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Across the globe, higher education is rapidly changing. Universities are now seen as key 

engines of a ‘knowledge economy’, producing the innovation and the workers crucial to new 

economies. Driven by rankings that claim to measure ‘world-class’ status, many universities 

are promoting themselves as ‘global’ institutions and competing to attract renowned 

researchers, international students, and grant income. Among policymakers too, there is 

considerable interest in the role that ‘global’ universities play in regional and national 

development. ‘In a time of crises’, reads the statement of the Rectors and Presidents from 

nine well-known universities on the occasion of the University of Vienna’s 650
th

 anniversary, 

‘universities have a key role to play in Europe’s revival […] In order to achieve this, they 

have to be active on the global scale’ (Vienna Communique 2015).  

 

This shift towards the internationalisation and marketisation of the international higher 

education sector reflects much bigger processes that have been reshaping national economies 

since the 1980s. On the one hand, universities have been forced to adapt to new funding 

arrangements, governance structures and regulation, to the emergence of new markets, and to 

radical changes in technology and the way we receive and impart information. On the other 

hand, universities have themselves been important actors in this process. In the Middle East, 

for example, a number of oil producing countries are currently harnessing their mineral 

wealth to invest in higher education as a way to diversify their economies and hedge against 

future disruptions. In cities like Baltimore, in the United States, the steel mills and shipyards 

that once employed the vast majority of the population have long since been shuttered, 

leaving higher education institutions and university medical facilities as the city’s largest 

employers. 

 

Those who have adopted the narrative of the ‘globalisation of higher education’ have often 

done so in ways that present this new terrain as a smooth space through which people, 

money, and knowledge travel seamlessly, a-politically, and for the mutual benefit of all 

involved. For many these changes are exciting. They represent a future in which scholars 

collaborate on cutting-edge research with peers around the world; in which classes are 

taken—online or on campus—by a more diverse population of students; and in which 

administrators work to develop programming and build branch campuses that network their 

institutions with collaborators abroad. In this view, ‘global academic competition’ makes the 

‘free movement of people and ideas, on the basis of merit, more and more the norm, with 

enormously positive consequences for individuals, for universities, and for nations’ 

(Wildavsky 2010, p. 7).  

 

This book identifies the transnational linkages and interconnections of this new world of 

higher education, but it recognises that frictions and contestations are also fundamental to it. 

By focusing on a variety of regions and actors, this book highlights the ways in which 
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competing interests, asymmetrical power relations, and political contestation at local, national 

and regional levels continue to configure and re-configure contemporary higher education. 

Rather than turning to the language of ‘global flows’, we are instead interested in 

understanding the ways in which universities are engaged in transnational politics. After all, 

higher education institutions pull (and push) people, money, and knowledge across borders, 

but they do so in highly uneven ways. Moreover, national, regional, and local boundaries are 

not simply transcended by these connections, but continually work to condition the nature of 

movement, and to direct and shape it. Higher education institutions find themselves operating 

within a transnationally striated space marked as much by difference, competition, and 

particularity as by the convergence around a ‘global’ model or market.  

 

In this book we demonstrate how the tertiary education sector is a significant arena for 

domestic political struggles as well as regional and international transformation, and we show 

how it might be conceptualised as a vibrant arena of study. Our starting point is that the 

political science literature on globalisation and inter-state relations largely neglects higher 

education and its role in policy transformation. This absence is particularly problematic given 

that universities have long been important sites for the circulation of people, money, ideas, 

and expertise. The world’s pre-eminent universities play a very crucial role in socialising 

national and international elites, are central to a number of state-building projects, produce 

economic, social and political theories that influence national and transnational policy circles, 

and project soft power across borders.  

 

In recent decades, the role of higher education in world politics has been further amplified by 

the widespread adoption of ‘Western models’ of higher education outside Europe and North 

America. Many of the world’s most prestigious universities are also forging new 

relationships with institutions in Asia, the Middle East, Latin American, and Africa, and 

establishing outposts in places such as Hong Kong, Qatar, and Rwanda. The proliferation of 

Western branch campuses and joint ventures is mirrored in the growing number of local 

institutions teaching curricula very similar to that originally developed in American and 

European universities. Understanding these changes in terms of a ‘transnational politics of 

higher education’, rather than the ‘globalisation of higher education’, emphasises the ways in 

which students, faculty, money, and institutions do not simply move across borders, but 

rather cut across them in ways that reinforce or alter the power hierarchy and particularity of 

the evolving international order.   

 

There is now a large literature around the language of the ‘globalisation of higher education’ 

that emphasises institutional isomorphism, pointing to ‘a unique Western institution now 

gone global’ (Frank & Gabler 2006, p. xiii). Such arguments identify the ways in which 

universities increasingly appear more and more alike: offering similar courses, pursuing 

similar objectives, competing for the same faculty and students, and publishing in the same 

journals. This book is more interested in the apparent isomorphism of transnational higher 

education. While there are considerable tendencies forcing universities to act in particular 

ways, the transnational forces of neoliberalism, global ranking systems, American hegemony, 

and the functional exigencies of economic globalisation, play out differently in different 

locations and are continually being made and re-made by actors with a variety of objectives. 

Within the worlds of higher education there also exists significant variation across 

institutions—variation that, in some cases, seems to be growing. It is not apparent that 

developments in Europe, Middle East, Asia, Africa, Latin America and North America are 

necessarily aiming to achieve the same ends, or even using the same methods.  
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Understanding the profound transformations we have seen in higher education during recent 

decades means attending to this variation, as well as to its causes and consequences. First, we 

need to think carefully about the history of the university and the ways in which its 

relationship with empire, nation and class is being refashioned in the era of market 

capitalism. The long-term legacies of European imperialism and trade, as well as their 

cultural effects, need to be better integrated into an analysis of contemporary higher 

education. Second, we consider the way university reforms are enacted at national and 

institutional levels, leading to radically different outcomes in different contexts. For example, 

the wishes of international financial organisation or norms around academic freedom often 

find themselves in conflict with the wishes of national governments or institutional 

administrations. In these moments of friction we can begin to understand and identify the 

various national and international actors who have a stake in ‘globalisation’, and how they 

advance and protect their claims through and within it. Third, we develop a more careful 

consideration of the importance of geographic regions and the ways in which they are 

emerging as new players in the governance of tertiary education. As regional organisations 

become increasingly involved in the business of higher education, we see political processes 

driven by supranational forces that both work through and bypass national agencies.  

 

What is a university anyway? 

 

This examination of the transnational politics of higher education is premised on the 

understanding that object of study itself—‘the university’—is not fixed, but varies 

dramatically across time and space. There is considerable latitude in terms of what counts as 

a ‘university’. Today there are as many as 18,000 educational providers across the world that 

trade under the name of  ‘universities’ (International Association of Universities [IAU] 2014). 

However, it remains unclear whether or not there is meaningful concept that unites them 

(Schreuder 2013, p. xxxvii). In some countries universities operate largely autonomously 

from the state; in others they are extensions of federal (or state, regional, or municipal) 

governments. Some institutions are largely state-funded; others depend heavily on student 

tuition, private benefaction or commercial alliances. While a relative few have endowments 

larger than the GDP of individual countries, others exist on the continual brink of economic 

collapse. Some prioritise vocational or professional training, while others embrace and 

defend the liberal arts and the scholarly life. Some schools are hundreds of years old and 

deeply identified by their traditions; others are more youthful, and still striving to establish 

themselves as credible institutions. Some universities are the size of small cities; others 

educate only a few thousands students. Some are household names; others exist in near 

obscurity. Treating universities as political institutions, therefore, also requires taking into 

account the great variety that exists within and between them.     

 

This diversity is intimately connected to the long and multidirectional history of the 

university. With roots in the educational establishments of medieval Europe, universities 

were traditionally associated with religious values, the preservation of culture and knowledge, 

and vocational training for church and state (see Pietsch this volume). Later, under the 

pressures of political and religious conflict, they shifted focus to provide professional and 

liberal education to the lay elite with a focus on teaching. Then, in the context of 

industrialisation, universities became key to science, technology, the growth of the 

professions, and the expansion of the nation state (Anderson 2006). And led by German 

institutions, by the end of the nineteenth century they were increasingly undertaking research. 

The twentieth century’s wars entrenched this association with research and technology, and 

tightened universities’ connection to military and political interests and also to national 
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communities. But none of these shifts entirely displaced the older sense of the teaching 

function of the university, such that by the end of the twentieth century notions of its role in 

fashioning national citizens and training a professional labour-force were often combined 

with an emphasis on its task in undertaking research of broad economic and societal benefit.  

 

This model of a university as balancing the missions of research and teaching has come to 

function as something of an ideal-type, evoking large, sprawling campuses containing a 

jumble of classrooms, laboratories, libraries, and offices—alongside dormitories, cafeterias, 

sports complexes, and music and theatre venues. This version of the university traces its 

origin to the research universities that first emerged in Germany in the nineteenth century, 

and were later adapted in Japan, the United Kingdom and the United States. In the United 

States the German model was blended with the older and predominantly religious colleges of 

the East Coast, and flourished in the context of state-support through the 1862 Morrill Land 

Grant Act (Cole 2009; Pietsch this volume). This piece of federal legislation gave land to 

state governments to establish colleges and universities that offered students ‘scientific and 

classical studies’, training in ‘military tactics’, and education in ‘branches of learning […] 

related to agriculture and the mechanic arts […] in order to promote the liberal and practical 

education of the industrial classes’. When commentators speak of the ‘Americanisation’ of 

higher education, they are usually referring to this notion of the research and teaching 

university. Yet not only is the American university system an historically specific by-product 

of the incorporation, adaptation, and bastardisation of other university models, it has 

subsequently become so diverse that it remains difficult to describe exactly what it is. State-

supported ‘public’ universities now sit alongside community colleges, Liberal Arts colleges, 

religious institutions, and of course the privately endowed, elite fee-paying universities (led 

by the ivy-league). Indeed, in 1963 president of the University of California system, Clark 

Kerr, famously suggested that the ‘uni-’ in university was no longer accurate, and that these 

institutions had become so complex and multifaceted that they should instead be called 

‘multiversities’ (Kerr 2001). When non-Western states (many of them former colonies) 

looked to the example of the public university as a model for the establishment and expansion 

of their own university sectors in the second part of the twentieth century, they too did so in 

this same spirit of strategic adaption, emulation, and incorporation. 

 

If this was the landscape of universities for most of the twentieth century, during the last 

three decades much has changed. ‘Arguably’, reads a report for UNESCO from 2009, ‘the 

developments of the recent past are at least as dramatic as those of the 19
th

 century when the 

first research university emerged in Germany and then elsewhere, and fundamentally 

redesigned the nature of the university worldwide’ (Altbach et al. 2009). At the base of these 

changes is the dramatic growth in the number of tertiary-level students. UNESCO statistics 

suggest that between 2000 and 2007 entry rates for tertiary-level programmes increased by 

approximately 53%, with this growth concentrated in countries of medium- and higher-

income (Altbach et al. 2009, p. vi). It is predicted that the number of students enrolled in 

higher education will reach 262 million by 2025, doubling the number of 2010 (178 million) 

(Goddard 2012). This ‘massification’ of higher education has transformed the worldwide 

system, driving the increased international movement of students, the growth in the number 

of private providers, and the changing funding and governance mechanisms of the sector.  

 

Students are travelling across national borders in increasing numbers, with 4 million on the 

move in 2012 (up from 2.1 million in 2002) and the estimates predicting a rise up to 7 million 

by 2020 (UNESCO Institute of Statistics [UIS] 2012). On one hand, harmonisation strategies 

are seeking to systematise degree offerings to facilitate and accommodate this mobility, with 
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the European Bologna Process matched by similar processes in Latin America, the African 

Union and the Asia-Pacific. On the other hand, new institutions are being founded to meet 

this need, with places like Qatar, Singapore and the United Arab Emirates turning themselves 

into academic ‘hubs’ by attracting respected foreign universities to establish local campuses, 

while a host of international partnerships and private initiatives are also emerging, 

particularly in the poorer countries (Altbach et al. 2009, p. v). Additionally, new forms of 

course provision are emerging, with universities and private providers both developing digital 

technologies to expand access to higher education, a phenomenon exemplified by MOOCs 

(Massive Open Online Courses). Within this context of increased provision and competition, 

global rankings have stepped in to not only establish a criterion for what counts as a 

‘university’,
1
 but also develop metrics to measure their relative ‘value’ and standard.  

 

This has all come with significant changes to the ways universities are funded and governed. 

In many countries, cash-strapped and de-regulating governments have looked to market 

mechanisms to meet the costs of higher education. The old controls on student numbers, 

student fees, and guaranteed government grants have been removed, and universities 

increasingly operate within what is frequently called a ‘marketplace’. They compete for both 

domestic students and research income, supplementing reduced state funding with money 

from high-paying foreign students. ‘Knowledge transfer’ and partnerships with military, 

medical, creative and scientific industries, and foreign universities as well as private 

philanthropy, are features of this funding landscape. At the same time the university has 

professionalised, with new management tiers and administrative reforms that have often 

attracted the ire of academic staff who oppose growing ‘corporatisation’. While all of these 

processes have their own histories (the movement of people for academic study is, for 

example, a phenomenon that dates back to the wandering scholars of medieval Europe), since 

the 1990s these forces have coalesced with and re-enforced each other, adding up to what is 

often called the ‘globalisation of higher education’. 

  

Although usually coming with the promise of widened socio-economic participation, these 

shifts have not always answered the big questions of higher education. Access and equity 

remain real issues: although the number of students studying at a tertiary level has increased, 

so too has inequality both internationally and domestically. As Philip Altbach argues, 

Northern- and largely English-speaking paradigms for producing knowledge hold a 

disproportionate influence over standards, disciplines and institutional models (2004, pp. 7-

12). Older and more established, they tend to possess a structural advantage when it comes to 

funding, research capacity, and league table rankings. Tertiary-education participation rates 

in low-income countries remain tiny compared with high-income countries, and under-

resourced African universities have struggled to register in world rankings weighted towards 

research (see Erkillä this volume). The wealthiest and most socially privileged students 

remain those most able to take advantage of higher education. In the United States, 

participation rates of black and Hispanic students are much lower than for white students 

(Brainard 2008) and women still tend to be underrepresented in much of the world. At home 

and abroad, cost remains a huge barrier to access – a factor exacerbated by marketisation and 

attendant student debt. While developed countries are raising student fees in old public 

universities, in the developing world private providers dominate, with 70% of students in 

Indonesia, Japan, the Philippines and the Republic of Korea, and more than 50% in Mexico, 

Brazil and Chile attending private institutions (Altbach et al. 2009, p. xiv). Private, argues 

Deryck Schreuder (2013, p. xxxviii), has become the new public. This expansion of private 

provision brings with it issues of quality assurance; an anxiety which drives universities, 
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students and funders alike back to the league tables, however problematic they are widely 

acknowledged to be. 

 

As complicated and multifaceted institutions, universities are an important entry point for 

studying the politics of changing ‘global connectivities’. They are particular institutions that 

embody a set of tensions: tightly bound to the nation state and to local communities, they 

nonetheless also aspire to be ‘universal’, ‘cosmopolitan’, and ‘global’ actors. Universities 

have traditionally been autonomous institutions, but are also profoundly shaped by national 

and transnational forces, as well as internal tensions. They train many of the elites who 

govern nations, international organisations and global economic enterprises, yet are often also 

sites of political protest, resistance, and experimentation that seeks to challenge the direction 

and foundation of neoliberal globalisation. 

 

Globalisation as opportunity and crisis  

 

This book is not the first to describe the university as a contested political space. In 1798, 

Immanuel Kant famously responded to censorship by the King of Prussia by writing The 

Conflict of the Faculties in which he articulated his vision of the proper political relationship 

between governmental sovereignty and academic knowledge (Kant 1979). Max Weber began 

his essay ‘Science as a Vocation’ with an analysis of the material conditions of graduate 

student life, before advocating a clear division between academic inquiry and political 

activity (Weber 1958). A half-century later, many French theorists influenced by the student 

protests of May 1968 turned their attention to the political function of university education 

(Bourdieu 1988; Ranciere 1991). Starting in the 1970s and throughout the 1990s, a number of 

American scholars began documenting the devastating effects that funding and policy 

changes were having on higher education, and the humanities in particular (Ohmann 1976; 

Guillory 1993; Bérubé & Nelson 1995; Readings 1996; Newfield 2003). These studies 

quickly initiated a growing literature about the rapidly changing working conditions within 

American higher education, and the growing trend towards the ‘adjunctification’ of the 

academic workforce (Krause et al. 2008; Martin 1998; Bousquet 2008) as well as concerns 

about growing levels of student debt (Williams 2006).  

 

In each of these examples, scholars clearly understood the university as inscribed within a 

broader political and economic context. In particular, they were interested in protecting ‘the 

university’ and ‘academic life’ from outside pressures that might otherwise corrupt it. This 

institutional and nation-state framework is one that has similarly characterised much of the 

writing on the history of the university. Often produced for institutional anniversaries, 

historical studies have frequently had a eulogistic character, celebrating an individual 

university’s history within a national context. Although in the second part of the century, 

historians of the university turned to questions of social and cultural equity, this national view 

was maintained, with international studies in this period generally framed as comparative 

exercises. It has only been very recently that wider trans-border networked-based approaches 

to the history of the university have emerged (Meusburger & Schuch 2012; Pietsch 2013).  

 

Within the past decades, however, there has been a growing—and unavoidable—attention to 

the international interconnections between and among higher education institutions. As 

discussed above, many scholars and policymakers have described the contemporary state of 

higher education in terms of ‘globalisation’. Universities increasingly describe their future 

with terms such as ‘global’ and ‘world-class’. This is evident in the ways that institutions 

present their legacies; now discussing their ‘global’ connections where once they might have 
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highlighted their national contributions. The 1998 Sorbonne Declaration, which launched 

Europe’s Bologna Process towards a common higher education area, and the 2015 Vienna 

Communique are two such examples.  

 

This general discourse mirrors the dominant visions of globalisation within the political 

science literature, which tends to see globalisation as an overpowering phenomenon, that 

affects all aspects of economic, political, social, and cultural life (for example: Friedman 

2005; Robertson 1992; Held et al. 1999; Scholte 2000). Often times ‘globalisation’ is 

presented as pitted against the particularity of ‘the local’ (Ritzer 1993; Barber 1995) and cast 

as an inevitable fact of the contemporary world, leaving scholars to debate not whether 

globalisation exists, but whether its effects are ‘good’ or ‘bad’.  

 

The literature on the ‘globalisation of higher education’ has thus split into those who see 

‘globalisation of higher education’ as an opportunity to be embraced or as emblematic of a 

deep crisis within the world of higher education. The first group celebrates the ‘globalisation 

of higher education’ as a process that is revolutionising education and scholarship. This 

literature largely celebrates ‘globalisation’ as bringing about greater economic opportunity, 

productivity, and innovation-inspiring competition. By rejecting the shackles of the nation 

state framework and its laws and culture, ‘globalisation’ is seen as creating more 

opportunities for collaboration and cross-cultural exchange (for example: Weber & 

Duderstadt 2008). Some look forward to the creation of ‘the truly global university’ that is 

‘no longer constrained by space, time, monopoly or archaic law’ but is instead entirely 

‘responsive to the needs of a global, knowledge society and unleashed by technology to 

empower and serve all of humankind’ (Duderstadt 2008, p. 205). Similarly, the World Bank 

has embraced the policy of encouraging countries to develop world-class universities, 

arguing that ‘universities play a key role’ in ‘economic growth and global competitiveness’ 

(Salmi 2009). Throughout this literature, states and other local actors are commonly 

portrayed as those who must embrace the new, exciting fact of globalisation.   

 

The second body of literature argues that the ‘globalisation of higher education’ is actually 

emblematic of a deep and profound ‘crisis of higher education’. Much of this literature 

focuses on the incorporation of higher education within the circuits of international capital, 

and the reduction of the university from an institution of learning to one of job training and 

commodification (for example: Odin & Manicas 2004). As Bill Reading argued in his 1996 

landmark book The University in Ruin, the globalisation, or what he called 

‘Americanisation’, of higher education has transformed universities into ‘transnational 

bureaucratic corporation[s]’ populated by student-consumers and largely productive of a 

substance-less, market-based claim to ‘excellence’ (Readings 1996, pp. 3 & 11). Others have 

criticised the ways in which universities have been reduced to a ‘knowledge factory 

(Aronowitz 2000), and consumed by ‘academic capitalism’ (Slaughter & Leslie 1997), beset 

by a ‘new commercial ethos’ (Washburn 2005, p. xiii), and subjected to the ‘enclosure of the 

academic commons’ (Kamola & Meyerhoff 2009). Others still have argued that this crisis of 

higher education is actually part of a ‘double crisis’ in which, on the one hand, the university 

becomes delegitimised by its adherence to ‘outdated’ and ‘disciplinary’ forms of knowledge 

while, on the other, forced to confront ‘the crisis of postfordist conditions of labor and value, 

many of which are circuited through the university’ (The Edu-factory Collective, 2010 pp. 4-

5). There is also now a large literature that criticises how the ‘globalisation of higher 

education’ has played out within various national contexts, for example in: North America 

(Newfield 2008; Bousquet 2008; Côté & Allahar 2007), the U.K. and Europe (McGettigan 
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2013; Pritchard 2011), Latin America (Rhoads & Torres 2006), and Africa (Afoláyan 2007; 

Zeleza & Olukoshi 2004; Diouf & Mamdani 1994).  

 

Both of these approaches—globalisation as opportunity and globalisation as crisis—have a 

similar set of limitations. First, both treat globalisation and commercialisation as a thing 

being done to universities. Universities are seen as historical institutions that are being 

transformed against their will by forces outside of their control. They are depicted as passive 

recipients, helpless against the onslaught of multiple forces seeking to change the very 

foundation of their missions. Yet any observers of higher education around the world—

especially of Qatari and Singaporean universities’ ambitions to become their region’s 

educational hub (see Noori this volume; Paul & Long this volume) and those non-European 

institutions such as Australia’s Macquarie University seeking to ride the ‘Bologna high wave’ 

by marketing their programmes as being consistent with the ‘Bologna model’ (Scott 2012)—

would reject this assumption. Many universities, administrators, faculty, and students actively 

participate in the production and reproduction of ‘globalisation’ within their institutions. 

While nation states may be ‘hollowed out’ by ‘global’ forces in some senses, many 

universities have nonetheless shown considerable resilience in these processes.  

 

Second, the framing of globalisation as either opportunity or crisis also assumes a teleology, 

in which universities, regardless of their heritage, structure, and location, will converge in the 

ways they operate, the education they offer, and the research they conduct. This perspective, 

however, ignores the local and national role universities continue to play, as well as the 

considerable legislation that promotes and protects geographical parity—a phenomenon of 

which regional universities are concrete manifestations. Here, national policy actors and 

institutional actors work in tandem to shelter national higher education systems from external 

‘global’ forces. A more complex analysis of the contemporary world of higher education is 

clearly needed. 

 

Analysing the Transnational Politics of Higher Education 
 

This book views universities as active political agents that operate in a complex terrain of 

local, national, regional, and global forces. They are (sometimes simultaneously) vehicles for 

the projection of political and economic power as well as sites of resistance to these forces. 

This conceptualisation allows us to make sense of the ways in which an actor like a higher 

education institution can be powerless at one governance level and very influential at another. 

The sum of these seemingly contradicting power manifestations contributes to explaining the 

apparent isomorphism of the global higher education landscape. By examining the roles 

universities play as agents that negotiate local, national, regional, and international forms of 

connectivity, this book reintroduces universities as actors into globalisation analyses, while 

also expanding traditional political science emphases on intra state relations.  

 

To this end we understand universities as sites of friction. Writing as a response to the 

tendency to treat globalisation as either a disembodied universal phenomenon or critiquing it 

in the name of something ‘local’ or ‘particular’, Anna Tsing argues that studying 

globalisation requires looking at ‘the awkward, unequal, unstable, and creative qualities of 

interconnection across difference’ (Tsing 2005, p. 4). She writes that ‘the historical 

particularity of global connections, domination and discipline come into their own, but not 

always in the forms laid out by their proponents […] Instead, a study of global connections 

shows the grip of encounter: friction…friction reminds us that heterogeneous and unequal 

encounters can lead to new arrangements of culture and power’ (Tsing 2005, p. 5). In this 
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way, all claims to universality—such as those concerning ‘globalisation’—need to be 

understood as ‘local knowledge’; that is, as ways of knowing the world that are themselves 

deeply inscribed within the particularities, materialities, and contingencies of the locations in 

which they are produced. Tsing’s notion of friction can, therefore, be used to highlight the 

ways in which universities operate within a complex of political matrices. It points to the 

negotiated and institutionally specific character of apparently inexorably processes, even 

while claiming that these processes are essentially universal, global, and cosmopolitan.   

 

Our approach emphasises the importance of contextualising actor agency within the specific 

level or levels of its operation. We do not treat ‘universities’ as single monolithic actors. 

Universities are made up of the administrators who develop and implement individual 

programmes and grand institutional schemes, the students who learn and demand how 

courses should be offered, the academics who perform the research and teaching that affect 

where universities stand in the national and international league tables, the staff who maintain 

the facilities, the administrative assistants who keep departments running, the labour unions 

representing various constituencies, and the boards of trustees who oversee the whole show. 

These distinct sets of actors often do not see eye-to-eye on the mission of the university, 

indeed, many of them may never meet, but they all leave indelible marks that shape this 

historical institution. Similarly diverse is the field of higher education policy. National policy 

actors who intervene in the higher education domain may come from the ministries of 

education, home affairs, foreign affairs, research think tanks, or private enterprise. These 

populations—themselves often fractured—frequently have conflicting views of the purpose 

that higher education should serve. Supranational, national, regional, and local policy actors 

are also likely to have different perspectives on higher education in general or the role of 

particular universities. And their promises of funding may be dependent upon different 

conceptions of what universities can and should ‘deliver’ and to whom. Only when we begin 

to map the moments of friction between actors operating at and across these various levels 

can we start to discuss the complexity and multi-variance within the phenomenon commonly 

called the ‘globalisation of higher education’.  

 

It is evident that individual universities clearly have different strategies towards this 

phenomenon, with some striving to be ‘global universities’ and others appearing to duck the 

‘global’ game all together. The universities that belong to the latter category may instead 

decide to focus on teaching or specialising their research according to the needs of their 

geographical locales (e.g. arctic research, biodiversity of the tropics). While they may not 

strive to become ‘global universities’, these universities are nonetheless part of the 

contemporary higher education landscape, as their response is itself one conditioned within 

the economic and political forces that shape alternative strategies. Organisational theory 

scholar Åse Gornitzka (2013) recently recommended that national, or ‘local’, approaches to 

external or globalisation pressures can be understood as functioning by either channelling, 

filtering, or buffering. These three approaches offer a metric that might enable us to draw out 

the competing ways different universities—and constituencies within them—conceptualise, 

address, and adapt to the new pressures on higher education. 

 

In channelling, policy and institutional actors embrace external pressures and introduce 

specific domestic and local measures in response to them. We could expect to observe 

converging policies towards a particular issue if channelling is taking place. Channelling 

occurs for many reasons (Gornitzka 2013, pp. 78-79). For example, actors may decide to 

channel ‘globalisation’ pressures due to coercion through the ‘shadow of hierarchy’ (Héritier 

and Lehmkuhl 2008) where their non-compliance could trigger sanctions or their exclusion 
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from relevant decision-making or activities. The cost of non-compliance, the belief goes, 

outweighs reform. We may anticipate this type of response from universities and 

governments in established economies and larger countries, as well as those in smaller and 

isolated ones. Similarly, actors may channel external pressures because they anticipate they 

will be rewarded for their efforts financially, in reputation (positive recognition), or both. 

These two scenarios assume that actors are rational and their behaviour follows the ‘logic of 

consequence’ (March & Olsen 2009). In another scenario, where actor behaviour subscribes 

to the ‘logic of appropriateness’ (March & Olsen 2009), channelling may take place because 

actors believe that domestic and institutional reforms are simply the ‘right things to do’. Here, 

the actors would perceive non-conformity as a clear violation of their institutional norm. 

‘Globalisation’ pressures are extremely potent in this scenario, especially if the national and 

institutional legacies are young or weak following major shocks such as wars, market crashes, 

natural disasters or system failures.  

 

Filtering, on the other hand, is when policy and institutional actors selectively interpret and 

translate what they perceive as the relevant aspects of external pressures vis-à-vis their 

national and institutional legacies. Convergence and divergence are not the (obvious) 

outcomes we would expect shortly after filtering has occurred. What we are more likely to 

observe immediately is the appearance of reforms alongside current national and institutional 

measures (Gornitzka 2013, p. 79). The resulting changes, Gornitzka (2013 p. 79) argues, 

would appear to be ‘layered’ onto existing policies and practices, which remain central and 

representative of the national or institutional approach (Thelen 2004; Streeck & Thelen 2005; 

Mahoney & Thelen 2010). In comparison to channelling, filtering is a slow, incremental, and 

considered process. It is a type of response in systems where the decision-makers are not too 

keen to amend the current policies and practices for a variety of reasons, but the environment 

is ripe for reform. The extent to which filtering may ultimately transform the local systems 

depends on how much the actors within the system prefer the new elements, which can only 

be confirmed or rejected over time.  

 

Buffering refers to the insulation of national and institutional approaches from external or 

‘globalisation’ pressures (Gornitzka 2013, pp. 76 & 79). We could expect to observe 

divergence at the outset or in practice. Unlike channelling, where norms and incentives (in 

the form of either the carrot or the stick) motivate actor behaviour, actors decide to buffer 

‘globalisation’ pressures because these external pressures ‘clash with internal objectives and 

interests and diverge or conflict dramatically with institutional values or requirements’ 

(Gornitzka 2013, p. 79). Put differently, reforms would be more costly than non-conformity, 

or they are simply the ‘wrong things to do’. Both suggest that actors are highly aware of their 

existing institutional goals and interests as well as the changes that are implied by the 

‘globalisation’ pressures. Unlike filtering, the environment within which these actors operate 

is not prone to reforms. Indeed, their institutions have robust legacies and practices, which in 

turn enable actors to actually resist and avoid the changes that the ‘globalisation’ pressures 

have seemingly ushered in elsewhere.  

 

Together, channelling, filtering and buffering constitute a heuristic device and provide a 

starting point for investigating how universities—and the constellation of actors active in the 

higher education domain—behave in response to the ‘globalisation of higher education’. We 

consciously distinguish between policy actors (supranational, national, regional, and local), 

on the one hand, and institutional actors representing universities (administrators, students 

and academics), on the other. This is because we believe that they all have access to these 

mechanisms at specific governance levels (transnational, national, and institutional) 
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according to how they are organised (i.e. student representation may be active at the 

university-, national- and supranational-levels), so that the results of all actors channelling 

may be very different than one channelling with another buffering or filtering. This analytical 

distinction is essential because it acknowledges the complex ways in which universities 

operate as economic and political actors. Indeed, as the chapters of this volume show, these 

processes are often much less straightforward than either the creation of isomorphic 

institutions around an imagined ‘American model’ of higher education or a ‘crisis’ brought 

about by the rampant commercialisation of higher education. Instead, what one sees in the 

chapters that follow are savvy political actors, working within complex, changing, and multi-

scalar institutions, producing and reproducing the social world of higher education in highly 

heterodox ways.   

 

Overview of the chapters and lessons from the volume  

 

The chapters in this book, each rooted in a particular historical and regional context, do not 

simply examine the national context exclusively or even how universities adapt to ‘global’ 

pressures. Instead, each identifies the frictions, contestations, and resistances—the 

channelling, filtering, and buffering—between universities and national and transnational 

actors, as well as the collaboration between them. Together the chapters demonstrate how 

these iterative interactions continually shape and re-shape the uneven terrains of global 

higher education. 

 

Opening the volume with a discussion of the long history of universities, Tamson Pietsch 

argues that they, and the individuals who work in them, are both local and global actors: 

rooted in specific social, political and economic communities, yet deriving authority from 

their claim to be representatives of a culture and learning that is apparently ‘universal’ in that 

it is recognisable and even tradable beyond the boundaries of particular localities. From their 

European origins in the Middle Ages through to the present, Pietsch demonstrates that the 

ways universities adapted (or failed to adapt) to the changing politics of the local and the 

‘universal’ determined their success or failure. This, she suggests, is equally true for our own 

era. Second, she shows that unequal geographies or ‘worlds’ of higher education—

transnational but not global—have always characterised universities and scholarly mobility. 

Although universities speak the language of the ‘universal’ they more usually serve a region 

or a ‘world’ (that may or may not be geographically contiguous). Those institutions that 

today speak the language of the ‘global’ would do well to think carefully about their 

constituencies and what comprises them. Finally, to make sense of higher education in our 

own time, Pietsch argues that we need to attend to the ongoing effects of inherited structures. 

The past leaves its mark on the present and behind the so-called ‘global’ world of higher 

education lie geographies of religion, language, empire, and class that continue to condition 

the direction of scholarly travel, and the lines of institutional action and association.  

 

In the second chapter, Isaac Kamola examines the academic and policy debates around post-

apartheid higher education in South Africa. He documents how the language of the university 

as a site within a ‘global knowledge economy’ quickly replaced the arguments promoted by 

activists within the anti-apartheid struggle, who envisioned post-apartheid higher education 

as emphasising democratic citizenship, de-racialisation, and economic redistribution. In a 

particular example that nonetheless resonates with much of the changes taking place around 

the world, the ability of South Africans to produce their own, potentially fairly radical, 

understandings of higher education were swiftly foreclosed upon in favour of a language that 

conceptualised the university as strictly an institution of economic development. Kamola’s 
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chapter highlights the ways in which international institutions, funding agencies, and 

philanthropic organisations, as well as domestic political actors, all participated in the 

transformation of higher education, resulting in both isomorphism at the international level as 

well as incredible domestic heterogeneity. Some actors sought to channel a vision of ‘global 

higher education’, while others tried to buffer against such transformations. The result was an 

education policy that spoke the language of South African particularity but, in mirroring a 

global design, reproduced many of the inequalities that had defined colonial and apartheid 

higher education.    

 

Neema Noori’s chapter examines the political economy of international higher education in 

the Persian Gulf and the extent to which the spread of the so-called ‘American model’ of 

higher education has also led to the diffusion of the protection of academic freedom. This 

chapter clearly highlights the friction between the host societies and branch campuses of 

well-known American universities, and the ways they represent distinctly different values, at 

multiple levels. Three sets of actors are relevant in this story: governments of the Gulf 

Cooperation Council countries (GCC), representatives of universities invited to establish 

branch campuses in the Middle East, and the academics (foreign and native) who teach at 

these branch campuses. Noori shows that GCC governments welcomed the establishment of 

branch campuses of ‘top’ American universities as part of their overall economic 

development strategy—to bypass the industrial phase and become service-based economies. 

Proponents from solicited American universities justify their collaborations, arguing that 

Western institutions would serve as bastions of civil society in an otherwise authoritarian 

political landscape. The agreement struck between the host governments and the branch 

campuses, which contains a substantive financial incentive for the latter, looks at first blush 

like the channelling of ‘global’ forces. In practice, Noori demonstrates, filtering (through the 

offering of a narrow spectrum of classes) and buffering (through the kefala system which 

rigidly controls all foreign labour—foreign academics included) are the operational 

mechanisms. Noori concludes that the notion of ‘academic freedom’, supposedly embedded 

in the American model of higher education, is commonly portrayed as a highly mobile norm, 

yet continually comes into conflict with very real frictions on the grounds. 

 

The effects of domestic politics on the implementation of higher education policy reform are 

the core themes for the next two chapters. Salvador Peralta and Thiago Pezzuto Pacheco 

investigate the impact of ideology on higher education policies in Brazil, Chile, and 

Venezuela. At the outset, they identify three prevailing models for organising higher 

education policy for these countries in Latin America: the Republican model (separation of 

church and state, emphasis on state control over the administration and running of 

universities, and access for those of European descent); the Córdoba model (university 

autonomy from the state, enhanced faculty governance, widespread access to higher 

education for all); and the Neoliberal model (enhanced state capacity in regulating university 

operations, emphasis on accountability and efficiency). Adherents of each model operate 

across all levels in the three cases, and their efforts to promote their preferences have relied 

on channelling (on the discursive level), filtering (through some policy reforms), and 

buffering (during implementation due to the lack of resources to put the reforms into 

practice). Peralta and Pezzuto find that most of the left-of-centre governments in Latin 

America, with the exception of Venezuela, have been unable to implement their preferred 

policy reforms due to resource challenges, amplified by historical legacies and cultural 

practices. In these countries, higher education is delivered not as a public good for all, but as 

a private one, subsidised by those who can afford access. While leftist government promise to 

buffer their populations from neoliberal higher education reforms, in practice they often find 
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themselves forced to adapt to the institutional, national, and international forces that continue 

to push the Neoliberal model.  

 

Martina Vukasovic follows this by exploring the extent to which it was the regional layer of 

governance (as opposed to internal politics or diffusion of global scripts) that shaped 

university organisational changes in three former Yugoslav countries—Croatia, Serbia, and 

Slovenia—in the last twenty years. She highlights in the beginning the shared history and 

political legacy of universities in these countries, as well as their domestic idiosyncrasies and 

internal politics. As in Peralta and Pezzuto’s chapter, the actors relevant to this story are 

active across all governance levels: from the European supranational layer, to the national, 

university and student representation (which mobilised across levels). Unlike the situation in 

Latin America, Croatia, Serbia, and Slovenia embraced the so-called Bologna reforms under 

the supposed ‘shadow of hierarchy’. In these three countries, leading policymakers, 

regardless of their political leaning, accepted that reforming their national higher education 

system was part of the strategy to ‘return to Europe’ after the fall of Communism. They 

generally saw it as a membership condition to their joining the European Union (EU). This 

was the case even though the Bologna process to create a common higher education area in 

Europe was outside of the official EU framework and not formally part of the European 

integration process. University actors (the administrators, the faculty and the student 

representatives) also saw the Bologna-provided opportunity as a way to reform university 

governance according to their visions of faculty independence vis-à-vis university 

administration, and university autonomy vis-à-vis state control. While discursively higher 

education reforms entered into these countries through channelling, Vukasovic shows that it 

was an extremely complex picture in which variance was an outcome of both filtering (at the 

national policy formulation stage) and buffering (through constitutional and legal channels).  

 

The next two chapters focus on the theme of human capital strategies to attract the best and 

brightest scientific minds to Asia and Europe as governments around the world have singled 

out investments in higher education and research as key channels to economic growth and 

innovation. As other chapters in this volume have already shown, the script of the 

‘knowledge-based economy’ has been channelled rather successfully into national realms, 

involving various mechanisms and many actors along the way and over time. In their chapter, 

Anju Mary Paul and Victoria Long show how ambitious governments in Asia have invested 

huge sums to upgrade their national flagship universities from teaching-oriented institutions 

to research-intensive ones. Most of these investments have been directed towards research in 

science and technology. Paul and Long identify that Asian governments have developed and 

put into practice five human-capital strategies as they try to transform their national 

universities into ‘world-class’ research-intensive ones: (1) developing alliances with 

universities, largely from the west, at the top of the global rankings tables; (2) facilitating the 

return of their domestic talents to boost research outputs; (3) actively recruiting ‘top’ foreign 

academics to join their higher education institutions; (4) recruiting foreign students to enrol in 

their degree programmes, especially doctoral programmes; (5) targeting the recruitment of 

research-focussed graduate students. They find that these efforts have contributed to a 

growing regional understanding among the faculty and students across top universities in 

Asia that this is a region on the rise. At the same time, Paul and Long point out that the 

adoption of these strategies has created bottom-up pressure for transnational isomorphism in 

how Asian universities support and fund scientific research.  

 

The idea of making Europe an attractive area for work and innovation has been seen as an 

avenue to re-position the European economies as competitive on the global stage for the last 
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fifteen years. In the penultimate chapter, Meng-Hsuan Chou studies EU efforts directed 

towards standardising the recruitment of researchers to higher education and research 

institutions across Europe. In so doing, she highlights the importance of administrators in the 

transformation of contemporary global higher education. Measures that straddle research and 

higher education are especially challenging, as the ambiguity multiplies and contestation 

grows between European Commission units, between the European Commission and the 

member states, and between the member states and their higher education institution over 

which body has regulatory authority. The opportunities for friction are many. This has been a 

defining feature of European developments in the higher education domain. While most 

measures associated with higher education policy originated through the intergovernmental 

Bologna process outside of the EU’s institutional framework (as in Vukasovic’s chapter), 

several that have implications for higher education came from within the EU research policy 

domain. Chou analyses one such policy instrument in this chapter. She shows how national 

policy actors buffered the European Commission’s attempt to channel a set of standards 

concerning researcher recruitment by simply not taking any actions domestically. This led the 

European Commission to introduce an implementation measure known as the Human 

Resources Strategy for Researchers, designed to establish a link between the European 

Commission and the administrators of European universities and funding institutions wishing 

to be seen as having good human resource policies. This chapter shows how research 

administrators channelled institutional interests to the supranational-level, buffered pressures 

from the European Commission for institutional reform, and filtered ideas and best practices 

back to their institutions.  

 

Finally, Tero Erkkilä examines the role that global university rankings have in the diffusion 

of policy ideas around the world and critically discusses their limitations. The instrument of 

global university rankings has existed for only a decade, but it has become highly influential 

in the politics of higher education. The rankings have been used as policy instruments for a 

variety of reforms to systems in different parts of the world, portraying the Anglo-American 

top universities as the model to emulate and identifying key attributes, however vague or 

inaccurate, for success in the international competition for ‘excellence’ in higher education. 

Erkkilä shows that the race for ‘world-class’ higher education has a strong regional 

dimension. He argues that, despite the apparent convergence in higher education policies, 

there are contextual limitations for embracing models idealised by the global university 

rankings. Erkkilä finds that rankings have negative effects for higher education, leading 

potentially to its stratification (across countries, between geographical regions and sub-

regions), commodification, and homogenisation (erasing unique cultures and histories). This 

is especially alarming, he shows, because there are serious methodological problems in the 

rankings. Erkkilä’s chapter demonstrates that the primary tool used to measure and channel 

the success of global integration is itself entirely bankrupt.  

 

Higher education is often considered central to the global race to attract, train, and retain the 

‘best and brightest’ workers in the new ‘knowledge economy’. This volume is among the first 

to wrestle with the question of how we can understand the political role of higher education 

and the political force of universities in the realm of international relations. It highlights the 

necessity of doing so from a multi-disciplinary perspective. The contributions are from 

scholars working from the various sub-disciplines of the social sciences and the chapters 

represent the results of cross-discipline collaboration. Together, the contributions gathered in 

this volume show that higher education spans several key societal pillars that have difficult-

to-reconcile objectives: culture (higher education as inculcating students with a sense of civic 

responsibility), market (higher education as training the next generation of entrepreneurs, 
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innovators, and ground-breaking scientists), and politics (knowledge generated from higher 

education institutions as policy solutions for meeting the world’s ‘grand challenges’ and 

power national and regional economies). By parsing out the uneven and contingent nature of 

the relationships that constitute global higher education, this volume establishes the 

university as an important site for the study of transnational politics. 
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1
 The criteria for inclusion in the Times Higher Education Rankings is still relatively broad: 

universities must teach undergraduates, offer more than a single narrow subject, and be 

engaged in research (Times Higher Education 2015). By contrast, the rubric employed by the 

Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU or Shanghai Ranking) is more exclusively 

focused on research, considering only universities with prize-winning researchers or those 

with a significant number of publications in various Citation Indexes (Academic Ranking of 

World Universities 2015).   


