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Politics, populism and 
paradoxes…



Educational cleavages…(Bovens & Wille 2017)





Piketty – level of education (credential) key to 
cleavage

Brahmin Left/Merchant Right
Knowledge society



Kitschelt and Rehm (2022)

• Use education and income as the two key variables – INCOME 
(progressive versus conservative dimension to economics) and 
EDUCATION (libertarian versus authoritarian dimension to politics) to 
analyze the realignment process in countries transitioning  from 
industrial to knowledge societies.

• High education low-income voters moved to the left and low-
education high income the bedrock of right parties. 

• The old core groups – low-income low-education and high-education 
high-income have become the two cross pressured voter groups. 



Oesch (2006; 2016)

• Old social class frameworks for analysis are not useful as tends to 
reflect the occupational system typical of high industrialization. 

• Over past 30 years seen growth of the services sector, rising female 
employment and expansion in welfare state. 

• This has given rise to shifts in the employment structure. 

• The salaried middle classes are now more differentiated(not a 
monolithic block) who experience different work logics. 

• ‘Interpersonal work logic’ (versus technical or organizational) in 
employees assumed to be employed by the state (care, education, 
health) linked to left voting.  



Questions…

Is 

the rise in levels of 
higher education 
across different 

societies a 
consequence of the 

transition to a 
knowledge society, in 

turn transforming 
values, political 

alliances, and voting 
behaviour?

Do left-right shifts in 
voting patterns 

represent a 
realignment, and new 

cleavage, along 
education lines And if 

so, what are the 
implications of this? 



And, if level of higher education is a key 
variable in voting left…

Would the 
promotion of greater 

access to higher 
education be a 

means of stimulating 
a shift to a left 

political agenda? 



Problematising these accounts… 
1. These are a teleological, cosmopolitan, views of the knowledge society as an inevitable 

shift from industrialisation to a new mode of production (Kitschelt and Rehm 2021). 

2. Second, the work logic tied to the rise of people-to people occupations (Oesch 2006) 
are assumed to be part of the state and presumed to engender a left politics. In market 
societies, many of these occupations are part of the privatised social policy sector. 

3. Third, higher education is black boxed and placed beyond ideology. Mijs (2021) shows 
that in highly unequal societies, neoliberal meritocracy is used as justification for 
success. 

4. Fourth, treating higher education as a ‘variable’ (the holder of a higher education 
qualifications, or not), along with income, makes invisible the dynamics Luxemburg 
(1951) points to in The Accumulation of Capital: capitalism is dependent on expanding 
into new spheres of social life whose dynamics include commodification (education as 
consumption), differentiation (stratification/value/worth), imperialism (international 
markets/brain drain), precarity (zero hours contracts/indebtedness), and militarism
(securitisation/policing of free speech/knowledge espionage). 



More questions? A different account….

What do 
political 

categories like 
left and right 
mean now? 

What are  the 
social relations 
of HE systems 
in particular 
sub/national 

settings!?

These 
questions 
demand 

theoretically 
informed 
empirical 

investigation… 



The  Accumulation of Capital - Luxemburg

• The accumulation of capital, as an historical process, 
depends on non-capitalist social strata and forms of 
organization.

• Imperialism and use of force

• The ongoing realization of the surplus value (profit) 
depends on outside consumers. 

• Internal and external markets – the internal market is 
the capitalist market; the external market is the non-
capitalist social environment which absorbs the 
products of capitalism and provides producer goods 
and labour power for capitalist production

• Dialectical conflict – assimilates the conditions that can 
ensure its own existence. 



HE in England – the 
making of a market 
society (Leys 2003)





‘Knowledge’ society or knowledge economy 
(or education services)?





As Balibar (2019) notes…. 

“…theorists of human capital (such as Gary Becker) 
introduce credit as an essential investment to broaden 
the range of possibilities for individuals without a 
patrimony, which is presented as a democratic 
corrective. 

Democracy then goes along with mass indebtedness, 
which is not just an ideological masquerade but an 
effective instrument to include a growing number of 
people in the process of valorization through training” 



Source: Vincent Carpentier (2021) Three stories 

of institutional differentiation: resource, mission 

and social inequalities in higher education, 

Policy Reviews in Higher Education, 5:2, 197-

241, DOI: 10.1080/23322969.2021.1896376 



2021 Census 
Results on Levels 
of Education ( ONS, 
2023)





‘vertical vision’s 
cognitive and affective (competition) economy 

(Robertson 2022)



The optimistic cruelty of Hayek’s market 
society…Ibled 2022



Vincent Carpentier (2021) Three stories of institutional 

differentiation: resource, mission and social inequalities in higher 

education, Policy Reviews in Higher Education, 5:2, 197-241, DOI: 

10.1080/23322969.2021.1896376 







Mijs, J. Socioecon Rev, Volume 19, Issue 1, January 2021, Pages 7–35, https://doi.org/10.1093/ser/mwy051
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Figure 1 Belief in meritocracy across countries over time.

Note. Indicated on the vertical axis is the approximate ...

https://doi.org/10.1093/ser/mwy051




Gemici (2023) The place of the market in society, in Politics and Society p. 8. 



Conclusions
• HE needs to be analysed in the context of C21st capitalism and its accumulation 

strategies – from primitive to new (fictitious commodity) markets; 
• Globally competitive knowledge economy strategies set the stage for core country’s 

accumulation strategies  (imperialism/cognitive empire) to expand internally  and 
externally (globally) into new spheres 

• Inside-outside, frontstage/backstage, dynamics  are central to the analysis.
• Balibar (2019) describes this as ‘absolute capitalism’,  requiring ‘total subsumption’ 

- ongoing commodification in relation to production (capacities to labour), 
consumption (credit/indebtedness), and self-making. 

• New commodities like education – produce means for the productive sector 
(reproduction) as well as the subjects themselves (Balibar 2019)  where individuals 
not just exploited but transformed into neoliberal meritocratic  entrepreneurs (Mijs 
2019)

• How to unmaking this process? For Luxemburg it involves spontaneous and 
organized politics tied to, but going beyond, imagination, involving the masses, 
strategies like strikes,  and connecting the political with the economic. 
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