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1. On the Return from Babylon: A long voyage around  
history, ideology and systems change 

Guy Neave 
 
      

Hier ça semblait à la fois plus court et plus long, de toute façon on avait 
pas eu l’idée de compter, puisque ça n’était pas terminé. A présent, c’est 

terminé. C’était un faux avenir. Tout ce qu’on a vecu depuis vingt ans, on 
l’a vecu à faux. Nous étions appliqués et sérieux, nous essayions de 

comprendre… 
 

J-P. Sartre Les Chemins de la Liberté vol.2, Le Sursis, Paris, 1972. 
Gallimard éditions folio, p. 86.  

Introduction 
This book is about achievement. More particularly, it is about how four systems of 
higher education in the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovenia moved from 
one very specific vision of society to another. It is important to recognise this feat for 
what it is – in effect, a rare example of social mobilisation on a scale unprecedented in 
the recent history of the four countries involved. And more to the point, it took place 
peaceably, in marked contrast to previous attempts in 1956 and 1968 to challenge an 
order internally established but externally maintained. It is important to recognise the 
unique nature of these events. And it is no less important to do so before the 
impression sets in that what once demanded courage, vision and determination has, by 
the passing of time and the weight of hindsight, assumed a new light and is looked 
upon as predestined, inevitable or economically both necessary and unavoidable. The 
passing of days tends to smooth out what were very real uncertainties, just as higher 
education policy tends to give short shrift to the alternative once contemplated but 
which subsequently never took root. They also bring with them a further attendant risk, 
namely, to make crucial actors and their decisions seem like banalities, and very 
especially when both figure in an odyssey whose outcome is now known. Thus even 
our perception of what is involved in the ‘transition’ from one vision of society to 
another carries with it its own mutations usually induced by selective forgetfulness. 

Fashion, Transition and the Imperialism of Economics 
There are, of course, many ways of characterising events that mark a watershed in the 
social and institutional history of a Nation. Today, one of the more fashionable is to 
cast them in terms of ‘studies in transition’. Such a term has its uses, though very often 
what it tends to conceal is the temptation to write political and social history in terms 
of economic history, if not always economic ideology (Neave, 2003a). Such an 
interpretation is in point of fact a subset in a rather broader phenomenon, itself 
inseparable from the ways it has influenced the spirit of these times. This phenomenon 
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sails under the flag of economic integration within a specifically European setting. Or, 
if we cast our minds further afield, then it takes on the form of what is equally 
presented as Neo-Liberalism’s counterpart to economic determinism, namely the 
pervasive and apparently irresistible spread of globalisation (De Wit, 2003). 
 
No one will deny the economic nature of the transition – from a command economy to 
a market economy. Nor will they waste their breath in arguing about the changes it has 
brought about in the sheer size and institutional profile of the higher education systems 
involved, in the ways higher education is governed, has increasingly come to regulate 
itself or seeks to ensure the means by which higher learning may be pursued and 
passed on. ‘L’argent’, the Emperor Napoleon is supposed once to have remarked, 
“c’est le nerf de la guerre.” It is no less the sinew of higher education. Such a ‘market’ 
perspective has both plausibility and the not inconsiderable advantage of bringing 
together both halves of Europe within a common framework. It strengthens the 
promise that participating in a common venture holds out.  
 
Still, if we care to consider the history of higher education over the past quarter 
century in the Western end of the European landmass, then ‘transition’ is no less 
evident there as well. Moreover, it may be written in broadly similar terms - to wit, the 
demise of higher education based upon the concept of social demand and the triumph, 
in some systems blatant, in others reluctant, of higher education as a ‘market driven’ 
enterprise. Certainly, there are differences in timing, in scope, in symbolism and in 
meaning between the various geographical and historic regions of Europe, just as there 
are within the individual Nations that compose them. Since higher education never 
develops in a social or historic vacuum, it is useful to make a short incursion into the 
history of higher education in these four Nations. 

An Excursion into History 
Any analysis that brings in the historical perspective to examine the development of 
universities has always to bear in mind that there are basically two narrative lines. The 
first considers the university in its territorial, political and social setting – in effect, the 
development of the University within the Nation (Huisman, Maassen & Neave, 2001). 
The second examines the history of universities if not independent of the different 
political units and regimes, then as an institution sui generis. The second narrative 
tends then to look at universities as they develop across different Nations – or regions. 
The former approach takes the Nation as the prime frame. It examines the way the 
university has evolved within it. The latter concentrates on the development of the 
university per se as an organisation broadly similar – in short, as its etymology 
suggests – as an expression of the universal. Here, national differences and 
exceptionalisms form part of the background. They are important to the extent they 
contribute to altering or modifying the form, structure, working, organisation and tasks 
the university undertakes and performs.    
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Great Work 
Irrespective of the perspective one chooses, whether the history of the University in 
Europe or the history of the Universities in a particular Nation, the account as it 
unfolds in the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovenia is singularly turbulent. 
Establishing centres for diffusing universal knowledge around a universal system of 
belief – the Christianity of the Western Church – was very early in evidence in both 
the Kingdom of Bohemia and the Kingdoms of Poland and Hungary. Charles 
University at Prague was established in 1348 by Charles IV, King of Bohemia and 
Holy Roman Emperor, an initiative shortly followed in the Jagiellonian Kingdom of 
Poland with the founding by King Casimir the Great of the University of Krakow in 
1364. And, to set these events in a slightly broader context, the same half-century 
witnessed the foundation of the Universities at Vienna (1365) and Heidelberg (1386). 
Similar motives underlay the foundation of the University of Pécs in 1367, the work of 
King Louis the Great of Hungary.   

A Medieval ‘Higher Education Area’ 
To use a deliberate anachronism, creating the earliest universities in those lands which, 
more than half a millennium later, were to become Czechoslovakia, Hungary and 
Poland, was an integral part of a process, which bears a certain historical parallel in 
medieval Christendom, to the European Higher Education Area in today’s world1. Not 
only were these lands in the forefront of that venture and that from the earliest times. 
Their universities exercised a drawing power well beyond the formal territorial      
limits of the Kingdoms in which they served. Thus, for instance, in the 15th century, 
44% of the students at the University of Krakow came from abroad. 
(http://www.ces.uj.edu.pl/european/krakow.htm)  
 
The Universities of Bohemia, Hungary and Poland, however, were important not 
simply for what they did. They were also important for where they were – that is, at the 
easternmost limits of medieval Europe’s ‘Higher Education Area’. They were then 
frontier posts. They marked major cultural, religious and ethnic divides. They set off 
the Europe that worshipped according to the rites of the Roman Church; those who 
observed the rituals of the Eastern Church and those who, following the penetration of 
the Ottoman armies into South East Europe after the fall of Constantinople in 1453, 
were brought under Islam.  
Yet, the very reason these universities were established was also the reason for many 
of the difficulties they faced over the centuries. Established in the marcherlands, 

                                                        
1 For those who deride both the analogy and the notion, I would simply point out that ‘supra national’ 
as opposed to ‘inter governmental’ control over the equivalent of such contemporary responsibilities 
as the right to found a university, accreditation and quality  (the granting of the Studium Generale) 
and quality control over academic staff  (the jus ubique docendi) were not only integral parts of this 
medieval prototype of a Higher Education Area. They were also exercised – at least early on – by the 
Sovereign Pontiff – as good an analogue of a ‘supra national organisation’ as one could possibly 
wish. (For this point see De Groof, Neave & Svec, 1998, pp. 3–8). Indeed, on such criteria, one could 
very well argue that even taking into account the Bologna Process itself, a lot of catching up has still 
to be done before we can get back to the future.  
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marking the boundaries between Catholic Europe and Orthodoxy at the limits of the 
Northern European Plain, with a similar location in the South East at the edge of the 
Central Hungarian Plain, these universities covered an area where organised beliefs, 
peoples, and monarchical ambition came together in a continual turmoil of invasion, 
shifting frontiers, conflicts for the possession of bodies and souls, castles and land. Put 
dramatically, these universities – and others that came after them – for example, in 
Poland, Vilnius (1578) and Lvov (1661) or Olomouc (1573) in Moravia – stood at the 
juncture of what may be regarded, within the history of Europe broadly conceived, as 
the cultural and religious equivalent of tectonic plates. Not surprisingly, the fortunes – 
or, more often, the misfortunes – of war, diplomacy and princely and territorial 
calculation had direct impact on the fate of universities. Thus, Hungary’s earliest seat 
of learning – the University of Pécs – did not survive the onward surge of the Ottoman 
Turk, his janissaries, bazhi bazouks and camp followers. Though established in 
medieval times, the direct lineage of higher education in Hungary is usually taken to 
date from the early 17th century, coinciding with the ebb tide of the Ottoman Empire 
and the spiritual reclamation of that country by the Society of Jesus – the Jesuit order 
(Darvas, 1998). 

The Enduring Nature of the University 
Seen both historically and comparatively, higher education in the Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Poland and Slovenia – short though the latter is – are illustrations, rarely 
equalled in their clarity, of the aphorism coined by Clark Kerr, one-time President of 
the University of California, in his Godkin Lectures of 1964. “The University”, Kerr 
remarked, “is one of the three recognisable institutions to have survived for the best 
part of a millennium and in a form that is still recognisable today. The other two are 
the Catholic Church and the Parliament of the Isle of Man” (Kerr, 1964). Thus, 
Charles University endured, despite the disappearance of the independent Kingdom of 
Bohemia at the start of the Thirty Years War (1618–1648) and its subsequent 
assimilation into the Austrian Empire. Likewise, the University of Krakow survived 
the dismemberment of Poland and its phased ingestion by Austria, Prussia and Russia 
in the latter half of the 18th century onwards.  

Transition: an amazing and recurring condition 
Such a rapid foray into the historical background of the four systems analysed in this 
book has a purpose. That purpose is to remind ourselves that the Fall of the Berlin 
Wall and the ‘transition’ it precipitated for some and accelerated for others, is very far 
from being so unprecedented an event as it is so often made out to be. Even if we limit 
our excursion to the history of these four countries as it unfolded during the course of 
the 20th century, there are, in addition to the events of Autumn 1989, at the very least 
two – if not three – examples of ‘transition’. Each took place with varying degrees of 
consequence, happiness or horror for both society and for higher education.  
 
The first of these was, of course, the restoration of Hungary and Poland to the comity 
of Nations that followed upon the Versailles Peace Settlement of 1919. The same 
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treaties also created both the Republic of Czechoslovakia and the Kingdom of 
Yugoslavia, following the implosion of the Dual Monarchy of Austria – Hungary at 
the end of the Great War. Poland, which had existed only as an historic memory, was 
resurrected one hundred and thirty years after its final extinction. And, in an enlarged 
form, the Kingdom of Bohemia once again saw the light of day after almost three 
centuries in the tomb.  
 
The second ‘transition’ came in the shape of the Second European War with the 
explicit destruction of higher education in Poland as part of the occupiers’ programme 
of conquest, of its closure in Czechoslovakia and its de facto suspension from 1941 
onward following the Nazi invasion of Yugoslavia.   
 
The installation by the Soviet Union of a Communist government in post-war Poland 
and Hungary, the coup d’etat of 1948 in Czechoslovakia and the consolidation of 
Titoism in Yugoslavia, thus constitute a third breakpoint in the recent history of these 
four countries.  

Transition: viewed from the keyhole of history 
Viewed from the keyhole of history, the implosion of the Soviet Union and the 
collapse of the Berlin Wall, seventy years after the demise of the Dual Monarchy of 
Austria-Hungary, is in effect the fourth transition that Central Europe has undergone 
this century. Each of these transitional episodes affected radically the territorial 
definition of these States. Each brought in its train a different fundamental principle for 
governing the behaviour between Nations – which in its turn defines the international 
order (Renouvin, 1957). The Versailles Peace Treaty was, for Europe, the culminating 
moment in recognising the principle of National self-determination that had redrawn 
Europe’s boundaries throughout the 19th century, in East as much as West. In 
obedience to this principle, the Versailles Treaty resuscitated Poland, created 
Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia. Hungarian claims to self-government, already largely 
recognised within the Austrian Empire by the Ausgleich of 1867, were fully 
acknowledged – though at the price of certain territorial sacrifices.  
 
The first and second transitional episodes involved the clash of contending forms of 
Nationalism and their more extreme derivatives.  The third and fourth, however, turned 
less around cultural specificity, identity and exceptionalism – or, it its more detestable 
forms of cultural and racial superiority – than around conflicting interpretations of a 
world order defined by the economies of Nations, by their industrial production and 
the social order that followed therefrom. Like older notions of belief and salvation, 
which rang down the curtain on the medieval world, shattered its Higher Education 
Area, gave rise to legitimacies counter to the universal – that is ‘super-ordinate’ – 
power of the Church of Rome, the clash of contending economic beliefs met head on 
in the very same region where the bitter strife between Protestantism and Catholicism 
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in 17th century Europe had been detonated2.  Historically speaking, Central Europe 
was the arena where these rivalries faced each other down.  
 
It does not take too much imagination to detect a certain broad parallel with the 
situation that followed the demolition of the Great Wall in 1989 and earlier events 
when, in the 17th century, a more ancient Empire from the East began its centuries-
long withdrawal back to the edge of the Sea of Marmora. Both had strikingly similar 
consequences. Today’s dissolution of Communist orthodoxy saw the influx of the new 
Jesuits of the Free Market, complete with attaché cases and laptop computers, come to 
preach the virtues of Liberalism’s new doxology arraigned around the four Gospels of 
marketisation, managerialism, competition and privatisation. They could do so because 
certain countries in Western Europe were themselves, at that very moment, also 
undergoing conversion to the benefits of Ultra-Liberalism and, with varying degrees of 
repentance, were absolving themselves from the errors of the welfare state, of 
Keynesian economics and of institutional inefficiency, not least by overhauling their 
systems of higher education.  

On Timing, Rhythm and Policy 
That Western Europe had begun its move towards the ‘marketisation’ of higher 
education half a decade earlier, gave it no small advantage. It meant that Western 
Europe could, to a certain extent, tackle the various aspects of transition towards 
‘marketising’ higher education incrementally and successively. Thus, in Western 
Europe, reform passed from the crisis in funding, on to introducing measures of 
efficiency, to governance reform (Hirsch & Weber, 2001; de Boer, Goedegebuure & 
Denters, 2000) and, finally, to the setting up of the complex trappings of agency 
oversight that may variously be interpreted as the rise of the ‘Evaluative State’ (Neave, 
1998; Henkel & Little, 1994) the rise of ‘New Managerialism’ (Pollitt, 1994) or the 
advent of consumerist ideology in higher education. Indeed, this has been higher 
education’s particular and unending saga in Western Europe for the best part of two 
decades.  
 
Transition in the four lands studied here is a very different kettle of fish. Unlike their 
neighbours to the West, they faced a very particular condition perhaps best described 
as a transition challenged by simultaneity. Not only were they faced with those aspects 
of transition with which Western Europe was struggling – funding, academic output 
and efficiency. There were others both specific and additional to their particular 
circumstances. Amongst the latter, the tidal wave of student demand unleashed from 
the shackles of state manpower planning, the restoration of academic self-governance 
and the non-negotiable restoration of the freedoms basic to the academic community – 
namely, the freedom to teach and the freedom to learn. These pressed in upon 
governments, ministries and academia at one and at the same time, rendering both the 
setting of priorities and the negotiation of change more than ordinarily delicate and 
fraught.  

                                                        
2 The Defenestration of Prague and the Battle of the White Mountain, which followed that hilarious - 
and for some, painful - incident in 1618, marked the start of the Thirty Years War. 
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Other Interpretations 
Even if the present-day notion of ‘transition’ carries with it literally a ‘mercantile’ 
perspective on the affairs of humankind and its institutions, this does not mean 
alternative interpretations are absent or may be dismissed. For though transition may 
be used as a self-standing category to describe the progress made towards the goals 
and purposes governments set, academia accepted and students fell in with, the move 
from Ancien Regime to Brave New World is very rarely an example of history moving 
onwards either tidily, predictably, still less majestuously. To be sure, we are eager to 
see – and governments no less to demonstrate – that progress has been made, that 
universities are more efficient in shaping their programmes to the changing vagaries of 
the market, to the newly restored voices of community and of stakeholders. It is very 
rare indeed for different interests to share the same vision of the same process or even 
to subscribe to the same interpretation of events as they unfold.  
 
Those directly involved in the events of the late Autumn of 1989 and throughout the 
following year, tend naturally to underline the radical nature of change. They point to 
the dissolution of the supremacy of Party over State, to the regaining of sovereignty 
(Jablecka, 1998) and to the triumph of civil society over a Nomenklatura whose time 
was quickly and suddenly up. Outside observers, however, often stress the degree of 
continuity beneath the apparent watershed. They are apt to offset the radical 
interpretation of transition by a more nuanced account that focuses on events earlier in 
the decade (Scott, 2002, p. 139). In other words, not only do we have to pay due 
attention to the particular circumstances prevalent in each country. We have also to 
attend to those aspects, which they might possibly share in relation to the history of 
their systems of higher education.  

‘Triggering Events’ 
If we look closely at the ‘triggering events’ which ushered in one of the most intense 
periods of reform the higher education systems of these four countries have undergone, 
there are very clearly different processes and different degrees of political mobilisation 
involved. From which it also follows that the reform of the university possessed a very 
different symbolic value, depending on the particular society involved. Hungary is 
perhaps the best example of country where attempts to move beyond central planning 
were evident well before the collapse of the Communist regime (Darvas, 1988). The 
development of internal models of a quasi-market economy was visible from the mid-
1980s, though such initiatives did not have any direct and immediate consequences for 
higher education. In effect, the reform of higher education in Hungary followed in the 
wake of legislation aimed at other areas of the economy and society, these reforms 
being aimed at extending private control over the public sector, and cutting back state 
control over both the market and civil society (Darvas, 1998). 
 
In Poland, by contrast, whilst the ties between political crisis and economic 
reconstruction are no less close, legislating directly for the higher education sector took 
place relatively soon after the elections of June 1989 which effectively put an end to 
the monopoly of the Communist party over political power. In September 1989, two 
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Parliamentary Acts were passed – respectively the Higher Education Act and the Act 
on Academic Titles and Degrees (Jablecka, 1998). A further Act setting up a 
Committee of Scientific Research was passed the following January. Taken together, 
these three enactments demolished the central mechanism of planning and admissions 
quotas, opened the path up for the establishment of private institutes of higher 
education, and placed the responsibility for student admission upon the individual 
institution of higher education.  
 
Similar measures are contained in the Slovenian Higher Education Act, promulgated in 
December 1993. In essence, the Act laid down the legislative foundations 
incorporating three main lines of action: expansion of the non-university sector 
through a policy of institutional diversification; the granting of autonomy and the right 
to establish private higher education; and provision for the establishment of quality 
assurance mechanisms (Kump, Podmenik & Vrecko, 1998). 
 
Most extraordinary of all were developments in the Czech Republic. Rather than 
figuring as contingent upon initiatives put in train elsewhere in the social fabric, the 
reform of higher education mustered an unprecedented consensus in society at large, a 
consensus all the more remarkable for the speed of its emergence. Furthermore, prior 
to the political crisis, the wish to see higher education changed nowhere formed an 
issue on its own account. The Higher Education Act of June 1990 explicitly restored 
the basic academic freedoms and university autonomy – and indeed endorsed an 
interpretation and an application that carried these sacred principles well beyond their 
usual scope in Western Europe (Hendrichova, 1998). The passing of this Act also 
enshrined a conscious symbolism that spread far beyond the groves of academe. 
Bringing freedom back to the university was not simply a technical measure applied to 
academia alone. Its significance went further – both an earnest and a clear 
demonstration of freedom’s restoration to society at large. 

System Differences 
Both the timing and the priorities contained in the reforming legislation, as too their 
place in, the overall strategy for social and economic reform, show that ‘The Paths to 
Freedom’ differed significantly between the four polities. Nor should this be especially 
surprising. Certainly, the Czech Republic, Hungary and Poland had shared a common 
lot in being part of the Communist sphere of influence. And Slovenia, as member of 
the Yugoslav Federation, for its part, was moulded by a different variation of 
Socialism, grounded in the principles of worker self-determination. Their systems of 
higher education were very far indeed from being cast in the same mould. The 
structural profile of higher education in Poland differentiated clearly along the lines of 
universities ‘the most prestigious type of higher education’ as against professional and 
other types of higher vocational training, directly linked with the economy and for that 
reason, qualified as ‘the most appreciated’ (Szczepanski, 1992, p. 573). 
 
In Poland, such a pattern, developed in the course of the 1950s, echoed the Soviet 
model of higher education (Jablecka, 1998). A similar distinction, between university 
and polytechnical institutes was also evident in Czechoslovakia. Polytechnical 
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institutes hived off the faculties of Engineering, Electronics and Civil Engineering. In 
Czechoslovakia of the Ancien Regime, however, differentiation was less clear cut than 
in Poland. Nor was it based on horizontal segmentation between sectors, a feature 
prominent indeed between the Polish university and specialised institutions. Rather, in 
Czechoslovakia, differentiation was vertical. It drew the line between parallel types of 
establishments at a broadly similar level. Thus, on the eve of the collapse of the Berlin 
Wall, higher education in Czechoslovakia included five universities, two veterinary 
universities, two economic (sic) universities, ten technical institutions - four of which 
were polytechnics – four institutes of agriculture and forestry and six academies of fine 
arts (Mokosin, 1992, p. 172). Vertical differentiation within the university sector as 
opposed to horizontal differentiation between university and the specialised applied 
sector is a subtle distinction. It gave some credence to the claim that “higher education 
in Czechoslovakia was one tier and non-differentiated” (Mokosin, 1992, p. 173). As 
such, it represented an interesting variation upon the Soviet model of higher education. 
 
Though the ‘binary’ pattern between universities and ‘colleges’ was no less evident in 
pre -1989 Hungary, the outstanding characteristic of its higher education system lay in 
combining a complex form of differentiation between universities and colleges, based 
on the difference in duration of studies. The ‘college sector’ generally corresponded to 
what was once known in Western circles as ‘short cycle higher education’ (Furth, 
1992). In addition, there existed a very fine degree of specialisation within the 
university sector itself (Vegvari, 1992, pp. 292 – 300). Though far from being unique 
to Hungary3, the presence of universities dominated by or specialising in, a particular 
specialist field set a very particular stamp upon Hungary’s higher education profile. 
Hungarian higher education was then characterised by several universities with very 
restricted numbers of students: the Universities of Horticulture, Veterinary Science and 
Economics were often cited as illustrations of the situation. And whilst the Czech 
authorities broke out Engineering into establishments separate from but parallel to the 
University, their Hungarian counterparts applied the same policy to Medicine, which 
added to the number of specialised universities. Thus, Hungary’s higher education 
profile brought together high differentiation and specialisation both within and 
between each of the university and non-university sectors – a differentiation both 
vertical within sectors and horizontal between them.  

Making and Unmaking of Laws 
Whatever the exigencies a command economy, central State control and Marxist-
Leninist ideology placed upon higher education, sufficient room if not a marginal 
latitude existed for national variation to assert itself. Systems which, from the outside, 
may appear to have a certain generic similarity, begin to take on nuance and difference 
when scrutinised more closely.   

                                                        
3 Curiously, the pattern of specialist universities, dominated by one or two faculties, was adopted     
in the aftermath of the French Time of Troubles in 1968, mainly as a ‘cordon sanitaire’ around the 
more politically infectious faculties of Social Science. Hence, what Americans call ‘ a comprehensive 
university’ – namely, that which cultivates all the faculties – is very much a minority form in 
France’s university sector. (for this see Neave & Edelstein, 1993)  
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Here, it is only fair to point out that Slovenia followed a rather different dynamic. 
Whilst national variety and variation are very far from absent in the three systems just 
analysed, Slovenia obeyed a very different political dynamic. As part of the Yugoslav 
Federation, each Republic and self-managing community exercised responsibility for 
the policy, organisation and development of its education system (Mandic, 1992,  
p. 815). Federal policy, however, provided an additional framework and very 
particularly in the area of higher education.   
 
In the course of the 1960s, Yugoslavia had been one of the pioneers in creating short 
cycle higher education (Neave, 1978). Falling demand for this particular type of 
institution (Mandic, 1992) forced the merger of vocational colleges and faculties under 
the Law of 1975 (Kump, 1998). The incorporation of short cycle programmes into the 
University, gave rise to considerable tension, and very especially when legislation, five 
years later, introduced further measures of curriculum differentiation within the 
university as a substitute for the institutional differentiation that had reigned earlier. 
The development of a single sector higher education system, bringing together in a 
single institutional framework, skills programmes for work, training for the professions 
and education for teaching and research, fragmented the university. It split 
programmes between short and long course format. It sundered the university from one 
of its basic missions – research. Opposition was not lacking, nor were the grounds on 
which it rested. Such an arrangement "reduced higher education to qualifying for a 
vocation in a system of artificial manpower planning” (Kump, 1998). Thus was quality 
ousted by the demand for efficiency.  
 
The Slovenian Higher Education Law of 1993 was largely given over to undoing that 
which the then rapidly dissolving Yugoslav Federation had spent such effort putting in 
place. Short cycle higher education was summarily expelled from the university. 
Competition was encouraged by establishing the right to found private institutions of 
higher education. Interestingly, the burden of re-diversification was confided almost 
wholly to private initiative (Kump, Podmenik, & Vrecko, 1998). 

The Roads to Freedom: those who walk and those who watch 
Yet, Roads to Freedom have a starting point just as they have a journey’s end. And 
whilst all Roads led away from the Babylonian Captivity that lasted some four decades 
or more, not all travellers took the same route. Nor did they necessarily set out with the 
same destination in mind. Moreover, as we have remarked, some had already taken the 
first hesitant steps even before “ the  (Berlin) Walls came tumbling down”. As with 
any social phenomenon, how it is to be told depends on whether it is narrated from the 
standpoint of he – or she – who stumbles over the cobbles on foot, or whether it is told 
from the comfortable vantage point of he who stands afar off, microphone and 
camcorder in hand.  
 
It is amongst the more ludicrous examples of self-deception to believe that, in the first 
instance, one of the driving forces that sparked off the Velvet Revolution was the “lure 
of the West” (Scott, 2002, p. 148). Or, to nuance matters somewhat, that within the 
community of scholarship, the particular lure which academia in East and Central 
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Europe gazed upon eagerly in effect, fell in with our own perception about the state of 
our own systems. If we go back to the burden of the earliest legislation, which 
followed the collapse of the Great Wall – or in the case of Slovenia, the recognition of 
its status as a country independent from the Yugoslav Federation – several interesting 
features emerge. In all instances, academic freedom and university autonomy were 
specifically recognised and invoked. So too was the right to found private 
establishments of higher education, together with a very rapid modification to the 
status of the Academies of Science as the centre of the Nation’s research system and its 
research degree accreditation agency (Jablecka, 1998; Hendrichova, 1998, Darvas, 
1998). 

Folie de Grandeurs à l’Occidentale 
The West’s self-delusion resides in a species of syllogistic reasoning precisely about 
academic freedom and university autonomy. The syllogism runs thus: Western 
Universities enjoy academic freedom and university autonomy. Under Communism, 
universities in East and Central Europe had no academic freedom and no autonomy. 
By introducing academic freedom and university autonomy as a prime credo in their 
legislation, East and Central Europe specifically endorse a return to a Western system 
of values in higher learning. Such self-congratulation is all the more out-of-place and 
unseemly because it wallows in a deep and abiding insensitivity, if not lamentable 
unawareness, of the history of higher learning in the nations so recently quit of the 
Babylonian Exile. However, it is not entirely fair to lay so dismal a burden foursquare 
upon the heads of management consultants from the European Union. A similar self 
edifying construct in the form of the rise of private sector universities – sometimes 
better termed ‘non state sector higher education‘ (Tomusk, 2003) – has been the source 
of similar consolation and excitement to others even farther to the West. 1  

Academic Values as Restatements of the University Community 
By evoking academic freedom and the freedoms to teach and to learn as prime priority, 
academia and the legislator were very far from seeking to flatter the West. They were, 
on the contrary, giving utterance to a desire, well documented elsewhere in Western 
Europe4, namely to return to a time in their own history when these fundamental 
values were part of the given order of things. That is, higher education as it existed 
prior to both the post-war Russian expansion westward and prior to being brutishly 
erased – and deliberately so - during the Second World War. Much more to the point, 
evoking these two abiding values did not lend itself to the simple interpretation of 
‘rejoining the West’, for the self evident reason that academic freedom and the 
                                                        
4 A similar Drang nach der Vergangenheit may be seen in the case of the West German universities 
in the aftermath of World War II when reconstruction sought to turn the clock back to the period 
prior to 1932.  For this see Thorsten Nybom  (2003). The Humboldt Legacy – Reflections on the 
Past, Present and Future of the European University. Higher Education Policy, 16 (2).  And also Fritz 
K. Ringer (1969). The Decline of the German Mandarins: The German Academic Community,   
1890–1933. Cambridge: Mass. 
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freedoms to teach and to learn were nowhere the exclusive possession of the Western 
University. Nor were they limited to the academic community construed exclusively in 
terms of the various referential systems, which had their roots there5. Still less, it 
should be noted, was the concomitant idea one of ‘rejoining’ at all. If anything, the 
master concept – the idée motrice – was to re-join a community defined in history – in 
the individual histories of the Nations concerned as well as a broader and more specific 
definition of history, that of the Universities in Europe. It was not, in first instance, 
associated with becoming part of a community that sought to give itself political 
visibility by monopolising the term ‘Europe’, confining it to a geographic entity 
identified primarily as a trading bloc which, from time to time, exhumed the occasional 
fluttering ambition to demonstrate cultural trappings.  

Humboldt: the ambiguous symbol of order and reform 
Over the period from 1988 and 1992, academia in Poland, Hungary and the Czech 
Republic rallied to the notion that the university restored should cleave closely to what 
was construed as the Humboldtian ethic6. This phase in the saga of transition tends to 
be played down by Western observers. It is dismissed either because it appears as yet 
another example of academia’s acting to protect its corporate interests – a revealing 
comment on the observers’ esteem for that body! Or, it is passed over on the ostensibly 
populist argument that any allusion to Humboldtianism is tantamount to reviving the 
‘classical’ or the ‘elitist university’. Such justifications are a trifle facile (Scott, 2002, 
p. 138). More unforgivable by far, they tend to pass lightly over an episode of the 
utmost importance. Its importance lies in the fact that the use of common historic 
points of reference, and the invocation of historic personalities qua God-Objects, very 
often disguise – albeit inadvertently - both differences in meaning and a very different 
symbolic importance that are created by changed circumstances and a context different 
from that perceived by the observer. 
 
Indeed, to brandish the Aunt Sally of an elitist university resuscitated involves merely 
projecting the prejudices of the Western observer onto a world where the elitist 
university was a non-issue. Under a planned economy, all universities in Central and 
Eastern Europe were – on quantitative grounds – elitist for the simple fact that none 
during the era of Soviet occupation, reached a participation rate of 15 percent of the 
age group, the tipping point between elite and mass higher education (for this see 
Trow, 1974). The significance of Humboldtianism revived lay elsewhere.  
It lay both in the symbolism involved and in the vision of the university in the 
emerging new order.  This phase in the saga of transition reminds us that if our account 
is to be even moderately balanced, it is as well to pay a little attention to the 
perceptions of those who walked the Roads to Freedom rather than harking to the 

                                                        
5 For the notion of ‘referential system’ see Guy Neave (1998b) “Quatre modèles pour l'Université”, 
Courrier de l'UNESCO, septembre 1998.  
6 For an insight into this aspect see ‘On Perspectives and Visions: the role of the CCPU in the higher 
education policies of Europe: 1986–1993' Report to the Division of Higher Education and Educa-
tional Research of the Council of Europe, Strasbourg, February 1995, pp. 76. 
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languid comments of those who sit in the pavement café, occasionally gazing on the 
passers by.  
 
Calling up the ghost of Wilhelm von Humboldt was an act of faith, conviction and 
political necessity. But, the appeal to the shade of the Father of the Research 
University was also ambiguous.  It could be interpreted both as a gesture of radicalism 
and as a gesture of conservatism. Furthermore, the Humboldtian institution carried 
with it other overtones, which if they have echoes in the West, possessed a very 
different symbolism in the universities of Central and Eastern Europe. Let us simply 
note that higher education in Poland, the Czech Republic and Hungary drew heavily 
upon the Humboldtian ‘tradition’. Very particularly, they drew upon that form, which 
developed, as it did in the course of the 19th century, within the confines of Europe’s 
first multi-cultural Empire – the Dual Monarchy of Austria-Hungary. Another and 
more direct influence operated within those areas of Poland that had once been part of 
Prussia, which a century earlier had helped itself to large swathes of territory occupied 
by Polish speakers. That tradition is summed up as the Freedom to Teach 
(Lehrfreiheit) and the Freedom to Learn (Lernfreiheit). 

A Common Heritage 
For three of the four systems of higher education, the Humboldtian ‘entente’ was part 
of their earlier common heritage. Acknowledging such a heritage may, naturally, be 
seen as supremely conservative inasmuch as it seeks to re-establish a particular 
institution – in this case, the university – around a vision that hailed from an earlier 
time and an earlier ethic. Yet, set against the referential model that drew, in varying 
degrees of faithfulness, upon the Soviet pattern of higher education, Humboldtianism 
stood as a radical alternative indeed. It did so on a number of counts. One of the 
essential features of Humboldtianism involved looking to the State to guarantee and 
ensure the university’s intellectual independence (Nybom, 2003; Berchem, 1987). 
Implicitly, Humboldtianism stood at logger-heads with the basic principles of 
Marxism-Leninism, which were the subordination of the State to the Party and thus by 
extension, the control of the university by the same (Tomusk, 2003). 
 
Interpreted in this particular context, the appeal to Humboldt’s ghost provided 
excellent grounds both for putting an end to the Party monopoly and, through 
reasserting the dual concept of the freedom of teaching and learning, the termination of 
the ideological monopoly that lay at the heart of the Soviet model of university. In 
effect, the power of what is best alluded to as ‘Neo-Humboldtianism’, rested upon two 
points. As symbolic of a counter legitimacy, it could draw on grounds that were both 
historical and, equally telling, educational as well. In the particular circumstances of 
Central Europe during the twilight of the Soviet Regime, the educational dimension of  
‘Humboldtianism’ made it a doctrine explosive indeed. This dimension turned around 
the basic pedagogic assertion, which lay at the heart of Humboldt’s vision of             
the university – namely, the unity of teaching and research in the achievement            
of education (Bildung) (Rothblatt, 2002). 
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Principles, Symbols and their Political Context 
Seen in this light, the axiom of the indivisibility of teaching and research which, in the 
original Humboldtian vision, was deemed the hallmark of the university stricto sensu, 
acquired immense – and above all, renewed - political symbolism, and most specially 
so when set against the basic pattern and organisation of the Soviet model of higher 
education. It was as a critique of the separation of research from teaching and the 
organisation of research in and around the Academies of Science, that Neo-
Humboldtianism was most devastating and rapidly effective. The Academies of 
Science not only carried out the major part of the Nation’s scientific research (Rabkin, 
1992; Mokosin, 1992, p. 173). They also exercised close control over the awarding of 
higher and advanced research-based degrees. Lying outside the University, Academies 
constituted a separate and countervailing influence whose power resided in the close 
bonds that the Party bestowed upon Academies of Science and upon their denizens as 
party intellectuals. It is not coincidental therefore that one of the first consistent acts 
that legislation undertook in Poland, the Czech Republic and Hungary was the 
repatriation of the research function to the university and with it the responsibility for 
awarding higher and research degrees.  
 
One of the more astounding ironies of history is, surely, that the Soviet model of 
higher education should thus have contributed to the preservation – and, not least, to 
the resuscitated relevance and strength - of the Humboldtian ethic in the contemporary 
politics of higher education? It is all the more astounding since in the West, 
Humboldtianism was very far from enjoying the same overtones or status. If not 
always symbolic of a world we have lost, all too often in the discourse of policy in 
Western Europe, Humboldtianism serves as an elegant euphemism or code word to 
castigate what the ranks of ‘change agents’ hold to be the obdurate mind set of 
academia, sceptical and unimpressed by the passing fashions, brightly displayed in the 
managerial boutiques of the plausible solution (Varia, 2003; Gallardo & Ruiz Navarro, 
2003). 

Applications and Expectations 
Neo-Humboldtianism could certainly be interpreted in terms of the newly emancipated 
systems of higher education coming home from Babylon and reaching out to their 
fellows in the West. Even so, Neo-Humboldtianism remained primarily for home 
consumption. This is not to deny its symbolic significance as an Ideal to which both 
East and West could subscribe and could do so on a footing of equality and as an 
inheritance shared. Indeed, the argument could easily be made, that precisely because 
Humboldtianism had moulded universities in East and West, it could now serve as a 
new rallying point, common to all and, just as important, could do away with the 
temptation to define the newly refurbished Republic of Scholarship in Europe in terms 
of Ancients and Novices, seniors and juniors. Nevertheless, its importance lay in the 
home territory. It was a powerful counter-legitimacy that justified, historically and 
intellectually, the casting off of the shackles between Party and State. It justified 
terminating with extreme prejudice the ties between Party and University. Many of its 
advocates hoped it would retain the role of the State as Lord Protector, as the guarantor 
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of the basic academic freedoms as, indeed Wilhelm von Humboldt had once hoped, the 
King of Prussia would assume (Nybom, 2003). 

A View of Central Europe as it might have been 
It is, one has to admit, little more than idle speculation to surmise what might have 
been, had events unfolded other than as they did. Still for all that, examining those 
alternatives that might have been, often gives us a new purchase over what we now 
take for granted. Had the reform of academia in Central Europe limited itself to the 
Neo-Humboldtian restoration, there can be little doubt that the university equivalent of 
zones of shared influence – the map which accompanies and is an indicator of the 
weight that different ‘referential models’ of higher education exercise spatially – 
would have been very different from what they are today. Without seeking to inflame 
particular sensitivities, it is reasonable to suggest that the Humboldtian referential 
model might well have regained the place it once occupied in the period between the 
wars, rather than being overtaken by a species of Drang nach Osten in the shape of 
new institutional forms, practices and models, templates and procedures variously 
rooted in what is often alluded to by scholars in Eastern and Central Europe as ‘the 
European’ or more imprecisely still, the ‘Western’ model of higher education 
(Tomusk, 2001). Succinctly stated, if the Neo-Humboldtian revolution was both 
radical and necessary within the groves of academe, it was not on its own sufficient.  

The Fragility of the Neo-Humboldtian Revolution 
Precisely why this ‘inner revolution’ was insufficient is to be found in the pressures, 
economic, political and social that beset each of the four societies, collectively and 
individually. The unleashed demand for higher education, pent up for two decades and 
at the same time the shrinkage in what the feline phrase terms ‘the resource base’, both 
raised a very central question: Was academia capable actively to contribute to the 
process of transition, as opposed to being simply one of its beneficiaries? Equally 
telling were broader developments that lay beyond their frontiers. Certainly, the ‘inner 
revolution’ served to bring academia out from that species of ‘inner exile’ which, in 
the history of many societies in Central Europe has, in times of occupation or dissent 
often been its self-imposed condition (Krasuski, 1992 )7. 
 
The Neo-Humboldtian restoration, important and central though it was to academia, in 
reality stood as a sub-theme in a rather broader debate. That debate, though obviously 
very different in context, had a certain resonance with similar issues that higher 
education and governments in Western Europe had since around 1985 been engaged in 
dissecting with an equal keenness. At one level, the bone of contention involved the 
place the State ought to occupy in the business of the Nation, whether and if so, how 
                                                        
7 For a broader discussion of the notion of academia going into ‘inner exile’ elsewhere in Europe see 
Guy Neave  (1992). War and educational reconstruction in Belgium, France and the Netherlands: 
1940–1947. In: Roy Lowe (Ed.), Education and the Second World War. London: Falmer Press, pp. 
84-127. 
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and how far the ‘frontiers of the State should be rolled back’? At another level, the 
debate in both East and West raised parallel issues. How to restore enterprise and 
initiative to the individual citizen. In the long run how to replace the State as society’s 
major regulator by the market and more particularly with the institutional symbol of 
the market, namely ‘the Enterprise’. At the very moment higher education in Central 
Europe successfully called upon the ghost of von Humboldt to cast out the demons of 
Party and Nomenklatura, so their colleagues in the West were summoned to exorcise 
the spectre of the same gentleman, the better to assimilate Enterprise Culture, 
managerialism and the cash nexus into higher education. 

The Irresistible Rise of Neo-Liberalism 
What is no less remarkable, though readily understandable in the circumstances, was 
how rapidly the Neo-Liberal discourse permeated the policy debate over the future of 
higher education in Poland and the Czech Republic though, as we noted previously, 
Hungary had long been toying with introducing market forces into the economy. Let us 
consider, for example, the first policy initiatives, which in the West are often seen as 
placing higher education on the path towards becoming market driven. In the United 
Kingdom, such initiatives emerged with the publication of the Jarrett Report on 
University Efficiency in 1985. And in the Netherlands, that other epicentre in Western 
Europe of Neo-Liberalism applied to higher education policy, the spate of reform 
began even earlier with the appearance in 1982 of the policy document Taakverdeling 
en Concentratie van het Wetenschappelijk Onderwijs. By contrast, the speed at which 
Neo-Liberalism assumed a virtual domination over the discourse of higher education 
reform, both in the speed of its acceptance and its power over debate in the four 
countries studied, are astounding. Why this should be so is not difficult to explain. 
Neo-Liberalism stood as the supreme symbol of wholesale renewal. It broke asunder 
all ties with an intellectually, morally and financially bankrupt order. It enshrined the 
determination to set an enduring and radical marker – a species of political benchmark 
– against which the task of renovating society’s major institutions could be re-defined, 
set out and judged, higher education included.  

Neo-Humboldtianism Outflanked 
Both its speed of dissemination and the broad social consensus Neo-Liberalism 
commanded in the newly liberated societies, placed the Neo-Humboldtian reform in a 
rather different light. Important though it was within the confines of higher education, 
it took for granted precisely issues which Neo-Liberalism explicitly challenged. 
Amongst them was the place of the State as Lord Protector of the university, the 
question of ownership and its de-collectivisation, all of which presupposed a very 
different understanding of the place higher education ought to occupy in the social 
fabric. In short, Neo-Liberalism outflanked and enveloped the Neo-Humboldtian 
restoration. As a result the reforms, as much technical as political, that ought inevitably 
to follow on from the Neo-Humboldtian restoration were dealt with within a very 
different set of priorities and according to a model of society very different from the 
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scholarly detachment of the university that Humboldtianism once upheld (Nybom, 
2003). 
 
When the moment came to move on and negotiate, promulgate and act on such issues 
as internal participation, governance, the structures of management, issues of funding, 
certification, quality and accreditation – the operational structures and procedures for 
maintaining the university’s task and role in society – the agenda was defined in terms 
and under circumstances very different from those that the adepts of Humboldtianism 
hoped for. Nevertheless, if Neo-Liberalism provided the most powerful of symbols, a 
testimony of the determination to pursue change, of the individual raised up and of the 
collective startlingly reduced from its seat, continuity and progress of a very singular 
kind were evident for all to see. For if the Soviet Model of higher education 
subordinated higher learning firmly to the productive process, Neo-Liberalism makes 
higher learning part of the product!  

The Significance of Neo-Liberalism 
Neo-Liberalism was not simply the major channel through which policy debate was 
conducted within the four systems under scrutiny. It also acted as the general anchor 
point between those systems of higher education in Western Europe, currently in the 
throes of the ‘managerial revolution’ and those in Central Europe who saw in the 
managerial revolution both a counterweight to over-weaning state control (Neave & 
van Vught, 1991, 1994) as the shape of things to come, and as the central identifying 
feature of higher education in the West. It ensured that re-constructing higher 
education in Central Europe was not simply a domestic issue. It was, on the contrary, 
an undertaking solidly and explicitly founded on an international dimension.  
 
‘Westernising’ higher education, ‘introducing Western standards’, bringing 
qualifications, length of study and sometimes programmes closer in line with what was 
perceived as ‘Western practices’ (Tomusk, 2001) was an equally powerful driving 
force, though whether the same interpretation was shared between institutions and 
national administration remains subject to nuance. Such eagerness to set higher 
education upon a new, efficient and stable footing was very far from being 
unidirectional. Nor, for that matter, was the desire amongst higher education leadership 
in Central Europe to catch up with the West, free of certain ambiguities.  

Exchange and Mutual Aid 
Neo-Liberalism laid down a solid bridge between Central and Western Europe. Along 
it flowed ideas, information, individuals and good advice, all of which the West was 
prepared to offer in profusion (Čerych, 2002, pp. 111–121). But those same flows also 
rendered a not insignificant service to the systems, which were so profligate in their 
advice. The West provided the recipes, templates and models, some of which had been 
‘battle tested’. Others, and very especially those aspects of reform which involved the 
reconstruction of managerial systems, procedures and techniques, had most certainly 
been tried within the confines of trade, industry and the firm. What they still lacked 
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was their proven appropriateness and clear indications as to their usefulness and 
efficiency when transposed to the Halls of Academe. Though obviously how far 
individual countries followed up the advice given them will amply repay further study 
(Čerych, 2002 pp. 111–121) the implications are clear. Whether knowingly or not, 
those advised, assuming they acted thereupon, performed a sterling service by 
providing further ‘ground testing’ to proposals which, because they had only recently 
been introduced in the West, were light indeed on that particular aspect8. That their 
adepts could point to their application elsewhere in Europe doubtless served to 
strengthen the claims made about relevance and plausibility still further.  

The Hidden Tussle 
Yet, the power of Western practice also deserves a certain degree of nuance. In effect, 
beneath the perception of ‘Western practices’ or ‘Western standards in higher 
education’, lay two very distinct policy pathways. They are most easily described as 
the ‘American’ solution and the ‘Western European’ solution and though they can be 
brought together under the broad church of institutional reform, they are, not 
surprisingly, very different species.   
 
Of the two, the ‘American’ solution appears the more radical. Its prime feature 
involved the privatisation of higher education, that is placing ownership, initiative and 
development in the hands of private individuals or associations with their funding 
coming from student fees, gifts, endowments etc. In short, the provision of higher 
education, as had been the case in the historic development of that same institution in 
the United States (Trow, 2003), was to reflect the energy and drive of enterprising 
individuals. Privatising higher education provided a practical demonstration of the 
importance of the market – as opposed to the State – and a clear example of what 
individual initiative, spurred on by the opportunities the market created, could achieve. 
Higher Education was itself to act in priming the pump of initiative and competition 
and in changing society’s driving ethic.  
 
Private provision of higher education, at least in the early stages in the overall process 
of transition, which some have argued lasted up to 1994 (Tomusk, 2003) – had other 
ambitions as well. Such ambitions were not limited to introducing new skills and study 
areas – business studies, informatics, business economics, management etc. – that 
would lay down the base for and subsequently sustain the burgeoning service 
economy. They also extended to providing an education that in the medium term 
would create an alternative social and technical elite rooted in the private sector. Such 
a private sector elite would offset, counter and eventually replace the Nomenklatura 
whose educational roots had drawn largely on the state sector of higher education 
(Tomusk, 2003). 
 

                                                        
8 The real medium term benefit of management techniques and procedures often turns out to be re-
markably sparse when set against their original claims. For a wider discussion of this phenomenon 
within the United States see Robert Birnbaum  (2000). Management fads in higher education: Where 
they come from, what they do, why they fail. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
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The ‘Western European’ solution extended the basic strategy and the instruments that 
accompanied it, hitherto applied to developing sustainable patterns of co-operation 
between institutions of higher education within the Member States of the European 
Union. This, the European Union could do with relative expedition. The ERASMUS 
programme for student mobility, created in 1987, was extended to certain higher 
education systems of Central and later, Eastern Europe in the shape of the Trans 
European Mobility Programme for University Students, specially set up to bring those 
systems newly returned from exile into the ambit of the Union (Brouwer, 1996). The 
‘Western European’ solution, apart from the attraction of student mobility and 
exchange, which was considerable, concentrated less on proposing radical alternatives 
to the higher education system already in place. Rather it sought to modify existing 
provision the better to cater for the rapid growth in student demand. The main thrust of 
its recommendations turned around the further development of short cycle higher 
education, similar to the German Fachhochschulen. This solution effectively extended 
the system of horizontal differentiation and, like its original edition in Western Europe, 
sought to deflect student flows into the non-university sector (Neave, 2003b; Cerych, 
2002). How far such a strategy of deflection was taken up is, not surprisingly, very 
much a ‘mixed bag’. If embraced wholeheartedly by the Slovenian authorities9, it was 
less appealing to the Czech.  
 
Less radical though it is, the ‘Western European’ solution had several advantages. 
Sheer proximity is one. The promise of resources is a second. That higher education in 
Western Europe is already mobilised around cross-national exchange and building 
‘academic trade routes’ is a third. And, last but not least, the ‘Western European’ 
solution was immeasurably strengthened by the events of June 1999 and the inclusion 
in the Bologna Process of 14 signatory states from outside the European Union (Van 
der Wende, 2002). 
 
Several points follow from this analysis. First, that both solutions ‘American’ and 
‘Western European’ involve adapting higher education to a particular interpretation of 
the market. To do this, the former in part replicates here and there the institutional 
forms and programmes which had proven successful in its own particular 
circumstances. The second likewise seeks to export a solution the origins of which 
extended back over the past 35 to 40 years. The former interpreted the market in global 
terms, the latter in terms of extending the Western European market Eastward.  

Envoi 
When we contemplate the flurry of exchanges, proposals, recommendations and 
suggestions that accompany the overhaul of higher education, we tend to pass over one 
trend of considerable interest. That is how strangely collective and international the  
reconstruction of higher education systems has become. Certainly, we can find other 
examples and other instances of national policy-making being swayed and influenced 
by external forces. In the recent history of higher education, we can find instances 

                                                        
9 See for instance, the analysis of the Slovenian Higher Education law of 1993 above. 
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aplenty of national models serving as the basis for major reform elsewhere – though 
the circumstances when this tends to happen are not always the happiest10. Still, this is 
very different from the sheer volume, range of organisations – some governmental 
others international – agencies and individuals engaged in the reconstruction of 
national systems of higher education. This is not to deny the basic fact that if advice is 
international, the decision on whether or not to act upon it remains decidedly and 
rightly a matter for national Parliaments and authorities. What we can say, however, is 
that overhauling the Nation’s provision of higher education is no longer wholly and 
exclusively a domestic affair. It is also a key dimension in cultural diplomacy, if not an 
instrument of diplomacy tout court (Coombes, 1964). 
 
Yet, in all this, we should remain constantly aware that if higher education may 
provide, supply, equip and respond to – a market, it is not itself wholly and utterly to 
be understood, still less portrayed in this one dimensional fashion. Other dimensions 
remain outside the market, though doubtless human ingenuity can, if pushed that far, 
bring them in. These dimensions are to do with the role the university plays in both 
sustaining and revigorating community identity, social cohesion, in fostering those 
talents, hallmarks and abilities which uphold variety in that identity, whether it is 
called the genius of Nations or of the particular peoples that make up the Nation. The 
recent history of higher education in Central Europe, if nothing else, serves to keep us 
very alert to the dangers of the single belief triumphant.  
 
Guy Neave is Scientific Director and Professor of Comparative Higher Education Policy 
Studies at CHEPS, and Director of Research at the International Association of 
Universities, Paris. 
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