Introduction:
International Innovation &
American Challenges

William C. Kirby

e often measure the strength of nations by GDP or by the size of armies,
W navies, and air forces. But it can also be measured in the realm of ideas.
Today, the influence of a nation may be gauged by the strength of its
universities and the ability to develop and attract talent. The foremost global pow-
ers of the last three centuries have all been leaders of scholarship and learning. In
the nineteenth century, the modern research university born in Berlin propelled
Germany to the forefront of science and global power. In the twentieth century,
the strength and allure of American universities were central to an “American
century” of world influence. In 2024, nearly every major ranking of global univer-
sities shows American institutions still in leading positions. Yet we know this was
not the case in 1924, and there is no reason to assume it will be true in 2124. Today,
American leadership in higher education—as in other areas—is under great stress,
particularly inits public universities, but also in its distinguished private universi-
ties, which have become lightning rods in the political and culture wars of the day.
In the United States, forty-three of all fifty states have disinvested in higher ed-
ucation since 2008. Because public universities educate the majority of American
students, these states have disinvested in their own future and the nation’s future.
The slow-motion defunding of U.S. public higher education also threatens our fa-
mous private universities. After all, Harvard and Stanford compete with Berke-
ley and Michigan (and many other great public universities) for the same facul-
ty, graduate students, and senior administrators. In education as in any business,
competition is a key to excellence. On the West Coast, the University of Califor-
nia, Berkeley, is the flagship of what has been the greatest system of public higher
education in the world. California would not be the California we know without
its signature network of public universities. Today, Berkeley is a bellwether for the
future of American universities, nearly brought to its knees by a series of massive
budget cuts, a poster child of the enduring unwillingness of the American public
to support public higher education.
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Onthe East Coast, our oldest university, Harvard, faces the challenge of its suc-
cess and arrogance—what Richard Brodhead, former dean of Yale College and for-
mer president of Duke University, has called (in the case of Yale) “the inertia of
excellence.” Things have been so good, how can you possibly do better? Institu-
tions in that situation are seldom pioneers. And as recent events at Harvard have
shown, America’s oldest and most famous university has great difficulty with
self-governance. It is run by an opaque and secretive Corporation, itself managed
by a controlling Office of the Governing Boards, which | compare to the Japanese
Imperial Household in my recent book, Empires of Ideas. Things can change but
change must come in imperceptible increments.2 Right now, the Japanese Imperi-
al Household is looking better.

Across the country, the liberal arts, and especially the humanities, appear on
the budgetary chopping block as humanities enroliments fall and engagement in
STEM fields flourish. As politics increasingly intrude on a college education, long-
standing academic freedoms have come under threat, including those of institu-
tional autonomy. | chair the board of the American Council of Learned Societies
(ACLS), where President Joy Connolly has put the challenge this way: “The grow-
ing challenges to academic freedom across the country demand that organiza-
tions like ACLS avoid party politics but boldly advocate on behalf of dialogue and
the free exchange of ideas and against censorship.”

All this may explain why there is a broad and deep anxiety about the future of
American higher education within the United States. This is clear in the sizeable
cottage industry of books that has emerged to bewail the limits, failings, or demise
of American universities. Derek Bok, former president of Harvard University, has
written about Our Underachieving Colleges and, most recently, “Why Americans Love
to Hate Harvard.”* My learned colleague in Harvard’s English Department, Jim En-
gell, worried about Saving Higher Education in the Age of Money. On a similar theme,
Duke University’s Charles Clotfelter has authored Unequal Colleges in the Age of Dis-
parity, while Holden Thorp, former chancellor of the University of North Carolina,
has written of the need to “rebuild the partnership between America and its col-
leges.” James Shulman, then of the Mellon Foundation, collaborated with William
G. Bowen, former president of Princeton University, to study The Game of Life and
how collegiate sports in the United States have warped educational values.®

To continue this urgent discussion, the American Academy of Arts and Sci-
ences, apart from worrying that the humanities are no longer The Heart of the Mat-
ter, warned about The Perils of Complacency in American science and engineering,
and it has linked the future of undergraduate education to the future of America.’
Oxford University’s Simon Marginson, invited by Berkeley to give the Clark Kerr
Lectures on the Role of Higher Education in Society, concluded that The Dream is
Over, while others believe that the most important agenda for American educa-
tion is now Surpassing Shanghai. American higher education has become a Palace
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of Ashes, echoes another book, whose subtitle is China and the Decline of American
Higher Education.8 This sampling of works, along with the international accounts
provided in this volume of Dadalus, help illustrate current tensions around higher
education in the United States and abroad.

tions—Johns Hopkins, Chicago, and later Harvard and Berkeley—became

serious research innovators in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies, by adopting (and improving) German models.? In turn, they transformed
America’s educational landscape. American universities, public or private, came
to lead the world by learning from others. But when was the last time you saw an
American university president or dean look abroad for new models for research
or teaching? As we will see, several remarkable U.S. institutions have established
international campuses, but few American universities look beyond our borders
for new ideas. That is a shame. For a central purpose of this volume is to explore
a vibrant world of experimentation and innovation, mostly outside the United
States, in multiple settings where new colleges and universities are being found-
ed and old ones reimagined. And where newly ambitious national systems (for
example, in China and India) are laying the foundations for contending with the
United States for leadership in global higher education.

Not all of the case studies here are success stories, for all exist in distinct
political ecologies, some of which can prove nourishing, while others destroy
ambitious undertakings in the world of universities. Sadly, we are not able to cover
every region of the world in one volume, though we wish we had time and space
to explore innovation in Latin America and Africa.l0 Perhaps the most direct way
to broaden the horizons of American universities is to internationalize their geo-
graphic footprints.

That work is described in essays by Mariét Westermann, Marwan M. Kraidy,
Pericles Lewis, and Haiyan Gao and Yijun Gu.ll What is clear from these cases
on NYU Abu Dhabi, Northwestern University in Qatar, Duke Kunshan Univer-

sity (

Q sEmily J. Levine’s first essay in our volume reminds us, American institu-
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lectuals and a nationalistic Communist party-state. Her description of UC Berke-
ley’s engagement with Tsinghua and Peking Universities puts all three institu-
tions in comparative perspective. Yet she ultimately notes how the reform and
growth of higher education in China have produced “tremendous results.” In my
own view, if any country is to challenge the United States for leadership in global
higher education, it is China.

Universities in Hong Kong have enjoyed greater autonomy than those on the
Chinese mainland, and they have made the most of it, with an expansion of under-
graduate education from three to four years to allow for innovative general edu-
cation programs in the liberal arts and sciences. With this came a remarkable ex-
pansion of the place of the arts in public spaces and discourse, within and beyond
universities. How the arts have been valued and defended in periods of comparative
openness, until 2014, and of political contestation ever since is the subject of Mette
Hjort’s illuminating essay.!* As the darkening shadow of a new National Security
Law hovers over Hong Kong’s eight excellent, well-funded, and differentiated uni-
versities, a strategy of integrating the arts with scholarly realms like science and
technology shows promise. Hong Kong Baptist University, whose vision is to be “a
leading liberal arts university in Asia,” has emerged as the leader in the field of “Art-
Tech.” With financial support of that British-era holdover, the University Grants
Committee, there is “hope and inspiration” still in the liberal arts in Hong Kong.®

Hong Kong’s universities also have the advantage of being at once Chinese in
cultural terms, and largely English (language) in teaching and research. Thus, the
University of Hong Kong can aspire to be “Asia’s Global University.” By contrast,
Japan has taken “along and wrong road to globalization,” according to Takehiko
Kariya in his contribution to this volume.® In the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, Japan was the educational innovator of East Asia, founding uni-
versities on German models and, through Japanese translations of major Western
works, providing the texts and vocabulary that would define political and scien-
tific ideas in China and elsewhere. Yet Japan’s early and elite success in globaliza-
tion, stimulated anew in the decades after World War I, would not be sustained.
Having caught up to the West as an economic dynamo in the 1980s and having ex-
panded greatly the role of private universities at home, Japan became more insu-
lar in educational terms, with fewer students studying abroad and a diminishing
need for English language in schools at home.

As Kariya notes, what began as a determination “to find our own path” in the
1980s became viewed as a “lag in globalization” and a “critical situation” for Jap-
anese universities by the 2010s.17 This, perhaps, is another example of that inertia
of excellence: the great domestic success of Japanese universities as sites of social
mobility and engines of economic growth has limited their engagement and im-
pact internationally. Is this a bad thing? Not necessarily for Japan. Is ita symptom
of the disease of the “linguistic imperialism” of English?'8 Almost surely. Still, the
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university has the education and empowerment of women leaders as its goal. It
pursues this mission through a rigorous education in the liberal arts and sciences.
In his essay, founder Kamal Ahmad describes its emancipatory mission for “the
most neglected and defenseless populations” of Asia.?? For this, he has recruited
the world’s notables to the university’s leadership and boards. Chief among them:
Cherie Blair, Laura Bush, and Bangladesh’s powerful Prime Minister Sheikh Ha-
sina. Harvard’s Henry Rosovsky and Jack Meyer provided counsel and support to
AUW. Moshe Safdie created the initial designs for an iconic campus, whose rede-
sign and construction are now under the guidance of the Pritzker Prize—~winning
architect Renzo Piano.

In short, this is a high-profile, high-risk, and high-reward effort to make a re-
gional difference and global impact from a remote setting. Ahmad is candid, how-
ever, about AUW’s challenges in funding, the recruitment and retention of fac-
ulty, and the logistics of building infrastructure in a setting threatened by global
warming. Having visited AUW in its early years, | can attest that if its outrageous
ambition (to borrow a phrase from Duke University) bears enduring fruit, then
anything is possible in our world of universities.2

E
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replacement.?’ The substitute came in the form of a Budapest campus for Shang-
hai’s Fudan University—a contentious project apparently put on ice thanks to the
ongoing COVID
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Rankings (THE), the QS World University Rankings (QS), or the Academic Rank-
ing of World Universities (ARWU)—let alone those from U.S. News & World Report,
a failing magazine that was reincarnated as a rankings machine.3’ Yet rankings
do show, however imperfectly, the shifting tectonic plates of global leadership
in higher education. Had rankings such as those read today by deans and pres-
idents around the world existed a century ago, German universities would still
have pride of place. Harvard University, which ranks very well at present, would
not have been in the top ten, perhaps not even the top twenty. Today, at least ac-
cording to QS’s portfolio, Peking University and Tsinghua University outperform
every German university. Times change.

Ranking those who would reimagine or renew education, in a volume concen-
trated on the liberal arts and sciences, is an exercise for the future. Still, what is
remarkable to me in reviewing these case studies is how strong the commitment
remains to an education rooted in the arts and sciences. This devotion—set out
by Wilhelm von Humboldt in the University of Berlin, the first modern research
university—has endured over the past two centuries. Throughout this period, it
became a foundation of American undergraduate education and now enjoys a mo-
ment of flourishing exploration (and, in places, resistance) around the world.
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EDITORS’ NOTE

This issue of Dadalus could not have been undertaken and brought to completion
without the help and support of numerous individuals.

We thank David Oxtoby, President of the American Academy of Arts and Scienc-
es, for the initial invitation to edit a volume on international higher education and
Phyllis Bendell, the editorial wizard who presided over the issue with exemplary
skill and understanding.

For their excellent editorial work on the specific essays, we thank Key Bird, Maya
Robinson, and Peter Walton. And of course, we are grateful to all our authors who
not only prepared original and timely essays, but also participated in four memo-
rable worldwide Zoom seminars. For their logistical and editorial help at Harvard
Project Zero, we thank Courtney Bither, Shinri Furuzawa, and Annie Stachura.

This issue of Daedalus provided the guest editors the opportunity to synthesize their
knowledge of the history of higher education in many places with their expertise
on the current educational scene in the United States. All of us working on these is-
sues today owe an enormous debt to Philip Altbach, founder and long-term direc-
tor of the Center for International Higher Education at Boston College. Directly or
not, we are all his students.

We hope this issue will give rise to more discussion about innovation in higher
education around the world. In this spirit, we have established a forthcoming web-
site, TheWorldOfHigherEducation.squarespace.com, so that other individuals may
contribute information about other programs, institutions, and lines of work and
inquiry. We hope that readers will consider submitting comments or essays so that
we may build on the ideas presented in these pages.
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