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Abstract 

In this essay, we take up the call of this review symposium to explore how the emergence of 

(new) nationalisms affects the university’s status as a “global institution.” We challenge the 

binary view that there is an inherent tension between the “national(ist)” and the “global” role of 

the university, whereby either its global character is reducing its national distinctiveness, or its 

nationalist appeal is challenging its global tendencies. This binary positioning, we argue, 

obscures the compound and context-specific understandings of both (new) nationalism and 

higher education. To make our case, we draw on our current comparative study on the impact of 

neonationalism on European higher education. We start with a discussion of neonationalism and 

how our conceptualization informs the debate on the “national” and “global” interaction. We 

then provide a snapshot of some of our empirical findings on the impact of neonationalism on 

higher education policy in Denmark and the United Kingdom to shed light on the complex ways 

they interact. Through this reflection, we hope to advance discussion on how to research the 

(re)nationalization of higher education in the context of an increasingly globalized system.  
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The university’s evolving societal role is the focus of growing inquiry and debate. In their 

recently published volumes, Frank and Meyer (2020) and Douglass (2021) offer contrasting 

visions of the university’s future trajectory. For the former, the global development of higher 

education is leading to a certain isomorphism, through the dissemination and application of 

global standards and international reforms. Universities have positioned themselves “beyond 

space and time” (Frank and Meyer 2020, 31), bounded by a “homogenous culture” (Frank and 

Meyer 2020, 42). In the account painted by Douglass, the global dimension of higher education 

is threatened by a return to nationalist ideals and values, with the university caught in the 

crosswinds. The international engagement of universities is increasingly threatened by rising 

authoritarian, antiglobal, and exclusionary ideological currents. These different scenarios reflect 

the view that the university’s global and national vocations are opposing forces, or as the editors 

of this collection put it, in a state of “inherent tension.” In this juxtaposition, either the 

university’s global tendencies are reducing its national distinctiveness, or its nationalist vocation 

poses a challenge to its global tendencies. 

In this reflection, we challenge the binary view that there is an “inherent tension” between 

the “national” and the “global” and call for a more nuanced understanding of how the two are 

connected in relation to higher education. The binary positioning of the “national” and the 

“global,” we argue, obscures the compound and context-specific understandings of both (new) 

nationalism and higher education. Our point of departure also reflects the idea that the university 

was born as an international, European institution in the Catholic Middle Ages and reborn as an 

institution based on the nation-state in the nineteenth century. Thus, the university should be 

considered an international institution deeply embedded in and serving the nation-state at the 

same time (de Ridder-Symoens and Rüegg 1992-2011; Kristensen et al. 2007). To make our 

case, we draw on our current international comparative study on the impact of neonationalism on 

European higher education.1 We start with a discussion of neonationalism and how our 

conceptualization informs the debate on the “national” and “global” interaction. We then provide 

a snapshot of some of our preliminary empirical findings on the impact of neonationalism on 

higher education policy in Denmark and the United Kingdom, to shed light on the complex ways 

they interact.  

 

 

 

 
1 The “Asserting the Nation” project (2021–2025) is supported by the Independent Research Fund 

Denmark [grant 0163-00024B and grant 0163-00025B].https://projekter.au.dk/en/asserting-the-nation.  

https://projekter.au.dk/en/asserting-the-nation
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Conceptualizing Neonationalism 

While “not entirely new” (Delanty 2021, 104), nationalism has reemerged in the post–Cold War 

era as a reaction to transformative transnational and global developments, most notably those 

attributed to globalization (Gingrich and Banks 2006). It is generally agreed that the extensive 

globalization process during the 1990s and early 2000s—which, in Europe, coincided with the 

strengthening of the European Union and the harmonization of European education systems, 

coupled with downturns, recessions, or depressions in the world’s economy—might have 

exacerbated nationalist movements. Meanwhile, as already indicated, the rise of neonationalisms 

does not seem to be a simple antithesis to globalization; the two tendencies are instead closely 

intertwined (Bergmann 2020; Bieber 2020; Brøgger 2021, 2022). We argue that nationalism 

cannot be addressed as a singular phenomenon. It is multifaceted, its manifestation varying from 

one context to the next. As pointed out by Douglass (2021, xi), “neo-nationalism has different 

meanings and consequences for universities in different parts of the world…” Thus, nationalism 

and associated protectionist agendas must be considered deeply embedded in the specificity of a 

particular region or nation, with different implications for universities depending on their 

historical and political contexts.  

In this essay, we approach the university as a microcosm of conflicting political ideas and 

practices concerning the global/European and the national in a European higher education 

context. Analyzing the development of nationalist protectionist initiatives by bringing together 

knowledge on university history, European higher education reform processes, and national 

university politics reveals that new nationalisms are affiliated with post–Cold War readjustments 

occupied with asserting the nation’s right to intervene in and limit the agency of autonomous and 

self-governing institutions (Brøgger 2022). The tightening of the European integration process 

gave rise not only to extensive international reforms of European higher education (notably the 

Bologna Process) but also to new nationalisms as European geopolitics readjusted to post–Cold 

War realities (Brøgger 2022; Gingrich and Banks 2006). These new nationalisms have cultivated 

their idea of “the national” in opposition to the European integration process consolidated by the 

Maastricht Treaty on the European Union in 1992 (Brøgger 2021, 2022). As such, in a European 

context, we may consider neonationalist movements as concomitant to the strengthening of the 

EU from the beginning of the 1990s, presenting themselves as protectors of national interest in 

the face of reduced sovereignty, internationalism, and socioeconomic pressures brought on by 

European integration. New nationalist movements in Europe are thus tied together by their 

opposition to a perceived common threat seen in Europeanization processes accelerated even 

further by globalizing forces leading to a widespread outsourcing of manufacturing, loss of jobs, 
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and economic and social insecurity. In addition, critical junctures (Bieber 2020) such as the 2008 

financial crisis and the 2015 “migration crisis” have propelled the rise of neonationalism. More 

recently, the global crisis engendered by the COVID-19 pandemic has been cited as evidence of 

the “contemporary power of nationalism” (Cox 2021, 5) and as a potential trigger for an 

additional “wave of neo-nationalism” (Bergmann 2021). The pandemic has reinforced attitudes 

and policies around the importance of national sovereignty and amplified the authoritative power 

of national governments (Douglass 2021). We might also expect the 2022 Russian invasion of 

Ukraine to increase certain nationalist sentiments in Europe. This, of course, remains to be seen. 

While context specific, these emerging new nationalist movements (in Europe and beyond) 

are transnationally connected, evidenced by the emulation of language, tactics, and policies 

between them, as well as their declared and practical support for one another (Ashutosh 2022; 

Zúquete 2015). Paradoxically perhaps, neonationalism is thus understood as a transnational 

phenomenon, carrying with it a certain level of shared features and ideals across national 

boundaries. In this way, neonationalism is about both the “national” and the “global.” Following 

this, new nationalist movements and their influence on higher education and university politics 

should not be considered as evidence of the enduring nature of the national; rather, as Kaldor 

argued, they should be understood as responses to globalization (Kaldor 2004). They may be 

conflicting forces, but they are closely intertwined and mutually nourishing. Or, as Cox puts it, 

“nationalism and globalization are not two poles of a zero-sum game where one advances and 

the other retreats” (Cox 2021, 125). 

 

Internationalization and (Re)nationalization: Higher Education in Denmark and the UK 

From the initiation of the Bologna Process in 1999 up until the EU’s so-called migration crisis in 

2015, higher education policy in Denmark was strongly influenced by reform ambitions and 

initiatives aimed at strengthening internationalization and aligning Danish higher education with 

the European Higher Education Area. Yet this period was followed by a turn to national 

protectionism and opposition to “the European.” A nationalist reordering of the political 

arrangements around higher education in Denmark is observed in recent national policy 

initiatives, including the government decision to shut down its international education office and 

divide tasks between bureaus, as well as initiatives targeting student mobility and the structure of 

degree programs (Brøgger 2022). Specific measures, elaborated on below, include the drastic 

government-mandated reduction in the number of English-language university programs, 

designed to reduce the number of foreign students in Denmark.  
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The deceleration of internationalization policies within higher education in favor of 

national primacy began with the accession of a center-right Danish government in 2015 

(Ministry of Higher Education and Science 2016, 2018). Rooted in the 2013 “SU settlement for 

migrant workers”2 and despite Danish universities being formally autonomous self-governing 

institutions, the government decided to cut the number of international students enrolled in 

Danish higher education programs in 2018. The SU settlement was designed to counteract a 

2013 EU ruling stipulating that all EU (or European Economic Area) citizens are entitled to 

study at any university within the EU under the same conditions as nationals (Court of Justice of 

the European Union 2013). For Denmark, this meant access to tuition and grant opportunities 

available to nationals, provided they work ten to twelve hours per week while studying and 

otherwise fulfill the conditions as a migrant worker (Ministry of Science Innovation and Higher 

Education 2013).  

As EU antidiscrimination rules prevented Denmark from denying the admission of EU 

students, the “SU settlement” placed a cap on SU spending for non-Danish students. The 

decision to reduce international student intake at Danish universities mandated that 

approximately 1,200 student places in English-language bachelor’s and master’s degree 

programs be cut. In 2016, 2,232 international students were enrolled in bachelor’s degree 

programs, corresponding to a little less than 3 percent of the total bachelor’s degree population in 

Denmark; 9,919 international students were enrolled in master’s degree programs, corresponding 

to 15 percent of the total master’s degree population in Denmark (Brøgger 2021; Danish Agency 

for Science and Higher Education 2018). The decision to cut the number of international students 

by reducing the availability of English-language courses was justified through economic or 

welfare nationalism arguments, according to which the financing of international students posed 

a burden on the Danish economy. Meanwhile, these lines of argumentation in support of 

economic nationalism intersected with issues of ethnicity and race among national-conservative 

politicians and those backing the SU settlement, reclaiming education as an ethnic-territorial 

domain that should be tailored to benefit only nationals. This development has since been 

supported by a second round of reductions announced in autumn 2021, though this agreement 

targeted mainly university colleges and business academies (Brøgger 2022; Ministry of Higher 

Education and Science 2021).  

 

 
2 Danish students receive a publicly funded study grant called State Education Support, more commonly known as 

SU. 
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Like Denmark, the UK’s higher education sector has been at the center of political shifts in 

recent years as the country comes to terms with its post-Brexit arrangements. The UK in the 

context of Brexit is often cited as a quintessential example of the current neonationalism “trend.” 

Nationalism and especially the “newly-politicized” national identity in England, combined with 

contestations over sovereignty, were important contributing factors to the UK’s decision to leave 

the EU (Wellings 2021, 322). The anti-EU sentiment driving Brexit was underpinned by a desire 

to see the UK “take back control” of competencies perceived as having been lost to the supra-

state scale (Cox 2021). The impacts of Brexit on the UK’s higher education sector are manifold, 

with repercussions on mobility (Zotti 2021) and access to research funding (Highman 2019), 

among others. In terms of funding, future access for UK institutions to the EU’s Horizon 

program remains unclear as prospects could be challenged by disagreements on trade 

arrangements between the EU and the UK. Perhaps the most cited challenge to higher education, 

though, involves the UK’s decision to retreat from the EU’s flagship Erasmus mobility program.  

As the UK government announced its departure from Erasmus at the end of 2020, it swiftly 

introduced its alternative, the Turing Scheme, aimed at opening the UK up to a broader list of 

countries, “well beyond Europe’s frontiers,” while “boosting our ties with international partners 

in the process” (Department for Education 2021). While couched as a necessary step toward the 

UK reclaiming its global status, the scheme offered no funding for incoming students, 

prioritizing the outward mobility of its own students. With depleted funding, the incentives for 

international students to study in the UK are significantly reduced. Yet, unlike the Danish case, 

the rationales behind the new scheme were not explicitly linked to a desire to cut the number of 

international students in the country. The government argued that the UK has “considerable 

appeal as a destination and partner in international mobilities and exchanges” (UK Parliament. 

House of Commons, 2021a), and that this would be harnessed in the new scheme. Indeed, the 

UK’s long-standing position as a leader in global education renders it a prime destination for 

international students.  

In contrast to the Danish case, then, student mobility remains on the agenda, though the 

UK government is in control of the narratives and features of its program. It has “taken back 

control,” as it promised. Yet here the isolationist rhetoric often associated with neonationalism 

and the idea that these movements are pinned against global cooperation are not so clear-cut. The 

UK government is distancing itself from the EU, an actor perceived as having taken sovereignty 

away, while opening up to the wider world and leveraging this reach to strengthen its global 

image and appeal.  
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The UK is a devolved political system and understanding nationalism in this context also 

necessitates recognition of the UK’s overlapping nationalist projects. Indeed, a context-sensitive 

approach to nationalism should account for competing nationalist projects within certain 

communities (Bieber 2020; Moscovitz 2022). While often described as a triumph of English 

(neo)nationalism, Brexit has also reinforced minority nationalisms in the UK. In Scotland, Brexit 

ignited contestations over sovereignty, especially as it relates to the EU (McEwen 2022). In 

terms of higher education, the Scottish government rebuked the UK’s decision to leave the 

Erasmus program. While its efforts to remain within the program failed, the Scottish government 

is pursuing international education policy avenues that promote the maintenance of a strong 

relationship with the EU and underscore its distinct image as an “open, welcoming and 

internationalist country” (UK Parliament. House of Commons 2021b), seemingly in contrast to 

the UK’s approach. In this context, different forms and shades of nationalism interact, and the 

higher education sector finds itself caught up in these contradictory forces.  

These brief examples demonstrate that the impact of nationalism on higher education is not 

uniform, with crucial distinctions to consider even within the confines of a territorial state. As 

Denmark seems to embark on a more protectionist and isolationist nationalism and a closing of 

borders, the UK seems to venture into a more globally engaged nationalism rooted in the idea of 

British exceptionalism. The UK is accordingly promoting global collaboration despite distancing 

itself from the EU in the name of national sovereignty. These examples are also telling for the 

differentiated way the “national” and the “global” interact. The Danish case exemplifies a more 

straightforward tension between the desire to safeguard national interests and the ability of 

universities to act on the international scene. For the UK, however, the protectionist agendas and 

neonationalist ideals underpinning Brexit did not challenge universities’ international 

engagement in the same way. It might have reoriented their international engagement but cannot 

be said to be eliminating them. Moreover, the UK and Scotland have diverging accounts of how 

global engagement should be oriented, the latter prioritizing the EU and the former attempting to 

demarcate itself from it. The juxtaposition of the Danish and UK cases supports the need for 

context-sensitive approaches to the study of higher education. Both neonationalism and higher 

education are in need of explanation and contextualization.3 

 

Toward the Study of the (Re)nationalization of Higher Education Policy 

In the last two decades, higher education studies have been heavily focused on globalization and 

internationalization as frames of reference for understanding developments in higher education 

 
3 For further discussion on the importance of context-specific approaches to questions of nationalism, 

internationalization, and higher education, see Hsieh 2020.  
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policies and processes. This has, to a certain degree, come at the expense of research on the 

relationship between nationalism and higher education, which remains limited in comparison 

(Koch 2014). Taking inspiration from the idea of a “critique beyond criticism” (Foucault 

1997)—a critique that does not begin with a plea for a revolution but “stays with the trouble” 

(Haraway 2016; see also Brøgger 2021; Butler 2004; Staunæs and Brøgger 2020)—this essay 

argues that current trends toward renationalization necessitate a better understanding of how 

nationalism and higher education interact. Yet this research should be accompanied by a 

continued inquiry into globalization/Europeanization processes in the higher education domain. 

Empirically, this could be facilitated by efforts to avoid both traps of “methodological 

nationalism” and “methodological globalism” (Takayama and Lingard 2021).  

If, as we argue here, the “national” and the “global” dimensions of higher education are 

intertwined, the study of higher education should also bring the globalization and 

(re)nationalization literatures closer. This would support the call for scholarship to make stronger 

connections between studies of globalization and studies of nationalism (Cox 2021; Halikiopolou 

and Vasilopoulbu 2011), the latter having been somewhat neglected in favor of the former in 

higher education studies during the past two decades. The university offers a prime vantage point 

to advance these theoretical developments, as it has historically been tied to both nation-building 

and international/transnational/global goals. This dual function is apparent in the juxtaposition of 

the two volumes under review throughout this symposium, one highlighting a return to national 

and nationalist tendencies (Douglass 2021), and the other making the case for the university as a 

global institution pivotal to the development of the global knowledge society (Frank and Meyer 

2020). Exploring how the higher education domain is entangled in the national-global nexus can 

advance a much-needed understanding of the until now “empirically opaque” (Cox 2021, 99) 

relationship between nationalism and globalization. This could go some way toward rupturing 

the “either/or” perspective on the university’s “national” and “global” vocations, and toward 

offering more nuanced views on its societal role, appeal, and future trajectory.  
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