socialization from above’ by the dominant state ideology communi-
cated and indoctrinated in the ‘Ideological State Apparatuses’, gives a 
realistic portrayal of the relations of power and influence within capital-
ist societies (Rehmann, 2014, 154; Sotiris, 2014, 136). At the same time, 
several critics have expressed their concerns over Althusser’s arguments 
on power, agency and ideology. According to some readings, Althusser’s 
thesis concerning structure and agency may lead to a situation where 
individual agency and the contradictorily composed forms of everyday 
consciousness no longer fit into his theoretical framework (Giroux, 
1980; 1983, Morrow and Torres, 1995, 151; Thomas, 2010, 224-225; 
Rehmann, 2014, 10).  

However, and in more dialectical accounts and readings of Althusser, 
Lahtinen (2015) has proposed that Althusser is not nearly the rigid 
‘Structural Marxist’ he has frequently been claimed to be, but in fact 
Althusser attempted to find theoretical possibilities for individual agen-
cy disregarding the ‘ideologisation’ of capitalist state and capitalist ra-
tionality (see also Resch’s definition of Structural Marxism, 1992, 22-
24). Althusser argues that societal change is a complex and mutual in-
teraction between societal structures and agents in which they produce 
each other (Lahtinen, 2015), while, and as Resch (1992, 27) argues, for 
Althusser and other Structural Marxists, the social structures and social 
relations, which produce social subjects, are held as primary. Indeed, 
Structural Marxists seek to explain first the structures and processes by 
which social subjects are created, and then the relationships between 
social subjectivity, power and practice (ibid). Moreover, Structural 
Marxism analyses the contradictions, tensions as well as forces of em-
powerment of social subjectivity. Therefore, as Resch (ibid) remarks 
Structural Marxist do not consider that social agents would be mindless 
robots, but instead ‘they are creative, decision-making players within a 
rule-bound yet open-ended and interactive system of dispositions, dis-
courses, and interests.’ 

In the case of economic and social reproduction, Althusser’s point of 
departure is to argue (2014, 233) that the reproduction of conditions of 
production not only requires the reproduction of productive forces, 
namely, the means of production, but also existing relations of produc-
tion. The latter entails not just simply labour power or skills, but also 
the ‘reproduction of its subjection to the ruling ideology or the ‘prac-
tice’ of that ideology’ (ibid). To explain this process, Althusser comple-
ments the base-superstructure metaphor with his theory of the state 
and ideology. While he wants to keep Marx’s thesis in regard to eco-
nomic determination in ‘the last instance’, Althusser, in contrast, stress-
es the importance of the superstructure and abandons instrumental the-



 

 

sis regarding linear, mechanical determination (ibid, 237). Althusser’s 
two theses on this matter state: first that there is a ‘relative autonomy’ of 
the superstructure with respect to the base, and second that there is a 
‘reciprocal action’ of the superstructure and the base (ibid, 237-238).   

In his influential essay Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses 
(1968/2014), Althusser argues that the reproduction of the workforce 
has to be studied separately from the reproduction of means of produc-
tion (e.g. factories, machinery, raw materials). Althusser (ibid) claims 
that the sole material or physical reproduction of the workforce is not 
enough, but in addition to this, the workforce has to be competent, be-
cause of the complex nature of the capitalist socio-economic structure. 
In On the Reproduction of Capitalism (2014, 50) Althusser argues that 
the development and the complexity of the means of production de-
mands that the workforce has to be skilled and continues to be repro-
duced so as to correspond to the modern societal division of labour, and 
to fill in its different ‘posts’ and ‘jobs’. Consequently, Althusser (ibid) 
asks how this kind of professional and skilled reproduction is ensured 
within capitalism, and provides the following answer: 

the reproduction of the qualifications of labour-power no longer 
tends (it is a question of a tendential law) to be ensured ‘on the job’ 
(instruction during production itself) but, increasingly, outside 
production, by the capitalist school system and other instances 
and institutions. 

Althusser (ibid, 51) states that what is learned in school is different 
kinds of ‘know-how’, that is, ‘techniques and quite a few other things 
besides, including elements (rudimentary or, on the contrary, ad-
vanced) of ‘scientific culture’ or ‘literary culture’ that are of direct use 
in different jobs in production.’ In addition to know-how, ‘rules’ of good 
behaviour are taught in school, that is, customs and practices to be ob-
served, depending from the future position one is ‘destined’ to hold 
(ibid). These are rules of professional ethics and professional moral 
codes of conduct, i.e. ‘rules of respect for the social and technical divi-
sion of labour, and, in the final analysis, the rules of the order estab-
lished by class domination’ (ibid).  

Althusser (2014, 51-52) further argues that the school teaches know-
how in a form which ensures one’s dependency on the dominant ideolo-
gy. He claims that, within the industrial and mature capitalist societal 
structures, the dominant Ideological State Apparatus is now, as the re-
sult of political and ideological class struggle, the educational Ideologi-
cal State Apparatus (for a comprehensive list of Ideological State Appa-
ratuses, see Althusser 2014, 243). This is so, above all, and as Althusser 
(2014, 37-38) argues, because the reproduction of the workforce takes 
place outside the enterprise in the modern industrial capitalism. In this 



 
 

 

regard, it is worthwhile to quote Althusser (ibid, 37-38, footnote 24, ital-
ics in original) at more length:   
 

What happens in an enterprise (since we are taking an enterprise 
as our example) is never more than an effect of what happens in 
the capitalist system as a whole, and thus an effect that can in cer-
tain cases be literally undecipherable at the level of the enterprise 
alone. Precisely that holds for the social ‘distribution’ or ‘penning 
in’ of people that we are here denouncing. Any ‘engineer’ will tell 
you: ‘Fine but so what? I need someone to run a milling machine, 
so I run an ad. A milling machine operator answers it. I hire him. 
Is it my fault that he’s just a milling machine operator?’ Literally 
taken in its own limits, this is not ‘wrong’. But precisely, ‘compe-
tencies’, that is, qualifications or the lack of them, owe their exist-
ence not to the enterprise as such, but to a system external to the 
enterprise, the school system that ‘educates’, more or less, differ-
ent individuals […] in ways that vary with the milieu from which 
they come. These mechanisms reinforce the practical, economic 
and ideological prohibitions […] which distribute in advance, or a 
class basis, the individuals recruited by the enterprise. In this re-
spect, the entrepreneur’s (sic) reasoning it not ‘wrong’. It simply 
proves that he is not ‘in control of’’ events. But these events that 
‘are beyond his control’ nicely correspond in advance, by an amaz-
ing coincidence, to a dispositive for ‘distributing-penning in’ peo-
ple that is always already ready and waiting in his enterprise, for 
the purpose, precisely, of exploiting workers. The reason is that the 
school system that supplies ready-made, at the national level, a 
predisposition for the ‘distribution-penning in’ of people that be-
comes concrete reality in the enterprise is the capitalist school sys-
tem corresponding to the capitalist class’s systems of exploitation, 
not some other school system. 

It is explicitly clear for Althusser that ideology has a material existence 
(2014, 184). Moreover, he argues that public institutions are the ‘organs’ 
of ‘class struggle’, in which one class subjugates the other and ensures 
that this domination will be reproduced (Bidet, 2014, xxv). This is not, 
however, a functionalist thesis, an accusation which has more than of-
ten been provided by his critics, because, accordingly, the state apparat-
uses are merely instruments of class struggle, which goes beyond ideol-
ogy and indoctrination (ibid, see also Althusser, 2014, 219-220). In ad-
dition, to develop the theory of capitalist state, Althusser (2014, 75) ar-
gues that it is important to note the distinction between state power and 
state apparatus, but also between Repressive State Apparatus and Ideo-
logical State Apparatus. He (ibid, 77) defines Ideological State Apparat-
uses (ISAs) in the following way: 



 

 

An Ideological State Apparatus is a system of defined institutions, 
organizations, and the corresponding practices. Realized in the in-
stitutions, organizations, and practices of this system is all or part 
(generally speaking, a typical combination of certain elements) of 
the State Ideology. The ideology realized in an ISA ensures its sys-
temic unity on the basis of an ‘anchoring’ in material functions 
specific to each ISA; these functions are not reducible to that ide-
ology, but serve it as a ‘support’.  

Whereas the Repressive State Apparatus is, by definition, repressive, 
one that makes use of direct or indirect physical violence if necessary, 
and holds the official monopoly for its use, the ISAs cannot be called 
repressive in the same manner, because they do not involve themselves 
in the use of physical violence (Althusser, 2014, 78), although they op-
erate behind the ‘protective shield’ of the Repressive State Apparatus 
(ibid, 201). ISAs are not only distinguished from Repressive State Appa-
ratuses by violence or lack of it, but on ideology (ibid, 78). Accordingly, 
as Althusser writes, Marxists are well aware that the state itself, not-
withstanding the constitutional law, is always the state of the dominant 
class. In the case of capitalist socio-economic structure, the state is the 
state of the bourgeoisie, in which the bourgeoisie hold state power and 
exercise it through the Repressive and Ideological State Apparatuses. 
Yet, Althusser (ibid, 82) maintains that ‘institutions do not ‘produce’ the 
ideologies corresponding to them. Rather, certain elements of an ideol-
ogy (the State Ideology) ‘are realised in’ or ‘exist in’ the corresponding 
institutions and their practices.’ In the same sense, ISAs are the materi-
alisation of the ideological configurations dominating them, although 
the ISAs are objectively distinct, relatively autonomous, and do not form 
an organised whole with shared and conscious leadership (ibid). Al-
thusser (2014, 140) concludes that the reproduction of the relations of 
production ‘is ensured by the exercise of state power in the state appa-
ratuses’, that is, the Repressive (military, police, juridical and prison 
system) and Ideological State Apparatuses (educational, religious, polit-
ical, media, cultural, etc.). 

More importantly, from the perspective of this thesis, Althusser ele-
vates the scholastic ISA as the dominant one, because according to Al-
thusser the school-family dyad has replaced church-family dyad (ibid). 
In more detail, Althusser provides the following answer to a question: 
why is the educational apparatus the dominant ISA in the capitalist so-
cial formation?  

 
[…] one Ideological State Apparatus certainly has the dominant 
role, although hardly anyone lends an ear to its music: it is so si-
lent! This is the School. It takes children from every class at infant-
school age, and then for years, the years in which the child is most 
‘vulnerable’, squeezed between the family state apparatus and the 



 
 

 

educational state apparatus, it drums in to them, whether it uses 
new or old methods, a certain amount of ‘know-how’ wrapped in 
the ruling ideology (French, arithmetic, natural history, the scienc-
es, literature) or simply the ruling ideology in its pure state (ethics, 
civic instruction, philosophy). Somewhere around the age of six-
teen, a huge mass of children are ejected ‘into production’: these 
are the workers or small peasants. Another portion of scholastical-
ly adapted youth carries on: and, for better or worse, it goes some-
what further, until it falls by the wayside and fills the posts of small 
and middle technicians, white-collar workers, small and middle 
civil servants, petty bourgeois of all kinds. A last portion reaches 
its summit, either to fall into intellectual semi-employment, or to 
provide, as well as the ‘intellectuals of the collective labourer’, the 
agents of exploitation (capitalists, managers), the agents of repres-
sion (soldiers, policemen, politicians, administrators, etc.), and the 
professional ideologists (priests of all sorts, most of whom are 
convinced ‘laymen’). (Althusser, 2014, 250-251) 

Meanwhile, Althusser reminds us that many of the ‘virtues’, such as 
modesty, resignation and submissiveness, are also acquired in families, 
in the church, in the army, through culture, and in sporting events (ibid, 
146). Yet, no other ISA, as Althusser (ibid, 146) argues, has ‘a captive 
audience of all the children of the capitalist social formation at its beck 
and call […] for as many years as the schools do, eight hours a day, six 
days out of seven.’ It is, without a doubt, the education apparatus in 
which the future holders of different social positions get their know-how 
in terms of formal knowledge but also regarding conformity, dominant 
ideology and societal practices. For Althusser, the education system is 
not simply a provider of knowledge, but rather various forms of rules 
and behaviour that reflect the current social division of labour (Sotiris, 
2013, 109). Althusser (2014, 236) remarks in Ideology and Ideological 
State Apparatuses that: 

the reproduction of labour power requires not only a reproduction 
of its skills, but also, at the same time, a reproduction of its sub-
mission to the rules of the established order, i.e. a reproduction of 
submission to the ruling ideology for the workers, and a reproduc-
tion of the ability to manipulate the ruling ideology correctly for 
the agents of exploitation and repression, so that they, too, will 
provide for the domination of the ruling class 'in words'.  

This is why Althusser thinks the educational apparatus, in a developed 
capitalist society, is the dominant Ideological State Apparatus (Sotiris, 
2013). The weight of this claim seems undeniable, especially in the time 
of neoliberal higher education restructuring, as we will come to realise 
later in this thesis. However, although Althusser’s thesis remains to be 
convincing, his remarks uphold certain degrees of structural determin-



 

 

ism, as well as problematic notions regarding the capitalist state, which 
is where we turn next. In the next chapter, I discuss three interlinked 
issues, based on Poulantzas’ work, through which Althusser’s thesis is 
complemented, while I seek to bring together Gramsci and Althusser, 
again with the help of Poulantzas. The works of Poulantzas, in particu-
lar, are of great importance in this sense because, as Sotiris (2014) ar-
gues, he had both the Althusserian ambivalence towards Gramsci, but 
also at the same time, he was a strongly influenced by Gramsci in his 
work. 

4.4.4 Relational state and economic reproduction 

Although Althusser’s theory on reproduction is, in many ways, valuable, 
especially in explaining the relation between capitalist state and educa-
tion, it is argued by, for instance, Poulantzas (1975, 2000), that it gives 
too narrow a portrayal of the state. In this sense, Althusser is often ac-
cused of disregarding, in particular, the class struggle and the contested 
circumstances from where the dominant ideas originate or are manufac-
tured in the form of class hegemony. Personally, I am not sure of the 
validity of this claim. For example, Lahtinen (2015) has recently shown 
how Althusser has indeed incorporated the class struggle into his theo-
ries of societal change. For instance, in On the Reproduction of Capital-
ism Althusser (2014, 138) writes that:  
 

The unity of the State Apparatus and the Ideological State Appa-
ratuses is ensured by the class politics of those who hold state 
power, acting directly in the class struggle by means of the Repres-
sive State Apparatuses and indirectly by means of the realization of 
the State Ideology in the Ideological State Apparatuses.  

 
In addition, Althusser explicitly takes class struggle into consideration, 
for example in his later comment Note on the ISAs (see Althusser, 2014, 
218-231), and generally comments upon class struggle in the chapter 
The Political and Associative ISAs in On the Reproduction of Capital-
ism. A more prominent and apt streak of criticism regarding Althusser’s 
remarks, also including the previous quote, is linked to the more general 
composition of his thesis. In Political Power and Social Classes (1978), 
Poulantzas criticises Althusser’s dualistic categorisation - Repressive 
and Ideological State Apparatuses – as too schematic. Poulantzas’ (ibid, 
33) main argument is that Althusser’s theory assigns functions in an 
essentialist way, and overlooks the fact that a number of apparatuses 
‘can slide from one sphere to the other and assume new functions ei-
ther as additions to, or in exchange form, old ones’.  

In any case, it is apparent that Althusser’s distinction and framing 
omits the state’s specific role in the constitution of the relations of pro-
duction, which may also indicate that his theory is not able to explain – 



 
 

 

in contrast to Gramsci’s I would add – how power of the dominant clas-
ses is constructed, or how the state is heavily involved in the economic 
reproduction, and at the same time, produces ‘among other things’, a 
‘material substratum’ of consensus that binds the subaltern classes to 
domination, as Poulantzas (2000, 30-31) argues. Poulantzas (ibid) uses 
the expression ‘among other things’ in this instance, because the state 
acts, according to him, within an unstable equilibrium (Gramsci) of 
compromises between the dominant classes and the subaltern classes. 
Therefore, the state ‘continually adopts material measures which are 
of positive significance for the popular masses, even though these 
measures represent so many concessions imposed by the struggle of 
the subordinate classes’ (Poulantzas, 2000, 30-31). Similarly, Poulan-
tzas (1975, 95) has stated in Classes in Contemporary Capitalism that 
‘the state is not an instrumental entity existing for itself, it is not a 
thing, but the condensation of a balance of forces’. Hence, it seems that 
through Althusser’s theory, the essential material and institutional as-
pects of reproduction cannot be explained if the complex relation be-
tween state and general public is reduced to the repressive-ideological 
dichotomy.  

For Poulantzas, the state has, in addition to its coercive and ideologi-
cal functions, an organisational role, but more importantly for my the-
sis, the state is also indispensable in guaranteeing the necessary condi-
tions of capitalist production, which also, and necessarily, leads to an 
increased role for the state over the course of history (Sotiris, 2014). The 
state guarantees the capitalist production in several ways, and not only 
by educating the needed workforce and by holding the monopoly of vio-
lence. For example, state guarantees the legal framework for capital ac-
cumulation, that is, property relations and class relations, as well as of-
fers a wide variety of other supporting services such as public schooling, 
healthcare and infrastructure, while it, at the same time, stimulates the 
economy with financial investments and gives monetary subsidies for 
industries and companies.  

Moreover, another misconception arises from the repression-
ideology dichotomy especially concerning state ideology, as Poulantzas 
(2000, 31-32) notes. This is because the state does not produce a unified 
discourse, but rather several discourses that are set for and against vari-
ous classes and apparatuses (ibid). Poulantzas (ibid, 31-32), argues that 
state’s role is essentially organisational in relation to the dominant clas-
ses, including that of ‘formulating and openly expressing the tactics 
required to reproduce its power.’ Furthermore, as Poulantzas (2000, 
14) remarks: 

The State really does exhibit a peculiar material framework that 
can by no means be reduced to mere political domination. The 
state apparatus – that special and hence formidable something – is 
not exhausted in state power. Rather political domination is itself 



 

 

inscribed in the institutional materiality of the State. Although the 
State in not created ex nihilo by the ruling classes, nor it is simply 
taken over by them: state power (that of the bourgeoisie, in the 
case of the capitalist State) is written into this materiality. Thus, 
while all the State’s actions are not reducible to political domina-
tion, their composition is nevertheless marked by it.   

Therefore, the basis of the material framework of power and state has to 
be sought elsewhere, i.e., from the relations of production and social 
division of labour (Poulantzas, 2000, 14), a remark, which can also be 
considered to be missing from Gramsci’s work. This is because, and ac-
cording to Poulantzas, the conception of state activity regarding the re-
production of capitalism, based on the dichotomy repression-ideology, 
quite simply diminishes the specificity of the economic state apparatus 
(ibid, 33), and thus, prevents one from locating the power relations of 
the dominant classes. As Poulantzas (2000, 28) argues, leaning herein 
to Althusser, ideology involves a series of material practices: 

 
embracing the customs and life-style of the agents and setting like 
cement in the totality of social (including political and economic) 
practices. Ideological relations are themselves essential to the con-
stitution of the relations of possession and economic property, and 
to the social division of labour at the heart of the relations of pro-
duction.’  
 

In addition, and now following Gramsci’s line of argument, Poulantzas 
argues that ideology is always class ideology, and in particular, the rul-
ing ideology constitutes an indispensable power of the ruling class, 
which is then, again following Althusser, elaborated, instilled and re-
produced in the Ideological State Apparatuses (ibid, 28-29). 

When it comes to the dominant classes – to the bourgeoisie in our 
case – the state’s primary role, in addition to representation, is to or-
ganise (Poulantzas, 2000, 127). The state represents and organises po-
litical interests of a power bloc, which is constituted from several differ-
ent class fractions. This means that the state is organised in a conflictual 
unity of the alliance in power and the ‘unstable equilibrium’, as Gramsci 
called it, of compromise among its constituents, that is the hegemonic 
class fractions (ibid). Furthermore, Poulantzas (ibid, 127) argues that:   

this fundamental role of organization does not involve just one ap-
paratus or branch of the State (political parties), but concerns, in 
varying degrees and manners, the totality of its apparatuses – in-
cluding pre-eminently repressive ones such as the military or po-
lice. The State is able to play this role in organizing and unifying 
the bourgeoisie and the power bloc insofar as it enjoys relative au-
tonomy of given fractions and components, and various particular 



 
 

 

interests. Such autonomy is indeed constitutive of the capitalist 
State: it refers to the State’s materiality as an apparatus relatively 
separated from the relations of production, and to the specificity if 
classes and class struggle under capitalism that is implicit in that 
separation.  

In a nutshell, Poulantzas’ treatise of the capitalist state indicates that it 
is a relationship of forces, and a material condensation of such a rela-
tionship among classes and different class fractions (2000, 128-129). 
The contradictions among the dominant classes is indeed the reason 
which makes the state’s existence necessary as the organiser of the unity 
of the power bloc (ibid, 133). Thus, the state apparatuses concentrate 
and reproduce hegemony by organising the power bloc into ‘game of 
provisional compromises’. As Poulantzas (2000, 35) argues, power is 
not – in Marxist literature – by any means reducible to the state. He 
(ibid) states that: 

In the case of classes, power comes down to objective positions 
rooted in the division of labour: it designates the capacity of each 
class to realize its specific interests in a relation of opposition to 
that capacity in other classes. It is therefore impossible for power 
to escape economic relations. Rooted in the production of surplus-
value and in their relation to the politico-ideological powers, these 
power relations are furthermore concretized in specific institu-
tions-apparatuses: the companies, factories or production units 
that are the site of the extraction of surplus-value and of the exer-
cise of these powers. 

To my understanding, what Poulantzas means is that it is impossible to 
escape the ‘agency' and the influence of the relations of production in 
the capitalist socio-economic structure. Hence, not only the specifics of 
the capitalist relations of production, but also the structural imperatives 
of capitalism have to be taken into consideration when analysing power 
and domination, as well as their contribution to reproduction. Thus, the 
capitalist ‘economic compulsions’, have to be taken into account as well 
in education.  

Poulantzas (2000, 29-30) argues that Althusser’s development of 
Gramsci’s theory assumes that the state’s ‘efficacy somehow lies in 
what is forbids, rules out, and prevents; or in its capacity to deceive, 
lie, obscure, hide, and leave people to believe what is false.’ Poulantzas 
argues that, in this sense, the theory simultaneously suggests that the 
economic is, for instance, capable of self-reproduction and self-
regulation, and the state’s role is merely to set the negative rules of the 
economic ‘game’. Consequently, Poulantzas maintains that, with such a 
conception, one simply cannot understand or analyse the state’s role in 
the constitution of the relations of production, or the state’s interven-
tions in relation to the reproduction of capital (ibid).  



 

 

Even more importantly, Poulantzas (2000, 167-168) maintains that 
the economic role linked to the accumulation and reproduction of capi-
tal is manifested in the very modification of the respective spaces of 
state and economy. He (ibid) argues that the changes in the relations of 
production, in the division of labour, in the reproduction of workforce, 
and in the extraction of surplus value (in fields such as education, urban 
planning, transport, and healthcare) are directly integrated, in an ex-
panded and modified form, into the process of reproduction and valori-
sation of capital. Moreover, as these changes have occurred, the state 
has, at the same time, assumed a fresh meaning. Poulantzas (ibid, 167-
168) explains that: 

It is this transformation of the economic space-process which 
shifts the targets of state activity and brings the State increasingly 
to bear on the heart of the reproduction of capital. In a parallel 
movement, the space of the State expands and changes to the ex-
tent that whole areas of the valorization of capital and reproduc-
tion of labour power (the areas of public and nationalized capital, 
amongst others) are directly inserted in the State.  

In other words, Poulantzas argues that, whether they are repressive or 
ideological or some other kind, the functions of the state cannot be con-
sidered in isolation from its economic role. According to Poulantzas 
(2000, 167-168) it is apparent that state’s economic functions occupy 
the dominant place within the state apparatus, which means that the 
state operations have been, and are, reorganised to support its economic 
role in providing conditions for capital accumulation (ibid). It follows 
that, just as we cannot consider the economic role and actions separate-
ly from the state’s other operations, we cannot consider the economic 
state apparatus as being separated from other state apparatuses, which 
do indeed carry out economic functions and undergo restructuring in 
relation to the formation and functioning of the current state’s role and 
its economic apparatus, and this is, arguably, because the economic 
state apparatus dominates other functions of the state (ibid, 172). 

Furthermore, and of critical importance are a whole set of state activ-
ities vis-à-vis scientific research and technological innovation, restruc-
turing industry, education and occupational training, as well as 
healthcare, transportation, social welfare, urban development, and col-
lective consumption. All these fields are integrated around the state’s 
role in the ‘expanded reproduction of labour-power’ (Poulantzas, 2000, 
176). Such reproduction is no longer simply the ‘condition’ of exploita-
tion; it is located at the very heart of surplus-value production’ (ibid, 
176). As Poulantzas (ibid, 177) notes:  

The reproduction of labour-power takes place within the limits 
imposed by the relations of production: what is at issue is never 



 
 

 

merely technical training, but expanded reproduction referring to 
the social division of labour.  

In his writings, Poulantzas rejects a simplistic conception of the capital-
ist state that primarily has to do with coercion and ideological justifica-
tion. On the contrary, he emphasises the importance of the state as an 
organiser of class hegemony, but also its role in social and economic 
reproduction. Moreover, for Poulantzas, the state is essential in guaran-
teeing the conditions of capitalist production, (Sotiris, 2014). Poulan-
tzas’ relational conception of the state, in general, offers a dialectical 
way of understanding how institutions are determined by class struggle. 
This is because, for Poulantzas, the state is not a thing-for-itself, nor 
does it have an instrumental essence, but is rather a relation, or more 
precisely a condensation of class relations (Sotiris, 2013).  

To sum up, based on these theoretical remarks, it seems clear that the 
economic role of the state cannot be downplayed from the theory of re-
production of capitalism. Similarly, the state’s role in the reproduction 
cannot be reduced to mere repression-ideology, again because of the 
organisational role of the state. Consequently, through these realisa-
tions, it is possible to grasp the complex unity of the capitalist socio-
economic structure, and its reproduction in which economic compul-
sions of the capitalist structure and relations of production are inter-
twined with state apparatuses, power relations and class interests. Also 
this way the connection between reproduction of capitalism and institu-
tional education is revealed and explained. However, a theory should 
not be overly abstract, and thus, in the following two chapters, the con-
nection between contemporary higher education and reproduction of 
capitalism is taken to a more concrete level. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

5. Reproduction of capitalism, higher edu-
cation and ecological crisis 

No other ideological state apparatus […] has a captive audience of 
all the children of the capitalist social formation at its beck and 
call (and – this is the least it can do – at no cost to them) for as 
many years as the schools do, eight hours a day, six days out of 
seven. The relations of production of a capitalist social formation 
[…] are primarily reproduced in this process of acquiring what 
comes down, in the end, to a handful of limited types of know-
how, accompanied by massive inculcation of the ideology of the 
dominant class. (Althusser, 2014, 146) 

The emergence of so-called knowledge capitalism has emphasised the 
importance of higher education because universities are, in the current 
epoch, identified as one of the key sources of economically valuable in-
formation and knowledge (Kauppinen, 2013). This is, above all, because 
the rapid increase in complexity is one of the fundamental features of 
modern capitalist socio-economic structure (Harvey, 2014, 121). While 
artisanal skills continue to be of diminishing importance, the agents of 
capital have become more and more interested in a workforce that is 
literate, flexible, disciplined and obedient enough to fulfil a wide variety 
of tasks that are needed to reproduce the relations of production (ibid, 
182-183). In a similar fashion, Burton-Jones (1999, vii) has argued that 
the economic demand for increasingly skilled workforce leads to the 
development of a global learning industry and, along with this, to sig-
nificant changes to the relationships involving learners, educators and 
companies. In this respect, Rikowski (2000, 23) has argued that the 
‘social form (of schooling and training) develops over time in the his-
tory of capitalism – in definition and in intensity, and increasingly as 
productive systems of labour power.’ And as the intensity and influ-
ence of capitalism increases over the rest of the society, Rikowski (ibid) 
states that the ‘the intentionality and social drive to reduce education 
and training to the social production of labour power in capitalism 
[…] grow stronger with time.’   

Due to these and various other factors, universities have been 
pushed into the centre of the global political economy (see Pusser et al. 
2012). Thus, it is no wonder that higher education institutions are ex-
periencing pressure for fundamental change (see Torres and Rhoads, 



 
 

 

2006). Sievers (2008, 238) argues that, during the last decades, the 
landscape and organisational climate of higher education has changed 
dramatically. Whereas the legitimacy of universities in the 1970s was 
not exclusively derived from the demands of society, this is no longer 
the case with the present reform of higher education seen most Europe-
an countries (ibid). In addition, Olssen and Peters (2005) maintain that 
the era of neoliberalism has produced a fundamental shift in the way 
universities and other higher education institutions define their institu-
tional existence. Olssen and Peters (ibid)) claim that higher education 
has a greater importance for the capitalist economy, as higher educa-
tion is seen by governments as a key way to succeed in economic com-
petition in the modern knowledge economy (see Jessop, 2008), and 
consequently, higher educational institutions have been encouraged to 
develop closer connections with industry (Olssen and Peters, 2005). 

Sotiris (2012, 112) argues that, since the 1980s, the restructuring of 
higher education has been primarily connected with adjustments and 
opening up of universities towards markets and the interests of private 
businesses. This transformation has entailed a closer connection with 
the economy, making the overall higher education apparatus more re-
sponsive to the needs of industry, but also bringing novel accountability 
demands for higher education institutions regarding their capacity to 
be productive and competitive in the ‘knowledge market’. Likewise, 
transformations in the relations between higher education, economy 
and state, have brought changes in the funding of higher education but 
also increased universities’ pressure to seek external funding (ibid). In 
addition, there have been changes in university administration, and the 
introduction of formal and informal management methods from the 
corporate world (ibid, 113), with indications of more authoritarian and 
business-like forms of public management (Deem et al., 2007). Fur-
thermore, a growing pressure exists to include representatives of ‘socie-
ty’ or the ‘business world’ in the governance of higher education institu-
tions (see Eurydice, 2008.)  

In this chapter, I discuss the link between contemporary higher edu-
cation, the reproduction of capitalism, and the ecological crisis. I begin 
with general changes that have occurred in the landscape of Western 
higher education and academia in the era of neoliberalism. Then, I con-
sider these changes theoretically as I revisit some of the theoretical re-
marks of Chapter 4.4. After this, the ecological impacts of contempo-
rary higher education are discussed before I move to the Finnish con-
text and the empirical illustration. 

5.1 Higher education, neoliberalism and academic capitalism 

The relationship between neoliberalism and higher education has been 
widely and extensively dealt with in several academic publications in the 
21st century (to list just a few: Apple, 2000; Nixon, 2004; Olssen and 



 

 

Peters, 2005; Ross and Gibson, 2007; Kumar, 2012; Pusser et al., 2012; 
Sotiris, 2012; 2013;). One of these studies indicates that the ascendancy 
of neoliberalism has designated a major change in the way universities 
and other higher education institutions are positioned and legitimised 
in contemporary society (Olssen and Peters, 2005). At the same time, 
the traditional professional culture of open intellectual enquiry and de-
bate has been altered to a managerial and institutional focus on per-
formativity and various output measures such as performance indica-
tors, quality assurance measures and academic audits (ibid).  

Kumar (2012, 5) argues that in neoliberal capitalism education is 
perceived principally from two dimensions: first, education is a com-
modity contributing to the expansion of capital, and second, education 
is reduced to skills development to support the first aim. Sotiris argues 
(2013, 132), in this regard, that there have been new forms of productive 
processes, new areas for the accumulation and valorisation of capital, 
which require the application of scientific knowledge, and new technol-
ogies, all pointing to a workforce with increased skills. Meanwhile, the 
shift towards more entrepreneurial higher education has led to educa-
tion apparatuses oriented in the direction of technological and organisa-
tional interventions, and as a result, restructuring within the higher ed-
ucation curriculum aiming to foster skills, and formulate degrees that 
have potential to contribute to actual or potential productive processes. 
More precisely on this matter, Sotiris (ibid, 136) claims that: 

 
Entrepreneurial Higher Education is both a class strategy aiming 
at ensuring conditions for the reproduction of the conditions of 
capitalist accumulation (steady flow of qualified personnel, appli-
cable scientific knowledge, product development) and a hegemonic 
project aiming at undermining the aspirations of the subaltern 
classes (as attempt towards inscribing precariousness in the form 
and hierarchy of degrees, reproducing neoliberal ideology, frag-
menting collective aspirations and practices). It not only extends 
knowledge and skills but also promotes the identities, habits and 
illusions of a particular kind of worker within neoliberal capital-
ism. Entrepreneurial Higher Education involves not only the 
transformation of university governance into more managerialism 
modes and structures but also a particular culture of knowledge, a 
particular view of knowledge acquisition and utilisation.  

One of the main objectives and consequences of the ongoing restructur-
ing of higher education has been to introduce relations of competition to 
academic life as a way to increase productivity, accountability and con-
trol (Olssen and Peters, 2005, 326). This has, dubiously, denoted mar-
ketisation and commodification of higher education as being under the 
scope of neoliberalism. Beginning in the 1980s, human capital and 
competitiveness discourses started to gain strength in the public sphere, 



 
 

 

in part because they were in line with the rising neoliberal market-
oriented narratives. Along with them came audit exercises, league ta-
bles, and various rankings and benchmarking operations to assess the 
success of universities in different fields of national and international 
competition (Slaughter and Cantwell, 2012, 589-590). Barnett (2000) 
argues that marketisation has become a new universal theme in the 
commodification of teaching and research and other ways in which uni-
versities are supposed to meet various performance criteria. Similarly, 
Graeber (2015, 134) claims that the increasing interpenetration of state, 
university and private corporations has resulted in each of them adopt-
ing language, sensibilities, and organisational forms that originate from 
the corporate world, which has, in part, speeded up the process of com-
ing up with new marketable products, but has meanwhile had a devas-
tating effect in terms of fostering original research. Thus, the last thirty 
years in academia have seen a rise in the amount of time spent in work-
ing with administrative paperwork, which Graeber (ibid) argues is the 
result of the introduction of corporate management techniques that are 
justified as ways to increase efficiency by introducing competition at 
every level of academia.   

It certainly seems that performance indicators and new management 
techniques have been an important part of the streamlining operation of 
higher education, but are also closely bound to international policy 
trends, as for instance, the EU’s competitiveness statements and poli-
cies indicate (see e.g. European Commission, 2000; 2006). In addition, 
since the 1980s, groups of European political and business elites have 
been increasingly lobbying and operating within European institutions 
in order to create a discourse on European global competitiveness (Biel-
er and Morton 2001). For instance, in early 2008, the EU held the first 
meeting of a newly formed Higher Education-Business Forum, which 
brought together university administrators, European Commissioners, 
representatives from chambers of commerce, and business executives. 
The purpose of this forum is to network and coordinate the activities of 
academia and industry, so that European educational institutions would 
better serve the economy (Slaughter and Cantwell, 2012).   

Likewise, Sievers (2008) states that economic value and practices are 
the guiding paradigm in the ongoing university reform, which is charac-
terised by the view that knowledge, above thinking and understanding, 
is the primary purpose of education. In terms of the reform, neoliberal 
restructuring of the global economy is, arguably, a precondition for the 
changing relations between universities and markets (Slaughter and 
Cantwell, 2012, 585), which has also indicated substantial organisation-
al changes in the field of higher education, such as reduction and clo-
sure of departments, establishment of interdisciplinary units, and re-
source allocation.  

In this sense, academic capitalism is a useful concept and a theory to 
analyse and further understanding of how and why higher education 



 

 

has become more managed and penetrated by capitalist logic in the era 
of neoliberalism. Overall, academic capitalism, as a concept and theory, 
refers to a wide variety of market and market-like activities and institu-
tions that are made use of by faculties and other higher education insti-
tutions to ensure external funding, for instance, due to reduced public 
funding (see Slaughter and Leslie, 1997; Slaughter and Rhoades, 2004).  

In Academic Capitalism (1997), Sheila Slaughter and Larry Leslie de-
fine academic capitalism as market-based or market-like activities of 
higher education faculties and academic personnel to acquire funding 
from external sources. Slaughter and Leslie (ibid) argue that academic 
capitalism is the most suitable way to describe how the profit motive has 
spread to higher education. Moreover, they argue that, along with this 
development, university employees have become state-supported entre-
preneurs (ibid). In another key publication in the field, Slaughter and 
Rhoades (2004) argue that the object of the theory of academic capital-
ism is to understand and portray the integration process of higher edu-
cation to the new capitalist knowledge economy. Moreover, the focus in 
the research, according to Slaughter and Rhoades (ibid), is in the blur-
ring boundaries between state and higher education institutions, as well 
as in networks that transcend the boundaries of public and private sec-
tors. Furthermore, as Kauppinen (2012, 545) explains: 

The focus of academic capitalism (as a theory) is not restricted to 
commercialization of research but also takes into consideration 
other aspects of universities (e.g. instruction and administration) 
and changing relations between universities and their social envi-
ronment. Thus, academic capitalism is many-sided framework for 
developing understanding also of such a diverse phenomenon as 
the influence of neoliberalism, new managerialism, and calls for 
accountability, assessment and rankings.  

Both the neoliberal state and the globalising knowledge economy are 
seen as important features of the broader structural context that com-
pels universities to move towards the markets (Kauppinen and Kai-
desoja, 2013). In this respect, Slaughter and Leslie (1997) remark that 
although countries choose various paths and means to strengthen and 
support academic capitalism, globalisation is such a strong force that a 
convergence of higher education policies between countries occurs at 
least to some extent. This policy convergence manifests itself, for in-
stance, in science and technology policy that supports techno-scientific 
innovations and ties to private sector rather than basic research or poli-
cy suggestions coming from scientific communities, and consequently, 
techno-scientific fields of research become the growth and focus areas of 
higher education (ibid). By techno-scientific research, Slaughter and 
Leslie (ibid) denote scientific fields that are directly tied to production, 
such as information technology, telecommunications, electronics, ad-



 
 

 

vanced materials, artificial intelligent and biotechnology. In the techno-
science scheme, basic and applied research, inventions and innovations 
and technology and science mix together, and while the division be-
tween knowledge and commodity is blurred and knowledge becomes a 
market good (ibid).  

From this perspective, in the academic capitalist regime, higher edu-
cation has dual role from an economic standpoint. One is the generation 
of revenue for academic organisations, and the other is to produce 
knowledge that facilitates the global economic competitiveness of cor-
porations (Rhoades, 2005). This also means that academics, in their 
part, are increasingly forced to extend their human capital stocks to 
competitive environments (Slaughter and Leslie, 1997). Universities, 
faculties and individual academics are on the one hand compelled to 
move closer to the market because of increased competition. On the 
other hand, the state, through mechanisms such as privatisation, com-
mercialisation and deregulation of the public sphere, has created oppor-
tunities for different groups to move closer to the market (ibid).  

Slaughter and Cantwell (2012, 587) argue that the theory of academic 
capitalism ‘teases out the ways in which new institutional and organi-
zational structures that link state agencies, corporations and universi-
ties developed to take advantage of the openings provided by the ne-
oliberal state to move toward the market.’ State agencies, NGOs, cor-
porations and universities are all involved in this process. It is also im-
portant to note that universities are not simply affected by some exter-
nal force, but parts of the university apparatus, indeed, embrace market 
activity, while other parts resist or neglect these measures (ibid). Like-
wise, in the academic capitalism regime, new circuits of knowledge are 
developed to facilitate entrepreneurial research projects linking state 
agencies, corporations and universities. These projects are supported 
and funded by novel funding streams and interstitial organisations. At 
the same time, universities build managerial capacity that enables them 
to function as economic actors in the market (ibid).  

Although, some might claim that there is nothing new in this type of 
development, and that universities have surely collaborated with indus-
tries for a long time, Kauppinen (2013) claims that academic capitalism 
is an actual trend, not a historical tendency, because academic capital-
ism is not immanent to the higher education system. While it is true 
that universities have been accountable to their funding bodies 
throughout their history, and interacted with the rest of the society, dur-
ing the last decades we have seen the rise of such networks and practic-
es that have ‘introduced direct market behaviours, the profit motive 
and the capitalist ethos increasingly into universities’ (Kauppinen and 
Kaidesoja, 2013, 5). On this matter, Slaughter and Rhoades (2004) have 
also attempted to portray in their book how universities have actively 
promoted activities that have spread the ethos of academic capitalism.  



 

 

According to Slaughter and Rhoades (2004), a signifying feature of 
academic capitalism is that the content of ‘public’ is transformed, and 
that the spread of academic capitalism is based on the transformation 
and unification of higher education. This change, Slaughter and Rhoad-
es (ibid) argue, does not necessarily indicate a decrease in the public 
support of higher education, but its reconfiguration. Kauppinen (2013) 
claims that in the academic capitalism regime, knowledge is commodi-
fied, and while this is being done, the system of information distribution 
within universities is transformed by encouraging secrecy. Thus, aca-
demia is not only about producing external revenues for universities, 
but arguably, there exists a conflict between private market knowledge 
and open communication and distribution of knowledge in the tradi-
tional academic sense (ibid). 

However, it has also to be pointed out that universities are complex 
institutions with various disciplines and practices. Some disciplines are, 
due to their nature and applicability, more able to interact with econom-
ic actors, while others (such as humanities and social sciences to a large 
extent) are not, which means that there are differences among disci-
plines to what level they are engaging and able to engage in market ac-
tivities that characterise academic capitalism (Kauppinen and Kai-
desoja, 2013).  

In any case, it can be argued that many of the contemporary changes 
in higher education are based on the deepening functional linkages be-
tween knowledge-based capitalism and higher education. Yet, Kaup-
pinen (2013) argues that the theory of academic capitalism, for instance, 
lacks a sufficient transnational element in its analysis, which relates to a 
more general point regarding higher education studies, that is, contem-
porary higher education studies seldom deal with broader social theo-
retical debates, not to mention ecological ones, to inform their research. 
Kauppinen and Cantwell (2014) note that globalisation has been the 
central element regarding the theory of academic capitalism from the 
beginning. Moreover, Kauppinen and Cantwell (ibid) argue that in the 
global economy knowledge production and its application have become 
key factors. This also entails a greater role for universities in the global 
economy as producers of knowledge, but at the same time, knowledge is 
contracted to a measurable and transferrable commodity. Kauppinen 
and Cantwell (ibid) argue as well that the globalisation of academic cap-
italism may indicate that academic capitalism becomes transnational.  

More explicitly, Kauppinen (2012) argues in his article Towards 
transnational academic capitalism that we are currently witnessing 
transnationalisation of academic capitalism, which ultimately challeng-
es the common assumption that universities are primarily promoters of 
national economic competitiveness. While national competitiveness 
certainly seems to have a significant role in the level of national higher 
education policy (see Chapter 6 for the Finnish case), strong external 
forces are pushing for transnationalisation of higher education. There-



 
 

 

fore, it is safe to say that academic capitalism is not only blurring the 
boundaries between higher education, states and markets, but also blur-
ring these boundaries transnationally (ibid). 

This observation is also backed up by studies regarding global capi-
talism (see e.g. Robinson, 2004; 2014). As presented earlier, scholars in 
this field argue that a shift from a world economy to a global economy 
has occurred, based on transnationalisation of production processes 
and development of global financial structure. Transnationalisation of 
global capitalism has resulted to a situation where transnational capital-
ists have mutual interests (although this does not mean that there is no 
competition or conflict of interests among transnational capitalists), 
and thus, they are forming networks and other collaborative forms to 
cement their position as the dominant fraction of capital (Robinson, 
2014, 24). Nonetheless, as Kauppinen (2012) notes, it is not only the 
production processes, but also research and development and innova-
tion networks that have become more transnational during the past 
decades (see also Kauppinen and Cantwell, 2014a). Kauppinen (2012, 
553) explains that: 

 
networks, and circuits of knowledge that characterize academic 
capitalism tend to operate increasingly transnationally partially 
because nation-states and supranational entities have developed 
favourable conditions for various knowledge-intensive transna-
tional economic practices (e.g. transnationalization of R&D) as 
part of their knowledge-based economy strategies and visions. 

  
This, in turn, has opened up possibilities for academics and universities 
to diversify their funding. Finally, a wider implication regarding trans-
national academic capitalism is the link between it and transnational 
circuits of capital. Through its transnational character, higher education 
is also contributing to the emergence of the newest chapter of global 
capitalism, that is, global knowledge capitalism, which is characterised 
by transnational production processes and research and development 
networks together with global financial structure (ibid). 

5.2 Neoliberal higher education as hegemonic and ideological state 
apparatus 

All things considered, Sotiris (2013) claims that the developments in the 
neoliberal era have led to the point where contemporary higher educa-
tion functions as a hegemonic apparatus. Accordingly, higher education  
supports the reproduction of class structures and communicates the 
dominant class strategies, fosters capitalist accumulation, and under-
mines the resistance of the subaltern classes (ibid, 133). This is because 
the shift towards neoliberal higher education or entrepreneurial higher 
education ‘is not limited to questions about degree structures, access 



 

 

and hierarchies, but also to the ideological and political balance of 
forces both within and outside academia’ (ibid, 134). Sotiris (2013, 134) 
argues that contemporary higher education is integral in corresponding 
to the crucial challenge in present-day capitalist society, that is, to the 
need to have a labour-force, which is at the same time more qualified, 
but at the same time has less collective rights and aspirations, and is 
thus more likely to conform and submit to a more oppressive, insecure, 
and exploitative environment. 

However, in order to escape overly rigid and functionalist theorising 
in this sense, it is important to consider and emphasise the dual charac-
ter of the capitalist state and its organisational forms, i.e., while the 
state represents itself as an official representative of the whole nation, it 
is at the same time place and object of class conflict (see Thomas, 2010, 
93-95, 167-195). The capitalist state is, at the same time, directed to-
ward the constitution and reproduction of capitalism, while it protects 
the accumulation process from various threats, as it acts as a factor of 
social cohesion, and meanwhile supports at least somewhat democratic 
processes and provides social security (Morrow and Torres, 1995). Not-
withstanding these various, and conflicting ambitions, the primary con-
cern for capitalist state’s is in the long-term planning and synthesising 
of the goals of economic and social reproduction of capitalism, despite 
its internal and external conflicts and disputes of individual or corpora-
tive groups (ibid, 351).  

The contradictory role of the capitalist state in terms of social conflict 
is evident also in the field of education. Carnoy and Levin (1985, 50) 
state that: 

 
schools are part of social conflict. Education is at once the result of 
contradictions and the source of new contradictions. It is an arena 
of conflict over the production of knowledge, ideology, and em-
ployment, a place where social movements try to meet their needs 
and business attempts to reproduce its hegemony.  
 

While it is certainly important to consider the process of state mediation 
of contradictions in education, such as equality and democracy in con-
trast to capital accumulation, from my perspective, it is even more im-
portant to consider the ‘correspondence’ between education and capital 
accumulation (see also Bowles and Gintis, 1976), and how in this respect 
the object of capital accumulation not only affects education but also 
undermines and limits democratic and egalitarian reforms. In this re-
spect, it is odd that although the relationship between education and 
state is at the core of the definition of education’s reproduction function 
in capitalist societies, it has seldom been analysed in critical education 
studies (Morrow and Torres, 1995, 348).  

In any case, the demands and pressures for restructuring higher edu-
cation originate from various fields and directions, as we are dealing 



 
 

 

with a phenomenon that is highly complex in character. In this sense 
education is, by no means, not only a factory (see Sotiris, 2012). Not-
withstanding, it is argued by Sotiris (2012) that contemporary higher 
education is to be considered as a hegemonic apparatus of the state, that 
is, a condensation of practices and rituals that have to do with social 
reproduction, but especially, and more importantly in our time, increas-
ingly to do with commodifying and supporting capitalist production 
processes (ibid, 118) and more generally the reproduction of capitalism. 

To bring about the idea of economic reproduction and its accompany-
ing ideology to education is, at the same time, an opportunity to discard 
the high structuralist tendency to think of the social whole in terms of 
respective ‘specialisation’ (Sotiris, 2012, 117-119). Meanwhile, to per-
ceive the contemporary higher education as a manifestation of the he-
gemony of capital, as well as the dominance of transnational capitalist 
class hegemony, arguably calls for dialectical conception of power and 
ideology, but also regarding the relation between state and higher edu-
cation. Similarly, to avoid overly structuralist, teleological, and func-
tionalist lines of argumentation, it is important to contrast these obser-
vations with resistance and class struggle regarding higher education 
that is ongoing, both internally and externally. This is because the ‘turn’ 
towards neoliberal higher education should not be seen one-
dimensionally as the result of universities becoming private businesses 
due to the hegemony of capital, but as certain condensation and reori-
entation of class strategies vis-à-vis in a period of capitalist restructur-
ing (ibid). Thus, the recent and ongoing higher education restructuring 
does not denote some simple process of managerialism and privatisa-
tion but is part of a more complex transformation in line with bourgeois 
class interests, manifested in the ideology and hegemony of neoliberal 
capitalism (see also Duménil and Lévy 2004). 

In this respect, Gramsci’s understanding of hegemony, indeed, offers 
a way of conceptualising higher education in the current historical set-
ting. This is because, as Sotiris (2013, 127-128) argues, the complex rela-
tion between civil society (see Thomas, 2010) and state offers a more 
dialectical conception of the relations between power, society and state, 
crystallised in Gramsci’s conception of the state.  

Furthermore, Gramsci’s conceptions regarding hegemony offer a way 
to integrate different purposes and practices that we generally define to 
be part of ‘education’. This is particularly true regarding the class strug-
gle, which is composed of hegemonic and counter-hegemonic projects, 
marked by a constant struggle between dominant and subordinate clas-
ses. In addition, it becomes apparent that Poulantzas’ conception of the 
state supports Gramsci’s thesis and understanding of hegemony and 
power, that is, Poulantzas (2000) perceives state and/or education, and 
the class hegemony these institutions reflect, as being a condensation of 
certain social relations. Meanwhile, and evidently, higher education in-
stitutions (in their neoliberal outlook) are indeed what Althusser postu-



 

 

lated to be Ideological State Apparatuses, that is, locations where social 
force is transformed into power with a condition that we perceive power 
as class strategy (Sotiris, 2013, 128-129). Altogether, this relational con-
ception of higher education, which can be at the same time considered a 
synthesis of Gramsci’s and Althusser’s remarks, can help us understand, 
as Sotiris (ibid, 129) argues, ‘the hegemonic function of state apparat-
uses. It is not the result of some inherent structural determination, nor 
of conscious design, but of the articulation of singular practices and 
strategies.’ Thus, the neoliberal higher education as hegemonic and 
ideological state apparatus is not necessarily a conscious or coordinat-
ed project but rather a reflection of certain class relations, structural 
imperatives linked to the reproduction of capitalism, and hegemony in a 
certain historic moment. This is also to say that although capitalist rela-
tions of production, ideology, and conditions for capital accumulation 
are reproduced through contemporary higher education, there is also 
ongoing struggle and resistance embedded in the higher education ap-
paratus regarding its purpose and orientation.  

5.3 Higher education and ecological crisis 

To conclude the arguments put forward so far, the common denomina-
tor for the entire capitalist socio-economic structure is the hegemony of 
capital. The endless capital accumulation imperative is the glue that 
both creates common interests and influences the actions of different 
economic operators including individuals, corporations, universities, 
states, banks, and international organisations. Concerning contempo-
rary higher education and its neoliberal restructuring, capitalism, as an 
increasingly complex organisation, is in constant need of skilled labour 
and different kinds of innovations to advance its expansion and to guar-
antee its reproduction. In addition to this, and because of the ongoing 
integration between capitalist markets and higher education, there are 
compelling reasons to argue that higher education institutions either 
directly or indirectly serve the purposes of capital, especially because of 
higher education’s increased role as an element in the so-called 
knowledge economy. Likewise, the demands for intensifying global 
competition and pressure for further capital accumulation, in particular 
from the state’s perspective, affect the purpose and orientation of the 
higher education apparatus and arguably push higher education into a 
more instrumental direction, influenced, managed, and controlled by 
different public and private interests.  

This being so, the role of higher education from the perspective of the 
reproduction of capitalism can be considered threefold:  

1) to ‘educate’ the workforce to become part of the processes of capi-
tal accumulation (Althusser, 2014; see also Bowles and Gintis, 
1976).  



 
 

 

 
In addition to this, two other contributions to the reproduction of capi-
talism can be considered. These are:   

 
2) knowledge and innovation production to foster economic growth 
(Slaughter and Leslie, 1997; Slaughter and Rhoades, 2004);  

 
and 3) a further involvement in fostering profit-making opportuni-
ties through commodification and commercialisation of education 
(e.g. Bok, 2003). 

 
As discussed before, the human-caused ecological crisis, although com-
plex as a phenomenon, is largely due to expansive economic activities 
leading to over-exploitation and over-consumption of natural resources 
(Foster, 2009; Jackson, 2009; Barnosky et al., 2012; IPCC, 2014; 
Moore, 2015; Steffen et al., 2015; Ward et al., 2016). Therefore, it stands 
to reason that instead of continuous expansion in consumption, produc-
tion, and capital accumulation (or more generally expansion in the ma-
terial throughput of economies) there is rather an urgent call for re-
versed ‘degrowth economics’ especially concerning the over-consuming 
and over-producing economies (see e.g. Victor, 2008; Jackson, 2009; 
Latouche, 2010). However, by contributing to the reproduction of capi-
talism, or in other words to the processes of expansive economic activi-
ty, higher education, in its current outlook, is, in fact, making the eco-
logical crisis worse, and it is of critical importance to understand by 
what exact means.  

Before this, it is vital note that higher education is a complex historical 
institution with various disciplines and practices. It is apparent, as it is 
also well established in the field of academic capitalism (see e.g. Slaugh-
ter and Cantwell, 2012; Kauppinen and Kaidesoja, 2013), that some dis-
ciplines are, due to their nature and applicability, more easily integrated 
in capitalist markets and, for instance, inclined to contribute to econom-
ic growth and accumulation of capital, while others are not. Slaughter 
and Cantwell (2012, 578) note that ‘segments of the university, includ-
ing faculty, administrators, and students, embrace market activity, 
while other segments are resistant (or neglected).’ Nonetheless, and 
despite the varied and diverse character of political and economic land-
scapes, certain strategies, values, and demands seem to appear over and 
over on the surface of contemporary higher education (Pusser et al., 
2012, 2). Among these demands is, as Pusser et al. (ibid) remark, a re-
quest to privilege applied research in service of the economy, including 
a focus on the so-called STEM fields (science, technology, engineering, 
and mathematics) as the highest valued disciplines (see also Slaughter 
and Leslie, 1997).  

As argued, contemporary higher education has three primary ways 
through which it contributes to the reproduction of the capitalist socio-



 

 

economic structure. First, higher education contributes by ‘educating’ 
the workforce to become a part of the processes of capital accumulation 
(Althusser, 2014; see also Bowles and Gintis, 1976). In addition to per-
suasive theoretical arguments, arguably one of the most straightforward 
practical examples of this particular contribution is the CEMS program 
in management education. According to the CEMS program website11:  
 

CEMS is a global alliance of academic and corporate institutions 
dedicated to educating and preparing future generations of inter-
national business leaders. 
 
The CEMS academic and corporate members work collectively to 
develop knowledge and provide education that is essential in the 
multilingual, multicultural and interconnected business world.  
 
The joint CEMS Master’s in International Management is the main 
vehicle for achieving this goal.  

The CEMS program was founded in 1988. In 2017, CEMS consisted of 
30 higher education institutions on five continents. The program had 73 
corporate partners, all of which were transnational corporations, includ-
ing ABB, Bayer, BNP Paribas, Facebook, Google, Hyundai, KONE, 
Maersk, McKinsey & Company, Microsoft, Procter & Gamble, PriceWa-
terhouseCoopers, Statoil, and UBS. In addition to these corporate part-
ners, the program also had seven social partners (NGOs), including 
Fairtrade and Global Alliance for Banking on Values. According to 
CEMS’s graduate survey, in September 2016, 78% of CEMS’s graduates 
worked for transnational corporations, of which 30% in consulting, 15% 
in technology, 13% in consumer goods, 12% in finance, and 4% in 
health/pharma12. 

As an overview of the program, according to the CEMS website13,  
CEMS Masters in International Management ‘unites high-calibre pro-
fessors from leading universities and business schools, multinational 
companies and non-profit organisations jointly designing and deliver-
ing theoretical knowledge and practical know-how.’ Furthermore, it is 
stated that CEMS corporate partners ‘contribute strongly in the crea-
tion, implementation and delivery of the local curricula.’ On a more 
institutional level, it is remarked that ‘a distinguishing factor of the 
programme is that it brings together all stakeholders (schools, compa-
nies, students and alumni).’ Finally, it is concluded that ‘in addition to 
being the most international management programme on the market, 
it is the starting point for lifelong professional and personal networks.’ 

11 http://www.cems.org/about/mission, page visited 24.2.2017 
12 http://www.cems.org/about-cems/overview/key-facts-figures, page visited 
24.2.2017 
13 http://www.cems.org/mim, page visited 24.2.2017



 
 

 

In this case, the connection between capitalism, higher education, 
and ecological crisis is explicit and direct. The CEMS program, for its 
part, offers to the transnational corporations a setting to offer a suitable 
education for future business leaders with a certain skill set, qualifica-
tions, and knowledge. The students, on their behalf, become part of the 
capitalist processes of accumulation, as they become employees of 
transnational corporations, which, by definition, maximise profits, mar-
ket share, and target economic growth in their operations. Thus, higher 
education, in this case, reproduces and supports the structure that con-
tributes to over-consumption and over-exploitation of natural resources 
in an expanding scale, and consequently, rather than mitigating, ends 
up exacerbating the ecological crisis.  

Second, higher education contributes to the reproduction of capital-
ism by producing knowledge and innovations to foster economic 
growth. Ward (2012, 91) states that, by the 1970s, technology-based 
businesses began to emerge around university zones in the United 
States (for instance in Berkeley, Stanford, and the Massachusetts Insti-
tute of Technology). At the same time, the National Science Foundation 
in the US started to support the funding of these operations by develop-
ing what was to be called ‘technology transfer’ or knowledge transfer 
between universities and businesses (McSherry, 2001, 149). Indeed, the 
trend to establish technology transfer offices (see e.g. Slaughter and 
Leslie, 1997; Mowery et al., 2004; Slaughter and Rhoades, 2004; Kaup-
pinen and Kaidesoja, 2013), as go-between organisations that facilitate 
cooperation between universities and corporations, can be understood 
as a direct marker of academic capitalism (Slaughter and Leslie, 1997; 
Slaughter and Rhoades, 2004; Kauppinen and Kaidesoja, 2013; Kaup-
pinen, 2014a). This is because, as Slaughter and Leslie (1997, 19) argue, 
'technology transfer is perhaps the most direct form of academic en-
gagement with the market'. 

In the US context, it has been argued that changes in federal law (in 
particular the Bayh-Dole Act) have resulted in increased patenting and 
licensing operations by universities during the 1980s and 1990s 
(Mowery et al., 2004; Ward, 2012), and more generally to a shift to-
wards academic capitalism (Slaughter and Rhoades 2004, 28–30, 76–
77). Whereas corporations have utilised universities in search of new 
products and services, universities have sought novel external funding 
channels after the decline in state financing (see e.g. Slaughter and 
Leslie, 1997, 6-7, 15), and means to measure up in competition against 
other universities for students and faculty (Bok, 2003). More generally, 
as Kauppinen (2014a, 1737) argues, academic capitalism represents the 
‘second enclosure movement’ (Boyle, 2003), in which ‘knowledge is 
treated as a private good and subjected to commodification’ (Kaup-
pinen, 2014a, 1737; see also Ward, 2012, Chapter 3). Thus, the norma-
tive position in the academic capitalism regime is that knowledge 
should be converted into profitable innovations (Kauppinen, 2014a, 



 

 

1737). Accordingly, knowledge is seen as valuable only when it leads to 
commodities or services that generate profit (Slaughter and Rhoades, 
2004, 29). Hence, there has been a trend to establish technology trans-
fer offices (Slaughter and Rhoades, 2004; Ward, 2012). Meanwhile, the 
patent policies of universities are designed to help the translation from 
knowledge into profitable commodities (Kauppinen, 2014a, 1737).  

A large-scale practical example of technology transfer and technology 
transfer office is the Massachusetts Technology Transfer Center 
(MTTC). According to its website14, the mission of MTTC is to facilitate 
and accelerate technology transfer between research institutions and 
Massachusetts companies, to promote collaboration between research 
institutions and the Massachusetts technology industry, assist in the 
growth of Massachusetts companies, and to support regional and state-
wide economic development priorities. In the website, it is concluded 
that: 

 
Fundamental research is the primary building block for technolo-
gy-based and knowledge-based industries. To develop and support 
these industries, creative ideas must make the transition from re-
search labs to companies, where they can be developed into prod-
ucts. 

Also, it is noted that federal research and development expenditures in 
Massachusetts’ academic and non-profit research institutions exceed 
4.5 billion dollars annually. In this respect, more than 30 technology 
transfer offices in Massachusetts universities, research hospitals, and 
non-profit research institutes support the commercialisation of re-
search. In the website, it is also remarked that MTTC enhances the 
commercialisation of research by 
 

implementing programs aimed at increasing the quantity and 
quality of new technologies transferred, educating researchers on 
entrepreneurship and the technology commercialization process, 
and bringing together researchers, company executives and pro-
fessional financiers to learn about new technological advances. 

 
Concerning the ecological crisis in particular, technology transfer 
should be considered a prominent example of the questionable ecologi-
cal impact of contemporary higher education. Again, the main ecologi-
cal problems are related to overproduction and -consumption, as well as 
the processes that target and contribute to expansive economic activity. 
The overall aim of technology transfer is, as Kauppinen (2014a, 1736) 
argues, to commercialise research and to introduce the profit motive 
into academia through intellectual property rights and, consequently, to 

14 www.mttc.org/about-mattcenter/overview/, page visited 28.2.2017



 
 

 

contribute to processes of capital accumulation and economic growth. 
For instance, in the case of MTTC, the aims and agenda concerning re-
search outputs are clearly economic growth-driven. Another point to 
consider is the scale of MTCC’s operations, which indeed are substan-
tial. Subsequently, it can be argued that because of the increasing com-
mercialisation of research outputs and due to their contribution to the 
processes of capital accumulation, higher education, at least indirectly, 
adds to environmental degradation instead of alleviating it.   

Third, higher education contributes to the reproduction of capitalism 
by the commodification and commercialisation of education to foster 
profit-making opportunities and economic growth. One of the most 
clear-cut examples in this case is the so-called ‘education exports’ (for a 
more general account on the commercialisation of higher education see 
e.g. Bok, 2003). Bennell and Pearce (2003, 215) note that the interna-
tionalisation of the landscape in higher education has been identified as 
a major trend since the late 1980s. Among other measures, universities 
in the Northern hemisphere have sought to attract a greater number of 
students and to develop collaborative ties with foreign institutions to 
enable foreign students to study for their qualifications (ibid). As Ben-
nell and Pearce (2003, 215) remark, these measures, which comprise 
the bulk of education exports, have sought to ‘generate much-needed 
income as well as foreign exchange for the universities’. As a whole, 
Bennell and Pearce (ibid, 215-216) state that the value of education ex-
ports has grown exponentially during the past decades. Meanwhile, 
higher education institutions and state governments have recognised 
the potential of international education markets for an array of educa-
tion and training services (ibid).  

Universities in the UK and Australia, in particular, have been suc-
cessful in recruiting students and developing overseas-validated courses 
and partnerships as sources of income (Bennell and Pearce, 2003, 217). 
In the UK, education exports are a relatively big business that is also 
well organised. One of the examples of this is Exporting Education UK 
(ExEdUK), which is a group of 20 UK organisations in international ed-
ucation promoting UK’s educational services in the global economy. On 
ExEdUK’s website15 it is argued that: 

 
Education exports are worth over £18 billion to the UK economy 
and have the potential for year on year growth. The international 
students of today are the business and cultural leaders, politicians 
and citizens of the growth economies of the future. The cultural 
and personal links they forge as students at British institutions will 
shape their future decisions in all sorts of ways. 
 

15 http://exeduk.com/why-are-we-campaigning/, page visited 3.3.2017



 

 

The founding members of ExEdUK believe that this is of enormous 
importance to the UK’s own economic future and there is a need 
for the all parts of the sector to work more closely together to pro-
mote the contribution of education exports to politicians, policy 
makers and the media to ensure we create the most positive cli-
mate we can to ensure education exports continue to grow in the 
short and long term. 

The UK government is also involved in the promotion of education ex-
ports. For instance, a UK government press release issued on July 29, 
2013, noted that ‘an ambitious strategy to expand UK’s education ex-
port industry’ has been published. In the press release it is declared, 
among other things, that 
 

the International Education Strategy will ensure British schools, 
universities, colleges and education businesses continue to stay 
ahead in the global education market – worth almost £3 trillion 
annually. 
 
It aims to secure an extra £3 billion worth of contracts for the UK’s 
education providers overseas, and attract almost 90,000 extra 
overseas university students by 2018.  

     
The British Council, a UK government-funded organisation promoting 
international cultural and educational opportunities, concludes in its 
website16 that:  
 

More and more countries are recognising the benefits available 
from the internationalisation of education, and its implications for 
their economies’ competitiveness and productivity. They are also 
increasingly realising the difference that supportive national poli-
cies can make in fostering innovation and growth. 
 
This is important for the UK. International education brings £17.5 
billion into the country every year. The education sector is the se-
cond largest global market, growing at 7% per year. 

 
As we see in these exhibits, education is portrayed in a very instrumen-
tal fashion; being an integral element of the processes that seek further 
capital accumulation and economic growth. While it is certainly true 
that higher education is no oil or mining industry when it comes to its 
direct ecological footprint, for instance in the case of education exports, 
its indirect consequences on the environment and ecological crisis are 
arguably significant. While, it is true that education is somewhat imma-

16 https://www.britishcouncil.org/organisation/policy-insight-
research/insight/education-goes-global, page visited 3.3.2017



 
 

 

terial (although many aspects of it are not, including campus buildings, 
sports arenas, information networks, computers, books, and also people 
with material needs), the overall aims and wider socio-economic reper-
cussion count in this case. The explicit aim of education exports is to 
acquire revenue from commodifying education. This revenue is likely to 
be used to foster further opportunities for future capital accumulation 
and economic growth, which is, because of the absolute contradiction 
and Jevons paradox, going to cause a negative impact to already over-
burdened ecosystems of this planet. Therefore, it is argued here that the 
contemporary higher education apparatus is increasingly functioning in 
an unsustainable fashion, from an ecological standpoint, indeed because 
of its contribution to the processes of capital accumulation and econom-
ic growth. In the next section, the connection between the reproduction 
of capitalism, contemporary higher education, and ecological crisis is 
reflected upon from a perspective of a single nation state, as the Finnish 
higher educational apparatus is scrutinised. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

6. The Finnish context 

 
In the following chapters, I first present a short overview of Finnish ed-
ucational history, but especially highlight the impacts of the neoliberal 
restructuring on the overall Finnish higher education, and then illus-
trate empirically how these developments manifest in Finnish education 
policy in the 21st century, and finally discuss the connection between 
Finnish higher education and the ecological crisis. 

6.1 From elitism to mass education 

The mid-19th century seems, to me, to be suitable place in history to 
start this short narrative concerning Finnish educational history and 
education policy, because it was this time in Finnish national develop-
ment (although the country was, at this time, still under Russian rule) 
when education and its school-like formats truly started to gain foothold 
in the Finnish socio-economic sphere. From this moment on, education 
was to become more significant and purpose-oriented, especially from a 
political standpoint (Heikkinen and Leino-Kaukiainen, 2011, 11-12). 
This was because, from the mid-19th century onwards, religious and 
demotic educational traditions and institutions were gradually trans-
formed and merged with new educational structures. As the Finnish 
nation state and Finnish civil society grew to fruition, school-like educa-
tion became an integral part of it (ibid).  

Along the lines of this development, ‘modernity’ found its way to Fin-
land. A class society based on Christian morality was incrementally re-
placed by a civil society, in which one’s position was not to be deter-
mined by birth, but more and more one’s economic and socio-political 
agency, in which education was to play an important part. As the Rus-
sian Empire’s foreign-political position went through turmoil in the 
mid-19th century, cumulating pressures for change erupted in the Finn-
ish great-principality (Heikkinen and Leino-Kaukiainen, 2011). One of 
these eruptions concerned the fact that the contemporary demands of 
government and economic life no longer responded to the teachings of 
ABC books and catechisms. Inherited from the 18th century enlighten-
ment, the ideas based on the importance of information, rational action 
and utility casted the ground for the designated educational thinking for 
the next century. This was re-cultivated by popular movements (such as 



 
 

 

the Fennomans) trying to elevate the level of the standard of education 
for the entire Finnish population. One of the guiding principles was 
that, to succeed or flourish, a small nation would need more than just an 
educated upper class; every citizen should possess a range of basic skills 
(ibid).     

To respond to this challenge, arguably, a more extensive educational 
system would be needed. The creation of this started from elementary 
schools that were extended to cities and countryside across the country 
beginning from the 1860s, gradually followed by more wide-ranging 
educational arrangements including occupational and higher education 
(Heikkinen and Leino-Kaukiainen, 2011, 12). This development also 
meant that education began to institutionalise and professionalise, 
which itself indicated that education became regulated and defined by 
decision makers, and organised institutionally (ibid).  

Meanwhile, the barriers for trade and production were to be lifted 
from the mid-19th century onwards. One milestone was the year 1879, 
when freedom from occupation was declared in Finland. In general, 
widespread industrial breakthroughs occurred during the 1870s and 
1880s along with the improved railroad connections. In spite of this, life 
for the majority was still anchored in small-scale farming and peasantry 
(compared to many other European countries urbanisation took place 
rather slowly in Finland; in the year 1900, 13% of the population lived in 
cities, and by 1920, 16%) (Leino-Kaukiainen and Heikkinen, 2011, 17).  

In the beginning of the 20th century, Finnish industry and commerce 
had diversified and gained strength. At the same time, educational 
choices and possibilities had grown exponentially. Nonetheless, the 
economic and social differences between town and country kept on 
growing – the present educational system still primarily supported the 
education of the elites (officials, industrial managers and owners, land-
owners). Tensions grew more marked at the time of the First World 
War, when international trade dried up. Finland became independent in 
1917, in the shadow of the October revolution in Russia, in volatile do-
mestic and international circumstances. Ultimately, the harsh civil war 
of 1918 tore the country in half for decades. Bourgeois Finland was the 
undeniable winner of the war, which meant that bourgeois values de-
fined Finland’s political and cultural atmosphere up until the Second 
World War, as the country remained predominately rural (in the late 
1930s over half of the citizens were still peasants, and only 24% lived in 
cities) (ibid, 21).   

Political and demographic circumstances of the country turned dra-
matically around after the Winter and Continuation wars (1939-1944) 
against the Soviet Union. Right-wing movements were abandoned, and 
the left – supported by the Soviet Union – increased in power. In any 
case, in the spirit of post-Second World War reconstruction, both the 
right and the left seemed to agree that the current educational arrange-
ment no longer served the needs of the industry, or the needs of an in-



 

 

ternationalising country, and thus another reform was needed (Heik-
kinen and Leino-Kaukiainen, 2011, 19-20).  

Jalava (2011, 75-76) argues that it was not so much for the sake of the 
need to strengthen the social cohesion of different classes or mutual na-
tional identity, but rather to reformulate the ideas regarding the worker 
and ideal citizen as being disciplined, hardworking, responsible and 
moral according to the principles of new kind of nation building. In a 
societal situation, where industrial production processes pressured the 
former class society dominated by the church and patriarchal morals to 
change, there was a need for an educational arrangement that would 
socialise and discipline the workers accordingly (ibid). As production 
and work moved further away from the direct life-sphere of families, a 
new kind of societal institution was, arguably, required to socialise citi-
zens to working life and citizenship, meaning that instead of educating 
and reproducing the agrarian class society, the novel education system 
would raise individuals that would integrate themselves to the level of 
bourgeois-capitalist class society as wage-labourers (ibid). Nevertheless, 
Jalava (2011, 75-76) claims that the link between education and indus-
trialism was, in reality, not this direct. Rather what was pursued at the 
level of national and education policy was the old and familiar logic that 
even a small nation could become, with the help of mass education, a 
noteworthy actor in the international arena.  

The idea of national competitiveness originally came to Finland from 
Sweden in the early 19th century. One of the central premises of the 
competitiveness ideology was that nations and cultures should aim for 
perfection and towards world citizenship, and the essential being of cul-
tures manifested itself through mutual contest. Across the 19th century, 
this idea was attached to darker colours, when the idea of cultural con-
test turned to imperialist and militarist conflicts between nation states. 
Regardless, the notion grew stronger in Finland, indicating that the cul-
tivation of human capital was the only way the nation would survive in 
the international competition, and thus, all the talents had to be discov-
ered and utilised (Ikonen, 2011, 235).  

Nevala and Rinne (2012) argue that behind the Finnish higher educa-
tional reform in the 1960s was a rapid change in economic and societal 
structures, the need to educate the baby boomers, and an idea of the 
welfare state. Thus, higher education came under the spotlight because 
it was perceived as an instrument to steer and manage societal devel-
opment (ibid). In other words, the restructuring and expansion of high-
er education was an integral part in the building project of a modern 
education state to support urbanisation, modernisation and the overall 
welfare state. In this regard, the process and developments concerning 
the formulation of the welfare state were especially turbulent. Uljas 
(2012) writes in her dissertation that the most intense political battles 
surrounded the questions regarding the nature of the state, that is, 
whether to build a welfare state and a social security system, or return 



 
 

 

to the old night watchman-like state, and cancel even the modest redis-
tributions of income that had been carried out in the post-war years. 
Generally speaking, social changes started late but took place rapidly in 
Finland. In this regard, Kettunen (2010, 9) has noted that Finnish socie-
ty remained regionally and socially polarised for a long period of time, 
and the educational system, for its part, supported this division. It was 
only in the 1960s and 1970s that efforts began to build an education sys-
tem based on the idea of social equality. In the post-war setting, an 
agrarian country was transformed in a remarkably short period of time 
to an urban society, in which the service industry was the largest em-
ployer (Kettunen and Simola, 2012, 13-14).  

During the 1960s, trust in public governance was strengthened, as 
was political organising of different interest groups, and the belief in 
knowledge as ‘capital’, which would serve the benefit of the whole socie-
ty. These developments, accompanied by an era of unprecedented eco-
nomic growth, led to the creation of Finnish welfare society, which is, in 
many respects, considered a success story (Uljas, 2012). Yet, to support 
a society based on the idea of human capital and equality, an increasing-
ly mass-based education system would be needed to integrate and serve 
this project (ibid). Hence, coming into the 1970s, the Finnish higher 
education system had been transformed completely. Economic growth, 
vernacularisation, mass education and politicisation were the central 
elements of the new higher education apparatus of the welfare state era. 
This also indicated that the scientific community was no longer as au-
tonomous entity as it used to be, which manifested itself, for instance, in 
the foundation of several new higher education institutions and in edu-
cation and public policy (see Ikonen, 2011).  

6.1.1 University and nation state 

While investigating the role and purpose of higher education, one has to 
ask what kind of duties do, for instance, universities have, to whom and 
in what way? Consequently, one has to ask whether universities create 
public or private well-being, or whether universities are local, national 
or global institutions (Kankaanpää, 2013, 26). From the state’s perspec-
tive, the duties of universities can be divided at least into economic and 
other wider societal perspectives. These other perspectives include, for 
instance, the promotion of universal science and well-being of humani-
ty, various private interests, as well as interests of industry, which can, 
of course, be overlapping and in a paradoxical relation to one another 
(ibid).  

Higher education institutions have also been caught up with globali-
sation in many ways throughout their history. At the same time, univer-
sities have had an important role as national cultural institutions taking 
care of the education of the national elites (Välimaa, 2012). Moreover, 
universities have provided a cultural and academic basis for different 



 

 

disciplines (such as history, sociology, economics etc.) and supported 
the existence of a nation state as a social entity (see Beck, 1999). In this 
respect, universities have been both symbols of the sovereign state and 
also encompassed various social arrangements, such as citizenship, 
norms and values, and identity (see Beerkens, 2004). This is particular-
ly true in Finland where universities and other higher education institu-
tions have had an essential role in the creation of national identity (see 
Välimaa, 2001). Nonetheless, arguably the most central role of universi-
ties has been for centuries, in addition to educating national elites, their 
position and entity as a mediator and facilitator of knowledge based on 
scientific research (Ikonen, 2011, 227).  

Although in many respects, the history of universities has been and 
remains in a state of change regarding to what purposes and whose in-
terests they serve, the nation state has, from early on, come to steer and 
influence its operations (Kankaanpää, 2013, 28). In fact, the develop-
ment of the modern university is also deeply intertwined with the devel-
opment and rise of nation states in the 19th century (ibid). This ‘union’ 
of the nation state and universities has guaranteed a steadier institu-
tional foundation to universities, whereas the state has benefitted from 
universities in building a national culture and educating its citizens to 
serve the state (Kwiek, 2000; 2001). Neave (2000) argues that the 
modern state defined the purpose, ‘place’, and responsibilities of uni-
versities as the fundamentals of the modern state were outlined, and 
thus the nationalisation of universities occurred. Even Humboldian 
University was originally founded for national purposes in the 19th cen-
tury. According to Jónasson (2005), it was perceived as an important 
instrument in nation building, in maintaining and in progressing Prus-
sian culture, and later in securing German economic strength, whereas 
Napoleonic universities in France were founded to serve national inter-
ests even more tightly. Nonetheless, the Humboldian university empha-
sised ‘pure science’ and ‘education through science’, characterised by a 
notion of ‘freedom and loneliness’, and thus it has sometimes been per-
ceived as ‘an ivory tower’, an entity that is somewhat detached from the 
rest of society (Niiniluoto, 2015). Similarly, its Finnish equivalent, the 
Snellmanian University has, from the beginning, cherished freedom of 
research and scientific education, but at the same contained more ex-
plicit demands for those who have received education to serve their 
country (ibid).  

Overall, the higher education structure in Finland has been in a state 
of transformation for the last hundred years. Until 1908, there was only 
one university in Finland, which had been transferred from Turku to 
Helsinki in 1828. It was renamed from the Imperial Alexander Universi-
ty to the University of Helsinki in 1919, and in the beginning of its aca-
demic history had philosophical, theological, judicial and medical facul-
ties (Leino-Kaukiainen and Heikkinen, 2011). In 1908, the Polytechnic 
School was promoted as the University of Technology, meanwhile high-



 
 

 

er education became, for the first time, an integral part of Finnish in-
dustrial and commercial policy (Ikonen, 2011; see also Niiniluoto, 
2015). 

Since the Second World War, the development of higher education 
apparatus in Finland, along with other Western countries, has experi-
enced an era of substantial expansion and massification (Välimaa, 2001; 
Nevala and Rinne, 2012). In particular, the social science disciplines 
have actively taken part in the building project of Finnish welfare state 
(Niiniluoto, 2015). On the whole, the expansion and massification of the 
higher education apparatus has changed its societal position and signifi-
cance, not only because of the number of students who study in these 
institutions (according to the Ministry of Education (2004) around 65% 
of particular age group is offered an opening in the Finnish higher edu-
cation system), or the number of faculties, but also because of the in-
creasing costs these institutions require to function, and the results they 
are expected to deliver. Thus, it can be argued that higher education has 
moved from the periphery to the core of society, and that Finland has 
become an education state in the post-war years (Nevala and Rinne, 
2012).  

To highlight this transition, in the beginning of 1950s there were 
three universities (the University of Helsinki, the University of Turku 
and Åbo Academy) and eight other higher education institutions in Fin-
land (Ikonen, 2011). In contrast, at the beginning of the 2000s, the 
Finnish higher education apparatus consisted of ten multi-faculty uni-
versities, three universities of technology, three schools of economics 
and business administration, four art academies, and 29 polytechnics 
(Opetusministeriö, 2004:6). As of 2015, after several national university 
mergers, there were 14 universities17, of which 12 are public corpora-
tions and two foundations, and 26 polytechnics18, of which 24 are pri-
vate or municipal institutions.  

Many Finnish universities were private at first and then nationalised; 
1985 marks the year when all the universities of Finland were public. 
However, soon after the tide turned, at least in principle, towards fa-
vouring autonomy and strategic steering of universities (Kankaanpää, 
2013). Nevala and Rinne (2012) argue that Finnish higher education 
apparatus was caught up with major external structural pressures to 
change its composition and orientation in the 1980s and 1990s. In many 
respects, the relationship between higher education and state remained 
the same during the post-war years. The relationship was based on an 
unspoken contract that higher education institutions would offer educa-
tion to those who would qualify, and the state, in turn, would secure 
necessary funding for universities. The quality and orientation of higher 

17 http://www.minedu.fi/OPM/Koulutus/yliopistokoulutus/yliopistot/ 
?lang=en, page visited 12.11.2015   
18 http://www.minedu.fi/OPM/Koulutus/ammattikorkeakoulutus 
/ammattikorkeakoulut/?lang=en, page visited 12.11.2015



 

 

education was steered internally, which gave it strong autonomy despite 
being part of the state apparatus. In the 1980s, the relationship between 
state and higher education, however, began to change again. As Nevala 
and Rinne (ibid) write, autonomy turned out to be only conditional and 
negotiable after all. The ‘conditional autonomy’ of higher education in-
stitutions would only materialise if a particular higher education institu-
tion would succeed in fulfilling the norms set by the Parliament and 
Ministry of Education (ibid). 

6.1.2 Higher education restructuring in Finland – from the 1980s to 
2000s 

In addition to globalisation, the most significant feature of Finnish 
higher education after the Second World War has been massification 
(Välimaa, 2001). Välimaa (ibid) asserts that four trends are to be found 
linked to massification: democratisation of higher education, equalisa-
tion, levelling of regional differences and the tradition of elite universi-
ties, which has also implied the differentiation of higher education insti-
tutions in Finland. Perhaps more importantly, education has always 
been considered as a national project in Finland, although the word ‘na-
tional’ has been understood differently in the course of time (ibid). 
Along with massification, Finnish higher education policy became state-
led during the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s. The state took a notable role in 
the formulation of education policy, as universities were nationalised, 
and the formulation of education policy was centred upon the Ministry 
of Education (see e.g. Nevala, 1999; Rinne, 2010; Kauko, 2011). The 
1980s are considered to be another turning point in Finnish national 
education policy, because this decade is marked by a period when trans-
formation began from state regulation and control towards managing by 
results (see e.g. Tomperi, 2009; Nevala and Rinne, 2012; Niiniluoto, 
2015). 

Originally, changes in the Finnish political and economic landscape 
were inflicted by an economic downturn in the mid-1970s (see e.g. 
Kuisma, 2013; Yliaska, 2014). However, especially since the beginning 
of the 1980s, alternative international trends such as New Public Man-
agement (see Yliaska, 2014), which challenged the social democratic 
spirit, penetrated Finnish national policy, and thus, reform would no 
longer mean the extension of public governance, but instead competi-
tion and freedom to choose.  

In any case, the ongoing restructuring of higher education in Finland 
is linked to wider set of social and economic restructurings that were 
triggered by a wide variety of factors such as, amongst others, the oil 
crisis of the 1970s, the end of the Cold War, the deep financial recession 
of the 1990s, European integration, and the international economic pol-
icy trends. Yliaska (2014), for example, portrays in his dissertation how 
the ideas of New Public Management penetrated into public govern-



 
 

 

ment and eventually gave away to centralisation, commodification and 
marketisation of the public sector, starting from the late 1970s. Many 
prominent Finnish social scientists have also identified this change from 
state planning to market-based competition economy, or namely the 
change from the welfare state to the competition state (see e.g. Eräsaari, 
2002; Kantola, 2002; Alasuutari, 2006; Heiskala and Luhtakallio, 
2006; Julkunen, 2006; Patomäki, 2007; Kettunen, 2008; Mäkinen and 
Kourula, 2014). This political change has, in particular, indicated how 
the way of speaking or the orientation of the state changed during the 
1980s, 1990s and 2000s. During this period, competitiveness became a 
central indicator of performance in the state economic and social policy 
(including higher education), though this does not necessarily imply 
that the economy, government, politics or values of the public would 
have come to the core penetrated by a ‘competitive logic’ (Heiskala and 
Luhtakallio, 2006). 

Meanwhile, the developing capitalist globalisation has entailed a sit-
uation, in which national, regional and local activities attempt to pro-
duce competitive locations and settings for economic actors, who com-
pare national and local conditions for investments from a transnational 
perspective (Kettunen and Simola, 2012, 13). In this framework, 
knowledge, know-how, innovation and lifetime learning have been 
raised as the state’s explicit goals to respond to these new challenges 
(ibid). Rinne (2004) has written that the transformation towards mar-
ket orientation in higher education was exceptionally rapid and pro-
found in Finland in the 1990s. To Rinne (ibid), the most important rea-
sons were the massification of higher education, harsh economic reces-
sion, EU membership (1995), and turn to the right in politics. As a re-
sult, the new guiding principles of higher education included ‘entrepre-
neurialism, managerialism, competition, funding by results, continu-
ous assessment, Centre of Excellence policy, contracting and fighting 
for external funding' (Rinne, 2004, 129). Consequently, the overall re-
structuring, Rinne (ibid) argues, was a reflection of more globalised and 
international changes concerning the role and functions of higher edu-
cation, state and transnational organisations.  

According to Patomäki (2007), the liberation of the financial markets 
started the neoliberal era in Finland in the beginning and mid-1980s. To 
be sure, it is difficult to draw a timeline for the spread of neoliberalism, 
since the majority of countries that have embraced neoliberalism, have 
done so only partially or in a unique manner (see Harvey, 2005). The 
Finnish context differs a great deal from the USA, the UK or even Swe-
den. Nevertheless, is has been argued that the neoliberal structural 
changes such as privatisation of public services and the deregulation of 
financial markets have had significant effects on institutions and insti-
tutional practices in Finland during the past three decades (Patomäki, 
2007). At the same time, there has been a change in discourse and way 
of thinking in the public sector as public sector policies have, in general, 



 

 

shifted from resource-driven towards market-driven policies (Alasuuta-
ri, 2006). Moreover, the changes in the policy-making level and in the 
mindset have meant that education is increasingly perceived as an in-
strument of competition but also that competition is perceived as an 
instrument of education (Kettunen and Simola, 2012, 15-16).  

Another telling example regarding state education policy transfor-
mation from quantity to quality is that, if the catchphrase for education 
policy in the 1970s was democratisation, in the 1990s it was innovation. 
Research and development appropriations grew steadily in Finland in 
the 1980s, over 10% annually, which was the highest increase among 
the OECD nations (Kettunen et al., 2013). An important milestone in 
the course of this development was the foundation of Tekes (The Finn-
ish Funding Agency for Innovation) in 1983. In addition, the newly 
founded (1986) governmental scientific and technology council (later 
science and innovation council) contributed to this development, which 
brought the concept of the national innovation system along with its 
policy outline. From the national innovation system’s perspective, the 
institutions linked to working life, education and technology were, in 
particular, to be perceived and integrated from the point of view of 
global economic competition. This novel way of looking at things gained 
strength, while the Finnish economy went through a recession in 1990s 
(ibid). Kallunki et al. (2015) note that the notion of national innovation 
system was attached to the Finnish higher education policy in the mid-
1990s, and consequently universities were attached as part of the ‘na-
tional innovation system’. In education, the Ministry of Education’s De-
velopment Plan published in 1995 stated that universities are part of the 
national innovation system, which is an essential foundation for the de-
velopment of employment and the economy (ibid). From this moment 
forward, innovations and innovation policy would play a central role in 
Finnish higher education policy, as would the case for the concept of 
national innovation system that integrated education, economic and 
employment policy (Kallunki et al., 2015). 

One of the goals of state’s innovation policy has been to make Finland 
one of the world’s leading economies based on education and the quality 
of the educational system (Kettunen et al., 2013). Accordingly, this has 
implied that universities and other higher education institutions were 
elevated to a key position, as it was in their responsibility to both edu-
cate the needed workforce and to produce research in order to facilitate 
the creation of innovations. The innovation policy in the Finnish context 
has also suggested that educational resources have been reallocated in a 
more ‘efficient’ manner to those areas of research where Finland pos-
sessed opportunities for ‘top-notch’ research that would bring a compet-
itive advantage (ibid). As Välimaa and Hoffman (2008, 274) point out: 

The distinctive feature of the Finnish welfare state version of the 
knowledge society is the strong expectation that the state should 



 
 

 

play a key role between society and the market. The State acts as 
regulator via legislation, making it a flexible organiser of the de-
velopment activities needed to reach the goals of a knowledge soci-
ety.  

The nation state in this case plays an active and significant role in bring-
ing together researchers and companies in order to focus resources on 
economically strategic operations. It is also politically notable that, in 
Finland, the national research and innovation council, chaired by the 
Prime Minister, defines national strategies concerning research and in-
novation, in which higher education has a substantial role. In addition, 
it is also precisely in this context, that the role of contemporary higher 
education policy becomes important regarding the role of higher educa-
tion (Välimaa and Hoffman, 2008).  

Niiniluoto (2015) observes that, in the beginning of the 1980s, the 
‘pureness’ of science was still protected from the corporate world in Fin-
land. However, soon science was to be perceived as a means of produc-
tion, or as a catalyst for economic growth, which is the foundation of 
knowledge and the knowledge-intensive economy19. Likewise, Kaup-
pinen and Kaidesoja (2013, 13-14) explain that in Finland ‘universities’ 
role in society was construed in a new way in science policy: they were 
no longer seen mostly as promoters of democracy, welfare state and 
systematic social planning, but rather as sources of new technologies.’  

Therefore, Kauppinen and Kaidesoja (2013) also suggest that, since 
the beginning of the new millennium, there has been a qualitative shift 
towards academic capitalism in Finland. They argue that this is because 
the institutional conditions for ‘academic entrepreneurship’ were 
strongly facilitated, for example through technology transfer offices and 
changes in legislation (see also Kauppinen, 2012). One of these changes 
in legislation was The Act on the Right to Inventions Made at Higher 
Education Institutions, which institutionalised the ownership of intel-
lectual property by universities, which in principle, means that re-
searchers are identified in relation to invention activities as any other 
employee who is working for an employer (Kauppinen and Kaidesoja, 
2013). The new status of academic workers closely reflects, in this case, 
developments that have occurred in the US context (see Slaughter and 
Leslie, 1997). Another even more significant change in legislation was 
the Universities Act (2009) that terminated universities’ status as state 
organisations and faculties’ status as civil servants (see Välimaa, 2012). 
As Slaughter and Cantwell (2012, 595) remark, because of the Universi-
ties Act universities in Finland:   

must choose whether they will be public corporations or private 
foundations, the various choices conferring somewhat different 

19 This change in education policy and in discourse is well documented by 
Kankaanpää in her dissertation (2013).



 

 

autonomy from the state. Universities will continue to receive 
funds from the state for their statutory public duties, but levels of 
funding will depend on the quality and impact of their activities as 
well as on national education and science policy objectives. Uni-
versities will be able to apply for public research funding, as well as 
decide how to use revenues from their business ventures, dona-
tions, gifts as well as return on their capital.  

The University Act also emphasises the need for promoting an ‘entre-
preneurial culture’ in academia by increasing organisational autonomy 
and flexibility (Aarrevaara et al., 2009). Kettunen et al. (2013) have ar-
gued that the distinctive feature and explicitly stated goal of the univer-
sity reform was a call for tighter connection between universities and 
industry and commercial bodies in order to maintain Finnish national 
competitiveness. Rinne (2010) in contrast argues that, along with the 
University Act, a new era has begun in Finnish higher education policy. 
By this, Rinne means that the neoliberal doctrine has been adapted to 
the national policy. A reflection of this doctrine is, according to him, a 
transformation from emphasising competition and cutting-edge re-
search to the specialisation and positioning of individual institutions, a 
change, he argues, that will bind universities tighter to the ‘national in-
novation system’. Other noteworthy changes in Finnish academia (see 
e.g. Rinne, 2004; Patomäki, 2007) in the 2000s include the implemen-
tation of a performance-related pay system (2006), the system of time 
management (2006) and systems regarding quality control (2004). 
Hence, Kauppinen and Kaidesoja (2013) argue that the managerialisa-
tion of Finnish universities has transformed administration of universi-
ties into the direction of management of private corporations (see also 
Välimaa, 2012).  

Overall, it seems evident that the restructuring of Finnish higher ed-
ucation is poorly understood if it is studied only from a single nation 
state perspective or more generally by using a nation state-centric 
framework. Scholars such as Rinne (2004), Välimaa and Hoffman 
(2008), and Kauppinen (2012) have argued that transformation in 
Finnish higher education are closely linked to the development of su-
pranational higher education policy in continental Europe (e.g. Bologna 
Process) and the EU’s competitiveness policy (e.g. Lisbon Agenda), but 
also the OECD’s policy suggestions (see also Kauppinen and Kaidesoja, 
2013). In particular, the importance of the Bologna Process (a proce-
dure to ensure the comparability of standards and quality of higher edu-
cation qualifications in Europe), as pointed out by Välimaa and Hoff-
man (2008), is that is simultaneously influences several levels of Euro-
pean higher education. As Välimaa and Hoffman (ibid, 276) explain:   

 
National higher education policy makers aim to implement the re-
form at the system level, higher education institutions are develop-



 
 

 

ing institutional policies to implement the Bologna Process and 
individual academics are occupied with the requirements of adapt-
ing curricula changes which can accommodate the idea of two cy-
cles of degrees. 
 

Moreover, issues such as, the EU’s aim to become the most competitive 
knowledge-based economy in the world have been translated in Finland 
into policies aiming to increase the country’s competitiveness in the 
global knowledge economy. In addition to this, increased global compe-
tition has been used as one of the ways to legitimate Finnish higher edu-
cation reforms (see Rinne, 2004; Välimaa, 2012). Thus, because of the 
ongoing higher education reform, it has been argued that Finnish higher 
education is becoming more and more EU- and OECD-like, rather than 
being national or Nordic (Rinne, 2004). However, and as Kauppinen 
(2013) states, while it is important to analyse national university re-
forms in relation to international politics and political trends, it is still 
plausible to speak of national university structures, and furthermore to 
argue that nation states are still important in legitimising and resourc-
ing these reforms. Whereas the national economy has become less rele-
vant as a concept, the nation state still has important functions in re-
spect to the economy, and thus, capitalist globalisation has, by no 
means, indicated a separation between state and capital. In this respect, 
the nation state is a site of an ongoing class struggle but also a site of 
struggle between transnational and national capitalist classes, which try 
to influence and to regulate it for their benefit (Kauppinen, 2013).  

6.2 Introduction to empirical illustration 

The choice to illustrate the purpose of higher education, from the state’s 
perspective, is primarily due to the overall research design, which is ori-
ented towards the theorisation of the reproduction of capitalism and 
establishing the link between capitalism, higher education and ecologi-
cal crisis. However, what does the state’s perspective mean in this case? 
Quite simply, the state’s perspective means that my aim is to illustrate 
how the documents, which originate from the state administration, ex-
press the overall orientation and purpose of higher education, and then 
conclude how this is linked to the reproduction of capitalism and eco-
logical crisis. To be sure, I am aware that the state is not a uniform enti-
ty – the state is not a thing, but a (contested) social relation, as present-
ed in this thesis based on Gramsci’s and Poulantzas’ remarks. While this 
is undoubtedly true, it is at the same time clear that the state does not 
remain impartial, but is defined by the dominating classes and their 
class ideology, which equals to specific state ideology on a specific time 
and place.  

In this respect, and although the documents that originate from state 
administration do not have a uniform definition, portrayal or purpose of 



 

 

higher education, there can nonetheless be found to be a dominant way 
of expressing the purpose and orientation of higher education. This 
dominating expression can be considered to represent the state’s overall 
portrayal or condensation of higher education. Moreover, while it is true 
that the policy documents do not necessarily reflect reality, they are, 
nevertheless, an important instrument to be used to construct reality, as 
policy documents are one of the state’s primary instruments to steer, 
define and transform state policy (Ranson, 1995; Brand, 2013).  

Furthermore, I have made a choice to illustrate the purpose of higher 
education from the state’s perspective because I consider that the state 
is an integral element in both the reproduction of capitalism and also 
for the sake of overall higher education (in Finland). For instance, and 
based on this chapter, it is seemingly clear that, in Finland, the state is 
the most prominent body that steers higher education through legisla-
tion and policy (see also Rekilä, 2006), as well as the primary funding 
body of higher education (Niiniluoto, 2015).  

Nevertheless, to avoid the risk of being overly abstract, I next outline 
the Finnish higher education apparatus, that is, some of the legal, finan-
cial and institutional preconditions, as well as state administration con-
cerning higher education, and higher education policy. Following this, I 
explain in more detail how this apparatus is linked to the theoretical 
argument put forward in this thesis.   

 
According to the dual model of Finnish higher education, universities 
and polytechnics together form two parallel but independent pillars of 
higher education, through which individuals with different kinds of 
knowledge and qualifications graduate to serve the Finnish society (Ni-
iniluoto, 2015). Regarding the mission of universities, Finnish legisla-
tion (University Act, law 558/2009, 2§) states that:  

The mission of universities is to promote free research and aca-
demic and artistic education, to provide higher education based on 
research, and to educate students to serve their country and hu-
manity. In carrying out their mission, universities must promote 
lifelong learning, interact with the surrounding society and pro-
mote the impact of research findings and artistic activities on soci-
ety.  

The role of polytechnics is, according to Finnish legislation, more direct. 
The mission of polytechnics stated in legislation (Polytechnics Act, law 
932/2014, 4§) is to educate experts for working life and for the needs of 
industry and commerce, and to practise teaching and support regional 
R&D activities.  

The universities’ third mission, the interaction with the surrounding 
society, in addition to scientific research and teaching based on re-
searched knowledge, was added to Finnish legislation in 2005. To be 



 
 

 

sure, and according to many, universities have been carrying out this 
particular duty for centuries. The Act on the Right to Inventions Made 
at Higher Education Institutions in 2006, for its part, institutionalised 
the ownership of intellectual property by universities (Niiniluoto, 2015). 
The Universities Act (2009), for its part, transformed universities’ sta-
tus to state corporations or private foundations, and faculties’ status 
from civil servants to university employees (see Välimaa, 2012). Accord-
ing to the University Act, each university can choose whether they are 
public corporations (12 universities) or private foundations (2 universi-
ties, namely Aalto University and the Tampere University of Applied 
Sciences). 

Disregarding the new University Act, and the novel legislative 
position of universities in contrast to the state, the funding of 
universities primarily comes from the state’s budget, but levels of 
funding depend on the quality and impact of universities’ activities as 
well as on national education policy objectives (Välimaa, 2012). Along 
with the new legislation, universities have also become more active in 
seeking funding from external bodies, such as companies, trusts and 
alumni (Niiniluoto, 2015). In 2015, the basic funding for universities 
was 1.65 billion euros, which accounts for around two thirds of their 
annual budget. The rest, around 35% of funding, comes from other 
semi-governmental agencies, such as the Finnish Academy, the Finnish 
Funding Agency for Innovation (Tekes), the EU, but also from private 
trusts, and from industry and companies (ibid).       

Every citizen’s right to an education is written in the Finnish 
constitution. Every Finnish citizen is guarateed an equal right to receive 
an education according to their abilities and needs, irrespective of their 
financial situation. Education is compulsory, regulated by law, and it 
gives the right for every Finnish citizen to receive free pre- and basic 
schooling. In addition, secondary, tertiary and doctoral education is free 
in the Finnish education system (Opetusministeriö, 2006:8) for Finnish 
and EU/ETA citizens.  

The Finnish Parliament decides on legislation regarding education 
and science, and on the principles of education and science policy. The 
Council of State and the Ministry of Education are responsible for pre-
paring and executing science and education policy in Finland (Koulutus 
ja tiede Suomessa, Ministry of Education, 2006). The general lines of 
education and science policy and the objecives for universities are 
defined every fourth year for the following five years in the Ministry of 
Education and Culture’s Development Plan of Education and University 
Research report conducted by Council of State and Ministry of 
Education and Culture (Koulutus ja tutkimus vuosina 2011-2016, 
Opetus- ja kulttuuriministeriö, 2012:1).      

In addition to the outlines of government platforms (hallitusohjel-
ma), Development Plans for education by the Ministry of Education and 
Culture, legislation, and other education policy documents, universities 



 

 

are steered by the Ministry of Education and Culture’s performance cri-
teria. In the performance negotiations between universities and the 
Ministry of Education and Culture (every three years), the aims of uni-
versities, such as degree targets, budgets, monitoring, and development, 
are agreed (Opetusministeriö, 2006:8). According to a report by Minis-
try of Education (2008:24), a key instrument for steering of higher edu-
cation institutions is performed by set targets and results. Polytechnics 
and universities agree with Ministry of Education and Culture how aims 
and targets are to be reached in the next three-year period. The bodies 
that arrange education in Finland are bound by law to review and to 
take part in the external review process, which is conducted locally, re-
gionally and nationally. Additionally, Finnish higher education institu-
tions take part in international review processes. Universities and poly-
technics are reviewed by the Review Council of Higher Education, which 
is part of the Ministry of Education and Culture (ibid).  

The premises of science, technology and innovation policy and legis-
lation are decided by the Parliament. The Council of State and minis-
tries are responsible for the preparation and execution of science and 
technology policy. While the Ministry of Education and Culture is re-
sponsible for education and science policy, the Ministry of Employment 
and the Economy is responsible for industry and commerce and tech-
nology policy (ibid). Approximately 85% of the State’s funding for 
research is channelled through these two ministries20. 

In this respect, the Research and Innovation Council (the state’s Sci-
ence and Technology Council from 1987 to 2008) is a central organisa-
tion in the field of science, technology and scientific education, and is 
responsible for monitoring, reviewing, directing and integrating science, 
technology and innovation policy (Law 1043/2008, Research and Inno-
vation Council). The council is chaired by the Prime Minister, as other 
members of the council include the Minister of Education, Minister of 
Commerce and Industry, Minister of Finance, and a maximum of four 
other ministers. In addition, the council includes members from re-
search funding bodies, universities, research institutions, private corpo-
rations and trade unions (ibid). The central organisations responsible 
for the research and innovation policy are the Ministry of Education, the 
Ministry of Employment and the Economy. The Ministry of Education 
handles matters concerning, for example, education, science policy, 
universities and higher education institutions as well as the Academy of 
Finland. The Ministry of Employment and the Economy correspon-
dingly handles matters concerning, for example, industrial and 
innovation policy, Tekes and the VTT Technical Research Centre of 
Finland (ibid).  

 

20 http://www.research.fi/en/finnish-strategy-and-policy-
guidelines/innovation-system, page visited 15.4.2016



 
 

 

It is apparent that state’s presence in administration, legislation and 
finance is significant considering the overall foundations of higher 
education in Finland. In addition to these institutional foundations, one 
of the primary ways to communicate the state’s expectations and aims 
concerning higher education is through higher education policy docu-
ments (Ranson, 1995). From the state’s perspective, policy documents 
have a specific and formal purpose in codifying the values for future 
reforms (ibid). Thus, policy documents can be considered one of the 
main ways to steer education, in addition to various performance 
criteria, from the state’s perspective. As Brand (2013, 431) argues, ‘the 
concept of public policy needs to be developed in conjunction with 
other concepts, i.e. a sophisticated understanding of the state’. This 
means, according to him, (ibid) that state policy should be seen 
primarily as a mechanism for structuring policy, rather than being a 
problem solving instrument. Therefore, state policy can be seen as a 
manifestation and condensation, although contested and based on 
unstable compromises (Brand, 2013), of the state’s portrayal and ideal 
of a particular matter (such as higher education).  

This portrayal of state and state policy is very much in line with the 
overall theoretical and philosophical foundations of this study. We 
might recall a certain quote by Marx in Chapter 2, where Marx and 
Engel’s materialist conception of history (ontological and epistemo-
logical stance) or in this case rather historical materialism (method of 
study upholding the ontological and epistemological stance of the 
materialist conception of history) was also briefly outlined. To repeat 
the quote from before, Marx (1979, 103) wrote in The Eighteen Brood-
mare of Louis Bonaparte: 

 
Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they 
please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by them-
selves, but under the circumstances directly encountered, given 
and transmitted from the past. 

In short, humans ‘inherit’ natural, socio-cultural and material condi-
tions from the past generations of human and non-human beings. In 
more elaborate terms, Marx and Engels (1998, 61-62) write in The Ger-
man Ideology that: 

history does not end by being resolved into ‘self-consciousness’ as 
‘spirit of the spirit’, but that in it at each stage there is found a ma-
terial result: a sum of productive forces, an historically created re-
lation of individuals to nature and to one another, which is handed 
down to each generation from its predecessor; a mass of produc-
tive forces, capital funds and conditions, which, on the one hand, 
is indeed modified by the new generation, but also on the other 
prescribes for it its conditions of life and gives it a definite devel-



 

 

opment, a special character. It shows that circumstances make 
men just as much as men make circumstances.  

From these rather broad statements, one can take note that the state 
and state policy is always a cumulation as well as an embodiment of 
particular historical circumstances and struggles, as Brand (2013) also 
argues. The political and material situation today may be something else 
tomorrow, but the situation is nevertheless conditioned by the historical 
legacy and prevailing natural and socio-cultural circumstances. 
Moreover, the type of state and state policy in a particular moment in 
history, according to Marx and Engels and many Marxists after them, is 
considered to be a manifestation and condensation of the dominant 
class’s values and ideals, although it is, at the same time, clear that the 
situation has been and remains to be constested and conditioned by the 
ongoing political and class struggle (Marx and Engels, 1998; Poulantzas, 
1978; 2000). 

Accordingly, educational policy is to be considered, in this thesis, as a 
culmination of historical choices made in the past that manifest and 
take a particular form as they become entwined with today’s societal 
circumstances, as well as reflecting dominating ideas, social dynamics 
and relations that influence the contemporary and inherited socio-
political reality. In perceiving educational policy the related documents 
from this perspective, we are also able to witness the materiality and 
historicity of these documents, but also, and more importantly, their 
nature as representations of dominant ideas, social relations and dy-
namics of a given time and place. Therefore, it is possible to argue that 
the state indeed perceives education in a particular fashion, although it 
is, also clear that this is only one of the state’s many perceptions con-
cerning education, albeit the dominant one. Moreover, it is possible to 
attach this dominant perception to a wider socio-political frame and 
contemplate how this perception is linked to the reproduction of capi-
talism, for instance. 

The education policy documents used in the empirical illustration 
consist of a total of 51 documents21 (approx. 3200 pages), and three 
websites from the beginning of 2000 to the end of 2015. They include: 

- 4 government platforms (Vanhanen, 2003; 2007; Katainen, 2011; 
Sipilä, 2015)  

- 2 Council of State’s principle decisions (periaatepäätös) 

- 36 reports and accounts published by the Ministry of Education 
(Opetusministeriö) 

- 5 Research and innovation council reports and definitions of inno-
vation policy 

21 All the documents are listed in the end of the references section. 



 
 

 

- 4 other documents (three passed laws, and one ‘core initiative’ from 
Prime Minister’s Office)  

The documents were primarily retrieved from the Ministry of Education 
and Culture’s web page (except the passed laws, and the core initiative). 
In the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture’s web page, there is 
the opportunity to search for publications (Julkaisuhaku) by year. On a 
yearly basis (2000-2015) I collected documents of relevance in terms of 
education policy, that is, I gathered the documents that dealt with mat-
ters regarding education and education policy. This procedure gave me 
a total of 70 documents. The number of documents was then reduced to 
47 (plus three laws and one core initiative) based on the relevancy of the 
documents in terms of education policy. I chose to use the 51 education 
policy documents because I contend that they reflect the overall views 
and ideas of Finnish education policy and portray the general expecta-
tions, demands and aims from the state’s perspective concerning higher 
education. In this respect, my aim in this study has been only to deal 
with the general elements regarding the overall purpose of higher edu-
cation coming from state’s perspective.  

The content of those 51 documents is diverse, as is the style and tone 
of the text. Some of the documents are strict policy documents, and 
some are more informal reports. Some of the documents target small 
details, as some of the documents try to define general lines of future 
education and education policy, for instance. Yet, and somewhat sur-
prisingly to me, the treatment of the purpose of higher education is 
quite unanimous. Disregarding the documents’ purpose and style, it is 
clear that economic issues dominate the education policy documents 
(see table 3 below)22.  

 
Table 3. Key word count 
 

 
 

22 The reader should take note that this kind of table is merely an approximate 
description of the content of the education policy documents, although the 
table in this case quite accurately testifies on the manner in which economic 
issues dominate the policy documents.



 

 

Words such as economy and economic (talous, taloudellinen), as well as 
economic growth (talouskasvu), competitiveness (kilpailukyky), and 
innovation are frequently repeated in the majority of the 51 documents. 
In contrast, words like all-round education (sivistys, yleissivistys), well-
being (hyvinvointi), nature/environment (luonto, ympäristö) are con-
siderably less frequently used to portray the overall purpose of educa-
tion. Overall, issues regarding innovation, economic ‘development’, 
growth, and competitiveness are dealt with rather consistently through-
out the fifteen-year period, as can be noticed also from the table. The 
financial crisis that began in 2008 seemed to entail some changes in the 
content of the state’s education policy. During the years 2009-2015, the 
emphasis on the cooperation between the private sector and educational 
institutions seems to increase, as well as the demand to strengthen the 
production of innovations, competitiveness, the internationalisation of 
education, the focus on employment and, in general, suitable economic 
development. At the same time, ‘softer’ aims regarding education, such 
as all-round education (yleissivistys), well-being and sustainable devel-
opment seem to appear in the documents less frequently.  

There are two documents that explicitly deal with sustainable devel-
opment in education – Education for Sustainable Development (Ope-
tusministeriö, 2002), and Towards Sustainable Development in Higher 
Education – Reflections (Opetusministeriö, 2007) – but in other docu-
ments the treatment of sustainable development as a purpose of educa-
tion and educational policy remains marginalised. Meanwhile, when the 
term sustainable development is used, aside from the two mentioned 
reports, it is generally used to mean sustainable economic and social 
development, while sustainable ecological development is rarely men-
tioned. 

In the next chapters, my aim is to present the quality of the docu-
ments in more detail, as it was only briefly portrayed here. To be sure, 
the primary aim is to illustrate how the purpose of higher education is 
expressed, from the state’s perspective, in the education policy docu-
ments, and to conclude how this portrayal is linked to the reproduction 
of capitalism. I start by illustrating the link between higher education 
and the so-called Finnish national innovation system. I subsequently 
discuss the general purposes of higher education from the state’s per-
spective, before going deeper into the more instrumental and utility-
based perspectives concerning higher education. In the three ‘factory’ 
chapters, I depict how the state perceives higher education as a factory-
like institution – as I call it – that is expected to deliver certain prede-
termined outcomes. Finally, I bring the sub-themes together once more 
in Chapter 6.2.6, where I discuss the state’s view concerning the restruc-
turing of the global economy and regional competitiveness, before I 
draw general conclusions on the Finnish context.  



 
 

 

6.2.1 National innovation system 

The so-called23 national innovation system, and the role of higher edu-
cation and state in it, was primarily investigated from the reports of the 
state’s Science and Technology Council (later Research and Technology 
Council). A report by state’s Science and Technology Council (Valtion 
tiede- ja teknologianeuvosto, 2000, 5) notes that since the year 1990 
Science and Technology Council has perceived the advancement of sci-
ence, technology and innovations from the perspective of national in-
novation system. The report argues (ibid, trans. mine)24: ‘National in-
novation system is a field of interaction of knowledge and know-how, 
which is founded on cooperation of the all the creators and users of 
knowledge. The development of the innovation system has strongly 
relied upon the good cooperation of public and private sector.’ In the 
report (ibid) it is concluded that because of global trends the role of a 
functioning and efficient national innovation system and regional sys-
tems will be emphasised as a provider of economic growth and social 
well-being.  

Another report from the state’s Science and Technology Council 
(Valtion tiede- ja teknologianeuvosto, 2003, 35) suggests that Finnish 
strengths are mostly self-created. These include the education and re-
search system, a knowledgeable workforce and strong basic societal 
structures. However, the globalisation of markets and of economic and 
technological development have challenged national structures to inter-
national competition.    

Research.fi is a website produced by a group whose members include 
representatives from the Ministry of Education and Culture, the Acad-
emy of Finland, the Finnish Funding Agency for Technology and Inno-
vation (Tekes), the Committee for Public Information in Finland, Statis-
tics Finland, Ministry of Employment and the Economy and CSC – IT 
Centre for Science. According to the website25:  

Finland has a whole national innovation system, which comprises 
several independent actors involving research and innovation ac-
tivities. Its central activities include education, research and prod-
uct development as well as knowledge-intensive business activi-
ties. 

23 The national innovation system is here ‘so-called’ because, to my mind, it is 
questionable whether there actually is one in Finland. From my perspective, 
the national innovation system is more like a discursive way (than actual exist-
ing structure) to describe the interplay and cooperation of higher education, 
industry and state, as they try to respond to the challenges of global economic 
competition. 
24 In these chapters, I often use direct quotes from the public policy docu-
ments, which I have personally translated from Finnish. When the translation 
is mine I have marked it accordingly (trans. mine). 
25 http://www.research.fi/en/finnish-strategy-and-policy-
guidelines/innovation-system, page visited 7.12.2015



 

 

The actors can be divided into those who create, utilise and fa-
cilitate a new innovation. Creative actors are, for example, univer-
sities and higher learning institutions, research institutes and 
businesses. Utilisers include businesses, private citizens as well as 
an increasing number of public service providers and decision 
makers. The actors who facilitate new innovations set the adminis-
trative framework and resources. The most important facilitators 
include the Finnish Government and Parliament, the ministries 
and research funders. The actors may have different roles, depend-
ing on the situation. 

The task of research, education and innovation policy is to see 
that the system is balanced in its development, its internal cooper-
ation works and the actors’ roles are clear and that it answers to 
the changing needs of society. Knowledge and skills are essential 
requirements of the sustainable development and competitiveness 
of society, and as a result, cooperative relationships with other sec-
tors, such as economic, industrial, labour market, environmental 
and regional policies as well as social and health care are essential. 

The framework and grounds for a functional innovation system 
are: 
• a working labour market 
• a comprehensive and efficient research and educational sys-

tem 
• legislation supportive of the utilisation of intellectual proper-

ty rights 
• legislation favourable of business activities 
• trustworthy fundamental institutions in society  

 
According to the Development Plan of Education (Opetusministeriö, 
2004:6, 45, trans. mine) for the years 2003-2008, ‘higher education 
institution forms an extensive regional foundation for national innova-
tion system.’ The same report (ibid, 46), asserts that science and re-
search create the foundation for operations of different societal sectors, 
as well as for economic, technological and social innovations. The na-
tional innovation system is based on the active interaction between dif-
ferent actors, and on the knowledge and know-how produced by higher 
education institutions and to its effective utilisation (ibid).  

The following statement is found from the government platform of 
Prime Minister Vanhanen’s second government (Valtioneuvoston kan-
slia, 2007, 49) as well as from the report Higher Education Institutions 
(Korkeakoulut, 2007, Opetusministeriö, 2008:30, 8). In these reports, 
it is stated that, in the government platform, a target has been set to de-
velop Finland as the best innovation system in the world. In addition, in 
the Yliopistot 2006 (Opetusministeriö, 2007:17, 49) report it is speci-
fied that, behind the ongoing higher education reform, is an ambition to 



 
 

 

consolidate the quality and impressiveness of Finnish research and 
teaching.   

In general, within the period (2000-2015) the role of the national in-
novation system, including the role of its components, is perceived in a 
largely consistent manner. In 2014, the Research and Technology Coun-
cil (before 2008 state’s Science and Technology Council) argues in its 
report Uudistuva Suomi: Tutkimus ja Innovaatiopolitiikan suunta 
2015-2020 (Tutkimus ja innovaationeuvosto, 2014, 12) that a high-
quality education system, good quality scientific research, and applica-
tion and combination of technologies, as well as a desire for growth and 
to produce innovation that responds to needs, are needed. This entails 
encounters, multilateral choices, and cooperation from higher education 
institutions, research institutes, working life, industrial and commercial 
bodies, and the arts.      

The role of the state, in the national innovation system is also per-
ceived consistently. The state’s Science and Technology Council (Valtion 
tiede- ja teknologianeuvosto, 2000, 6) notes that, from the perspective 
of a knowledge-intensive economy, the objective of the public sector is 
the maintenance and creation of stable macroeconomic and pro-
innovation operational environment. The report (ibid) states also that 
the objective of the public sector is to maintain and develop such regula-
tive and administrative structures that encourage innovative activities. 
This objective includes, among other things, education, research and 
development, and its public funding, as it does the development of fi-
nancial markets to promote innovations and other means that support 
structural change. In addition, the report (Valtion tiede- ja teknologia-
neuvosto, 2000, 6, trans. mine) notes that: 

The availability of a well-educated workforce that possesses the 
needed know-how, the accumulation of intellectual capital, norms 
and standards, international rules, circumstances of competition, 
and a positive atmosphere for businesses, are areas in which com-
panies need the operations of the public sector. 

In general, the nurturing of intellectual capabilities and the growth of 
the overall knowledge base are the core functions of the public sector 
(Valtion tiede- ja teknologianuvosto, 2000, 20). This statement is reit-
erated in the State Council’s Education Policy Report (Opetusminis-
teriö, 2006:24, 19). The report notes that, in an open economy, the pur-
pose of the public sector is to secure a sufficient knowledge base, and 
thus promote existing business activities, the development of entirely 
new entrepreneurship, and investments that are important for the sake 
of growth.   

Education and research are not only combined with innovations to 
support favourable conditions for businesses but also to support sus-
tainable well-being, competitiveness, creativity and education of citizens 



 

 

in the Research and Technology Council’s report of 2008 (Valtion tiede- 
ja teknologianeuvosto, 2008, 17). Moreover, it is argued that the object 
of state government is to manage the structures and finance in such a 
way that these goals could be achieved. On similar lines, in 2014, the 
Research and Technology Council (Tutkimus- ja innovaationeuvosto, 
2014, 12) notes that the public sector is primarily responsible for pre-
requisites of the operational environment (education that produces 
quality workforce, functionality of markets, statute environment, taxa-
tion). The same report (ibid) argues that Finland has to be an attractive 
location for research and innovation activities, and that the public sec-
tor takes care of the operational environment for research and innova-
tion and guarantees conditions for new research, innovation openings, 
and growth. In addition, the public sector speeds up innovation, creates 
demand and supports the development of markets and companies (ibid, 
2014, 22).   

To sum up, based on the documents, higher education is perceived 
from the perspective of the national innovation system as an ’outlet’ of a 
knowledgeable and well educated workforce, meanwhile higher educa-
tion is considered a facilitator and producer of innovations as an im-
portant component of the national innovation system. In contrast, 
state’s responsibility from the perspective of national innovation system 
is among others to guarantee suitable operational environment, and a 
favourable atmosphere for business and innovation. 

6.2.2 Higher education from the state’s perspective 

Based on the education policy documents, the purpose and role of high-
er education from the state’s perspective is not unambiguous in Finland. 
However, it is also clear, based on the documents, that economic ques-
tions and aims dominate Finnish education policy in the 21st century 
(see also Kauko, 2011; Kankaanpää, 2013; Kallunki et al., 2015). Other 
missions, such as equality, active citizenship, well-being, sustainable 
development, and education as such, are present in education policy 
documents but they seem to appear merely as footnotes or aims that can 
be achieved by first fulfilling certain economic aims. These economic 
aims include, among other things, a good employment level, competi-
tiveness, economic growth, and productivity, through which higher edu-
cation is portrayed, for instance, as an investment for the future, or as a 
source of competitive advantage from the state’s perspective.  

The government platform of Prime Minister Matti Vanhanen 
(Valtioneuvoston kanslia, 2003, 23) argues that Finland, as an educa-
tion society, is founded on know-how, knowledge and creativity, and 
education promotes cultural rights (sivistyksellisiä oikeuksia) and ac-
tive citizenship. Meanwhile, the Development Plan for Education (Ope-
tusministeriö, 2004:6, 3) stresses the importance of educating the 
whole age group, as well as the utilisation of all talent reserves, and im-



 
 

 

proving the possibilities for education concerning the adult workforce. 
The State Council’s Decision in Principle (Valtioneuvosto, 7.4.2005, 1-2, 
trans. mine), in contrast, gives a more precise and holistic account of 
Finnish education policy: 

Finnish national objective is a sustainable and balanced social and 
economic development. Good employment, productivity and com-
petitiveness are the key factors. In this development, determined 
intensification of the exploitation of research and technological 
development and their results play a crucial role. […] The aim of 
the development of university institutions is, in all respects, a 
high-level university system, which is internationally first-class 
and operates in Finland’s strong areas, and in which the internal 
ability for renewal and adaption continuously generates new re-
search and research initiatives. Polytechnics will be developed as 
regional forces defined by their specific aims and by the practical 
needs of companies. 

The Education and Research report (Opetusministeriö, 2006:8) is even 
more explicit regarding competitiveness but also international influ-
ences in Finnish education policy. It (ibid, 5, trans. mine) states that:  

In the Finnish education and science, the policy emphasis is on 
quality, efficiency, equality and the internationalism of science. 
The education and science policy promotes the competitiveness of 
the Finnish welfare society. Sustainable economic development 
will continue to create the best opportunities to ensure the cultur-
al, social and economic well-being of the nation. The basic lines of 
education and science policy are parallel to the European Union's 
Lisbon Strategy. 

Notable here is how the word ‘sustainable’ is used to primarily refer to 
economic development. This kind of use of concept sustainable devel-
opment was not atypical in the documents, as sustainable development 
was generally used to indicate economic and social development. How-
ever, there were two documents that contradict this observation. In both 
the Education for Sustainable Development (Opetusministeriö, 2002) 
and Towards Sustainable Development in Higher Education – Reflec-
tions (Opetusministeriö, 2007) reports, sustainable development is pre-
dominately used to refer to sustainable ecological development, alt-
hough this does not mean that economic, social and cultural sustaina-
bility are also frequently mentioned. Although these two reports explic-
itly deal with matters regarding sustainable development, ultimately 
they seem to have had little impact on the Finnish education policy.  

To return to the overall aims of education policy, aims concerning es-
pecially competitiveness, education as an investment, and economic 
growth are attached to education in the State Council’s Education Policy 



 

 

Report (Opetusministeriö, 2006:24). The report notes that the equality 
of education possibilities forms the foundation of Finnish well-being 
and the country’s competitiveness (ibid, 12), and that resources invested 
in education are an investment in the future (ibid, 13). Later, in the 
same report (ibid, 18-19, trans. mine), the importance of education and 
higher education is emphasised regarding economic growth and inter-
national competition: 

 
Education has a key role in how well Finland is able to maintain 
economic growth, competitiveness, innovation and a high stand-
ard of living. In the future, the quality of education will be an in-
creasingly important factor. A high level of know-how and educa-
tion ensures the adaptability of the national economy in a rapidly 
changing world. In an era of increasingly fierce global competition, 
it is imperative that higher education and research are near the top 
international level, and that Finnish universities are at the fore-
front in the key areas regarding our national economy and societal 
development. 

The government platform of Prime Minister Matti Vanhanen’s second 
government (Valtioneuvoston kanslia, 2007, 28) states that the high 
education level of Finnish citizens, and the availability of good quality 
and free education are the foundation of the Finnish welfare society. 
The Development Plan for Education (Opetusministeriö, 2008:30, 39), 
based on the aims set out in the government platform, notes that the 
national strategy of Finland is the consolidation of the basis of know-
how by reforming education, adding resources for research and devel-
opment, and by enhancing their economic and societal applicability.  

More specific aims and purposes regarding higher education are 
listed in Ministry of Education’s report Koulutus ja tiede Suomessa 
(Opetusministeriö, 2008:24) in 2008. The report repeats the claim that 
investments in know-how and education are the best policies for the 
future, and that education has been a success factor for Finland, and its 
meaning in a global world is likely to increase (ibid, 4). Concerning 
higher education and higher education policy the report (ibid, 35, trans. 
mine) notes that: 

The Finnish higher education system consists of two complemen-
tary sectors: polytechnics and universities. Polytechnics train ex-
perts to serve working life, as well as engage in teaching and, in 
particular, regional development, by supporting research and de-
velopment activities. Universities carry out scientific research and 
provide education based on it, as well as doctoral education. The 
higher education policy aims to safeguard the educational needs of 
society as well as to produce enough highly skilled experts for the 
needs of industry and society at large. 



 
 

 

In its definition of policy report, the state’s Science and Technology 
Council (Valtion tiede- ja teknologianeuvosto, 2008, 7 trans. mine) pre-
sent that the statement founded in the 2006 report is still valid concern-
ing the Finnish national strategy. Again, it is noticeable how the concept 
‘sustainable’ is used, as well as the way the ‘environment’ is seen as an 
‘instrument’ to enhance the well-being of citizens:   

Finland's strategy is to ensure sustainable and balanced social and 
economic development. It continues to be valid to be able to com-
bine the economic development of society and the environment for 
the enhancement of the well-being of citizens. A positive develop-
ment is maintained alongside other factors through a good level of 
education of the population, as well as large-scale development 
and deployment of information and know-how. 

In the 2008 (ibid, 7) report, the council supplements the previous re-
port by stating that the execution of the national strategy, written above, 
is based on stable economic operational environment, high employment 
and productivity, as well as sound international competitiveness, and 
that the purpose of the Education, Research and Innovation policy (ERI 
policy) is to ensure the strategy and conditions for its execution. The 
council adds (ibid) that the education policy is an increasingly im-
portant part of this ensemble. Accordingly, Prime Minister Mari Ki-
viniemi states in the Research and Innovation Council’s report (Tutki-
mus- ja innovaationeuvosto, 2010, 3) that investments in education and 
know-how are investments in the future and an integral part of the 
Finnish long-term strategy to ensure well-being and competitiveness. 
Prime Minister Kiviniemi also notes (ibid) that actions needed in educa-
tion, research and innovation investments should yield good quality 
education, successful innovations and new employment in growth en-
terprises. In addition, she (ibid) states that reforms could be considered 
successful if Finland is able to improve its position among the top coun-
tries regarding knowledge and know-how.   

Prime Minister Katainen’s government platform (Valtioneuvoston 
kanslia, 2011, 31) maintains that the purpose of the Finnish education 
and culture policy is to secure equal opportunities and rights to free and 
good quality education for all citizens, disregarding their origins, back-
ground or financial situation. The government platform (ibid) also 
states that the government’s objective is to raise Finland as ‘the most 
skilful nation’ by the year 2020, and that the supply of education will be 
scaled to meet the educational needs and the needs of the job market in 
the long term. In addition, the government platform (ibid) states that 
the connections between education and working life will be strength-
ened, as well as the information of working life and entrepreneurial ed-
ucation, and information of the rights and responsibilities of citizens, 



 

 

employees, and entrepreneurs will be strengthened in all education lev-
els.   

In the Korkeakoulut 2011 report, from the same year, (Opetus- ja 
kulttuuriministeriö, 2011:10, trans. mine), joint aims for universities 
and polytechnics26 are listed. This time, sustainable ecological develop-
ment is mentioned among other societal goals, yet, the latter piece of 
text explicitly stresses the foundational role of higher education institu-
tions in the innovation system.  

Universities and polytechnics contribute to the well-being of citi-
zens and their education, as well as sustainable economic, cultural, 
ecological and social development. The operations of higher edu-
cation institutions are of high quality, effective, ethical, and sup-
port the development of a multicultural society. (16) 

Universities and polytechnics are the foundation of the innovation 
system. Higher education institutions function as active parts of 
society. Companies, working communities and authorities are in-
terested in participating in the development of higher education 
and making use of their competence. (21) 

In 2012 (Opetus- ja kulttuuriministeriö, 2012:1, 3), the Minister of Edu-
cation, Jukka Gustafsson, presents, in the Development Plan of Educa-
tion, that the main focus in developing the Finnish education system 
regards poverty, inequality and the alleviation of marginalisation, along 
with stabilising the public economy, sustainable economic growth, and 
strengthening employment and competitiveness. The most recent ac-
counts concerning education policy are listed in the government plat-
form of Prime Minister Sipilä (2015). According to this, the aims for 
Sipilä’s term of office are (ibid, 17): modernisation of education envi-
ronments, inclusive education, increased interaction between education 
and working life, increased quality and impressiveness of research and 
innovation activities, increased internationalisation of education, and 
dismantling the obstacles to education exports.   

To conclude, it is clear that the state has numerous aims and various 
commitments regarding education and higher education. Meanwhile, it 
is also clear that education is perceived in an instrumental fashion from 
the state’s perspective. That is to say that, from the state’s perspective, 
higher education can be perceived as a factory-like institution that 
serves as a means to an end to achieve various but mostly economic 
goals such as national competitiveness, productivity, innovations, and 
stable economic and social development through economic growth for 
instance. This instrumental perception regarding higher education be-
comes more apparent as I move further in this empirical illustration.    

26 The same texts can be found in the Ministry of Education’s report 
Korkeakoulut 2009 (2009, 18).  



 
 

 

6.2.3 Higher education as a factory-like institution vol. 1: skills, know-
how, and employment 

In the following three chapters, my aim is to deepen the notion of ‘high-
er education as a factory-like institution’, that is, an institution that is 
expected to produce certain instrumental and predetermined outcomes. 
According to the notion, which has partly arisen from the education pol-
icy documents and partly from the existing literature (‘Education […] is 
not only a factory’, see Sotiris, 2012, 118), I argue that education, and 
especially higher education, is perceived as a factory-like institution 
from the state’s perspective that provides possibilities for employment, 
innovation, competitiveness and economic growth.  

To this particular chapter, I have gathered excerpts to describe how 
the state’s aims regarding skills, know-how and employment in higher 
education are pursued to enhance Finnish national competitiveness and 
to produce technological innovations. These educational outcomes are 
primarily to be achieved, from the state’s perspective, by increasing the 
cooperation, interaction and connections between working life and edu-
cation (see e.g. Koulutus ja tutkimus Suomessa, Opetusministeriö, 
2004:6, 18; Valtioneuvoston koulutuspoliittinen selonteko, Opetusmi-
nisteriö, 2006:24, 19; Koulutus ja tutkimus Suomessa 2007-2012, Ope-
tusministeriö, 2008:9, 49-50; Pääministeri Jyrki Kataisen hallituksen 
ohjelma, Valtioneuvoston kanslia, 2011, 31; Koulutus ja tutkimus vuosi-
na 2011-2016: Kehittämissuunnitelma, Opetus- ja kulttuuriministeriö, 
2012:1, 12; Pääministeri Juha Sipilän hallituksen ohjelma, 2015, 17-18).  

In the Education and Science in Finland report (Opetusministeriö, 
2006:8, 31) it is argued that, as the economy is increasingly based on 
knowledge, the importance of universities and polytechnics as produc-
ers of economic growth, well-being and new employment is paramount. 
The State Council’s Education Policy Report from the same year (Ope-
tusministeriö, 2006:24, 10) notes that future challenges for Finnish so-
ciety are the rapid changes in the international division of labour and in 
the open global economy, and thus, to be able to succeed, the level of 
know-how and productivity has to be improved in all areas of economic 
and business life. A little later, the report states (ibid, 15) that the rapid 
changes in working life and the increased demands of know-how, as 
well as advancement of innovation and development activities, entail 
close cooperation between the spheres of education and working life. In 
addition, the report argues (ibid, 19, trans. mine) that:    

Increasing human capital through education improves the absorp-
tion of new technologies and procedures and leads to increased 
productivity. A good general level of education is also necessary for 
the generation of domestic markets that utilise new technologies 
efficiently. A highly educated and skilled workforce that is capable 
of utilising and producing new technologies, has already been part 



 

 

of Finland's national know-how and growth of strategy for a long 
period of time. 

In a similar fashion, in 2007, Lisää liiketoimintaosaamista korkea-
kouluista report (Opetusministeriö, 2007:38, 11) remarks that the im-
portance of universities and polytechnics changes and increases as 
globalisation progresses, as the economy is increasingly based on 
knowledge and know-how. The report (ibid) concludes that higher edu-
cation institutions are key producers of new knowledge, developers of 
innovation activities, moderators of new knowledge and educators of 
knowledgeable workforce. Along the same lines, the state’s Science and 
Technology Council notes (Valtion tiede- ja teknologianeuvosto, 2008, 
44, trans. mine) that:  

The population of Finland has a high level of education. When 
young adults enter working life, they have increasingly better 
knowledge, know-how and other basic skills. Through postgradu-
ate, in-service training and adult education, these capacities are 
developed further. This intellectual capital also has to be increased 
in the future to enhance citizens’ abilities to undertake creative 
and innovative activities. In addition to quantitative development, 
it is essential to target actions at different levels, so that the com-
patibility of education and working life improves.  

Moreover, concerning employment, skills, and know-how, in the Minis-
try of Education and Culture’s Kansallisen osaamisperustan vahvista-
minen: Johtopäätöksiä report (Opetus- ja kulttuuriministeriö, 2014:19, 
11) it is stated that: 

Finland should continue to strive for high productivity and a high 
employment rate, through which good international competitive-
ness and individual well-being are to be accomplished. A strategy 
based on high level of education and know-how seems necessary to 
achieve this goal, because the skills required in citizens’ working 
lives seem to continue to grow. In the world of rapid technological 
development, there is also a major social risk if the skills and 
know-how of the population does not enable the development of 
working tasks that demand high-level know-how, and thus limit 
economic growth.  

Even more explicit accounts from the state’s perspective regarding co-
operation, interaction and connection between education and working 
life are to be found from the education policy documents concerning 
entrepreneurial education. The Development Plan for Education (Ope-
tusministeriö, 2004:6, 16) argues that new entrepreneurship is needed 
to sustain the level of services of the welfare society, and that an entre-
preneurial education that penetrates the whole education system, along 
with a positive attitude towards entrepreneurship, create the foundation 



 
 

 

for entrepreneurship. The report (ibid) concludes that entrepreneurship 
is supported by enhancing interaction between education and working 
life, improving the knowledge of teachers and study counsellors on en-
trepreneurship, as well as developing content and methods in teaching 
in levels of education.   

In the Development Plan for Education (Opetusministeriö, 2008:9, 
49) it is stated that the role of companies and entrepreneurship as pro-
viders of economic growth and employment increases, and that promot-
ing entrepreneurship entails diversifying and expansion of entrepre-
neurial education, as well as consolidating entrepreneurial education. 
The report (ibid, 50, trans. mine) also states aims concerning higher 
education and entrepreneurship:  

The interaction between higher education institutions and working 
life has been strengthened. The aim is that, during their studies, 
students can already become oriented to their working tasks, and 
that the future skills required in working life can be adequately an-
ticipated in the content of education, as the research and develop-
ment projects between universities and working life create a foun-
dation for this. Those who graduate from higher education institu-
tions are activated to become entrepreneurs. 

In 2009, in Yrittäjäkasvatuksen suuntaviivat report (trans: The guide-
lines for entrepreneurial education, Opetusministeriö, 2009:7, 23, 
trans. mine) the aims for higher education regarding entrepreneurial 
education are stated as follows:  

Higher education's role in promoting entrepreneurship involves 
strengthening entrepreneurial attitudes, the generation of poten-
tial innovations, supporting entrepreneurial activities that are 
founded on the skills and know-how acquired in higher education 
institutions, as well as promoting growth entrepreneurship. […] In 
addition, the role of universities in supporting growth entrepre-
neurship, the internationalisation of business activities, and in 
knowledge and innovation transfer will strengthen.  

Finally, and to conclude this chapter, Osaamisella ja luovuudella 
hyvinvointia (trans. Well-being from know-how and creativity) report 
(Opetus- ja kulttuuriministeriö, 2014:18, 11) notes that the vast changes 
that have occurred in demands regarding know-how, the ways of learn-
ing, and in learning environments (such as e-learning) have to be taken 
into consideration in the development of education. The report (ibid) 
lists that the increasingly important skills are analytical deduction, data 
acquisition and management, critical thinking, creative problem solv-
ing, entrepreneurial skills, as well as cooperation and communication 
skills.  



 

 

In brief, from the state’s perspective, increasing cooperation and in-
teraction between working life and education is to be fostered. This is 
because the economy is thought to be based on knowledge in an in-
creasing fashion (Opetusministeriö, 2006:8, 31). However, and as it 
was mentioned in one of the reports (Opetusministeriö, 2006:24, 19), a 
highly educated workforce has been part of Finland’s ‘growth strategy’ 
for a long time. This point was also brought forward in Chapter 6.1 
where Finland’s educational history was briefly outlined. 

6.2.4 Higher education as a factory-like institution vol. 2: competitive-
ness and innovations 

In this chapter, I focus on remarks in the education policy documents 
that particularly emphasise competitiveness and innovations in Finnish 
education and higher education policy. I once more describe how higher 
education is portrayed in an instrumental fashion, from the state’s per-
spective, and how it is manifested in the policy documents. Regarding 
competitiveness in particular, education is portrayed as a means to suc-
ceed in global economic competition (see e.g. Tutkimus ja inno-
vaationeuvosto, 2010, 42), whereas the exploitation of research results 
is seen, among other concerns, as a means to expand the field of opera-
tions of higher educational institutions and academics (Valtion tiede- ja 
teknologianeuvosto, 2003, 36). In any sense, competitiveness and inno-
vations, as the central targeted aims of Finnish education policy, are 
deeply interlinked, as they are seen as prerequisites for societal well-
being and economic growth from the state’s perspective. It is also im-
portant to note that the arguments concerning competitiveness and in-
novation are not only part of national rhetoric, but also inter- and 
transnational phenomena and trends as well, which is also noticeable in 
the education policy documents.      

In Yliopistot 2001 (Opetusministeriö, 2002, 4) report, it is noted that 
Finland’s international competitiveness has been evaluated in a favour-
able fashion in numerous international assessments. The report states 
that the latest example of this is the World Economic Forum’s account, 
which evaluated Finnish national competitiveness as number one in the 
world. According to the evaluation, strong areas of Finland were, among 
others, quality of education, level of research, and the cooperation of 
universities and companies. Thus, the Ministry of Education’s report 
(ibid) states that universities are the cornerstone of Finnish competi-
tiveness. Furthermore, the report (ibid) notes that, internationally, the 
importance of universities regarding development, well-being and com-
petitiveness has been brought forward recently. The following part of 
the report’s statement is also repeated in next year’s University Report 
(Yliopistot 2002, Opetusministeriö, 2003, 4). These reports state that 
the EU’s heads of state have set an agenda for a dynamic, knowledge-
based economic region, and education and research has central im-



 
 

 

portance in its execution. The 2002 report (Yliopistot 2001, Opetusmin-
isteriö, 2002, 4) also notes that European Ministers of Education have, 
in the Bologna Process, set joint targets for European higher education, 
and Finland is well on board in this development. Along the same lines, 
the next year’s report (Yliopistot 2002, Ministry of Education, 2003, 4) 
states, concerning the execution of the joint targets, that the level of re-
search, development and innovation activities have been evaluated in 
European countries, and in this evaluation Finland is right at the top of 
Europe and universities have had an essential role in this.       

The state’s Science and Technology Council (Valtion tiede- ja 
teknologianeuvosto, 2003, 17) concludes that universities’ central role 
as facilitators of innovations will inevitably increase more and more, 
and this will happen both in education and in research. Furthermore, 
the council (ibid) notes that the guiding principle, of the cooperation 
between universities and business life, is to see that high quality and 
relevant knowledge and know-how is utilised more widely by all parties 
involved than has traditionally been seen. The state’s Science and Tech-
nology Council (ibid, 36, trans. mine) further remarks that: 

The development and intensification of interaction between re-
search and business are concrete signs of expanding the field of 
operations of universities, research institutes and polytechnics. 
The promotion of research results and their utilisation is already a 
basic task for all research organisations. From the perspective of 
companies, the basis for cooperation is the in-depth know-how of 
research organisations. A skilled research community is, in addi-
tion to produced knowledge, a vital resource for business life.  

Similar to the above, in the Development Plan for Education (Ope-
tusministeriö, 2004:6, 18), it is noted that the preconditions for innova-
tion are improved by investing in research areas that are important for 
Finland and by securing new growth industries, as well as by developing 
the education of research. In addition, the guidelines for cooperation of 
business and education are clarified, and the conditions for utilisation 
of the results of research are to be improved. The State Council’s Defini-
tion of Principle notes (Valtioneuvosto, 2005, 1) that joint projects be-
tween higher education institutions, research organisations and compa-
nies will be increased, and infrastructure and other cooperation will be 
intensified to develop the activities of the research system, as well as the 
promotion of activities based on research and technological innova-
tions.   

A demand concerning the internationalisation of higher education is 
also well represented throughout the period (2000-2015), and is also 
closely connected to innovations and especially to competitiveness. For 
instance, the State Council’s Education Policy Report (Opetusminis-
teriö, 2006:24, 63) remarks that the internationalisation of higher edu-



 

 

cation institutions is one of the core targets of education policy along 
with the aspiration to raise the level of education and research, and to 
improve the national basis for innovation through international cooper-
ation. In the Osaava ja luova Suomi (trans. Skilled and creative Fin-
land, Opetus- ja kulttuuriministeriö, 2010:15, 12, trans. mine) report, on 
the other hand, it is noted that:   

The globalising operating field of education, research, and the 
generation of new knowledge requires active and open-minded ac-
tors in Finland. Increased social networks, openness of society, 
and cultural changes have altered the situation for the Finnish re-
search, development and innovation system. The transformed 
global environment requires the adoption of a new kind of 
knowledge and understanding and its use. Nationally produced 
knowledge must therefore be of top quality and interesting to be of 
prominent interest internationally. Research environments have to 
attract experts of high-level to Finland based on their quality, long 
lasting funding, and open culture. 

Likewise, the Research and Innovation Council (Tutkimus- ja inno-
vaationeuvosto, 2014, 6) suggest that raising the level of education and 
research is the key for the sake of sustainable competitiveness, and thus 
higher educational institutions are to be reformed by eliminating re-
dundancies and by intensifying cooperation among research institutions 
and businesses. The council continues (ibid, trans. mine) by arguing 
that:   

The restructuring of universities must be promoted without delay. 
Universities must profile themselves globally in a visible way. […] 
At the same time, internationally attractive centres of excellence 
are to be formed, and public and private development projects are 
executed to serve these joint development activities.  

As shown, in these excerpts, the focus and aims behind the internation-
alisation demands of higher education and research are in taking care 
of, and guaranteeing, national competitiveness (see also Korkeakoulu-
jen kansainvälistymistrategia, Opetusministeriö, 2009:21). In this 
sense, these statements are in line with the overall perception of the 
state regarding the source of Finnish national competitiveness. In a sim-
ilar vein, the Osaava ja luova Suomi (Opetus- ja kulttuuriministeriö, 
2010:15, 10) report notes that the central asset for competition for Fin-
land is its exceptionally high-level of know-how, high level of value add-
ed in production, and rapid diffusion of innovations into production and 
services internationally. The pivotal role in sustaining and developing 
competitiveness is a world-class level of education and know-how (ibid). 
Moreover, a report examining the internationalisation of higher educa-



 
 

 

tion (Korkeakoulujen kansainvälistymistrategia 2009-2015, Ope-
tusministeriö, 2009:21, 4) states that: 

The sustainable core of Finland's national strategy for success is 
investment in knowledge and know-how. International compari-
sons and assessments have shown that the high-quality education 
and research system is a major strength and competitive ad-
vantage for us. Higher education institutions have contributed 
positively to the renewal of society and to the development of 
economy and productivity. In a global operational environment, 
the importance of higher education is emphasised. The competi-
tion is based more and more, in addition to market positions and 
capital, on an educated workforce and resources of research. Pro-
duction of new knowledge and know-how and their versatile utili-
sation are also the basis for our success in the future. 

The Development Plan for Education (Opetus- ja kulttuuriministeriö, 
2012:1, 7) notes that a central aim for the government is to raise the 
competitiveness of Finnish know-how. The report states also (ibid, 12) 
that Finland has already long based its international competitiveness on 
a high-level of know-how, as well as in higher education and in strong 
professional competence, and based on these, in innovation capabilities 
and in the rapid application of innovations in production. Furthermore, 
the report remarks (ibid, 46) that the research, development and inno-
vation activities of universities and polytechnics are utilised in the pro-
motion of diversification of the economic structure, in the promotion of 
creative economies and in new growth industries, such as environment 
and energy technology, in the promotion of development of new materi-
als and natural resource industries, and in the reform of society’s service 
structure, and in the promotion of sustainable growth.     

In addition, in Osaamisella ja luovuudella hyvinvointia report (Ope-
tus- ja kulttuuriministeriö, 2014:18, 13) it is argued that:   

Cutting-edge science and knowledge are prerequisites for the 
emergence of innovative companies in Finland, and that these 
companies are successful, and seek the most valuable expertise in 
the value chain in Finland, and that society develops and prospers. 
[...] The universities and polytechnics have an important role in 
the creation of appealing research, employment, and innovation 
environments, and in the foundation of international intellectual 
atmosphere and connections.  

The current government’s ‘Lead initiative’ no. 5 (Kärkihanke) concern-
ing education and know-how (Valtioneuvoston kanslia, 2015, 10-11) 
seeks to improve the cooperation between higher education institutions 
and the business world in order to commercialise innovations. The lead 
initiative’s objective is, according to the Prime Minister’s office, to en-



 

 

sure that the resources of science and research are utilised in a more 
efficient and more influential manner, and commercialisation proceeds 
and research brings new growth to Finland (ibid).  

Finally, another prominent example regarding the symbiosis of high-
er education, innovations and competitiveness, and how this is mani-
fested in Finnish education policy, is the foundation of Aalto University 
(a merger of three higher education institutions: Helsinki School of 
Economics, Helsinki University of Science, and University of Art and 
Design 2009-2010). In a Ministry of Education report (Teknillisen kor-
keakoulun, Helsingin kauppakorkeakoulun ja Taideteollisen korkea-
koulun yhdistyminen uudeksi yliopistoksi, 2007:16, 9, trans. mine) it is 
argued that:     

Finland's competitiveness generally requires not only a higher ed-
ucation system of high quality but also individual universities, 
whose research and teaching are at an internationally advanced 
level in the key areas, or very close to this level. As the investments 
in the development of universities have increased significantly and 
will continue to increase, both in Europe and the growing Asian 
economies, concrete solutions must also be rapidly implemented 
in Finland. 

Before its foundation, Aalto University was characterised by several 
phrases which informed its function and vision. These include, among 
others, innovation institute (ibid, 6, 56), cutting-edge university (ibid, 
13), and innovation university (Korkeakoulutuksen rakenteellisen ke-
hittämisen suuntaviivat vuosille 2008-2011, Opetusministeriö, 2008, 
10; Talouspoliittinen ministeriövaliokunta, Opetusministeriö, 10.4. 
2008, 1). According to the Ministry of Education report (Teknillisen 
korkeakoulun, Helsingin kauppakorkeakoulun ja Taideteollisen 
korkeakoulun yhdistyminen uudeksi yliopistoksi, Opetusministeriö, 
2007:16, 10) the specific mission of the new university is, with the help 
of high-level research and teaching, to support the success of Finland in 
the international economy. Aalto University’s mission, as of late 201527, 
states that:    

Aalto University works towards a better world through top-quality 
research, interdisciplinary collaboration, pioneering education, 
surpassing traditional boundaries, and enabling renewal. The na-
tional mission of the university is to support Finland's success and 
contribute to Finnish society, its internationalisation and competi-
tiveness, and to promote the welfare of its people. 

To sum up, state’s expectations regarding higher education are quite 
clear in terms of competitiveness and innovations. From this perspec-
tive, higher education is expected to enhance national competiveness 

27 http://www.aalto.fi/en/about/strategy/, page visited 16.12.2015



 
 

 

and facilitate innovations to foster economic growth. While it is clear 
that higher education cannot be reduced to a mere factory, it is reason-
able to argue here, based on the education policy documents, that, from 
the state’s perspective, certain factory-like outcomes are expected re-
garding the aims concerning competitiveness and innovations.      

6.2.5 Higher education as a factory-like institution vol. 3: education as 
a commodity 

In contrast to know-how and competitiveness demands concerning 
higher education, the third, and last, ‘factory’ chapter deals with a phe-
nomenon in which higher education is not only seen as an instrument 
from the state’s perspective but as a commodity to be developed, com-
modified, and to be sold in the ‘international education market’ to foster 
capital accumulation and economic growth. This tendency is noticeable 
in the education policy documents and in the state’s education policy, 
especially from the mid-2000s onwards. It is also to be noted, that it is 
not only educational services, but also scientific research (research out-
puts) that are to be commercialised and commodified (see e.g. Kaup-
pinen, 2014). 

In the State Council’s Education Policy Report (Opetusministeriö, 
2006:24, 12) it is stated that the high quality of education and research 
are supported by internationalisation. The report argues (ibid) that edu-
cation, and especially higher education, should be developed as a new 
international area of business for Finland. In contrast, in the Osaava ja 
luova Suomi report (Opetus- ja kulttuuriministeriö, 2010:15, 7, trans. 
mine), it is noted that:  

The internationalisation of companies and the increased move-
ment of qualified labour give birth to an international labour mar-
ket that promotes the development of the European and global ed-
ucational market, the specialisation of universities, differentiation, 
and even cross-border structural alliances and mergers. The im-
portance of education and skills exports grows more and more sig-
nificant. 

Nonetheless, the most significant statement concerning higher educa-
tion as a commodity is, in principle, the State Council’s definition re-
garding education exports (Valtioneuvoston periaatepäätös 29.4.2010). 
The first sentence of the report (1, trans. mine) argues that:   

Education exports are part of the world trade in services. In policy 
definitions, education exports are widely considered as a sector 
that unites a wide range of industries […]. Finland's strengths are 
the competitive education system, and an excellent reputation 
thanks to good PISA results. Finnish know-how is subject to a sig-
nificant demand, which, so far, has not been fully met. 



 

 

The State Council’s policy definition continues (ibid, 1), by noting that 
trade in education services is a growing international market, and be-
cause of this, education exportation offers a great deal of opportunities 
for Finland. Consequently, the State Council states that Finland is one 
of the leading education-based economies and testifies to the quality of 
the education system, and that the proportion of education exports from 
the total exports of Finland will increase significantly until the year 2015 
(ibid). The State Council argues that functioning domestic markets are 
to be cultivated in order to be able to promote Finnish education ex-
ports. This means, according to the State Council, a strongly public-
financed Finnish education system, securing research and innovation 
environments in the field of education, as well as developing expertise 
in public procurements, for instance in education technology and con-
cerning other services in the field (ibid).  

The State Council’s Policy Definition Report (2010, 1) also mentions 
that, as part of the education exports, the exports of other business are-
as are also to be strengthened along with commodification. To foster 
cooperation, a business cluster is to be developed, which actively seeks 
new business opportunities (ibid). In addition, in the first page of the 
policy definition, it is stated that higher educational institutions have a 
central role in education exports, because they possess great export po-
tential and the needed expertise. The report also states that, if well exe-
cuted, education exports will diversify degrees or parts of the degrees, 
increase know-how, and operate as an element in the promotion of the 
internationalisation of higher education (ibid).      

Furthermore, State Council’s policy definition report concerning edu-
cation exports (2010, 3) notes that educational know-how is one of the 
future Finnish export clusters. The importance of educational know-
how increases as a part of the industrial products and service products, 
and it thus supports other export sectors. Because of the active educa-
tional know-how cluster, Finnish export companies can offer solutions 
to their customers, in which education and educational know-how be-
long as natural components (ibid). The report notes also that the suc-
cess in the international education market requires a careful commodi-
fication, and that greater know-how and resources are needed in this 
respect (ibid, 5). Moreover, the State Council’s report’s strategic defini-
tion of policy states (ibid, 6-7, trans. mine) that:  

Higher education institutions have a key role in the export of edu-
cational know-how. Regulation concerning in-company higher ed-
ucation (tilauskoulutus) will be further developed so that higher 
education institutions are able to participate more flexibly in the 
education business. The expansion of internationally oriented fee-
based activities would increase the possibilities for the education 
exports and the operational resources of higher education institu-



 
 

 

tions. Higher education institutions are encouraged to be active 
and to take a major role as actors in the education export industry. 

The Research and Innovation Council’s report (Tutkimus ja inno-
vaationeuvosto, 2010, 46) responds to State Council’s policy definition 
in a similar manner, stating that the main export product in the world is 
higher education degree. Thus, the legislation concerning higher educa-
tion has to be changed to support educational exports (ibid, 47). The 
demand to promote educational exports is also to be found in Prime 
Minister Katainen’s government platform (Valtioneuvoston kanslia, 
2011, 31) and in the Development Plan for Education (Opetusministeriö, 
2012:1, 50). In addition, in Prime Minister Sipilä’s government platform 
(2015, 17), it is mentioned that the aim for this term of office, among 
others, is to increase the internationalisation of education and research 
and to bring down the obstacles to education exports.    

Overall, based on the education policy documents, education is not 
merely a factory-like institution from the state’s perspective, but rather 
a factory-manufactured commodity to be sold in the international edu-
cation market to grow the Finnish economy and spark Finnish trade and 
commerce. Similarly, and once again from the state’s perspective, the 
good international reputation of the Finnish education system is to be 
capitalised, while a share of the growing international education market 
is to be secured. In this way, education is not solely an instrument to 
serve the needs of the economy (employment, know-how, innovations) 
and competitiveness, but a business or a commodity among other com-
modities to foster economic growth.  

6.2.6 Transnationalisation and competitiveness as a region 

To bring together this empirical illustration, in this chapter, a broader 
restructuring regarding the overall capitalist socio-economic structure is 
brought forward and coupled with the state’s perspectives on higher 
education. This restructuring concerns the role of the nation state in the 
global capitalist socio-economic structure, and of course, higher educa-
tion’s role in it. It is shown how the objective of Finnish state is to create 
an attractive operational environment for transnational capital, and also 
to enhance Finnish competitiveness as a region in the global capitalist 
economy.  

The state’s Science and Technology Council report (Valtion tiede- ja 
teknologianeuvosto, 2003, 1) states that a central future challenge for 
economic and societal development is to keep Finland sufficiently at-
tractive for business, employment, and as an environment in general. 
The report also notes (ibid) that determined ambition to develop inno-
vations cannot limit itself to only the national environment and tradi-
tional international cooperation, but internationalisation has to occur 



 

 

throughout the innovation system. The Development Plan for Education 
(Opetusministeriö, 2004:6, 12-13, trans. mine) remarks that:    

Economic globalisation stands for ever-deepening global division 
of labour and increasing competition. This entails changes in the 
structures of working life, professions and know-how demands. 
The mobility of labour is expected to increase with globalisation. 
These changes will also have an impact on the education system. 
Production and services are less and less tied to place, when the 
key means of production, labour and capital move around freely. 
Companies are located in the countries and regions which offer 
them the best and most favourable operating conditions. The de-
velopment offers Finland opportunities, but also threats. There is a 
danger of a strong differentiation of regions, as well as clearer and 
clearer division of winners and marginalised individuals. On the 
other hand, it has to be considered as an opportunity from Fin-
land’s perspective that Finland does not compete with cheap pro-
duction costs in the international market, but rather with a high-
level of know-how and stable social conditions.     

The State Council’s decision in principle (Valtioneuvosto, 2005, 1), ar-
gues that the internationalisation of education, research and innovation 
activities is the most central development target for the entire research 
system, and which will also be advanced by legislative means. Another 
account from the State Council (Opetusministeriö, 2006:24, 19) states 
that economic growth made the transition to an innovation and know-
how centred stage in the 1990s. In the global economy, regions and 
countries compete from the location of knowledge centres and from the 
production activities attached to these (ibid). The way the production 
activities demanding high-level of know-how will locate in the future, is 
greatly dependent on the demand for a highly educated workforce, as 
well as on the basic material and social structure of the national econo-
my (ibid). 

In its 2008 report (Valtion tiede- ja teknologianeuvosto, 2008, 13) 
the state’s Science and Technology Council repeats that the question is 
about Finland being an attractive business, working location, and place 
to live. The report (ibid) also states that this requires a joint under-
standing of the development needs and means from both the public and 
private sector to transfer Finland’s strengths to a real competitive ad-
vantage.  

In this sense and from the state’s perspective, the aim, according to a 
Ministry of Education report (Koulutus ja tiede Suomessa, 2008:24, 5 
trans. mine), of the higher education reform is clear. It states that ‘we 
want that each and every Finnish university is better yet place to 
study, to teach, and conduct research. The aim is that Finnish universi-
ties produce knowledge that Finnish companies need, instead of re-



 
 

 

trieving that knowledge from abroad.’ Another report from the Minis-
try of Education (Korkeakoulut 2007, Opetusministeriö, 2008:30, 8) 
argues that the higher education reform is also a part of a broader ongo-
ing modernisation process of higher education within the framework of 
the EU. For the sake of Finland, in central countries with advanced sci-
ence systems, universities and higher education institutions are no 
longer developed as parts of the state administration, but instead from 
the perspective of advancing university teaching, research and innova-
tion activities (ibid).  

Higher education reform is seen as a counter measure to a looming 
decline in Finnish competitiveness. For instance, a Ministry of Educa-
tion report (Korkeakoulujen kansainvälistymisstrategia 2009-2015, 
2009:21, 5) argues that the attractiveness of Finland as a working envi-
ronment for industrial production and high-tech, as well as for experts, 
is inadequate. Consequently, Finland’s attractiveness as a business, 
working, and living environment has to be strengthened (ibid, 9). The 
report also adds (ibid), that the internationalisation of education, re-
search, and innovation system is at the core of society’s renewal. Anoth-
er Ministry of Education report (Korkeakoulut 2009, 2009:49, 8) re-
peats the same threat concerning Finnish declining competitiveness by 
stating that there is a danger that Finnish higher education institutions 
and, more broadly, Finland as a model country in innovation policy, will 
lose its position as an internationally interesting partner in cooperation. 
Thus, the report (ibid, 8-9) argues that the aim of the internationalisa-
tion strategy of higher education institutions is to create a strong and 
attractive higher education and research community in Finland, which 
promotes society’s ability to operate in the open international environ-
ment, supports the balanced development of a multicultural society and 
takes responsibility for solving global problems.  

Finally, concerning regional competitiveness, attractiveness and 
higher education, a Research and Innovation Council report (Tutkimus- 
ja innovaationeuvosto, 2010, 21) remarks that, so far, the technological 
development and the possibilities of globalisation have been successful-
ly utilised in Finland. The report (ibid) notes that a core question is how 
Finland is able to create strengths and factors of attraction (vetovoi-
matekijöitä), through which Finland is able to improve its position as an 
international actor. The report (ibid, 22) states also that the EU’s 2020 
strategic vision is intelligent, sustainable and inclusive growth, and that 
Finland has to make content choices according to the EU strategy. In 
this respect, Development Plan for Education (Opetus- ja kulttuuri-
ministeriö, 2012:1, 43, trans. mine) argues that:   

The competitiveness of regions depends on their success in the 
global market. Resources are to be gathered together in regional 
centres of excellence, to define common strategic objectives for co-
operation, and to agree on the mutual division of labour. Impres-



 

 

siveness is generated by improving the quality of education and re-
search, and by making use of research and innovation know-how 
in business and working life.  

In similar fashion, another Ministry of Education and Culture report 
(Osaamisella ja luovuudella hyvinvointia, 2014:18, 13, trans. mine) 
states that:  

Large science nations and markets attract, in addition to fixed in-
vestments, the best experts as well as research and innovation ac-
tivities. Research is, in many fields, genuinely global. Due to the 
small size of Finland, it is important that the higher education sys-
tem is competitive and of a high quality as a whole. Finland has the 
potential to invest only in a few areas in which research is world-
class. However, these peaks are necessary. They open up access to 
global networks and attract experts and investments to Finland. 

As a final remark, Prime Minister Stubb writes in the Research and In-
novation Council’s report (Tutkimus- ja innovaationeuvosto, 2014, 3) 
that Finland is not considered as attractive; the volume of foreign direct 
investments and international mobility is low. The Prime Minister’s 
statement is repeated later in the report (ibid, 10) when it is noted that 
in spite of a world-class innovation system, high-quality research envi-
ronments and other strengths, Finland has not been able to attract for-
eign know-how or capital. 

6.3 The Finnish context: higher education and ecological crisis 

As Ranson (1995) argues, the task of theory, in the case of state policy 
documents, is to explain why public policy is as it is in a particular polit-
ical context. In this sense, the starting point of the empirical illustration 
– the so-called national innovation system – is useful in understanding 
the overall orientation and purpose of higher education in Finland. Ac-
cordingly, especially higher education, is seen from the state’s perspec-
tive as an integral component of the national innovation system, which 
is, above all, committed to facilitating national competitiveness and 
conditions for capital accumulation. Overall, in the empirical illustra-
tion, it was highlighted how the Finnish state perceives higher education 
in an instrumental fashion. Among other things, higher education was 
perceived as a provider of employment, competitiveness, and innova-
tions to foster economic growth, and as a commodity and a business 
opportunity to be capitalised upon in the international education mar-
ket. 

Nevertheless, the state’s instrumental take concerning higher educa-
tion is not necessarily a new way of expressing the purpose of higher 
education, but is, in fact, a historical phenomenon that has arguably 
prevailed ever since the ‘union’ of universities and nation states was 



 
 

 

formed (see e.g. Kwiek, 2000; 2001). The situation has been much the 
same in Finland, as education and higher education have historically 
been perceived as means to succeed in international competition 
(Välimaa, 2001; Heikkinen and Leino-Kaukiainen, 2010). Yet, it is also 
apparent that the overall restructuring of capitalism has brought chang-
es in the relationship between the nation state and higher education, as 
higher education in neoliberal capitalism is increasingly seen as a key 
factor in terms of knowledge production and innovation, which has ar-
guably led to the increasing integration of higher education and capital-
ist markets (see e.g. Slaughter and Leslie, 1997; Slaughter and Rhoades, 
2004; Cantwell and Kauppinen, 2014). 

Considering the historical developments of the past decades, existing 
academic research, and the theoretical argument put forward in this 
study and its empirical illustration, there are strong grounds to argue 
that one of the main purposes of contemporary higher education is to 
reproduce capitalism. Likewise, by submitting and by following the 
overall outlines of the state’s education policy, as it was illustrated, it is 
evident that higher education institutions in Finland – some more than 
others – contribute to the reproduction of capitalism. In the Finnish 
context, higher education institutions are expected to educate students 
to become part of the capitalist economy but also are expected to con-
tribute in other ways to foster capital accumulation and conditions for 
capital accumulation (innovations, public-private partnerships, busi-
ness opportunities).

First, based on the Finnish education policy documents, it is clear 
that the Finnish state has commitments to the reproduction of the capi-
talist workforce. In the first ‘factory’ chapter, I illustrated how the state 
expresses the purpose of higher education in regard to skills, know-how, 
and employment. It was shown that the Finnish’s state seeks to enhance 
its competitiveness in the global economy by increasing cooperation, 
interaction, and connections between working life and higher education. 
As it was reasoned in the Finnish education policy documents, the im-
portance of universities and polytechnics is paramount in regard to eco-
nomic growth, well-being, and employment because the world economy 
is increasingly based on knowledge. In this way, higher education is uti-
lised, from state’s point of view, to foster economic growth (to create 
jobs, innovations, business opportunities). If from the perspective of 
capitalist rationale this aim is understandable, from the perspective of 
overburdened ecosystems and future generations of life, this kind of 
policy-making can be argued to be destructive and irresponsible.

Second, in the competitiveness and innovations ‘factory’ chapter, I il-
lustrated, among other things, how the exploitation of research results 
is seen by the state as means to expand the scope of operations of higher 
education institutions and academics. As Kauppinen and Kaidesoja 
(2013, 7) have identified, the beginning of the new millennium marks a 
period in Finland when a qualitative shift towards academic capitalism 



 

 

occurred. This was, they (ibid) claim, because ‘institutional conditions 
for academic entrepreneurship were significantly facilitated particu-
larly […] through establishing technology transfer offices and enacting 
new national legislation’. In a sense, Aalto University can be considered 
to reflect the academic capitalist ethos of Finnish higher education in 
the 21st century, for instance, when it comes to technology transfer. Aal-
to Innovation Services is Aalto University’s technology transfer office. It 
says on its website28, 

Innovation Services manages the university’s patent portfolio with 
the goal to commercialize research done at Aalto University. The 
commercialization process enables researchers and students to 
turn their inventions and business ideas into startup companies or 
licensing opportunities.

Aalto Innovation Services’s commercial approach to the exploitation of 
research results is explicit. On the website, it says:

Aalto University files about 30 patent applications annually. Tech-
nologies developed at Aalto University are used by a number of 
varying global companies. 

Aalto University’s licensable and salable patent portfolio covers 
five main categories: 

Chemistry & Materials, Computer Science & ICT, Energy & Clean-
tech, Engineering & Electronics, Medical Devices & Life Science.

More generally, from the state’s perspective, it was illustrated how high-
er education is expected to deliver certain predetermined outcomes 
concerning knowledge production and facilitation of innovations in 
search of economic growth. Consequently, higher education is both ex-
pected to contribute and already contributing to processes of capital 
accumulation and economic growth.  

Third, higher education contributes to the reproduction of capitalism 
and ecological crisis by commodifying education to foster economic 
growth. In the ‘factory’ chapter ‘education as commodity’, I illustrated 
how the Finnish state seeks new growth opportunities from the growing 
international education market. In this case, higher education is not 
only seen as an instrument to improve national and regional competi-
tiveness but as a commodity to be sold in the market to increase revenue 
from exports. Perhaps the connection between capitalism and higher 
education is the most explicit the particular case that education is per-
ceived as a commodity among other commodities. From the perspective 

28 http://innovation.aalto.fi/about-us/, page visited 14.3.2017



 
 

 

of the ecological crisis, the revenue from selling educational services (no 
matter how immaterial they are) is likely to be used to foster further 
capital accumulation and economic growth opportunities, and, there-
fore, Jevons paradox and the absolute contradiction – between expan-
sive socio-economic structure and finite planet – takes hold again.  

As an overall summary of the Finnish context, and based on the ar-
guments of this section, it is evident that the Finnish state’s education 
policy legitimises and supports the reproduction of capitalism. As Rekilä 
(2006), for instance, has argued, the state in Finland still has the great-
est influence on the overall operations of universities, even above capi-
talist markets and academia itself. By following the state’s policy guide-
lines for education, higher educational institutions in Finland support 
and legitimise the capitalist relations of production and contribute to 
the operations targeting economic growth and capital accumulation. 
Because of this, it is argued that contemporary higher education in Fin-
land is operating in an increasingly unsustainable basis from an ecologi-
cal standpoint. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

7. Conclusions 

I set out on this thesis with an objective to establish a connection be-
tween capitalism, higher education and ecological crisis. To explain how 
these issues intertwine and relate to each other, I have made an effort to 
update the theory of reproduction of capitalism, which I have outlined 
in the many pages of this dissertation. 

I opened the theoretical part of this thesis by presenting the origins of 
the school of thought – Marx and Marxism – in which the thesis 
grounds its arguments and locates its scientific contribution. Following 
this, I defined capitalism and briefly portrayed its main characteristics 
and historical origins. To respond to the first research question, I 
brought forward an argument from the field of ecological Marxism (Fos-
ter, 2009), which states that there exists an absolute contradiction be-
tween capitalism and a finite planet. It was argued that the fundamental 
reason for the ecological unsustainability of capitalism is its imperative 
for endless expansion, which at the same time entails an increasing con-
sumption and exploitation of natural resources.  

In Chapter 4, I argued that the capitalist mode of production requires 
various socio-ideological structures to support and guarantee its repro-
duction. To respond to the second research question, capitalism is re-
produced in the 21st century by the interplay of the capitalist mode of 
production and so-called socio-ideological structures. In the capitalist 
mode of production the logic of capital and the characteristics of capital-
ism, including debt, interest, return on investment, market competition, 
and profit maximisation, push the capitalist structure towards expan-
sion and regeneration. The socio-ideological structures, on their part, 
support and protect the functioning of the capitalist mode of production 
(see Chapter 7.2 for a more detailed conclusion).  

Concerning the third research question, on the one hand it has been 
argued that higher education is closely linked to the reproduction of 
capitalism (especially due to neoliberal restructuring) because it has an 
integral role in educating individuals as parts of the capitalist economy, 
but also in contributing innovations, services and products to foster 
capital accumulation, regional competitiveness, and economic growth. 
Consequently, it was argued that instead of mitigating the ongoing eco-
logical crisis, contemporary higher education ends up exacerbating it.  



 
 

 

Also, I have studied the Finnish national context to argue that the 
Finnish higher education apparatus has moved closer to capitalist mar-
kets, and thus one of the primary purposes of higher education, from 
state’s perspective, is to reproduce capitalism. In the empirical illustra-
tion, I presented how the state expresses the purpose of higher educa-
tion in educational policy documents, and based on it, concluded how 
the state’s instrumental portrayal of higher education was and is linked 
to the reproduction of capitalism and ecological crisis. However, and to 
respond to the fourth and last research question, it is nevertheless obvi-
ous that the state’s perception of higher education contains multiple 
aims and agendas. In spite of this, it is evident that education is per-
ceived in an instrumental fashion from the state’s perspective. This is to 
say that higher education is perceived as a factory-like institution which 
serves to achieve economic goals such as national competitiveness, 
productivity, innovations, and stable economic and social development 
through economic growth.  

In this final and concluding chapter, I first present the main contri-
butions of this thesis, and then, in the following sections, explain and 
discuss the outlined contributions in more detail, as I conclude the 
overall arguments of this thesis. After the contributions chapter, I pre-
sent the outlook of the updated theory of reproduction, and then discuss 
some of the remaining open questions concerning capitalism, higher 
education, and ecological crisis. As a final note, I highlight the limita-
tions of this thesis, and possible future research avenues.     

7.1 Contributions 

I offer two main contributions to existing literature on Marxist studies 
on education. These contributions are explained and discussed in more 
detail in the following sections. However, in short, the most significant 
contribution of this thesis, I argue, is the updated reproduction theory 
of capitalism and the established connection between capitalism, higher 
education, and ecological crisis, an area of study which has not been 
thoroughly theorised or analysed before in Marxist studies on educa-
tion.   

Based on the ground works by Karl Marx (1973; 1973a, 1981), Louis 
Althusser (2014), Antonio Gramsci (1971) and Nicos Poulantzas (1975; 
2000), I have re-contextualised the theory of (complex) reproduction of 
capitalism with the help of William Robinson (2004; 2014), but also 
with Panagiotis Sotiris’s (2012; 2013; 2014) and Peter Thomas’s (2010) 
reading of the classic texts. The contributions based on the theory for-
mulation are linked especially to Althusser’s, Gramsci’s and Poulantzas’ 
views on hegemony, reproduction and education (the foundations for 
the theoretical argument are laid down in Chapters 4.4.1–4.4.4 and 5.2 
and concluded in Chapter 7.2). In this respect, and while it is clear that 
Gramsci, Althusser, and Poulantzas were all perceptive in their histori-



 

 

cal and theoretical accounts, their theses do not incorporate an analysis 
of the restructuring of the global relations of production, transnationali-
sation of production networks, or the hegemony of transnational capi-
tal. Therefore, I have supplemented Gramsci’s, Althusser’s and Poulan-
tzas’ accounts and re-contextualised the theory of reproduction by lean-
ing on Robinson’s theory of global capitalism (the grounds of this com-
plementary argument are presented in Chapters 3.5– 3.5.1; and 4.3.2 
and concluded in 7.2).  

In this way, I have also tried, a on my behalf, to re-heat the discus-
sion regarding (economic) reproduction theorising in the Marxist stud-
ies on education (see Giroux, 1983; Morrow and Torres, 1995; Collins, 
2009). Again, along with the rise of the New Public Management doc-
trine (see e.g. Yliaska, 2014) and neoliberal higher education (see e.g. 
Olssen and Peters, 2005), it is justifiable to note that there is a closer 
connection between present-day higher education and the reproduction 
of capitalism, a phenomenon, which is generally left unaddressed in the 
contemporary academic literature (aside from the literature concerning 
academic capitalism). Hence, this thesis offers a contribution to the re-
production theorising, especially concerning the overall reproduction of 
capitalism and higher education’s role in it, by illustrating how contem-
porary higher education contributes, for instance, to economic growth 
and supports the capitalist mode of production. Being so, I want to em-
phasise that the focus in this thesis has not been on social reproduction 
(upon which much of the existing literature is focused, see e.g. Collins, 
2009), but in the overall socio-economic reproduction of capitalism, in 
which higher education, as argued, plays an important role in the 21st 
century.  

It also has been argued that because of higher education’s contribu-
tion to the reproduction of capitalism, higher education, in fact, adds to 
the environmental degradation. The negative ecological impact of con-
temporary higher education is due mainly to its commitment to the re-
production of the capitalist workforce, as well as due to higher educa-
tion’s increasing contribution to the processes of economic growth and 
expansive capital accumulation in various ways. This is a notion which 
has not previously been put forward in Marxist studies on education. 
While capitalism’s contribution to the ecological crisis is recognised in 
the existing literature (e.g., Cole, 2008; Fassbinder, 2008; McLaren, 
2013), an understanding of the role and the means by which higher edu-
cation contributes to the ecological crisis has been lacking until this 
study.   

In addition to these theoretical and scientific contributions, this the-
sis has practical and political contributions. Capitalism is, as defined in 
this thesis, irredeemable from an ecological perspective. This is, above 
all, because of the systemic imperatives of capitalism, and because capi-
tal and agents of capital treat their environments as external and infi-
nite, and thus capitalism as a socio-economic structure operates in con-



 
 

 

tradictory manner to its biophysical surroundings. A rather self-evident 
conclusion from this is that we ought get rid of the structures of accu-
mulation, i.e. replace the capitalist socio-economic structure.  

Therefore, this thesis could be considered as a contribution to the an-
ti-capitalist struggles around the world, but what kind of contribution? 
While it is evident that this thesis work does not offer easy fixes or ex-
plicit solutions to replace capitalism, I hope it strengthens the critique 
of capitalism and gives courage to people to resist and to develop alter-
natives and genuinely sustainable futures, in which we humans leave 
natural habitats to future generations of life in no less of a reduced state 
than what was available to us. In this sense I have, at least to some ex-
tent, tested the limits of Marx and Marxist theories and literature. While 
Marx and Marxism offer us, without a doubt, the most prominent and 
apt critique of capitalism, it is uncertain whether Marx and Marxism 
offer a blueprint or a road map for a sustainable existence on this plan-
et. Either way, one can be sure that Marx and Marxism continue to be 
relevant for the struggles concerning capitalist unsustainability and 
global injustice in the 21st century.  

7.2 An updated reproduction theory of capitalism 

Marx and Marxism are often accused of perceiving everything through 
production and economy. This is, however, an inaccurate accusation. 
Rather, it is capitalism that makes everything about production and the 
economy, not Marx and Marxism (Eagleton, 2012, 123). The develop-
ment of neoliberal capitalism should be considered a testament to this 
claim, as the sphere of the capitalist economy and rationale keeps on 
expanding to, for instance, public healthcare and education. Capitalism 
is a mode of production, in a narrow sense, because in capitalism there 
is production mainly for the sake of production (ibid), as it is capital 
accumulation for the sake of capital accumulation, which stands, as pre-
sented in this thesis, in a contradictory relation to its biophysical sur-
roundings. This is, above all, because many natural resources on planet 
Earth are finite or that there is a limit to their sustainable use, whereas 
capitalism is premised on the infinite (Magdoff and Foster, 2011; 
Moore, 2015).  

Moreover, I have attempted to describe in this thesis how socio-
ideological structures (such as institutional higher education) are inte-
gral in reproducing capitalism. To illustrate this, I have made an effort 
to update a theory of (complex) reproduction of capitalism by comple-
menting Louis Althusser’s (2014) original theory. In this respect, I have 
brought together the old sparring partners, Gramsci and Althusser, and 
tried to complement their arguments concerning state, power and ide-
ology with the help of Nicos Poulantzas. In addition, as I have re-
contextualised the theory of reproduction to the 21st century with the 
support of William Robinson’s theory of global capitalism, and estab-



 

 

lished how higher education has been integrated into the global capital-
ist economy, I have attempted to bring Althusser and Gramsci together 
under the theory of reproduction of capitalism in the 21st century, with 
additional help from Peter Thomas and Panagiotis Sotiris.  

In any case, and as argued before, the theoretical dispute between 
Gramsci and Althusser remains significant but it is, at the same time, 
and in many ways, reconcilable in the case of this thesis. Consequently, 
the main task of my theoretical work in this thesis has been to argue 
that we need both Althusser’s and Gramsci’s accounts on power and 
ideology to understand the reproduction of capitalism in the 21st centu-
ry. This is also why the work of Poulantzas has been essential for this 
thesis. I have presented that Gramsci needs Althusser and Althusser 
needs Gramsci, because, on the one hand, the capitalist state, dominat-
ed by the bourgeois class, has a significant role in steering education 
and education policy and mediating the dominant ideology, but on the 
other, the dominant ideology remains ever contested. Furthermore, the 
state’s integral role in providing conditions for capital accumulation has 
to be taken into consideration as Poulantzas has argued, and moreover, 
how the state’s role has changed to promote regional conditions for cap-
ital accumulation along with the transnationalisation of capital (Robin-
son). In this sense, a convergence and integration of nation states into 
the global field of accumulation has taken place, where different nation 
states try to produce attractive environments for transnational capital to 
operate.  

As presented in this thesis, the capitalist socio-economic structure is 
reproduced by interplay between the capitalist mode of production and 
the so-called socio-ideological structures (see figure 3 below).
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In the capitalist mode of production the logic of capital and the charac-
teristics of capitalism, including debt, interest, return on investment, 
market competition, and profit maximisation, push the capitalist struc-
ture towards expansion and regeneration. In addition, I have presented 
how the socio-ideological structures, which are not necessarily directly 
linked to material production, including nation state and its institu-
tions, capitalist elites (transnational and national) as dominant classes 
and transnational organisations, support and protect the functioning of 
the capitalist mode of production. The common denominator and the 
driving force for the entire capitalist socio-economic structure is the 
hegemony of capital. The imperative for continuous and endless capital 
accumulation is the one thing that both creates common interests for 
economic actors in capitalism, but also influences their actions and 
choices. 

It has been also argued that higher education and higher education 
institutions within the capitalist socio-economic structure reproduce 
capitalism by educating students to become part of the capitalist econ-
omy, but also by contributing other ways to foster capital accumulation 
or the conditions for capital accumulation (innovations, public-private 
partnerships, business opportunities), as well as taking part in the capi-
tal circulation process. Likewise, by contributing these ‘inputs’, contem-
porary higher education, arguably, simultaneously reproduces, legiti-
mates and indoctrinates the hegemonic capitalist relations of produc-
tion and the dominant class ideology. Nonetheless, and in this respect, 
it is important to note that higher education is not only a factory. It is 
unmistakably true that contemporary higher education has multiple 
agendas and aims, yet, in light of this study, it is argued that one of the 
primary purposes of contemporary higher education, from the state’s 
perspective, is to reproduce capitalism.  

To understand why this might be so, let us bring the remarks of 
Gramsci, Althusser and Poulantzas regarding state, power, ideology and 
state apparatuses together one more time. As Gramsci (1971, 244) ar-
gues, the state is the complex of practical and theoretical activities with 
which the ruling class not only legitimates and maintains dominance 
but also attempts to win the consent of those it rules. In Gramsci’s in-
terpretation, the hegemony of the dominant classes is constantly con-
tested, but in any case, the state represents the dominant and prevailing 
ideology of the dominant classes. In this respect, the state is an organis-
er of the class hegemony, as Poulantzas (2000, 125-128) has argued. 
Althusser (2014) for his part, turned Gramsci’s perception of the mod-
ern capitalist state into a more rigid presentation of state ideology and 
indoctrination, by presenting state institutions as means for the domi-
nant classes to secure their domination. In this case, Poulantzas can be 
seen as a mediator. As Poulantzas (2000) argues, ideology involves ma-
terial practices, but ideology is, at the same time, class-based, particu-
larly concerning the dominating ideology, which is then passed on and 



 

 

reproduced in the state institutions. Regarding Althusser’s perception of 
the capitalist state, Poulantzas rejects a simplistic conception of the 
state – an Althusserian state one could call it – that primarily concerns 
coercion and ideological indoctrination. On the contrary, Poulantzas 
emphasises the importance of the state as an organiser of class hegemo-
ny, but more importantly for the sake of the overall argument, its role in 
social and economic reproduction. Poulantzas’ relational conception of 
the capitalist state offers, thus, a way of understanding how state insti-
tutions are determined by class struggle, and moreover, Poulantzas’ 
take on the state does not deny class hegemony and its contested nature, 
or ideological indoctrination within state apparatuses, but puts them in 
a more dialectical framework, which also indicates, concerning the the-
ory of reproduction, that there is room for both Gramsci’s and Althuss-
er’s arguments. 

In the course of this thesis work, I have tried to establish that the lib-
eral capitalist state is not simply an instrument for the dominant class 
to repress and indoctrinate subordinate groups, but is marked by ongo-
ing conflicts among and between classes (Thomas, 2010; Poulantzas, 
2000). However, this by no means indicates that the state is neutral or 
impartial. Although it is clear that the capitalist state does not simply 
mirror the ‘needs of capital’, it is at the same time clear that it indeed 
guarantees and supports the reproduction of capitalism through various 
material, repressive, as well as ideological means (Poulantzas, 2000; 
Althusser, 2014). Hence, and as an integral part of the state apparatus, 
education and higher education play an essential role in furthering the 
economic interests of the dominant classes (Carnoy, 1982; Dale, 1989), 
by providing students with certain ideology, skills, attitudes, and values 
(Althusser, 2014).  

As Sotiris (2013) claims, the most recent restructuring of capitalism 
has brought higher education and capitalism closer together, as is also 
well established in the literature concerning academic capitalism (see 
e.g. Slaughter and Leslie, 1997; Slaughter and Rhoades, 2004; Cantwell 
and Kauppinen, 2014). Therefore, higher education can indeed be per-
ceived as a hegemonic and ideological state apparatus. Consequently, 
from this perspective, higher education supports the reproduction of the 
capitalist class society and communicates the dominant class strategies, 
as well as fosters capital accumulation, and undermines the resistance 
of the subaltern classes (Sotiris, 2013). In this respect, it is also seem-
ingly true that Poulantzas’ thesis of the capitalist state, class struggle 
and ideology supports both Gramsci’s and Althusser’s arguments.  

Therefore, an argument has been put forward in this thesis that one 
of the primary roles of contemporary higher education is to reproduce 
capitalism. In this case, I have examined the Finnish national context in 
particular, and based on existing academic literature and empirical il-
lustration, made the same conclusion from the state’s perspective. This 
is because, from the state’s point of view, higher education is perceived 



 
 

 

primarily but not exclusively, as means to an end to achieve goals such 
as economic growth and regional competitiveness. 

While it is true that we can generally grasp the essence of the present-
day capitalist state and the class hegemony of the bourgeoisie through 
Gramsci’s, Althusser’s and Poulantzas’ remarks, it is at the same time 
evident that the latest restructuring of capitalism, since the early 1970s, 
has also produced novel global power relations and hegemonies that 
arguably go beyond their analysis, at least to some extent, especially 
concerning the transnationalisation of capital and the restructuring of 
the global relations of production. For instance, considering the trans-
formations of the modern world order, Robinson (2004; 2014) has ar-
gued that, as the world economy was suffering the economic crisis of the 
1970s, capital went global by breaking free from territorially bound or-
ganised labour, and by developing new kinds of labour relations. One of 
the outcomes of this process has been that the leading groups among 
national capitalist classes interpenetrated across national borders 
through a wide repertoire of mechanisms and arrangements (Robinson, 
2014). This up-and-coming transnational capitalist class operates across 
national borders in numerous countries, as its class power is anchored 
in global capitalist relations of production, particularly in its domina-
tion over the world’s resources, i.e. the global means of production, as 
well as in global media and cultural industries (ibid).  

Although it is true that Poulantzas (2000, 106) recognised the trans-
nationalisation of capital and labour, he, meanwhile, insisted that the 
nation state is the primary agent to further the expansion of capital. 
Unmistakably, capital transcends national borders while shaping novel 
territories to its expansive purposes, but in this sense Poulantzas’ argu-
ment concerning national imperialism (ibid, 106) regarding the move-
ments of national capital seems to be incorrect in the contemporary 
global capitalist economy. As Robinson (2014) and Harvey (2014) have 
argued, it is not the modern nation state that has transnationalised capi-
talism, but the very logic of capital. More precisely, it is not a group of 
individuals within a single nation state that is holding the reins of the 
capitalist structure on a world scale, but as Robinson (2005) remarks, 
an emergent global capitalist historical bloc led by transnational capital-
ist class.  

In addition, as the movements of capital have globalised and transna-
tionalised, global policy planning organisations have become vital ele-
ments for the transnational capitalist class to bring together transna-
tional corporations, global governance institutions and policy planning 
organisations (Gill, 1995). In principle, international organisations, 
such as IMF, World Bank and WTO, work together with national states 
to reformulate global production processes, labour relations, and finan-
cial institutions to establish a global field of accumulation (Robinson, 
2014, 7). The transnational capitalist class and its agents on their part 
make use of these international organisations, while these organisations 



 

 

meanwhile organise the operations for the transnational capitalist class 
(ibid), an assertion that also can be considered to supplement the origi-
nal analysis of Gramsci, Althusser and Poulantzas.  

One of the prevailing contradictions in the global capitalist socio-
economic structure is that the nation state still possesses a great deal of 
political authority and legitimacy, especially in international forums 
(Robinson, 2014, 82). This is also to say that although the functions of 
the state have, in many ways, been restructured, the nation state is still 
a key institution especially concerning the reproduction of capitalism. 
Therefore, the most accurate way of describing the advancement of ne-
oliberal globalisation, from the perspective of nation states, is to insist 
that it is the transnational capital controlling the state rather than the 
state controlling capital (Magdoff and Foster, 2011; Robinson, 2014).  

From the perspective of the reproduction theory, it seems that the 
state’s transformed role in the global capitalist structure has not 
changed its core functions regarding the reproduction of capitalism, 
that is, providing a suitable legal framework and infrastructure, and po-
litical and ideological setting, as well as a disciplined and skilful labour. 
In a greater fashion, the change has affected the economic order global-
ly, as nation states are increasingly integrated into a global capitalist 
structure, steered by the movements and logic of transnational capital. 
In this sense, nation states are inevitably caught in the midst of neolib-
eral restructuring of global capitalism. Consequently, in the 21st century, 
the legitimacy and competitive position of a single nation state seems to 
depend on its ability to attract and maintain conditions for transnation-
al capital accumulation (Robinson, 2014, 8-9). At the same time, com-
petition has taken on novel forms, while companies are required, if not 
forced, to establish and expand to global, instead of national or regional 
markets. Hence, in addition to the competition between transnational 
corporations, there arguably exists a conflict between national and 
transnational fractions of capital (ibid, 27-28).  

Moreover, parallel to the web of nation states, there exists another 
web of transnational state apparatuses. As Robinson (2014, 74) points 
out, on the one hand:  

global corporations could not reproduce their control if it were not 
for national state apparatuses that provide property rights, arbitra-
tion, and social control, and that open up national territories for 
transnational corporations.  

But, on the other hand, the transnational capitalist class could not ex-
tend its hegemony to novel territories if, for instance, the: 

 
IMF did not impose structural adjustments on countries, if the 
World Bank did not make its lending conditional on the reform of 



 
 

 

labour laws to make workers flexible, if the WTO did not impose 
worldwide trade liberalisation, and so on’ (ibid). 
 

Concerning the restructuring of global relations of power, it is im-
portant to consider how compatible regional, national, and transnation-
al fractions of capital are in reality. As noted, historically in Finland, one 
of the primary purposes of higher education has been to ensure national 
competitiveness (see Välimaa, 2012). However, from a transnational 
perspective, it seems that this aim is increasingly transcended by a trend 
to homogenise and integrate national economies into a global field of 
accumulation (Robinson, 2014, 133-134). From this perspective, the 
primary goal of Finnish higher education would no longer be to secure 
national competitiveness, but to advance the conditions of transnational 
capital accumulation, for instance as a regional unit in the EU in the 
global capitalist economy. As Robinson (2014, 27) has argued, there 
seems to exist some kind of a paradox between transnationality and na-
tionality in terms of capital. However, if one, in this case, lets go of the 
idea of nationality, national identity, and national capital, it seems that 
the paradox somewhat disappears. This is to say that, from my perspec-
tive, there does not exist a conflict between regional competitiveness 
(for example Finland as a region in the EU promoting its context for 
accumulation, while securing its position in global competition) and 
transnational capital, but an ongoing and seemingly endless competi-
tion regarding regional attractiveness concerning conditions and envi-
ronments for accumulation. Thus, the competition of transnational cap-
ital would then increasingly occur between regions, rather than nations, 
as capital gradually loses its national origins.  

Being so, the restructuring of Finnish higher education is closely tied 
to the overall neoliberal restructuring of capitalism, that is, to the re-
quirements of transnational competition regarding investments, inno-
vation, and favourable operating environments for capital accumula-
tion. The aim of the state, in this respect, is to facilitate and organise 
favourable and attractive operating conditions for (transnational) capi-
tal, and the purpose of higher education, from the state’s perspective, is 
to support this process, as established in this thesis. From this point of 
view, it also seems difficult to argue that a paradox exists between vari-
ous fractions of capital, again keeping in mind that there exists an ongo-
ing competition between economic actors and regions. Accordingly, 
Kauppinen (2013, 11) states that:   
 

when universities collaborate with the local economy, it does not 
exclude the possibility that they are simultaneously linked into 
transnational production networks, and vice versa. In this way, for 
instance, the transnationalisation of R&D may enforce fuzziness 
between local, national and transnational scales. This kind of col-
laboration makes it also problematic to claim that the interests of 



 

 

nationally and globally oriented capitalists would always be op-
posed to each other.  

Disregarding the requirements of capital, an entirely different question 
concerning the restructuring of higher education and capitalisation of 
academia is linked to the overall purpose and orientation of higher edu-
cation. As Kankaanpää (2013) and Lund (2015) have established, for 
instance, the overall purpose of higher education is perceived very dif-
ferently among academics in Finland than from the state’s perspective. 
Although it I true that the purpose of contemporary higher education is 
debated and remains contested, the literature concerning academic, 
capitalism (e.g. Slaughter and Leslie, 1997; Slaughter and Rhoades, 
2004) has convincingly shown how academia, or some parts of academ-
ia, have moved closer to the capitalist markets during the last decades. 
Therefore, it seems that the social conflict over the overall purpose and 
orientation of higher education is, and has been, consistently won by 
capital and the agents of capital during the past decades, not only in 
Finland but transnationally as well.  

7.3 Turn towards anti-capital in education 

While many faculty think of themselves as advancing the cutting 
edge of their field of inquiry, few recognize that their thinking is 
based on many of the same deep cultural assumptions that under-
lie the last two hundred or so years of forging the modern, indus-
trially dependent and consumer-oriented form of consciousness 
that is now being globalized and pushing the world toward ecolog-
ical catastrophe. (Bowers, 2011, 2) 

 
Overall, one of the aims in this thesis has been to portray the hegemony 
of capital in the capitalist socio-economic structure. The domination of 
capital is arguably noticeably felt in many corners of social life, but nev-
ertheless the impact is much more devastating in natural environments. 
This is no coincidence, because this is the way that capitalism ultimately 
functions: its hegemonic logic subordinates other social and environ-
mental aims, as accumulation and circulation of capital become the 
primary societal goals (Marx, 1993; Wallerstein, 2003; Foster, 2009). 
Therefore, modern-day cries for ecologically and socially sustainable 
development are among many barriers for capital to overcome and to 
capitalise upon.

Thus, we have come to a demoralising conclusion. To live within the 
capitalist socio-economic structure, it indicates, in principle, that most 
of our habitual practices, individual choices, and societal structures are 
unsustainable from an ecological standpoint because of the amount of 
natural resources we (affluent Westerners) consume, and because of the 
absolute contradiction presented in this thesis (see Foster, 2009, 15). 



 
 

 

This unsustainable way of being includes higher education because it is 
an important part of the destructive capitalist structure and its repro-
duction. As argued, one of the primary purposes of contemporary higher 
education is to contribute to the reproduction of capitalism by educating 
the workforce to become part of processes of capital accumulation and 
by producing outputs and opportunities for economic growth and ex-
pansive capital accumulation. Based on this, it has been argued that 
higher education, in its current outlook, rather than mitigating, ends up 
exacerbating the ecological crisis – an argument which has not been put 
forward before in Marxist studies on education.   

Nonetheless, it is important to note that higher education is by no 
means the main culprit for the 21st century global crises. In any case, 
education can be a force for good, and not of destruction. Nevertheless, 
as long as the demands concerning ecological sustainability are not at 
the forefront of the state’s educational policy, which they clearly are not 
in the case of Finland, as well as in educational activities, practices, and 
structures, there seems to be little hope for change. This statement re-
lates of course to a wider discussion regarding the purpose, orientation, 
and politics of nation states and institutional education. However, in the 
case of the capitalist states, as discussed in this thesis, there seems to be 
little indication or room for manoeuvre when it comes to reorientation 
towards sustainable ecological premises, indeed, due to the hegemonic 
logic of capital. 

Either way, it is evident that for the sake of life and future human and 
non-human generations the current priority order in political decision-
making, which favours economic growth and economic growth-related 
social aims over ecological sustainability, should be reversed. This is 
because without a biosphere that is capable of supporting life, every-
thing else is essentially secondary, and thus, the material world is in-
deed primary (Jensen, 2006). This is irrespective of human needs, and 
the needs of whatever social, economic or educational structure. In this 
respect, it is persuasively noted, for instance in ecocentric theorising, 
that nature as a whole is ‘more important than humans, as humans are 
simply one animal species in the ecosystem’ (Ketola, 2008, 426). 

Walter Benjamin famously denounces the myth of modernisation and 
progress in Illuminations (1968) referring to written history celebrating 
technological and economic development. Benjamin remarks that the 
ones who have been victorious have the privilege to write history, and 
according to the wishes of those who are in power. Therefore, for exam-
ple modernity is, according to Benjamin, considered as ‘progress’. In-
deed, as Khosravi (2011) notes, for those who have been conquered, 
suppressed and enslaved, this ‘progress’ has brought genocide, extinc-
tion, slavery, land grabbing, and refugee camps.  

Nevertheless, and in spite of ongoing oppression, inequality, and the 
self-destructive path of human civilisation, the emergence of human 
ecological consciousness is a philosophically important occurrence, as 



 

 

has been noted by Naess (1989, 166) and Bowers (1993, 2). In this re-
gard, it remains to be seen whether the human-caused crisis in the life 
conditions our planet can speed up the diffusion of this consciousness 
and help humans to choose a new path with new criteria for progress, 
prosperity and peaceful coexistence (see also Heikkurinen, 2017).  

It is clear that this kind of reorientation is among the most far reach-
ing in consequences than anything experienced before in human histo-
ry, entailing profound changes in thinking and existence. In fact, the 
global ecological crisis seems to have given us an opportunity, if not 
forcing us, to ask what it means to be human, and to redefine our rela-
tions to self, as well as to fellow humans and non-human beings. To be 
sure, it is apparent that this kind of reorientation is not likely to come 
about without a struggle. This is because we are, left with the heavy 
burden and questionable legacy of industrial capitalism and arrogant 
belief in technological advancements and Western superiority, while we 
are offered limited resources and social imaginaries to turn around the 
course of destruction. Regarding capitalism in particular, it should be 
clear by now that there is no cure for the logic of capital other than chal-
lenging the entire capitalist structure. In this sense, the choice of our 
time is, from my perspective, between subordination to the hegemony 
and rule of capital, and between anti-capital(ism). By subordinating to 
the hegemony of capital, we submit ourselves to a process where things 
move around more and more quickly, while our subordination is con-
stantly intensified because capital simply cannot stand still (see Hol-
loway, 2015). The other choice is between resistance, and individual and 
structural change, which is, indeed, ‘why the environmental movement, 
when it goes beyond a merely cosmetic or ameliorative politics, must 
become anti-capital’ (Harvey, 2014, 252). This is because, as long as the 
definitive drive behind societal decision-making and structural reforms 
is capital accumulation and growth for growth’s sake, instead of ecologi-
cal sustainability, social equality and economic wealth redistribution, 
these reforms are doomed to fail as we have come to realise.  

Consequently, instead of ‘education for accumulation’, (higher) edu-
cation has to become anti-capital(ist) as well, while the condition of 
planetary ecosystems and natural habitats should frame not only educa-
tional, but all other future social reforms (Bowers, 1993, 2). However, in 
today’s socio-political situation we are constantly drifting further away 
from a socially just and ecologically sustainable reforms (in education). 
The outlook of contemporary higher education is a testimony of this 
claim. As Anyon (2011, 12) argues, Marx (and Engels) would have 
agreed that today, in advanced capitalist societies, ‘government, large 
scale media (where a few corporations own the main media outlets) 
and state education systems produce ideas and truths – the ideologies 
– that tend to be those who profit most from it.’ According to Marxist 
educational scholars, like Jean Anyon, it is highly unlikely that capitalist 
education can contribute to egalitarian society where humans are large-



 
 

 

ly free from coercion and oppression. On the contrary, inequality and 
exploitation seem to be key elements in societies, if the imperatives of 
capital are to be pursued, while critical and historical consciousness, 
and sustainable ecological organisation are not (see Anyon, 1997, 2005; 
Bowers, 1993; 2011; Suoranta and Ryynänen, 2014). Accordingly, it is 
because of these reasons why Marx and Engels (2002, 239) referred to 
the need to ‘rescue education from the influence of the ruling class.’   

 Finally, it seems that the most fundamental social antagonism con-
cerning capitalism is not actually between wage-labourers and capital-
ists, but between capital and anti-capital; between those who exploit 
and take part in the exploitation, and those who are trying to get rid of 
the exploitative practices and structures marked by the hegemony of 
capital. From an ecological perspective, anti-capitalism in education, or 
in any other level of social organising, is not to be considered radical, 
but in fact plain common sense. Sadly, it is clear that the current mental 
mind-set deems anti-capitalism revolutionary. In contrast, capitalism is 
very destructive ecologically, but socially legitimate, at least for the time 
being. This is why I have attempted to portray capitalism the way it is: a 
radical utopia running against the foundations of life. Especially from 
this perspective, Karl Marx is truly an important thinker and historical 
figure. He famously pointed out that societal structures and institutions 
are not eternal, and argued instead that any historical structure can be 
transformed or replaced (Eagleton, 1999). Capitalism is a historical 
structure. It can be replaced. It must be replaced.  

7.4 Limitations and future research 

There are at least three main limitations concerning this study: first, I 
have studied higher education only ‘from the outside’. Second, I have 
studied only one contextual setting, and third, I have chosen to discuss 
capitalism, while largely neglecting other issues, as the foundation of 
the human-caused ecological crisis. 

It is obvious that my approach in this thesis can be considered one-
sided, because I have studied higher education ‘from the outside’, and 
not taken into consideration, for instance, how academia or individual 
academics perceive higher education in the 21st century.  This choice 
was primarily due to the research design. As I have made an effort to 
connect capitalism, contemporary higher education and ecological cri-
sis, I have meanwhile updated the theory of complex reproduction of 
capitalism, and argued that for instance the state is, in essence, protect-
ing and supporting the reproduction of capitalism. Because of this, I 
have chosen to focus on how the socio-ideological structures function, 
from the perspective of the reproduction of capitalism, rather than ex-
amining their contested construction.  

Likewise, as I have studied only one contextual setting, another limi-
tation arises concerning the transferability of the study. Also in this 



 

 

matter, I have in this study, articulated and put forward a wider theoret-
ical framework concerning the reproduction theory of capitalism. Thus, 
despite the contextual nature of the Finnish case, it is arguable that 
there is, indeed, theoretical and practical relevance for transferability 
concerning the overall theoretical argument and conclusions.  

Lastly, while there are strong arguments, both theoretical and empir-
ical, to conceive capitalism as one of the main culprits for human-
caused ecological crises, it also seems obvious that humanity’s challeng-
es concerning ecological sustainability extend beyond capitalism and 
industrial civilisation. Accordingly, in addition to the need to replace the 
capitalist socio-economic structure, there is arguably a demand to move 
beyond the faith in progress and rationalist techno-scientific solutions 
offered to mitigate the ecological crisis (see e.g. Hamilton et al., 2015). 
Furthermore, ecologically unsustainable human organising is not only a 
modern problem, but rather has been a prevailing challenge for human 
civilisations, communities and other social organisations throughout 
recorded history. While I, of course, perceive the contemplation of these 
issues to be essential for the human condition and for the sake of peace-
ful coexistence on this planet, these questions remain unanswered as far 
as this thesis goes. Likewise, the solutions and alternatives regarding 
anti-capitalist politics, as well as ecologically sustainable (higher) edu-
cation (see e.g. Bowers, 1993; 2011) are issues that I have not touched 
upon in this thesis. 

Nonetheless, some of the limitations of this study can also be consid-
ered as openings for future research. In particular, anti-capitalist educa-
tion would be of great interest to me for future study. Similarly, to study 
the ways to exit or decouple from capitalism, and ways to live beyond 
capitalism in contemporary society, are future research possibilities on 
both theoretical and practical levels for me personally. Finally, it re-
mains to be seen how academics, or civil society more broadly, respond 
to the arguments made in this thesis, as well as remaining to be seen 
how the overall theoretical argument, as well as the theory reproduc-
tion, are received, modified and re-modified in the future.   
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In this thesis, the connection between capitalism, higher education, 
and ecological crisis is established and studied. It is presented, mainly 
theoretically, how capitalist socio-economic structure is reproduced, 
how higher education contributes to it, and how this is linked to the 
ongoing ecological crisis.

Based on existing literature, theoretical argumentation, and empirical 
illustration, it is argued that one of the primary purposes of contempo-
rary higher education is to reproduce capitalism and conditions for 
capital accumulation and economic growth. In principle, this means 
that aims and demands concerning higher education, especially 
coming from state administration, are closely coupled with the needs 
of the capitalist growth economy and transnational capital accumula-
tion. These developments imply, among other things, that the higher 
education institution is increasingly functioning in an unsustainable 
fashion from an ecological perspective. This is due to the capitalist 
structure and processes of accumulation with which higher education 
is increasingly integrated and to which it contributes.
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