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Abstract
Motivation: The crisis of liberal democracy reveals a new dimension to the dispute over 
the role of the university. Declining trust in elites and the growing uncertainty during 
the pandemic challenge the belief that the key aim of the university reform should be 

to subject it to the global mechanism of competition as well as to introduce modern man-
agement principles. In the American society, there is a growing belief that the higher ed-
ucation system in the United States is heading in the wrong direction and that universities 
are politically biased. Despite this, the American system inspires higher education all over 

the world, including Poland. Even during the pandemic, the attention of the academic 
community in Poland is focused on the lists of journals constituting the basis for the evalu-

ation of universities and academics.
Aim: The aim of the article is to demonstrate the threats posed by a higher education 
system governed by the dominant economic and political forces. The author evaluates 

the economic forces behind the parameterisation and ranking system, challenging the ra-
tionality of the Polish higher education reforms. The source of the arguments for academic 

freedom is the political economy that places economic goals in the perspective of long-
term universal goals and examines the complex relationships between the economic, po-

litical and moral aspects.
Results: Academic freedom is not a privilege of the academic world, but one of the foun-
dations of the successful development of a democratic society because science and educa-
tion cannot be subject to existing patterns of thinking and current economic and political 
forces. But modern universities are driven to act like firms in competitive market places 
and they are following trends set by short-term economic and politic interests. Politi-

cal economy is an effective tool for analysing functioning of higher education operating 
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in quasi-market conditions, imposed by the dominant market players and the state. 
Understanding the forces underlying the reform of universities requires an analysis 

of the processes of interpenetration of economic and political processes, which means 
that the paradigm of political economy is gaining importance. In view of the requirements 

imposed on universities, dictated by short-term interests, the most important thing is 
the awareness that the necessity of state financing means that no solution will guarantee 

autonomy, if there is no responsibility of the academic community and self-discipline 
of its members.

Keywords: academic freedom; democracy; political economy; neoliberalism
JEL: A11; A20; I25

The regime of equality and liberty, of rights of man, is the regime of reason. The free University 
exists only in liberal democracy, and liberal democracies exists only where are free universities.

Bloom (2012, p. 259)

1. Introduction

The participants of the Science and Freedom congress, held in Hamburg in July 
1953, undertook an interdisciplinary discussion on the methodological and in-
stitutional premises of the freedom of science and education. On the one hand, 
the context of this discussion was the terrible experience of the Nazi and Sta-
linist totalitarianism, and on the other, the growing suspicions about univer-
sities as “seed-beds of intellectual insubordination” (Polanyi, 1953, p. 322). 
In 2021, the context of the considerations on academic freedom encompasses 
the crisis of liberal democracy and the pandemic as well as the systems of par-
ametric tests and rankings, in which modern universities function. The crisis 
of liberal democracy, revealing the lack of trust in the global and national di-
mensions, justifies the need for a similar gesture from intellectual circles. There 
is a need to analyse the causes of the crisis of liberal values and to define the role 
of universities in this process. The majority of the American society believes 
that the schooling system in the United States is heading in the wrong direc-
tion and that universities are politically biased (Parker, 2019). This must be 
alarming in the context of the growing political divides and the fact that the in-
centive system of the best American universities is an inspiration for higher 
education in the world, also in Poland. The fact that this concern does not lead 
to initiatives similar to the post-war congress in Hamburg is probably a conse-
quence of the institutional state of higher education. In Poland, even in times 
of the pandemic, the issue of the contents of the lists of journals determining 
the promotions and bonuses of academics comes to the fore.

The aim of the article is to demonstrate the threats posed by the higher ed-
ucation system based on competition governed by bureaucracy. Condemning 
the subordination of universities to the dominant economic forces, we indi-
cate the dangers of transferring corporate management methods to universities 
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and replacing traditional academic values with the enigmatic idea of excel-
lence. On the one hand, we notice the manifestations of academic capitalism, 
and on the other, we present arguments supporting the need to implement 
the idea of liberal education. The staple that binds the utilisation of these con-
cepts is the idea of academic freedom and the conviction that this freedom is 
an important condition for maintaining peaceful development, particularly 
in the period of dynamic changes, which we are experiencing in the 21st cen-
tury. Global uncertainty and the fear that a changing university is being subor-
dinated to short-term economic and political goals make the topic of academic 
freedom especially significant. The point is not to defend the interests of aca-
demic staff but to analyse the forces, which the modern university is subject to, 
as well as to defend the university as an institution, at which the dominant inter-
ests and ways of thinking are not accepted indiscriminately, and perhaps even, 
as Derrida (2002, p. 202) radically points out, in which it is possible to question 
almost everything. This explains why, when considering the problem of aca-
demic freedom, one should adopt the perspective of political economy. Political 
economy does not limit economic analysis to the allocation of limited resources 
among unlimited goals, but places economic goals in the perspective of long-term 
universal goals and examines the complex relationships between the economic, 
political, and moral aspects. This perspective calls for the question of whether 
a reform, which focuses on parameterisation, market response, competitive-
ness, and islands of excellence, would be compatible with the demands of aca-
demic freedom, and whether it would enable universities and higher education 
to contribute to resolving the growing contradictions of the modern world.

In the article, the author uses desk research and personal experiences. 
This research method consists in combining the logical analysis of the existing 
knowledge and views of other researchers with a specific diagnosis of the social 
situation on the basis of many years of staying and functioning in a given, chang-
ing social, economic and political environment. The article is based on literature 
studies and many years of experience of working at a university in the times 
of central planning and transition from plan to market.

2. Academic freedom matters

Academic freedom is a prerequisite for the existence of a society that recon-
ciles the freedom of an individual with the common good. It is an important 
institution, the roles of which include the defence against various forms of to-
talitarianism. This was understood by the participants of the post-war congress 
in Hamburg. The discussion centred around the question of how a community, 
whose survival and progress depend on its autonomy, can on the one hand with-
stand the pressure of political fanatics and doctrinaires, and on the other, avoid 
becoming financially dependent on government bodies (Shils, 1954, p. 152). 
This question has gained importance again but needs to be completed. How 
to defend universities from superficial market pragmatism and from following 
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the direction determined by politics arising from the intertwining of the state 
power and the market? When the global economic and political uncertainty, 
significant inequalities, terrorism as well as the pandemic cause increasing con-
cern about the preservation of liberal and humanistic values, there is an urgent 
need to return to the “ferment of economic thinking” that emerged in the 1930s 
and the 1940s in response to the global crisis and war (McCants, 2016, p. 26).

Polanyi was a participant of the Hamburg Congress and took part in the dis-
cussions of the 1930s and the 1940s. He saw the problem of the intellectuals’ 
freedom both from the perspective of the tyranny of the Stalinist and fascist 
systems as well as the dilemmas of the utilitarian economy. His argument for 
the freedom of scientific research was born out of a discussion with Bukharin 
in 1935. Polanyi argued that science should be centrally planned in order to serve 
the common good. He defended the distinction between pure and applied sci-
ence because, in negating this distinction, he saw the underlying assumption 
of totalitarianism. Defending the idea of pure science as the pursuit of truth for 
its own sake, he regarded academic freedom as a fundamental value of a free 
society, the aim of which is to provide conditions allowing people to recog-
nise moral and intellectual values. Polanyi rejected the utilitarian belief that 
the pursuit of understanding nature must be subordinated to economic goals 
and the realisation of prosperity. He treated scepticism and instrumental-utili-
tarian interpretations of science and law as sources of tension in the liberal con-
cept of freedom, carrying totalitarian threats. However, he also rejected Kant’s 
concept of inner freedom as the ability to recognise moral rightness and acting 
in accordance to unconditional moral duty. He was afraid that this understand-
ing of freedom could easily turn into totalitarian ideologies. This can happen 
when the state, nation or party is given the status of an exponent of the public 
good and a source of moral obligations of an individual (Hartl, 2012, p. 310).

On the one hand, the positions of universities as well as the scope of their 
independence and self-governance are consequences of beliefs regarding their 
position in the process of creating knowledge and education. On the other hand, 
they result from state policy and profound changes taking place in national 
economies under the influence of globalisation. The historically shaped image 
of the role of the university as a unique community, which due to the func-
tion of critical thinking enjoys special protection of independence, is opposed 
by the notion that similarly to other institutions functioning in the market 
economy, the university should be subject to the rules of economic rationality 
and cotemporary management rules. This antinomy is metaphorically expressed 
by juxtaposing the university as Sisyphus and the reformist forces wishing 
to adapt the university to the modern world as Midas (Sławek, 2011, p. 25). 
From the viewpoint of the university as Sisyphus, the independence of the uni-
versity is a consequence of treating its activities as public good, the realisation 
of which is guaranteed neither by the dominant market forces nor by the state 
entangled in dependence on market forces and democracy. The university fa-
vours the public good when there are formal and informal conditions for prac-



  EKONOMIA I PRAWO. ECONOMICS AND LAW, 20(4), 731–743

735

ticing critical thinking. Improving thinking and fostering the greatest possible 
variety of ideas are the basic functions of the university, which meet contem-
porary and not yet known challenges. Improving thinking helps to make better 
decisions and can bring the world closer to a state with fewer unintended ef-
fects of human actions (Bowen et al., 2014, p. 200). It takes place in research 
and teaching processes, and concerns both academic staff and students. Educa-
tion can be considered a special transmission belt from those who create knowl-
edge to the whole of society. This is why a university serving the public good is 
one, at which there is a balance between the research and teaching functions.

3. The idea of perfection

On the one hand, the academic freedom is threatened by bureaucratic forms 
of management, in which the prestige distribution system based on global 
rankings and impact indicators is central, and on the other hand, by the pol-
icy of subordinating the education process to the current needs of the market 
and the ideology of economic growth. Both are linked by the enigmatic idea 
of perfection.

In discussions and official documents, excellence is so often called a tangible 
target, even though modern cognitive psychology makes people aware of cog-
nitive distortions and the pitfalls of human thinking. Performing the functions 
of a scientist and academic lecturer requires special diligence, faithfulness 
to the principles of scientific practice and ethics, but also criticism towards 
one’s own research results and beliefs. As argued by Kahneman (2012, pp. 294, 
348), scientists and experts are also subject to cognitive biases, overconfidence 
and over-optimism1. This may mean that the rhetoric of excellence is contrary 
to the scientific methodology, the inherent feature of which is a critical attitude 
towards the applied research methods and research results as well as awareness 
of the incompleteness of the acquired knowledge. The rhetoric of excellence 
and the related system of motivation are intended to raise the position of univer-
sities in global rankings; however, they remain in contradiction with the nature 
of creative work, which requires internal commitment and criticism towards 
the existing solutions and habits of thinking2.

1 The occurrence of cognitive heuristics in scientific research is confirmed by con-
temporary sociology, namely the situation analysis by Konecki (2020, p. 188). The author 
writes about phenomena such as the sociologisation of attention, ignoring theory in soci-
ological research, frame trap, the problem of selective and active inattention, and institu-
tional attention management.

2 Motivation theorists see the need to replace the Motivation 2.0 system based on sub-
ordination with a system that relies on autonomy and internal commitment. Motivation 3.0 
assumes that “people have a third drive — to learn, create and improve the world” (Pink, 
2012, p. 214). The effects of similar initiatives of excellence in the German education system 
were already described in Poland 10 years ago (Kehm, 2011, p. 229).
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The growth of regulations and bureaucracy in higher education is a way 
of exercising power, the essence of which is the threat of violence. It is a struc-
tural type of violence (Graeber, 2016, p. 79), which restricts freedom in a so-
phisticated way. The freedom of science is threatened when the necessary trust 
in the scientific community, built on methods of selecting scientific staff and in-
tersubjective testing of the generated knowledge, refined over centuries, are 
replaced by increasingly intensive attempts to replace bureaucratic science 
management mechanisms (Morawski, 2019, p. 178). In a country with an ex-
perience of a communist system, we feel more clearly than in the West that one 
of the greatest paradoxes of the modern world is that the growth of bureaucracy 
and legal instrumentalism occurred after the overthrow of the central planning 
system, at the time of the triumph of freedom and the market (Graeber, 2016, 
p. 178). Concurrently, we lack awareness of the risks arising from building a so-
ciety on based on ubiquitous mechanisms of competition. In a country, where 
the memory of a system that guarantees relative economic security is still quite 
fresh, it is worth recalling the thesis that totalitarian tendencies are inversely 
proportional to the probability of finding a satisfactory place in society. Given 
that the number of top positions is limited and only a few win, failures can be 
psychologically devastating (Greenfeld, 2016). And yet, regardless of which 
political party the minister of higher education was associated with, the un-
disputed aim of the reform was to improve the position of Polish universities 
in international rankings. Law and Justice is a party that gained power under 
the slogan of replacing liberal Poland with solidarity Poland. But it was under 
the rule of this party, that the concept of financially privileging 10 universi-
ties called “Initiatives of Excellence” was introduced. The concept of top-down 
creation and consolidation of inequalities was adopted in a situation where one 
of the main problems of the modern world is growing inequalities. The prevail-
ing opinion is that inequalities are the result of the market. Meanwhile, the “In-
itiatives of Excellence” is an example of a policy that empowers the stronger 
and works towards inequality3. In the context of social sciences, this question 
must be related to the crisis of liberal democracy.

4. Academic capitalism, the market and neoliberalism

The higher education reforms implemented in Poland over the last 10 years have 
been directly related to Poland’s membership in the European Union; how-
ever, one ought to consider the changes that took place at public universities 
in the United States, Great Britain, Australia and Canada during the period be-
tween 1970 and 1995 as their prototype. The transformation of Anglo-Saxon 
higher education is linked to the neoliberal transformation policies of Ronald 
Reagan and Margaret Thatcher. The growing awareness of the role of knowl-
edge as a production factor was an important aspect within this transforma-

3 The effects of similar initiatives of excellence in the German education system were 
already described in Poland 10 years ago (Kehm, 2011, p. 229).
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tion. It contributed to the growing interest in intellectual property rights 
and to the perception of university activity as a new space for capital accumu-
lation. The development of the academic publishing industry has become a sig-
nificant component of the new entrepreneurship sector based on knowledge 
production. In the period between 1990 and 2000, the average journal prices 
in natural and technical sciences, medical sciences and humanities as well as 
social sciences increased by 123, 111 and 127%, respectively, while retail prices 
in this period in Great Britain increased by an average of 38%. This discrepancy 
between the dynamics of scientific journal prices and the price index of goods 
in general continued in the period between 2001 and 2006 (Pirie, 2009, p. 37; 
White & Creasen, 2007, pp. 13–17). According to an analysis conducted by 
Cambridge Economic Policy Associates in 2008, the profit margins of leading 
college publishers were 25%, while those of commercial publishers were 35%. 
The high profits of commercial publishers are especially outrageous because 
they are not invested in science or education. Instead, they end up in the pockets 
of shareholders (van Noorden, 2013, p. 427). These are manifestations of aca-
demic capitalism, which developed as a result of introducing quasi-market activ-
ities into education. Managing higher education through targets based on global 
rankings and journal lists has created a new, roundabout system of fund flow 
between education funding bodies and education system’s beneficiaries. This 
leads to the boundary between what is public and what is private being blurred, 
to the dissolution of the academic profession as well as to the reproduction of ex-
isting hierarchies between regions and institutions (Pirie, 2009, p. 50; Szad-
kowski, 2015, pp. 96–101, 146)

The transformation of universities, as a result of which students become cli-
ents, while the members of the academic staff become pawns in the game, should 
also be considered from the perspective of such specific academic capitalism. 
The flow of funds between the public and private spheres, which takes place 
during the production and circulation of scientific work results, is a particularly 
blatant example of the conflict between private profits and the common good 
(Szadkowski, 2015, p. 172). The full state approval of the competition policy 
based on rankings and accepted evaluation criteria means that criticism cannot 
be directed only at enigmatic market forces. The rivalry launched in the aca-
demic world takes place within a fictitious market, into which flow the pub-
lic funds and student tuition fees, and where the state gives the rules of global 
competition the status of binding law. Government interventions, which 
in other areas are typically aimed at reducing inequalities, in higher education 
are programmatically used to increase them. The long-term goal is to concen-
trate resources in high-performance centres and to close down the weaker ones 
(Readings, 2017, p. 62). Policy based on rankings reinforces the tendency to po-
larize higher education. The rankings differentiate not only countries, but also 
the students and graduates of universities (Urbanek, 2020, p. 241). The paradox 
is that by being stuck in a system that serves to consolidate the existing asym-
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metries and monopolies of power, knowledge and prestige, we lament the crisis 
of liberal democracy.

The dominant opinion is that policies and strategies that refer to economic ef-
ficiency and market mechanisms are related to neoliberal ideology. Such a view 
is correct only when we identify neoliberalism with its contemporary form. 
However, the relationship between university managerialism and neoliberal-
ism is not obvious when we recall the assumptions of neoliberalism formulated 
in 1938 by the participants of the Walter Lippmann Colloquium. On the one 
hand, the participants of this Paris colloquium emphasised the need to oppose 
central planning and defended the old liberalism thesis about the right of an in-
dividual to shape their own destiny, and on the other, while calling themselves 
neoliberals, they emphasised that their goal was not to return to the economy 
of laissez-faire (Miller, 2014, p. 144). Walter Lippmann formulated a thesis that 
failures of liberalism were caused by the excessive focus on the freedom of an 
individual and on the market as well as by the insufficient involvement in the is-
sues of economic order (Mączyńska & Pysz, 2014, p. 223). Another founder 
of the neoliberal movement, Hayek (2020, p. 513), strongly emphasised the im-
portance of academic freedom and the threat that may be posed to the develop-
ment of science by those “who hold money bags”. While the core of neoliberal 
ideology was the fear of the growth of state control over an individual, the in-
troduction of managerialism into higher education stems from the belief that 
rationality and efficiency can be achieved by creating a system of central control 
and management of people (Miller, 2014, p. 145).

An interesting example of a metamorphosis of the interpretation of neo-
liberal ideas is the concept of New Public Management (NPM). This concept 
grew out of the liberal conviction that the private sector has an efficiency ad-
vantage and was intended to rationalise decision-making processes in the pub-
lic sector. Economic doctrines (the Chicago school of economics, the Austrian 
school of economics, the public choice theory and new institutional economics) 
and managerialism are considered to be the sources of this notion (Urbanek, 
2020, p. 83). Managerialism was responsible for “creating a set of doctrines for 
administrative reform leading to the implementation of management practices 
from the private sector to the public sector” (Urbanek, 2020, p. 84). While 
the inspiration stemming from the aforementioned economic doctrines was 
very complex and vague, managerialism was based on the unambiguous “be-
lief that all aspects of organisational life can and should be managed according 
to rational structures, procedures and modes of accountability in the pursuit 
of goals defined by policymakers and senior managers” (Wallace & Pocklington, 
2002, p. 68). The critics of NPM noted that such an approach contradicted 
the fundamental values of both liberalism and democracy. This was most clearly 
addressed by Lorenz (2012, pp. 599–629), who noticed the analogies between 
NPM and state communism.
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5. Democracy and short-term thinking

The dominant mentality, exclusively valuing the ideas that can in a directly vis-
ible and linear way contribute to the economic growth or are directly useful 
to the government, army, religion or business, presented the universities with 
a choice: they would either directly contribute to the economic development or 
cease to exist (Bowen et al., 2014, p. 193). This opinion was based on the ex-
periences of American universities, but it might also be applied to the changes 
taking place in Poland. The transition from a totalitarian to a democratic system 
has exposed the threats to the academic freedom in democratic societies. Par-
adoxically, on the one hand, democracy removes external obstacles to the free 
use of reason, while on the other, it creates the conditions, in which the mind is 
subject to assessment by the general public (Bloom, 2012, p. 322). Faced with 
the dangers of democracy, such as “sucking up to those in power” and focus-
ing on short-term utility, the university must compensate for the shortcomings 
of democracy, resist the role of a service and provide experiences that democ-
racy does not give an individual. The university must provide an individual with 
the access to competing thoughts (Bloom, 2012, p. 329).

At the same time, the product of the higher education reforms is the system 
of incentives directed at university employees and universities as entities financed 
mainly by the state. This means that both individual academics and the univer-
sity bodies must adapt their strategies to the current market and political sit-
uation. In order to survive, academics must mainly focus on where to publish 
their works. Thinking about whether the established standards of scientific re-
search and paradigms correspond to the needs of the changing world becomes 
of secondary importance. When formulating their goals or establishing statutes 
and pay systems, universities must respond to the current needs of economic 
and political markets instead of promoting a critical and long-term perspective.

The answer to the weaknesses of democracy may be, on the one hand, the re-
vision of the utilitarian economics, while on the other, universal economic edu-
cation. Such postulates were put forward by Polanyi, who examined the reasons 
for the susceptibility of liberalism to the attacks of communism and fascism. 
He considered the overestimation of the idea of the free market and the lack 
of boundaries, within which human affairs should be regulated by the market, 
an error of the utilitarian economics. Concurrently, Polanyi identified the fun-
damental problem of economics and the economic policy, i.e. not being able 
to harmoniously reconcile efficiency and distributional claims (McCants, 2016, 
pp. 31–32). Economic education was supposed to create hope for preventing 
the transformation of redistributive claims into political dictatorship as well 
as for avoiding the complete destruction of the benefits of the market. How 
up-to-date with the wave of populism are Polanyi’s conditions for preventing 
social conflicts: understanding the principles of long-term development, uni-
versal economic education and strengthening the moral principles of peaceful 
development. Polanyi argued that the economy and science are characterised by 
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complexity, which determines that their development and moral progress must 
be based on a free individual. This is consistent with the beliefs of those who de-
fend the university as a mainstay of thinking and those who defend teaching as 
a process, in which critical thinking is the most important value (Heller, 2016, 
pp. 38–40).

6. Attitudes of the academic staff members

The academic staff themselves are also the factor contributing to the changes 
in the Polish universities. Their influence is twofold. Firstly, to a large extent, 
the process of the university reform results from the conviction that the uni-
versity employees do not fulfil their research and teaching duties satisfactorily. 
Secondly, although the views of the academic staff on the functions and man-
agement of the universities are diverse, a part of the academic world either ac-
tively participates in the changes that make it more possible for the universities 
to be subjected to the current economic and political goals, or passively submits 
to them.

From the viewpoint of the assessment of the attitudes of the academics 
and universities, Stachowicz presented one of the most accurate interpreta-
tions of the changes in the Polish higher education. Referring to the concept 
of the functionalisation of pathology by Staniszkis, Stachowicz (2015, pp. 227–
247) states that the pathologies in the higher education system, which occur 
on three levels (legislative, university and individual), had positive functions. 
They made it easier to maintain the university budget balance, enabled the ex-
pansion and modernisation of the didactic base, helped to increase the income 
of the academic staff, and above all, they made higher education more accessible. 
Under the conditions of the functionalisation of pathology, what from one view-
point is considered pathology, from another is a part of a rational mechanism. 
In this case, resisting conformism requires heroic behaviour. The strategies 
of the Polish universities might also be explained by the resource dependence 
theory based on management sciences (Anielska, 2017; Urbanek, 2019). When 
developing paid forms of education, the Polish universities attempted to avoid 
the dependence on one source as well as to create their place in a new, market 
environment. What happened in Poland is in line with the changes described by 
the researchers in the United States. Faced with a decrease in public funding, 
universities were forced to adopt approaches, which were characteristic for pri-
vate entities. The result was a reduction in the quality of education and the dein-
stitutionalisation of the research function of the university (Kwiek, 2012, pp. 
641–654), which consequently justified university reforms aimed at organisa-
tional and economical rationalisation as well as disciplining of the academic staff 
members.

However, disciplining based on financial incentives and parametric evalua-
tion has its drawbacks. It dulls our criticism towards the system, in which we 
operate, and influences the choice of research topics and type of activities. It 
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becomes less rational to engage in teaching activities or in reviewing and eval-
uating our colleague’s research and publications. The division into disciplines, 
in spite of the ever-emerging needs of the modern world, creates “mental walls” 
and “rigid minds” (Konecki, 2020, p. 197).

The parametric evaluation system based on constantly changing lists of jour-
nals and publishing houses, economic conditions as well as prestige-building 
projects under the banner of excellence constitute a conformist incentive system, 
in which there is increasingly less space for combining the individual and pub-
lic good. When universities have to focus on the profitability of their activities 
and their competitive position, they succumb to the trends set by short-term 
interests, losing sight of the public good. Consequently, universities themselves 
become a threat to the academic freedom.

5. Conclusion

Science and education cannot be subject to existing patterns of thinking 
and current economic and political forces. This is why academic freedom is not 
a privilege of the academic world, but one of the foundations of the successful 
development of a democratic society. The analysis of the importance of aca-
demic freedom, confronted with the conditions of the functioning of universi-
ties and academic staff, allows for the formulation of the following conclusions. 
Firstly, when Universities are driven to act like firms in competitive market 
places, they are following trends set by short-term economic and politic inter-
ests. They are losing sight of the public good. As a consequence, the universities 
themselves become a threat to academic freedom, which is one of the founda-
tions for the successful development of a democratic society. Secondly, a polit-
ical economy is an effective tool for analysing functioning of higher education 
operating in quasi-market conditions, imposed by the dominant market players 
and the state. In a crisis of liberal democracy, in order to effectively defend sci-
ence and higher education against the pressure of shallow market pragmatism, 
we need to analyse the ideas and interests behind the modern tendency to trans-
form market mechanism to bureaucratic structures and procedures. Under-
standing the forces underlying the reform of universities requires an analysis 
of the processes of interpenetration of economic and political processes. It means 
that the paradigm of political economy is gaining importance. Thirdly, in view 
of the requirements imposed on universities, dictated by short-term interests, 
the most important thing is the awareness that the necessity of state financing 
means that no solution will guarantee autonomy, if there is no responsibility 
of the academic community and self-discipline of its members. The opinion for-
mulated at the Science and Freedom Congress, held in Hamburg in 1953 is still 
valid that the self-esteem and dignity of universities and individual scientists are 
extremely important factors allowing academic communities to become equal 
partners of the state to the extent that this partnership is necessary.
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