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Historiographies of higher education have
long focused on individual institutions and
are typically characterized by a narrow geo-
graphic and temporal scope.1 Walter Rüegg,
who orchestrated a comparative study of Eu-
ropean universities spanning four volumes
over twenty years, stated that the first volume
was of little difficulty to produce since medi-
eval studies have always employed a Euro-
pean perspective.2 The other three volumes,
he conceded, had to be limited to the history
of science and disciplines as the other topics
that existed, however abundant, were too lo-
cal and too national to be considered for the
study. While Rothblatt and Wittrock noted the
fluid character of educational and philosophi-
cal concepts in their study, the congruence of
academic cultures and national frameworks
remained a constant presence in their com-
parison of European and US higher educati-
on systems.3 This challenge of how to trans-
cend borders in constructing a history of hig-
her education has gained momentum over the
last twenty years against the backdrop of de-
velopments in global history in general and
the so-called „global knowledge society“ in
particular.

In that vein, the panel on „Contempora-
ry and Historical Higher Education Regions“
emphasized historical perspectives as a me-
ans to explain today’s phenomena in tertia-
ry education. The European Higher Educa-
tion Area was described as a regional and
border-transcending project that echoes a si-
milar form of university networks from the
time of Erasmus of Rotterdam. It was further
argued that the region played a significant ro-
le for wandering scholars in several different
eras and that it was not confined to Europe.
There was, for example, Xuanzang who tra-

velled through what is today China and India
in the 5th century or the scholars who travel-
led back and forth across the Red Sea in the
Aksum Kingdom.

Branching out to non-European and non-
North American contexts to research histori-
cal and transnational perspectives in higher
education is still a novelty, as it was long un-
questioned that universities are a distinctly
European invention. In his path-breaking nar-
rative on the 19th century from a global per-
spective, Osterhammel hinted at the existence
of „powerful institutions“ such as monaste-
ries, higher schools, or academies in „other
civilizations such as the Chinese and Islamic
where scholars met informally“.4 It is increa-
singly acknowledged not only in academia
but also in a wider interested public that these
ancient seats of learning might have been in-
stitutions that were every bit as formal as their
counterparts in Europe. The BBC, for examp-
le, in 2013 called Nalanda (in northeast In-
dia) a university5, which until recently would
have been unthinkable. This awareness that
centres of knowledge production have pre-
viously existed in different places resonates
within the circles of educationalists and his-
torians.

It was therefore of great benefit that Ken-
neth Omeje focused at the congress on a re-
gion that is still all too often neglected in the
studies of the history of higher education. He
explored the role of university education in
fostering peacebuilding in Sierra Leone, Li-
beria, the Democratic Republic of the Con-
go, Kenya, northern Uganda, Nigeria, and
South Sudan by describing how peace pro-
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moting programmes with students from dif-
ferent backgrounds, whose curriculums inclu-
de courses examining the recent and anci-
ent past in conflict-ridden regions, could be a
great benefit. He pointed out, however, that
the curriculum design for such a transnatio-
nal encounter in the classroom is no easy feat.
The transnational regional dimension in hig-
her education was also highlighted by Scott
Schorr, who took a closer look at the transat-
lantic network by studying the circulation of
patents, people, and policies and their transfer
from places of study to places of commerci-
al production, distribution, and consumption.
His project investigated knowledge transfers
from a quantitative perspective, as a result of
which the data was visualized with the help
of special software designed for this purpose.

Higher education history has recently been
set in faster motion. The publication Uni-
versities for a New World: Making a Glo-
bal Network in International Higher Educati-
on, 1913–2013 reconstructs the history of „the
first and oldest global association of universi-
ties“. The Association of Commonwealth Uni-
versities is depicted as the „most capable of
all the Commonwealth’s independent civil-
society organizations“, which coincides with
a new Commonwealth-wide interest in ter-
tiary education and with a review of the ro-
le and future of the Commonwealth in 2011.
History in higher education is interpreted
anew, during which transnational and global
aspects are occasionally retroactively added.
At a time when competition in higher edu-
cation –especially in the anglophone realm –
becomes increasingly stiff, reinforcing cohe-
sion among the Commonwealth universities
seems to have become a strategy. Appealing
to history as a source of legitimation appears
to be a pillar of this process.

In the panel „Approaches to Global Histo-
ry in France and Germany: Differences, Par-
allels and Misunderstandings“, it was con-
cluded that history of the counterpart of the
Association of Commonwealth Universities –
the Agence universitaire de la Francophonie
(AUF) – has yet to be told. The AUF looks
back on nearly 50 years of promoting fran-
cophone study programmes, especially in the
field of the French language. It has a wides-
pread network of regional offices all over the

world, and with €40 million possesses a re-
latively small but still quite effective budget
to finance the mobility of students and rese-
archers. Due to its central character, the AUF
might have had just as much an impact on
higher education as the ACU, but for now
there is little interest in conceptualizing the
French institution historically. A large part of
the explanation to this observation is the fact
that the AUF is meant to be an agency that
mainly promotes the learning of the French
language and not one that addresses trans-
national challenges in higher education. Just
as Francophonie stands for cultural diversity
and the fight against a perceived dominan-
ce of the English language, so too does the
AUF. The focus lay and still lies on education
rather than higher education, an observation
that was also made at the ENIUGH congress.

An example of this focus were the panels:
„Educational Media and the Cold War: Ci-
vil Society, International Organizations, and
Nation-states“, „Connecting Histories of Edu-
cation: Colonial, National and Internatio-
nal Trajectories“, and „Les internationales
de l’éducation: Acteurs, initiatives, impacts,
1919–1939“. Two aspects might help to un-
derstand this concentration: Firstly, education
and schooling expanded throughout societies
in the 19th century when it started to be se-
en as means of freeing men from the grip of
religious authority, much earlier than higher
education, which became accessible only du-
ring its expansion in the 1950s to 1970s. Se-
cond, education has always been an arena of
ideological conflict used to steer the masses in
certain directions, whereas higher education
was perceived largely as an elitist project rele-
vant for just a few.

Higher education is thus a fledgling topic
in both the history of globalization and the
ENIUGH congress. Whereas research on hig-
her education is strongly represented in the
discipline of sociology through empirical and
methodological examinations of student co-
horts, organizational structure, and teaching,
the historical perspective could and should be
strengthened. It remains to be seen however
if the community of scholars interested in glo-
bal history (and they are not „just“ historians)
is also interested in the ideas and results that
higher education historiography can contri-
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bute to the discussion.
At the Dresden conference in 2008, higher

education (or any type of education) was not
included as a topic. At the London conference
three years ago, the topic popped up in a few
panels and one panel even dealt with it as
the main subject („Higher Forms of Educati-
on and their Construction, Development and
Diffusion of Useful and Reliable Knowledge
in the East and the West Before the Industrial
Revolution“). At this congress, there was one
panel entirely dedicated to the topic. One can
thus reasonably presume that there is a slowly
but steadily growing interest in higher educa-
tion history from a global perspective.

The history of science and the even broa-
der history of knowledge, by contrast, seem
to be better integrated. Casper Andersen from
the University of Aarhus, for example, cont-
ributed valuably to the panel of „The Global
History of UNESCO“ by analysing the birth
of the union of international engineering or-
ganizations. The panel presented results of a
five-year research project (to which Andersen
is associated) on the impact of the United Na-
tions Educational, Scientific and Cultural Or-
ganization on „the mindsets of the first gene-
ration after World War II (1945–75) and to get
an impression of the way in which globaliza-
tion works in practice.“[7] Another example
is the presentation of Michaela Hampf from
the Freie Universität Berlin in the panel „Bio-
politics and Visual Materials’ Circulation: A
Global Exchange, 1900–1955“ that dealt with
knowledge production through visual materi-
als. She showed how a transnational network
of scientists in Europe and the United States
debated about the direction eugenics should
take („Eugenic Photography: Evidence, Ex-
cess and Archives“).

The history of science and knowledge pro-
duction is, however, often characterized by a
Western bias. Discussions about origins and
concepts are highly political and often emo-
tional, challenging imaginaries that once we-
re taken for granted. Education and especial-
ly higher education offer the potential to un-
derstand „transnational“ and „global“ in both
historical and contemporary contexts by ack-
nowledging different epistemologies in the
world and embracing academic exchange bet-
ween them.
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