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In the context of universities and research 
centres, we can talk of a contemporary he-
gemony of a type of scientific knowledge that 
is convertible into market value, under key-
words like “application”, “utility”, “relevance” 
and “impact”. It is all about valuing knowl-
edge that is instrumentalised by the market. 
There is a tension characterised by two ex-
tremes, already identified by the Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and Development 
in 2008: knowledge for its own sake (“pure” 
or “applied” knowledge decided by those who 
make or manage science, regardless of its mar-
ket value) and economic-driven knowledge 
(“pure” or “applied” knowledge for “consump-
tion” by the society whose specific problems 
and needs it is meant to address). The prob-
lem then lies in the growing promotion of the 
latter and the progressive exclusion of the 
former, and it is especially evident in the so-
cial sciences and humanities and in the arts, 
but is in fact also present in all types of sci-
entific knowledge. Academic productivity is 
therefore crushed by increasingly demanding 
bureaucratic procedures, the close monitoring 
of academic performance, and an enormous 
pressure to produce knowledge deemed rele-
vant and visibly convertible into market value.

The current COVID-19 pandemic could ulti-
mately prove that knowledge for its own sake 
– developed for reasons that might not nec-
essarily be related to the market or to profit 
– actually responds, or can respond, to social 

and human needs. This is particularly impor-
tant at a time when we can anticipate funding 
cuts in higher education and research. In the 
context of the pandemic, we have seen soci-
ety turn to the scientific community (and its 
various knowledges) in order to better under-
stand the situation we are going through. This 
is therefore an opportunity to emphasise, on 
the one hand, the great potential of knowl-
edge for its own sake in times of crisis and, on 
the other hand, the risks of excessively valuing 
knowledge production for economic reasons, 
especially foreseeable economic reasons. It 
becomes clear that keywords like “applica-
tion”, “utility”, “relevance” and “impact” can 
be attributed to knowledge for its own sake 
and not necessarily only to knowledge that is 
convertible into market value. It is also evident 
that the European paradox – i.e., the European 
countries’ apparent inability to convert their 
numerous scientific publications into innova-
tion, growth and jobs – should cease being as 
central to their agenda of knowledge produc-
tion as it still is. If there is one thing that this 
pandemic has highlighted, it is that the mar-
ket, and market value, cannot be the solution 
to everything.
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