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In its early days, the university was in general “a guild organisation of masters or 
students or of masters and students combined, having a high degree of juridical 
autonomy, the right to elect its own officers, statutory making powers, and a 
communal seal” (Cobban 1975: 32).  

Oxford and Cambridge offer a good example of this type of organisation – self-
governing communities of scholars that had the right to remove unsuitable 
masters and to co-opt new members using the equivalent of peer review 
mechanisms.  

There was a monastic flavour: academics were seen as dedicated to the “amor 
sciendi” divested of “pecunie et laudis cupiditas”  

From the middle-ages to the modern university 
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The modern university is the result of reforms that have taken place since the mid 
XVIIth century (Neave, 2001: 10), the most remarkable being the French 
Napoleonic reforms (1806-1808) and implementation of von Humboldt research 
university (1807).  

From the middle-ages to the modern university 

This was the consolidation period of the ‘nation-state’ in Europe – universities 
played an important role by producing highly trained people necessary for the 
modernisation of society by means of a modern public administration (Neave and 
van Vught, 1994).   

Academic autonomy in the Napoleonic University was rather restrictive. The von 
Humboldt model is more interesting and the idea of the Humboldt University “is 
still today re-cycled and revered at almost every academic ritual and ceremony” 
(Nybom, 2003: 26). 
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The central political problem faced by von Humboldt was how to ensure the 
necessary autonomy to modern science and research and to prevent its 
progressive corruption or even destruction by other powerful societal forces such 
as politics, economy and religion. (Nybom, 2003) 

To solve the problem von Humboldt created what “has gradually become one of 
the most popular and frequently used degrading metaphors for the supposed 
societal and even cultural irrelevance of the university” (Nybom, 2003: 19): an 
ivory tower.  

The individuals devoted to this most noble and most “virtuous” of all human 
tasks should enjoy the most extended form of autonomy and freedom: “What 
God was among the angels, the learned man should be among his fellow men” 
(Mittelstrass, 1994: 83). 

From the middle-ages to the modern university 
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The von Humboldt model of academic autonomy, or more precisely of academic 
freedom, was individual not institutional.  

The relationship between government and HEIs corresponded to the model of 
state control. The state was the sole regulator of the HE system and used 
traditional regulation mechanisms such as legislation, funding, approval of study 
programmes, and in many cases the appointment of professors.  

From the middle-ages to the modern university 

To guarantee the complete fulfilment of the university’s mission, the state 
assumed as its task to protect individual academic freedom against the 
undesirable influences of all external factions and sometimes even conflicting 
interests, including those arising from professions, religions or politicians.  
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The traditional model of the modern university subsisted without loss of 
legitimacy until the end of the 1960s, while the traditional welfare state survived.  

However, the model of state control came under pressure because of several 
factors: massification; the emergence of the ‘private sector’ as the main employer 
of graduates no longer supporting the legal homogeneity principle; a more 
diversified HE system; institutions should compete in a market (Neave and van 
Vught, 1994:  273-274). 

Massification 

The model of state control was replaced with the model of state supervision. In 
the new model, central government administration downsizes its interference in 
the daily decisions of institutions, which are given “autonomy”, and tries to 
promote the self-regulatory capacities of institutions, limiting its activities to long 
distance steering.  
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The donnish dominion 
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There was a generally accepted idea that only professional experts – the 
academics – could run these complex institutions, characterised by strong 
emphasis on professionalisation along the lines of distinct ‘disciplinary 
specialisms’ (Clark 1983) (professional bureaucracies – Mintzberg) 

The university … derives its autonomy from the idea of academic freedom, a 
privilege granted to it by state and society, which entails the obligation to teach 
truth in defiance of all internal and external attempts to curtail it (Karl Jaspers) 
 

“…such freedom is a necessary condition of the highest efficiency … and that 
encroachments upon their liberty, in the supposed interests of greater 
efficiency, would in fact diminish their efficiency and stultify their 
development” (Robbins Report 1963: 228).  
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The donnish dominion 
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A view later endorsed by Clark (1983), among others, in a classical 
Mertonian formulation suggesting, “universities firmly based on the 
development of disciplinary specialisms could only be effectively governed 
by experts in those disciplines” (Fulton, 2002: 207) 

Until the last few decades, university governance was in general based on 
collegiality. The legitimacy of those in charge was ensured by democratic 
elections. Collective decision making bodies were dominated by academics 
although students and even non-academic staff were present. The power of 
the central administration was rather weak, the rector being only a “primus 
inter pares”. 

“The supreme authority, providing that it is exercised in ways responsive to 
others, must therefore continue to rest with the academics, for no one else 
seems sufficiently qualified to regulate the public affairs of scholars” 
(Moodie and Eustace, 1974) 
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The implementation of markets in HE was accompanied by increasing 
institutional autonomy allowing HEIs to compete by deciding what programmes 
to offer, their characteristics and eventually the level of fees, although in practice 
the state still regulates heavily some of these freedoms.  

However, increased institutional autonomy combined with market competition 
may lead to regulation problems, as autonomous institutions competing in a 
market may follow strategies aiming at ensuring their own development and 
survival, which may be contrary to the common good or the government’s 
objectives.  

Therefore, despite a rhetoric of autonomy and market regulation, the 
government arbitrarily intervenes forcing institutions to adapt their behaviour to 
government objectives, by using compliance tools such as performance 
indicators, measures of academic quality, or performance based contracts.  

... and its decline 
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... and its decline 

The use of market mechanisms as instruments of public policy went hand in 
hand with New Public Management.  

One consequence of NPM policies was a strong attack on professions, and 
specifically on the academic profession:  … the ideology of ‘new 
managerialism’ attempted to destroy, or at least weaken, the regulatory 
structures that had protected unaccountable professional elites and their 
monopolistic labour market and work practices across the full range of public 
sector service provision throughout the 1980’s and 1990’s (Reed, 2002: 166).  

The emergence of NPM and the attacks on the efficiency of public services, 
including higher education, resulted in loss of trust in institutions (Martin 
Trow, 1996) and demands for more accountability.  
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... and its decline 

Governance models were imported from the private sector to replace the 
slow, inefficient decision making processes of academic collegiality. 

The presence of external stakeholders in the governance bodies of 
universities was another step towards creating responsiveness to the 
‘external world’. Appointed Presidents and Rectors with sound managerial 
curricula are replacing elected academics.  

The changes taking place are not only structural adjustments. There are 
changes of ideology and of values, and changes in the relationship between 
HEIs and the state and society.  

The changes were the final nail in the coffin of the academic profession in its 
way to the proletarian world, of the work for hire.  
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... and its decline 

These changes are without parallel since the foundation of the medieval 
university: instead of being praised for their capacity to run complex 
universities, academics are increasingly considered as incapable of efficient 
management, being replaced by lay members of the private sector. 

…and instead of protecting the individual freedom to teach and to learn 
from interference by external interests opens the governance structures of 
universities to the outside world while the “Ivory tower” is denounced as a 
major flaw of traditional university governance. 

The state instead of protecting institutions from external intervention and 
influence, takes measures (if necessary through legal enactment) to 
guarantee that external parties, through the presence of stakeholders, 
intervene. 
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Examples of recent reforms 

The United Kingdom, Austria, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Finland, The 
Netherlands, France, Portugal. 

Changes of the legal status of institutions. 

Changes of governance models. 
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International influences and isomorphism 

Apparent convergence to a new governance model under the influence of 
new policies for the public sector.  

Concentration of power at top-level administration; collegial decision-
making is becoming a souvenir from ruined Ivory towers; external 
constituencies are playing increasingly important roles in university 
governance; academics are no longer considered suitable to run HEIs. 

At “macro level” HE systems are apparently converging all over the world, 
although at micro level strong local and national characteristics may play 
against uniformity.  

However, national characteristics still play an important role, even when 
internal reforms of the systems are legitimated, at least at rhetoric level, by 
the country’s need of assuming a position in the increasingly globalised 
world.  



15 

International influences and isomorphism 
 

Levy argues “the literature on educational assistance (Ilchman and Ilchman, 
1987) and probably most of the literature on educational dependency 
(Altbach and Kelly, 1978) and ‘world systems’ or hegemony (Meyer and 
Rowan, 1977) can be cited for evidence of international isomorphism, some 
of it mimetic and normative but some of it coercive” (1999: 27).  

The “macro” convergence of higher education systems can be explained in 
terms of globalisation and the emergence of neo-liberal policies.  

Ball (1998) explains the dissemination of these “universal” influences 
internationally using Levin’s (1998) medical metaphor that considers 
international experts, policy entrepreneurs, and representatives of 
organisations selling tailor-made miraculous solutions for national problems 
as the analogues of infectious agents moving from country to country 
looking for suitable hosts to be infected, and by the sponsorship or even 
enforcement of particular policy solutions by international agencies.  
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International influences and isomorphism 
 

International organisations, when they hold the ‘power of the purse’ as is 
the case with the Bretton Woods’ offspring (WB and IMF) can originate 
strong isomorphic pressures. Other agencies such as OECD and UNESCO can 
influence governments by means of surveys and analyses. And in Europe 
there is the Commission, Bologna, modernisation agenda, etc. EUA IEP is also 
a good example. 
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International influences and isomorphism 
 

At micro level there are conflicting pressures bearing on institutions. On the 
one hand, the recent emphasis on strategic planning and mission statements 
may result in the definition of institutional identities that will protect 
diversity.  

On the other hand, some activities imported from the business world such as 
benchmarking, quality evaluation and accreditation, and competitive 
funding mechanisms may reinforce isomorphic pressures. 


