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Abstract 

Neo-liberal ideology has changed the public sector, its social welfare 

systems and health care, as well as university research and education. 

The neo-liberal view of society as steered only by commercial interests is 

represented also in some research policy theories, which see research 

project groups at university as small pseudo-firms competing with others 

for financing in market-like conditions. The idea of a semi-autonomous 

researcher, who delivers social critique, plays no role in neo-liberal 

research policy theory. A general trend towards external financing for 

university research will in the future probably make independent 

researchers to a rare species. In this article the neo-liberal development 

of university and research policy is described as a “reversed reification”, 

which is a free elaboration on the complex meaning of the Latin term 

“res”. It means “thing” or “object”, but also something that “concern us 

all”, the latter close to ideals often connected to the public sector and the 

modern state. In the beginning of the last century the idea of “something 

that concern us all” was applied to the private sector, but with neo-liberal 

politics in the 1980s the ideal of market economy is invading the public 

sector and university settings; this is the meaning of the term “reversed 

reification”. It is aimed to be a critique of neo-liberal ideology in politics 

and economics, as well as its counterparts in the area of research policy 

theory. The article is also to be seen as an answer to the call from Jürgen 

Habermas to reformulate the critique of reification that will offer a 

theoretical explanation of the decline of the welfare state, without 

surrendering the project of modernity or descending into post- or anti-

modernism. 
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Introduction 

For almost two decades, many researchers and teachers on a global scale have 

witnessed the introduction of market-like behavior at universities, and the use of terms 

such as market relations and consumer choice in university settings. Universities, as 

well as the public sector, have seen the shaping of an internal market as guarantor of 

accountability and efficiency, and competitiveness as an imperative for the activities. 

As a consequence, most authors in the science policy arena today describe the global 

research landscape as largely changing.1 Whereas researchers previously were 

depicted as peacefully working with their own specific questions on the university 

campus, today analysts emphasize adaptation to societal development. Research 

disciplines are seen to collaborate and the abyss between basic and applied science 

has been over-bridged by heterogeneous collective work, all in answer to the needs of 

a growing and globalized economy. The changes have important input not only for 

research policy, but for education policy and university management in general, and 

have often been welcomed by policy makers and also researchers. Some few critical 

voices have pointed to several problems with the new scenario.  

For one thing, there is a general lack of empirical evidence to support the proposed 

picture. Also there are difficulties for some disciplines to adapt to the development. 

Possibilities to commercialise research results are definitely rare in, say, humanist 

disciplines, when compared to technology and medicine. A third point of criticism 

concerns the general assumption that society is moving in a democratic corporatist 

direction, whence all different social interests in research will ultimately merge. The 

problem with this democratic corporatist view of society is that researchers in their 

work still have a longer time horizon compared to industry, due to the different 

culture that exists in university research with its often explicit cry for originality. 

Many large industrial companies today instead follow a so called “quarter capitalism” 

where the latest economical 3-month report steers policy decisions. A merging of 

interests between the two research sectors, i.e. a largely commercialized university 

research sector, can seriously affect society’s social development since there is a risk 

that the independent researchers disappear. Also industry will in the future perhaps 

have difficulties finding new and original ideas to develop for commercial use, since 

these presuppose the existence of basic research which is the primary task of the 
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universities in many national innovation systems. Some countries also tend to reduce 

the state support for research, which is a policy in line with the view of merging 

interests. Consequently, there is a greater dependence on external financing of 

university research – and this for many researchers means a general lack of funding 

for activities with no explicit possibility for direct application.2 

There are many more critical points that might be discussed. However, the present 

article will take a broader approach, focusing first and foremost on science policy 

research, and considering the ideological background behind the new theories of 

production of knowledge. Apart from the need for empirical studies of the changes of 

the research landscape, deeper and more general understanding of these changes is 

also needed. The article provides a philosophical interpretation of new economic 

theories, and investigates their connections to the latest development in research 

policy theories. 

With this approach the article gives a brief overview of three rather different theory 

areas, which will be loosely knit together. It starts with a short description of the ideas 

of a post-industrial society with Daniel Bell, the neo-liberal theories in Milton 

Friedman’s writings, and its development in the works of Osborne & Gaebler. After 

this background, there is a description of the new research policy introduced by 

Gibbons et al and by Etzkowitz & Leydessdorff. After this there is a brief introduction 

of the classical concepts of reification, providing these with a new interpretation. 

Hopefully, this will lead to a new understanding of social changes, which seriously 

have affected also the research landscape during the last decades. The question put 

forward is of course whether or not modern university researchers and teachers can 

adapt to a new entrepreneurial role adopted from the world of commerce, to forge 

close relations with the private sector without generating problems regarding the 

traditionally acknowledged independence of researchers. There is also a more general 

question if the new buy & sell habits in the public sector will serve the norms 

traditionally attached to the public sector, if these norms still are valuable, and if they 

are, how can they be reconstructed? The strong influence of commercial norms in the 

public sector, and also the universities, we shall refer to as “reversed reification”, 

which is a rather free elaboration on the meaning of the Latin term “res”. The term 

originally meant an object, a thing, but more specifically “a thing that concerns us 
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all”. The latter meaning seems to be important for our understanding of the 

development of society, its public sector and the universities. Contrary to what neo-

liberal ideologists would have us think, “things that concern us all” can perhaps not be 

seen as totally governed by commercial interests. 

Theories of economics behind the new development... 

Classical liberal ideas on social change have often emphasised the different roles of 

social groups in society. Differences between various social groups were for instance 

obvious in the early modern philosophy of Hegel. Already in the early 1800s, he 

regarded society as divided in three classes: the agricultural, the business and the 

universal classes. He described farmers as “substantial” or “immediate” because of 

their work with farming and crop. The business class he called “reflecting”, because 

of their need for fast market adaptation. The “universal” class was that of state 

servants, who according to Hegel’s idea of an absolute Ethical idea governed society 

in general terms. They were seen as taking care of society’s need for a longer time 

frame without bonds with other classes, and no interests of their own.3 

This idea of the specific role ascribed to the state civil servants is surprisingly similar 

to von Humboldt’s idea of a university with researchers doing their work with no 

strings attached.4 Humboldt’s idea comes close to the well-known ivory tower 

position, a rather conservative view of the researchers’ role in society compared to 

Hegel, who saw the state civil servants actually serving society best when they were 

semi-autonomous and without particular interests. In their activities, they ought to be 

guided by some sort of higher modern norms of equality and democratic rights for all. 

With this interpretation, there is a difference between Humboldt’s and Hegel’s ideas, 

and we will use this difference in making sense of the concept of a semi-autonomous 

researcher.  

The notion of society divided along different interests, social groups and classes has 

since the early 19th century been a hallmark of classical liberalism. It is also a general 

trait of Marxism in all its versions, however with different conclusions. A general 

tendency opposing this view on society may be found in different varieties of 

corporatist ideas. In corporatism interests of different social classes instead coincide. 

A corporatist view of society also lurks behind Hegel’s absolute Ethical Idea, but 
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remember that he discussed particular interests, which could be orchestrated and kept 

in balance with the help of independent civil servants who were guided by the idea of 

a general modern Zeitgeist. In the following section, we shall consider a number of 

proponents of corporatism. Daniel Bell is a classic case. His famous book from the 

early 1970s on post-industrial society pictures a situation where researchers adopt a 

guidance role for the general benefit of the whole society: “In the post-industrial 

society, technical skill becomes the base of and the education the mode of access to 

power: those (or the elite of the group) who come in the fore in this fashion are the 

scientists.”5 This peaceful development of society, where scientists in real life finally 

are doing what Hegel probably saw as an “ought-to-be”, attributes a special role to 

academic researchers in a new post-industrial society, where class conflicts and 

clashing interests belong to a period already in the past. 

The neo-liberal economist and ideologist Milton Friedman too saw the new growing 

society in terms of merging interests, but in his view the whole society appeared to 

converge around what many probably would see as plain industrial interests. 

According to Friedman the globalisation of the world economy calls for a dismantling 

of the welfare state. Taxes and state regulations must be cut down to an absolute 

minimum if countries in the industrialised world are to be able to compete with the 

growing economy in the newly industrialised countries in the South East. In this 

scenario there is no longer any special role for the civil servants. Thus he writes: 

Instead of regarding civil servants and legislators as disinterestedly pursuing the 

public interest, as they judged it - in sharp contrast to the behavior we have 

attributed to participants in business enterprises - economists have increasingly 

come to regard civil servants and legislators as pursuing their private interests, 

treated not as narrowly pecuniary or selfish but as encompassing whatever ends 

enter into their utility functions, not excluding concern for the public interest.
6
 

In his view state civil servants have no privileged position. They must work under the 

same conditions as all others, and of course there is no absolute “Ethical Idea” to 

follow. Friedman opposed all ideas that did not square with the logic of the market. 

Thus he claimed: 

There is no objective standard of “fairness”. “Fairness” is strictly in the eye of 

the beholder. If speech must be fair, then it cannot also be free; someone must 

decide what is fair...To a producer or a seller, a “fair” price is a high price. To the 

buyer or consumer, a “fair” price is a low price. How is the conflict to be 
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adjudicated? By competition in a free market? Or by government bureaucrats in 

a “fair” market?
7
 

Given the new societal conditions where there is a rule or idea governing what state 

civil servants should do, Friedman suggests that everything in society should be seen 

as a firm. Thus the market rules apply to all of society, including the entire 

educational system. In other words: 

In schooling, the parent and the child are the consumers; the teacher and school 

administrator are the producers. Centralization in schooling has meant larger size 

units, a reduction in the ability to choose, and an increase in the power of the 

producers.
8
 

The implication for the university setting is that it should be denied public support for 

research. Or, as Friedman put it: 

...there is little doubt that the extent to which people in the academic world are 

being financed by government has a chilling effect on their freedom of speech. 

What is true for the medical people is equally true for my own colleagues in the 

economic departments who are receiving grants from the National Science 

Foundation. I happen to think that the National Science Foundation ought not to 

exist, that it is an inappropriate function of government.
9
 

We can conclude that Friedman in his neo-liberal program saw the rules of a free 

market economy as the guiding principles for all of society, including the role of civil 

servants, schooling, university research and teaching, university management, and so 

on. 

The neo-liberal attack on the modern state, the lowering of taxes and the destruction 

of welfare systems during the 1980s, turned out to be a bitter medicine in many 

countries, involving severe cut-backs in the public sector, which still had to cope with 

huge deficits in the state budget. A somewhat milder form of neo-liberalism was 

introduced in the early 1990s. David Osborne’s and Ted Gaebler’s book Reinventing 

the Government represents a post-Keynesian version of the same doctrine, now based 

on the idea that different rules apply to private and public sectors, respectively. The 

former public sector was seen as a consequence of an industrial society; it was 

governed top down. The new post-industrial society, it was argued, should have a 

public sector that would be more closely adapted to the needs of individuals. At the 

same time, there was a pressure from the global economy to adopt international habits 
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in financing of public expenditure – i.e. a lowering of taxes and cut-backs in the 

public sector. Here the solution was not to privatise the public sector but rather to 

introduce market-like behaviour, inducing competition and a general culture similar to 

that prevalent in the private sector. The slogan was not “privatise” but rather 

“steering, not rowing”, i.e. the state should still have some control over the public 

sector, but it should not perform the activities on its own.10 This new concept brought 

with it the idea of generating an “internal market”, a term we today often hear also in 

university settings. Different organisations in the public sector should be encouraged 

to compete with each other; a rule that was justified by the claim that such an 

arrangement provided an incentive to make those who worked in the public sector 

more loyal, convinced and willing to collaborate to change the organisation. The new 

way to organise the public sector obviously had an influence on the minds of those 

who were working there.11  

However, critical voices were soon heard. An example was the British authors 

Stewart & Walsh who criticized the use of language and methods picked up and 

transferred from the private to the public sector. As they saw it, there were large 

differences between the two sectors and these should not be blurred. The private 

sector is necessarily steered by supply and demand, but the public sphere relies on 

collective needs. Furthermore, the public sphere allows for openness to citizens, 

whereas the private is “secret”. The private is geared to customer demands, whereas 

the public should be predicated on a fair distribution of public goods. The private 

sector is essentially competitive, but public administration follows a collective 

principle and is built around an idea of democratic rights whence every citizen has a 

right to speak and criticise affairs.12 To introduce market concepts into the public 

sector leads to many difficulties; one of the more obvious is of course the way in 

which organisations in health care should compete with each others adapting to the 

habits of a free market. Since all treatment in health care for centuries has been 

controlled by law, regular market competition is difficult, if not impossible. 

Introducing the profit motive into the treatment of patients is close to a criminal act 

according to the traditionally accepted regulations in the health care sector. 

The changes of the public sector in the wake of the neo-liberal revolution in many 

countries in the Western world soon also had an impact on the education systems and 
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finally the universities, which often saw their funding from the Government frozen or 

cut down. Soon this tendency also had its apologists in the small area of theory 

pertaining to research policy. 

...and its research policy theories 

The Mode 2-concept is perhaps the most well-known term used to indicate the impact 

of changes described above for the university sector. Gibbons et al in the mid-1990s 

presented their Mode 2-theory saying that university researchers, who previously most 

often worked on internal disciplinary “Mode 1”-problems, were now more inclined to 

involve themselves closely in industrial and governmental research collaborations. 

Economical factors were seen to be the drivers, as closer relations between university 

research and industry developed to meet competition from the growing economies in 

the South-East. This trend prompted new organisations like think tanks, centres of 

excellence and hybrid organisations, which often were places where the new front 

research was to be found. Gibbons et al referred to these as “Mode 2-organisations”, 

seeing them as generic for the whole research landscape.13 In a later work Nowotny, 

Scott and Gibbons noted how these changes also impact academic criteria of quality 

and the epistemology of science, i.e. what is interpreted as good and “true” science, is 

no longer only for internal assessment within the academic community.14 The authors 

also clearly stated that they saw the development of Mode 2 in research and society as 

a result of a general economic development towards post-industrialism.15 

The concept of Triple Helix, developed by Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff, focuses on the 

same changes. In this view, there are three major actors in science – university, 

industry and government – and these extend beyond their former specific areas and 

change their former roles in closer collaborations for the benefit of economic 

development of society:  

The dynamic of society has changed from one of strong boundaries between separate 

institutional spheres and organizations to a more flexible overlapping system, with 

each taking the role of the other. The university is a firm founder through incubator 

facilities; industry is an educator through company universities and government is a 

venture capitalist through the Small Business Innovation Research (SBIR) and other 
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programs. Government also has encouraged collaborative R&D among firms, 

universities and national laboratories to address issues of national competitiveness.16 

This picture of the present situation reminds of the one described as a corporatist 

society where strong lobbyist groups can collaborate for their mutual interests. 

However, in Etzkowitź  view the collaborations and development seem to follow a 

single logic: university research is increasingly driven by commercial rules. This in 

turn affects organisational forms: 

As scientists engage in research, and the gathering of resources with which to 

conduct research, they create firm-like entities or “quasi-firms”. Quasi-firms 

operate according to the model of classical capitalism as small entities competing 

with the other for resources. Firm formation, then, is merely a further step in the 

process by which scientists create research groups at the universities, institutes 

and corporate, rather than a sharp discontinuity in practice.
17

 

Etzkowitz admits that his vision of the new situation in research is close to the idea of 

“democratic corporatism”, in the sense that the original differences of interests in 

science held by different social groups are diminishing in a post-industrial society.18 

The corporatist view has also wider implications for society since it comes close to 

what was earlier seen as a military/industrial complex where ordinary citizens’ 

interests are marginalized. This seems to be something that Etzkowitz also realizes 

when he notes: 

A new institutional configuration to promote innovation, a “Triple Helix” of 

university, industry and government is emerging in which the university 

displaces the military as a leading actor.
19

 

Several authors have questioned such interpretations of the new situation, and 

consequently also the associated concepts. Slaughter and Leslie, for example, regard 

the new situation as depending not so much on a general economic trend but rather as 

a result of a general constriction of the public sector inspired by neo-liberal politics, 

which in turn forces researchers to seek financial support elsewhere20 – and that is 

close to the view put forward also in this article.  

John Ziman for his part questions the idea of a research community in which the 

interests of different actors are merging. With his term “post-academic research”, the 

classical ideals of free research and neutrality among university researchers do not 
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disappear, but are rather competing with new norms underlining the commercial value 

and social role of science.21 Steve Fuller has questioned the description of the 

situation as something “new”, since collaborations between university and a 

surrounding society were tendencies already witnessed in early modern science in the 

1700s. Fuller has also noted how the concept knowledge society has made it easier for 

university researchers to adapt to market-like and entrepreneurial behaviour.22 Alister 

Scott has raised the question of why there is no room for other research areas, such as 

the social sciences, in the discussion on science policy concerning the new situation in 

research.23 Aant Elzinga has recently questioned the concepts of Mode 2 and Triple 

Helix and pointed to its focus on disciplines with well-known possibilities for 

commercial use, i.e. technology and medicine, whereas other disciplines are mostly 

ignored.24 Thorpenberg has criticized the role of democratic corporatism in 

Etzkowitź  Triple Helix-concept since the term largely ignores the different interests 

in science expressed by different social groups. Investigating the Nordic institute 

sector with its long standing position between the two worlds of science – university 

and industry – and consequently for a long time having a likeness to “Mode 2-

organisations”, Thorpenberg found no support for a merging of interests between 

researchers and industry. Researchers at the institutes instead reported a shorter 

research perspective when the contacts with industry became more intimate in the 

1990s.25 This process was seen as influenced by reductions in state-support, an 

explanation quite close to the one put forward by Slaughter & Leslie. 

These changes will probably have a large impact on the norm-system traditionally 

held by researchers. Sheldon Krimsky has pointed to the problems, and questioned the 

new developments involving closer relations between what he calls not a “Triple 

Helix” but the “triad between industry, government and university”. The loss of 

critical voices necessary for society’s development can lead to: 

...the disappearance of a critical mass of elite, independent, and commercially 

unaffected scientists to whom we turn for guidance when we are confounded by 

technological choices.
26

 

With this the democratic corporatist approach in the Triple Helix concept is 

questioned. Academia’s internal interests for research questions seem still to be far 

away from industry’s interest for commercial products or the government’s interest 
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for useful results, or even from ordinary citizens’ more mundane problems. This 

emphasis on an arm’s length independent approach on the part of academia cannot a 

priori be regarded as totally useless, at least not when it comes to a long term 

perspective on the development of society. 

The closer contacts between university and industry also generate problem on a more 

daily basis for researchers. Boyd & Bero have shown that American univers ity 

researchers have developed close relations with financiers, and also often have 

accepted positions on boards and committees at industrial firms. This has led to a 

situation in which other researchers sometimes hesitate to send their articles to 

journals where they know these “member of the board researchers” are referees, 

because they expect bias in quality assessments, or suspect that the results may be 

stolen.27 The general commercialization trend in research will probably also disturb 

the development of new and original ideas, as the obvious application is often difficult 

to assess.  

This discussion leads to the general view of the framework of the inner dynamics of 

university research. Barry Barnes, among others, has seen the activities in university 

research being performed within a credibility circle, where researchers publish their 

results, not for immediate gain but in order to increase their credibility (which later 

may lead to academic posts), in a way which differs from a surrounding commercial 

society.28 Barnes’ credibility circle obviously does not treat university researchers 

with the same conditions as the commercial world, but recognizes the differences 

between the sectors. The same credibility circle has, however, also been described by 

Latour & Woolgar in their work Laboratory Life, but instead, it is interpreted being 

similar to the commercial world. Researchers run their activities according to the rules 

of supply and demand within a market. Unfortunately, Latour & Woolgar´s version of 

the credibility cycle is remarkably close to the neo-liberal doctrine described earlier, a 

view that understands everything in society in market terms.29 

The different versions of a credibility cycle also prompt the questions regarding what 

norm system should guide researchers. Merton’s CUDOS norms depicting the 

research community as dependent on higher ideals of sharing and organized 

skepticism etc, are well-known.30 However, we here want to go further back to the 

issue implicit in the Hegelian explanation of why it originally was necessary with a 
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semi-autonomous role for civil servants. The new situation for university researchers 

where state support in many countries is frozen or diminished, will certainly affect the 

base from which a researcher can deliver independent critique, and hence the integrity 

of the research process. With a heavy dependence on external funding the possibilities 

for critique will probably decrease, and perhaps researcher’s critical mission in the 

future will be totally taken over by intellectuals in social movements. Still the 

economical base as such does not dictate the actions undertaken by living people, and 

the social institutions where researchers perform are probably also important. The 

social credibility cycle as described by Barry Barnes above does not require a 

researcher to stay silent in debates regarding society’s development. Journalists have 

for many centuries been employed by privately owned newspapers, but they 

nevertheless retain an ethos that encourages critical investigations of society without 

worrying about their institutionalized position in the commercial world. Researchers 

have also for many decades criticized society and government but have had their basic 

financing from state resources. The new situation with reduced state funding has in 

the UK developed to a situation where only 20% of post-doctoral researchers today 

end up in full-time posts on the universities. With a majority of the researchers 

working on short-term contracts, there will be less room for civil courage, whereas the 

numbers of dissidents who can still work on the basis of tenure posts decrease.31  

However, a critique of a general trend in society’s development, which is seen as 

having a strong impact on the overall development of research as well, should perhaps 

not only be addressed in specific and detailed terms, but also in general and more 

comprehensive. The changes of the public sector and the universities in many 

countries of the Western world can also be understood in philosophical terms, and we 

will now investigate the classical reification concepts and explain and criticise the 

current situation with the help of the term “reversed reification”, which will be 

elaborated in the following text. Before doing so, it is necessary to briefly review the 

history of the concept of reification.  

Reification: background and different interpretations 

The notion of reification was originally introduced in modern philosophy by Hegel. 

An interest for Adam Smith’s economical theories led him to investigate the impact 

modern production circumstances have on the mentality of workers. In addition, there 
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was probably a specific epistemological problem. Post-Kantian philosophy strongly 

exaggerated the role of the “subject” in the interpretation of an “objective” world 

existing outside the individual minds. The Kantian idea of a thing- in- itself, or Ding-

an-sich, was often lost in early post-Kantian philosophy. Hegel’s approach was to 

avoid the subject-object dichotomy by postulating dialectic between a subject and an 

object. However, he had to explain how the epistemological process at hand worked, 

and perhaps it was good to relate to the modern production process when explaining 

this. A possible material factor was the modern production process in as far as people 

in connection with their labouring activities have to see the resulting products as 

something different from themselves. They see them as “objects”, external to 

themselves; otherwise they could not relate the products of their work as something to 

be later sold on a market. This strictly epistemological version, with its balance 

between object and subject, characteristic for Hegelian “objective idealism”, is 

highlighted in Lukács´ explanation from 1938 of the reification problem in modern 

society. He distinguished the process of objectification as described above from 

alienation. Reification follows from the situation of objectification when alienation is 

at hand, but objectification and alienation are not synonymous: 

For alienation (Entfremdung) is sharply distinguished from objective reality, 

from objectification (Vergegenständlichung) in the act of labour. The latter is a 

characteristic of work in general and the relation of human praxis to the objects 

of the external world; the former is a consequence of the social division of labor 

under capitalism...
32

 

Concepts of reification had earlier been described by the early Karl Marx in his 

famous Paris Manuscript, and compared to Hegel’s version they represent a more 

harsh critique of capitalism. In Marx’ view, the capitalist mode of production 

transforms the worker into a total stranger, to a veritable appendix in the whole 

production process: 

The alienation of the worker in his product means not only that his labour 

becomes an object, an external existence, but that it exists outside him, 

independently, as something alien to him, and that it becomes a power of its own 

confronting him. It means that the life which he has conferred on the object 

confronts him as something hostile and alien.
33

 (my italics and underlines/ST) 

Alienation is related to a situation where ownership and control of a product no longer 

lies in the hands of the worker, since the product becomes a commodity. In the 
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citation above one can see three different levels involved in the reification concepts. 

There is an “objectification”, an “externalisation” and an “alienation”; terms which 

we here have given different italics and underlining. As touched upon in the earlier 

citation from Lukács, these concepts are not on a similar level, nor do they have the 

same problematic result for people involved in the production process. In addition, 

Marx’ original German text also had a different line-up, starting with externalisation 

(not alienation), moving back to objectification and ending with the depressing result 

of the alienation of the worker in modern industrial process (see footnote).34 

The gradually increasing impact of the modern production process on the workers’ 

mind is probably an influence from the journalist background Marx had, a background 

often demanding an agitated style of writing. Still, there is a problem with the 

translation of the terms in the English Collected Works. Starting and ending with 

alienation, instead of starting with externalization (Entäusserrung) and ending with 

alienation (fremd), gives the terms an almost similar meaning. The view of 

objectification as a “characteristic of work in general and the relation of human praxis 

to the objects of the external world” is difficult to have: it is all just a part of the whole 

alienation and reification process. 

The alienation problem in modern production in Marx’ early Paris Manuscript from 

1844 was only shortly touched upon in his later Capital, but then in terms of 

“commodity fetishism”. Also in this later work, Marx tried to find a balance between 

reality and subjective perception. Marx compared physical qualities and commodity 

values, and regarded the latter as being close to religious beliefs:  

...the light from an object is perceived by us not as the subjective excitation of 

our optic nerve, but as the objective form of something outside the eye itself. 

But, in the act of seeing, there is at all events an actual passage of light from one 

thing to another, from the external object to the eye. There is a physical relation 

between physical things. But it is different with commodities. There, the 

existence of the things quâ commodities, and the value-relation between the 

products of labor which stamps them as commodities, has absolutely no 

connection with their physical properties and with the material relations arising 

therefrom. There it is a definite social relation between men that assumes, in 

their eyes, the fantastic form of a relation between things. In order, therefore, to 

find an analogy, we must have recourse to the mist-enveloped regions of the 

religious world.
35
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But this fairly subjective interpretation of the values of commodities was, however, 

mediated through the social reality of modern capitalist production:  

...the relations connecting the labor of one individual with that of the rest appear, 

not as direct social relations between individuals at work, but as what they really 

are, material relations between persons and social relations between things.
36

 

With this dialectic between subjective perception and actual social reality, the danger 

of commodity fetishism for the minds of workers becomes obvious. The belief in 

commodity values was not just a brain ghost; it also corresponded to the social reality 

which the workers experienced. The alienation concepts were, however, given a lesser 

place in the later work of Marx, and perhaps the placement depends on the large hope 

that Marx had for the working class as a historical subject. A strong interpretation of 

the reification concepts, i.e. the whole process of objectification, externalization and 

alienation depending on the modern industry production, will leave the worker 

hopelessly alienated and reified – and modern society with no historical subject. The 

reification concepts were, for a long time, forgotten in philosophy and played no part 

in the labor movement of the early 1900s. 

First with Lukács´ History and Class Consciousness from 1923, the view of 

production circumstances as having an impact on the workers minds was re-

introduced in modern philosophy. Lukács did not know about the Paris Manuscript, 

which was first discovered in 1932, and in his version the differences between the 

concepts were somewhat lost. Instead the term reification, or German Verdinglichung, 

was used to sum up the whole process. The reason for this was that the original word 

in the epistemological discussion in the already mentioned term Ding-an-sich, 

something objective lying outside the human mind, had a meaning of “not possible to 

change”. Lukács Verdinglichung meant that the worker was objectifying the products 

stemming from his hands in the working process, which also led to the view that he 

was seeing himself as an object. He sold his work on a labor market and consequently 

was involved in a process he could not influence. In translations, Latin entered into 

the picture. The Latin term for “thing” is “res”, leading to the term reification, rather 

than “thing-isation”, which might have been more suitable for expressing the same 

idea. 
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The differences between the terms in the reification concept were not apparent for 

Herbert Marcuse either when he, as one of the first writers to do so, commented on 

the newly discovered Paris Manuscript in 1932. Marcuse saw the concept as having a 

general impact on mankind, but the differences between the specific terms were not 

clear.37 With a similar meaning for the terms for objectification and alienation, the 

road towards a view of the modern society where technology is an enemy to the minds 

of the workers was open. The workers’ role as a historical subject must certainly be 

forgotten if they immediately are to be totally reified by the rationality in the working 

process. Theorists of the early Frankfurt school were also known to have an overly 

pessimistic view towards the possibilities to change society for the better, which led 

Lukács to ironically refer to them as the “Grand Hotel Abyss”. Habermas has later 

pointed to the problem with this version of the interpretation of the concepts. When 

merged with a strong interpretation of Weber’s concept of Rationalität, not only the 

modern production process but also technology and science appear as reification 

instruments because of their inherent rationality.38 This interpretation of the reification 

concepts today is often seen in post-modern and social constructivist texts, which will 

be briefly discussed below. One author is Bruno Latour who speaks about the social 

consequences of modern technology: 

No technology without rules, without signatures, without bureaucracies and 

stamps. Law itself is no different from the world of technologies: it is the set of 

the modest technologies of writing, registering, verifying, authenticating that 

makes it possible to line up people and statements.
39

 

The similarity between the early Frankfurt school and the social constructivist Bruno 

Latour in the interpretation of the reification concepts is striking. And the reification 

concept played a role already in early social constructivism. When David Bloor in his 

book Knowledge and Imagery of 1976 motivated the need for a “strong” sociology of 

science, he noted why scientists generally do not like social studies of science: 

Science is sacred, so it must be kept apart. It is, as I shall sometimes say ”reified” 

or ”mystified”. This protects it from pollution which would destroy its efficacy, 

authority and strength as a source of knowledge.
40

 (My italics/ST) 

This is a view of science that has for long time inspired social constructivists to 

deconstruct all kinds of scientific results. They saw a need for a “subjectification” of 

scientific results, since the objectivist epistemology led to incontestable “true” results 
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that were impossible to argue against: science had a general “reifying” effect. The 

background in reification terms was also discovered by the strong programmist Barry 

Barnes, when in 1993 he criticised the movement:  

In making a conception of what is real visible as a reification they seek to 

devalue the account: the move away from the real serves to change the standing 

of the account just as it would for traditional epistemology. The only difference 

between the two schools is an incidental one: the realist epistemologists are 

typically enthusiasts for science, most unwilling to call its authority into 

question, whereas constructionists are not.
41

 (My italics/ST) 

Barnes here points to the general problem with a social constructivist epistemology: 

the move away from the real, triggered by the view on an epistemological object as a 

reification, is thought to devalue scientific results. According to Barnes, this is the 

same old epistemology in which a result must be objectively true to have scientific 

value. Habermas has also commented on the interpretation of the reifications concepts 

in the early Frankfurt school since there is a risk for a critique of society and 

technology to abandon the modern project in itself, and to become a plain anti-modern 

civilisation critique. The book The Discourse of Modernity was written as a reaction 

to this:  

...my real motive in beginning the book in 1977 was to understand how the 

critique of reification, the critique of rationalization, could be reformulated in a 

way that would offer a theoretical explanation of the crumbling of the welfare 

state compromise and of the potential for a critique of growth in new 

movements, without surrendering the project of modernity or descending into 

post- or anti-modernism, “tough” new conservatism or “wild” young 

conservatism.
42

 

To avoid a “descending into anti-modernism“, our conclusion is that sociology of 

science should develop a more complex interpretation of the reification concepts in 

line with what is indicated in the quotation from Lukács above. Such a more sensitive 

analysis has to distinguish between several different aspects in the process wherein 

human beings first see a surrounding world as “objects”, and later start to externalise 

them. However, it is only in a later form and in modern production that “objects” and 

“facts” become alien to them. The term reification should be reserved to this latter 

form which is contingent on a specific kind of modern society. 
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As soon as an epistemological object, a Ding-an-sich, is accepted, the “strong” 

sociology of knowledge will be replaced by its “weaker” version, originally advocated 

by Karl Mannheim. And there is a difference between a strong and weak sociology, 

which was explained already in the early 1980s by Restivo & Chubin: ”...whereas the 

strong programme makes claims about the negotiations of reality, particularly our 

conceptions of it, the weak programme emphasises the actions that people apparently 

take based on those conceptions.”43 A weak programme becomes more policy 

oriented and must as such soon be involved in a discussion of what norms should 

guide human activities. This was discovered by the sociologist Brian Martin who 

introduced “the standpoint of the citizen” as a norm for science studies.44 

The norm of a “standpoint of the citizen” was soon attacked by Harry Collins who 

saw no need for it; instead, he reinforced the necessity of a symmetric or neutral 

perspective in science studies.45 The resulting debate was later criticised by Bryan 

Wynne. In his own work, Wynne invoked reification concepts when arguing for a 

more complex understanding of the connection between society and science:  

The confrontation between “neutralist” and “committed” perspectives operates 

from a mutual reification of “sides”, and neglects other alternatives. Despite their 

sharp differences over the ”taking sides” question, both neglect the more 

fundamental reflexive question: what constitutes a “side” in the first place? Both 

reify the identities and interests of the participants, not only into diametrically 

opposed camps, but also into what are implied to be essentially given forms.
46

 

(My italics/ST). 

Obviously, reification concepts have traveled a long way: from Hegel’s 

epistemological analysis to a view of modern production on a micro-level, from the 

early Marx’ critique of capitalism and the views of the mature Marx explaining 

influences on the minds of modern citizens. The terms were later re-introduced by 

Lukács and his version evolved into a general civilization critique with the Frankfurt 

school. In the quote above, the terms are instead used as a critique of the idea of 

having a standpoint in science studies, which is thought to be impossible because of 

the development of a post-modern society where traditional classes and social 

movements have disappeared. 

Brian Martin’s view of a standpoint, however, lies within the range of the more 

complex interpretation of the reification concepts, where an objectification is not 
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taken to be equivalent to the final result of alienation and/or reification. Perhaps it is 

also necessary to remind the reader regarding the original idea of a “standpoint”.47 

The original reason for scientists to take part in social movements was according to 

Marx not “moral”: these movements were seen as a historical subject, which in the 

future was thought to help Modernity in the fulfillment of higher social goals. To see 

the “taking sides question”, with its background in the development of modern 

society, as reifying in itself tends to relegate all forms of social critique to purely 

academic concept analyses. The reification concepts should rather be used as a 

critique of the present development of modern society “that would offer a theoretical 

explanation of the crumbling of the welfare state compromise”, as said by Habermas.  

Reversed reification: a critique of neo-liberalism 

Therefore, there is a need for a concept of reification that tends itself to the analysis of 

the present situation in our societies at large. For this, it is necessary to elaborate quite 

freely on the concept, and we return once more to the German discussion at the time 

of Hegel. It should be noted that the German term Ding does not only correspond to 

the English word “thing”. It also has a broader root going back to the word dinc or 

thing, as used in the Icelandic word Thingvellir, i.e. the original parliament on 

Iceland. For some reason, this is also the case for the Latin word res, which does not 

only mean “thing”, but refers to matters of discussion, or things that concern us all. 

The German philosopher Martin Heidegger reminded us of this in the immediate 

wake of the Second World War, when he wrote: 

The Romans called a matter for discourse res. The Greek eiro (rhetos, rhetra, 

rhema) means to speak about something, to deliberate on it. Res publica means, 

not the state, but that which, known to everyone, concerns everybody and is 

therefore deliberated in public.
48

 

In this passage, Heidegger’s critique was turned against the neo-Kantians, whose 

enlightenment epistemology emphasised freestanding objects, a Ding-an-sich. 

Heidegger instead saw an object as something integrated in the fabric of humanity, 

something relative and not absolute and therefore open for public discussion and 

intervention. What is incorporated in Heidegger’s view here is also his specific 

conservative longing for the antique Greek or Roman society, where everybody 

understood everything to a greater extent, compared to the common view within 
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modern society that there is an object, and a true truth out there which scientists can 

investigate.  

However, if Heidegger’s linguistic insights here are used for our purpose, the word 

“reification” becomes very interesting, since it suddenly is saying something about the 

modern state and the public sector. In Sweden, for instance, the county councils are 

called “landsting”, and the lower judicial organisations are called “tingsrätt”. In other 

words: not only Greeks and Romans had the same word for “things” and “things that 

concerns us all”, such as the public sector, but also in modern Swedish the word 

“ting” means an object and refers to something which is of common interest to all 

citizens. If we remember Hegel’s view of an absolute Ethical idea, a norm which 

should guide civil servants in the modern state, it becomes clear that this comes close 

to understanding the state as res, as “something that concerns us all”, i.e. it should 

also be something that is “outside ourselves” and not something that is occupied or 

dominated by strong lobby groups.  

If this interpretation of the reification concepts is translated to the political situation in 

the early 1920s in Europe, one has to recall also what motivated Lukács´ interest in 

reification in the first place. As a minister of culture in the short-lived Hungarian 

Soviet republic, he was surprised to see that the workers did not support the 

revolution, but rather found it impossible to change the system. In Marx’ Capital he 

read the concept “commodity fetishism” as a depiction of the workers’ spontaneous 

view of the market and society as something sacred, something which was functioning 

outside his control. When he sold his labour on the labour market, the result of his 

productivity also became a part of the logic of the market – a system which could not 

be changed. The view of the private sector as something the worker also was a part of, 

being something that concerns us all, lies close to the idea of the norms according to 

the modern state as “res”. This double meaning of the reification concept gives a new 

and different understanding of Lukács´ interest in it, and following this new 

interpretation, it becomes clear that the neo-liberal ideas stemming from Friedman 

and Osborne & Gaebler translate the rules and habits from the commercial world into 

norms for the public sector. The concept “things that concern us all” was in the early 

1900s attached to the private commodity production sector, but now it is done the 

other way: the private sector is taken to the public. The “res” is in a non-reflexive way 
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transformed backwards; it is a “reversed reification” in political terms, rather than 

strictly philosophical. This new understanding of the reification is not so far from the 

mature Marx´ concept of commodity fetishism where the work process was seen as 

having a general influence on the minds of the citizens. The term reversed reification 

is, however, more a critique of the neo-liberal changes in society, the public sector 

and state universities during the two last decades. The changes have been built on the 

view of society being a small and perfect functioning commercial firm, and this view 

is now promoted as being the only alternative, the “one-way politics”.  

The “new” norms that have made their entry have radically changed the public sector, 

as many activities have been sold to private interests, generating new firms which 

now are selling services and products to other public sector firms. Stewart & Walsh 

have pointed to the fundamental differences between these sectors, the difference 

between supply and demand in the commercial world and the public sector´s 

traditional dependence on norms on democratic rights and possibilities to criticize and 

change according to the needs of the citizens. Slaughter & Leslie have shown how the 

new habits have entered the university world, where an “academic capitalism” has 

changed the former university habits as well as in research and teaching and in 

general management. Earlier research was mainly oriented to basic science and 

dependent on governmental funding. Today, universities are the hosts for firm-like 

entities hunting for external money in market-like competition with other firm-like 

project groups. If this is a quite adequate description of the present situation, the 

question arises – does it matter? This is a subject that warrants serious investigation 

on the part of STS-scholars as a basis for public debate. 

Summary and discussion on a changing norm-system  

For more than two decades, we have witnessed large changes triggered by the neo-

liberal influence in politics, economics and social welfare on a global scale. The neo-

liberal agenda looks at a first glance quite simple: a lowering of taxes is the overall 

formula to solve problems in modern society. The following cut-backs in the public 

sector certainly become the “one-way politics”, and the solution to the problems with 

the financial deficits in public sector seems to be to let them finance themselves. This 

will be a problem since the public sectors in many modern countries for centuries 

have been driven by norms stating that it should be governed by collective needs, 
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work for a fair distribution of public goods, be built on the idea of democratic rights 

and be open for all citizens to criticize. The neo-liberal view instead sees the whole 

society, including the public sector, as a small and perfectly functioning firm – a view 

of business life which probably sounds somewhat unfamiliar also for many persons 

working in the private sector. 

The general change can be described as a commercialization of all sectors of society. 

In our view, the tendency of norms and habits from the business sector occupying the 

rest of society may be called a reversed reification. The original notion of reification 

probably dealt with modern epistemology and tried to answer the question what made 

modern man understand things as “objects”. The modern labour process made the 

workers seeing the result as things outside themselves, forcing them to not only 

externalize the results, but also become alien to the whole process. The mature Marx 

saw modern production, with its focus on selling and buying, impacting the mentality 

of the working class. Since the worker was selling his labour force on a market, he 

tended to see himself as a thing that was circulating on a market – an “object” in a 

process impossible to change or influence. Commodity fetishism as described by 

Marx is quite close to what we call reverse reification in the text above. The new term 

is, however, aimed at depicting the ideological shift that has occurred in Western 

societies under neo-liberalism in the late 1900s and early 2000s. Ultimately, the term 

involves an elaboration of the complex meaning of the Latin word “res”, meaning 

“thing”, or object, but also “something that concerns us all”, the public and general 

interest at the heart of society at large. The early 1900s can be described as a general 

reification where all citizens saw a public interest in developing a growing private 

economy; ideals of “res” invaded the commercial sphere to become something that 

“concerns us all”. The late 1900s with its neo-liberal ideology has reversed the 

direction of reification. The logic of the market place dictates that there is no other 

way to handle public interests or the public sector except the commercialization of it – 

the ideals and norms of the commercial sector are invading the public sector and thus 

becoming something that “concerns us all”. As is shown by Stewart & Walsh, the 

norms guiding the public sector are sometimes very different from common practice 

for a private firm. For example, the laws and regulations applied to public health care 

do not allow for certain profitable solutions to be adopted by a hospital as these 
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solutions may even be considered criminal, thus making it impossible for a public 

health care firm to act according to the rules of a business market. 

The neo-liberal changes have also had an impact on the publicly funded university 

sector. The “internal market” habits introduced in the public sector have in many 

cases become the normal way to handle things also at universities. Buying and selling 

between institutions, the marketing of services, and tenure posts replaced by project 

employment have drastically changed the university climate; this is what Slaughter 

and Leslie describe as a development of academic capitalism.  

Gibbons et al instead portray the changes of universities as a further development 

towards a post-industrial society. The problem with this view is that it is perhaps 

impossible to protest against the iron hand of a general worldwide economic trend. 

However, far from being a natural trend, the changes were first introduced in the US 

and UK in the wake of neo-liberal victories in national elections. Leaders were put in 

place who responded to the so called tax revolt of the middle classes, and the whole 

project to transform the public sector was prompted by a need to cut taxes, which in 

turn led to general cut backs in all activities funded by the government. The view of 

the development of society in terms of a Triple Helix, where universities, the 

government and industry in a state of democratic corporatism take over the previously 

different roles, and where university researchers run firm-like project groups and start 

up new spin-off companies, will unfortunately fit into the neo-liberal view in which 

the small firm is promoted to the status of an exemplary model for the rest of society. 

The Triple Helix model resonates well with a process of reverse reification in the field 

of research policy theory.  

There is also a need to discuss the problems associated with changing norms in the 

public sphere. These concern a more general background in the view of the modern 

state, and what it originally meant to be a civil servant. Milton Friedman was aware of 

this and posed the question, but in his answer he abandoned altruism in favour of a 

cynical position, suggesting that civil servants today merely follow and maximize 

their own interest. Norms saying that they ought to be disinterested, and not work for 

their own personal winnings, no longer exist or get crowded out in this scenario. In 

opposition to this, we mean that it is still necessary for civil servants to be un-attached 
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to interests, and let equal rights, justice, democracy and social development in a 

longer perspective guide the work of civil servants devoted to public service. 

The same goes for university researchers. One can of course smile ironically at the 

naivety of Merton with his CUDOS norms. These have always been far from what we 

know about everyday reality within the universities. However, we are here not talking 

about particular situations but rather about ideas. Seen as such, norms held by 

researchers in common still exist, are alive and important to uphold. Likewise, the 

norm that researchers should be independent of external interest is important. This 

norm is often confused with the idea of a special entitlement; legitimating the notion 

that academe occupies a sacred place far away from ordinary citizen’s concerns in 

normal life. This latter is the “Humboldtian” ivory tower version of a norm that 

actually has a deeper motivation, one that lies in the need of independence from 

particular interests in order to serve societal development in a longer time perspective. 

In this respect, it has to do with the integrity of the research process as a common 

good, just like the principles of equality, democracy, free speech etc. These are norms 

associated with modernity and include what may be called the “Hegelian” version of 

independence for researchers. Moreover, as Sheldon Krimsky argues, researchers 

should not only be active in the innovation systems and deliver valuable results for 

industry; they should also participate in public debate and critique, since this has a 

value for the social development of modern society in a longer time perspective. 

The contrast to industrial interests today are striking given the latter’s strong emphasis 

on immediate profit. No matter what humanitarian visions a charismatic manager of a 

large firm might express, the stockholders always want to see a substantial pecuniary 

result. Given the dictates in corporate life, it is still necessary with state funding for 

much research of a basic character. The norm of social benefiting development in the 

long run is difficult to attach to the commercial sphere; ultimately this ideal has a 

political and ideological content rather than an economical one. Norms on a higher 

“meta-level” prescribing that a researcher ought to be an independent seeker of truth 

are supported on a lower “meso-level” in state research councils. These criteria 

stipulate that good research should be original and challenging to be valuable in the 

eyes of peer reviewers. On a daily “micro-level” furthermore it is evident that 

researchers stealing results from others and/or otherwise cheating cannot be accepted 
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by others – obviously the norms for the research community have support on all these 

levels. 

The general and different norms for university researchers are forgotten when the 

whole public sector is governed by rules taken from the commercial society. To 

defend the previous norms can be interpreted as a somewhat conventional and even 

conservative position in the debate on the future role of the universities. However, the 

new habits in both the public sector and the university world are also depending on 

norms, and since there seems to be a danger with these norms in the general 

development of the modern society, it is perhaps necessary to reconstruct, rather than 

deconstruct the earlier ones, and also explain why they are necessary. Thus: for the 

development of modern society in a long-term perspective, it is necessary for norms 

in which university researchers have a role close to that of a civil servant: that s/he 

should have a long-term perspective and perform in research, which is different from 

industrial research in its “scientific” rather than “commercial” view. The interest for 

science and technology development in broader and longer terms should, however, be 

combined with social critique. The reversed reification, the view of society where the 

commercial sector is the norm for all other sectors, is consequently to be seen as a 

danger for modern society in a long-term perspective. 

Notes 

1 The term “research landscape” here refers to the whole research community; 

universities, industry, state, county councils, etc. 

2 This development is not general for all Western countries. Canada still has a large 

state budget for research, and in the UK, the government recently decided to boost 
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