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Extended Abstract

The human capital theory has played an important role in the introduction and
effectiveness of higher education in the development process. The purpose of this article
is to study the human capital theory from the viewpoint of political thought and extract
its policy implications in the realm of higher education; accordingly, the implicative
narrative theory has been used as a conceptual framework and implication research as a
methodology. The findings of this paper suggest that the human capital theory based
upon utilitarianism provides theoretical and normative bases of an economic approach
and market model in higher education. With an overemphasis on the economic
dimension of education and giving priority to economic goals, the human capital
theory has ignored many other non-economic and intrinsically important functions
and goals of the higher education system. This allows the conclusion that the
application of human capital theory in higher education suffers from the same
reductionist view and shortcomings of utilitarianism, and does not have sufficient
theoretical efficacy to offer a comprehensive and multi-dimensional image of the higher
education system in the development process.
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INTRODUCTION

The literature review concerning the role of the higher education system in the
development process suggests that the contribution and effectiveness of this
institution in human capital formation for achieving the end of economic growth
has strengthened its role in the development process; In other words, the human
capital theory provides the cornerstone for the introduction and effectiveness of the
higher education system in the development process. The main question of this
paper is whether or not the human capital theory has sufficient theoretical efficacy
to offer a comprehensive and multi-dimensional image of the higher education
system in the development process?

PURPOSE

The main purpose of this paper is to better realize and understand the human
capital theory from the viewpoint of political thought and then extract its policy
implications in the realm of higher education.

METHODOLOGY

Implicative narrative theory (Manuchehri, 2016) provides a conceptual framework
to explain the relationship between political thought and the development theory.
Therefore, conducting the systematic implication research methodology
(Danayifard, 2016) is suitable for this interdisciplinary research because it provides
the possibility of identifying and retrieving related policy implications in the realm
of higher education from key ideas of the conceptual framework.

RESULT

The historical roots of the human capital theory in neo-classical economics can be
traced back to utilitarianism; That is to say, utilitarianism is the underpinning
political thought behind the human capital theory. As a conceptual framework in
this paper, the application of the implicative narrative theory provides the
possibility of detecting key and implicit ideas in the human capital theory, or more
specifically, in utilitarianism.

The main key ideas of this study include methodological individualism,
economic man, commitment to social contract theory, giving priority to the concept
of private goods, highlighting the concept of negative liberty (i.e., to consider
freedom as the absence of interference by other people), market sovereignty, the
theory of pure competition, and enterprise society.

Drawing on the implication research methodology has led to the following
policy implications in the realm of higher education: highlighting the economic
approach to higher education; drawing a linear and simplistic relationship between
higher education and employability; pursuing academic capitalism; ignoring



interpersonal differences and reproducing social inequalities; giving priority to
competition and academic ranking systems; weakening the idea of higher education
as a common good; and focusing on instrumental pedagogy (Ransome, 2011).

CONCLUSION

Higher education based on human capital theory suffers from the same reductionist
view and shortcomings of utilitarianism such as: ignoring interpersonal differences,
social goals, and collective values. Further, the human capital theory (or
utilitarianism as its underpinning theoretical and normative basis) is indifferent to
distributive and redistributive issues, and its mere focus on utility has overlooked
other important considerations.

Although the human capital theory has maintained its position as a powerful
and dominant theory in the realm of educational policymaking, this theory does not
have sufficient theoretical efficacy to offer a comprehensive and multi-dimensional
image of the higher education system in the development process. In fact, in order
to reconsider and promote the role and status of the higher education system in the
development process, we need an alternative development theory capable of
overcoming the shortcomings of utilitarianism due to its powerful underlying
political thought.

Sen's own explanation for the success of human development is that it was a
reaction against a narrow utilitarianism (McNeill, 2007, 16). Provided the
fundamental political thought in the human development theory is able to criticize
and offer a more superior conceptual framework than utilitarianism, this theory can
be considered as an alternative. Further research is required to study the political
thought behind the theory of human development.

NOVELTY

Some studies have exclusively reviewed the human capital theory from different
perspectives focusing on the methodological, empirical, practical and moral aspects
of theory (e.g., Baptiste, 2001; Tan, 2014; Bonal, 2016). However, none of them were
designed to better realize and understand the human capital theory from the
viewpoint of political thought. Also, the novelty of this study lies in its
interdisciplinary nature; because three distinct fields (i.e., political thought,
development, and higher education) have been studied together in an
interdisciplinary approach to reduce the existing gap between development
thinking and development practice.
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