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Shifting geopolitics of the European higher education space
Iryna Kushnir a and Nuve Yazgan b

aNottingham Institute of Education, Nottingham Trent University, Nottingham, UK; bIndependent 
Researcher, UK

ABSTRACT  
Given recent major geopolitical events in the European region, such 
as Brexit and the launch of a full-scale invasion of Ukraine, this article 
explores recent and under-researched shifts in the geopolitics of the 
European higher education space, focusing specifically on the 
European Higher Education Area (EHEA). The analysis is informed 
by the critical geopolitics approach and relies on interviews with 
stakeholders in the four countries that established the EHEA 
(Germany, France, Italy and the UK), key recent EHEA official 
communications, and a thematic analysis of these datasets. The 
analysis has revealed three major recent overlapping shifts in EHEA 
geopolitics: regarding its borders, identity and values. These 
findings are significant, highlighting the existence and dynamics of 
the phenomenon of higher education geopolitics in Europe and 
addressing an under-researched area in the literature on European 
geopolitics and the role of higher education in it.
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1. Introduction

There is a growing body of literature that recognises a relationship between politics and 
higher education (HE) (Gittell and Kleiman 2000; McLendon 2003; Morreira et al. 2020; 
Levin and Greenwood 2022). HE, in Kauko’s (2013, 197) terms, is a ‘political subsystem’, 
which includes institutions and actors within them that develop HE policy and impact 
wider politics. Given a growing internationalisation in politics in general as well as in 
HE policy specifically, it is unavoidable to bring up the notion of geopolitics.

Geopolitics has traditionally been understood as the study of how geography influ-
ences political and economic choices (O’Sullivan 2014). However, a more recent concep-
tualisation of geopolitics – critical geopolitics – builds on this classical definition of 
geopolitics. Critical geopolitics focuses on the relationship between politics and 
borders, as well as values and identity (Kuus 2010).
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The geopolitics of the European HE space is in the spotlight in this article. Although this 
article focuses on recent years, geopolitical dynamics have been part of the European project 
for decades and are not a recent phenomenon. Several authors have argued that different 
constellations of power maximise the advantages of geography and HE. Castells` (2009) 
work on the network society and the role of information and communication technologies 
could provide valuable perspectives on how geography influences the formation of knowl-
edge networks and HE institutions. Specifically, Castells (2009) highlights how global com-
munication networks reshape social and economic structures, impacting HE systems.

Marginson’s (2022) research emphasises the increasing globalisation and internatio-
nalisation of HE, particularly the rise of transnational education networks and the com-
petition for talent and resources. Marginson (2022) highlights the role of English as the 
dominant language of global HE and the centrality of research universities in the global 
knowledge economy. They mention ‘a global hierarchy in higher education is reproduced 
in three mutually reinforcing ways: worldwide diffusion of neo-liberal norms and pol-
icies, social-cultural reproduction of White Supremacy, and linguistic-cultural monocul-
ture in knowledge’ (Marginson 2022, 508). Similarly, Hazelkorn (2007) provides a 
comparative analysis across different countries on how international rankings 
influence the decisions made by university leaders. The author discusses the potential 
pressures on students to choose institutions based on rankings and the impact on 
faculty in terms of performance expectations and career advancement. These delve 
deeper into the complexities of HE geopolitics in Europe.

The processes that make the European HE space are complex and have a long history. 
For example, the European Union (EU) has been supporting a number of education policy 
initiatives with a focus on HE. Examples include the famous Bologna Process which has 
established the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) and the associated Education 
and Training (ET) Work frameworks 2010/2020, which both later served as a foundation 
for the European Education Area (Robertson, Olds, and Dale 2022). The EC recently 
emphasised that HE ‘has a unique position at the crossroads of education, research and 
innovation, serving society and economy’ (EC 2024) but also HE being a pillar of a ‘Euro-
pean way of life’ (EC 2022, 2024), aiming to ‘Consolidate universities as lighthouses of our 
European way of life with supporting actions focusing on academic and research careers, 
quality and relevance for future-proof skills, diversity, inclusion, democratic practices, 
fundamental rights and academic values’ (EC 2022). Feeding on these growing HE initiat-
ives, the EHEA has emerged as the largest all-encompassing HE harmonisation initiative 
not only in the European regions but in the world, having transformed into an ‘inter-
national higher education regime’ (Zahavi and Friedman 2019, 23). Although some scho-
lars, evidently, anticipated or assumed the end of the work on the EHEA in 2020 with the 
arrival of the deadline for achieving a fully-functioning EHEA (e.g. Pereira Pires et al. 2021; 
Mendick and Peters 2022), the EHEA is still very much alive (EHEA 2020c).

Given recent major geopolitical processes, such as Brexit and the invasion of Ukraine, 
this article sets out to explore major shifts in the geopolitics of the EHEA that have taken 
place since the last milestone In the development of the EHEA – 2020. The analysis in 
this article relies on expert interviews with representatives from key policy-making insti-
tutions in the four countries that established the EHEA in 1998 (Germany, France, Italy 
and the UK) (Kushnir 2016) as well as key recent EHEA official communications, and a 
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thematic analysis of these datasets. The analysis has revealed three major recent overlap-
ping shifts in the geopolitics of the EHEA: regarding its borders, identity and values.

The article proceeds with building a theoretical framework for this analysis around the 
idea of change in the context of path-dependency in geopolitics. This is followed by a lit-
erature review on European geopolitics and the role of HE in it, highlighting a growing 
knowledge around the existence of the phenomenon of HE geopolitics in Europe and 
how it has been shifting. The findings section presents and discusses key themes concern-
ing shifting borders, values and the vision of European identity of the EHEA.

2. Theoretical considerations: geopolitics and its dynamic nature

The analysis in this article is informed by the idea of change in the context of path-depen-
dency in geopolitics which rests on the theoretical foundations of historical institution-
alism(Mahoney 2000; Pierson 2000).

Earlier definitions of geopolitics seem to be related predominantly to geography (Flint 
2021), emphasising that geography is important in determining relationships between 
nations and their governments (O’Sullivan 2014). This is evident in the following example: 

Geopolitics is the science of the conditioning of political processes by the earth. It is based 
on the broad foundation of geography, especially political geography, as the science of pol-
itical space organisms and their structure. The essence of regions as comprehended from the 
geographical point of view provides the framework for geopolitics within which the course 
of political processes must proceed if they are to succeed in the long term. (Haushofer et al. 
1928; quoted in O’Loughlin 1994, 112–113).

The determinism of this classical definition of geopolitics assumes that political actions 
are predominantly dictated by the geographic location which can be used to legitimise 
any foreign policy ambition of a country (Flint 2021).

This early definition of geopolitics was disputed by the emergence of the critical geo-
politics approach. Critical geopolitics emerged in the late 1980s-early 1990s as a result of 
the cultural and constructivist shift in the social sciences and human geography (Moisio 
2015). First introduced by Simon Dalby (Dalby 1990; cited in Kuus 2010), critical geopo-
litics asserts that the notion of the sovereign state is not the foundation but rather a con-
sequence of discourses related to sovereignty, security, and identity (Kuus 2010). In the 
critical approach, geopolitics is as a ‘set of socially constructed, rather than naturally 
given, practices and ideas through which the international political economy is realised 
geographically’ (Agnew and Corbridge 1995, 4–5). In other words, state identity and 
interests are not predetermined, but rather formed through states and other actors assert-
ing their interests and identities. Therefore, state/region identity and interests are a 
crucial theme within the critical geopolitics (Kuus 2010). In sum, critical geopolitics 
focuses on sovereignty and security, or in other terms – borders, as well as two other 
aspects – values and identity (Kuus 2010). The study reported in this article is informed 
by the critical geopolitics approach which focuses primarily on states’/regions’ identity 
and values in addition to the more traditional focus on borders. This will allow us to 
offer a more nuanced and complex understanding of the geopolitics of the EHEA.

Geopolitics is not a static phenomenon. It evolves. In order to consider this fully, it is 
essential to unpack the idea of change in the context of path-dependency in geopolitics. 
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The concept of path dependency is rooted in the historical institutional context in which 
politics and policies are made, as well as the potential limitations and opportunities that 
may arise from past choices and actions for further developments. The idea of path 
dependency originates from the scholarship on historical institutionalism, which advo-
cates that political systems and subsystems, in Kauko’s (2013, 197) terms, are typically 
resistant to change and tend to defend existing policies and organisations responsible 
for implementing them.

The main idea of historical institutionalism is that decisions, made when an institution 
is being created or a policy is being developed, will limit future choices. This happens 
because institutions and policies tend to stay the same; once a certain path is set, changing 
it requires a lot of effort (Mahoney 2000; Pierson 2000). Politics and its related policymak-
ing can be seen as a phenomenon characterised by extended periods of stability, known as 
‘path-dependency’ interrupted by turbulent formative moments (Peters, Pierre, and King 
2005, 1276). This is because institutions often generate self-reinforcing positive feedback 
loops, leading to increasing returns that favour continuity (Pierson 2000). Feedback loops 
refer to the mechanisms through which initial decisions or events reinforce themselves 
over time, making it increasingly difficult to change course. While institutions are not 
completely resistant to change, the positive feedback loops create strong incentives for 
those benefiting from the current setup to resist change, making it costly to revert to pre-
viously available policy options (Peters 2019).

Significant changes can only occur during critical junctures  – periods when decisions 
about the ‘rules of the game’ are made (Collier and Collier 1991) or policy windows 
(Kingdon 1995). Capoccia and Kelemen (2007) state that during critical junctures, 
change is less constrained as structural limits on actors are relaxed. In these moments, 
powerful socio-political actors make choices from a range of feasible alternatives, 
which then limit other options (Capoccia and Kelemen 2007; Peters 2019; Sorensen 
2018). During these formative periods, new objectives are assigned to public policy, 
new priorities are established, and new political coalitions can emerge to sustain these 
new policies (Steinmo, Thelen, and Longstreth 1992; Mahoney 2000). Therefore, 
policy change occurs in a series of punctuated equilibria, where long periods of stability 
on a particular path of institutional change are interrupted by sporadic moments of poss-
ible change (Farrell 2018). Ultimately, the process leads to a lock-in situation, where the 
dominant decision pattern becomes fixed and deterministic. Over time, actions are 
entirely constrained by this path (Garud, Kumaraswamy, and Karnøe 2010). After 
these periods of change, institutions and policies settle into a new stable path, and 
inertia becomes the usual state once again.

The analysis in this article builds on these ideas, coupled with Kauko’s (2013) theor-
isation specifically of HE politics. Two main points of Kauko’s (2013) model are relevant 
to our discussion and worth unpacking. First, HE politics is dynamic – ‘the political situ-
ation for change is embedded in the institutional structure of the higher-education 
system and how it is aligned with the external factors’ (Kauko 2013, 197). This suggests 
that the equilibrium of HE politics is heavily punctuated due to the nature of HE as a 
political subsystem. Second, Kauko (2013) proposes four types of dynamics in HE poli-
tics, namely: reform, gridlock, consensual change and friction. Specifically, the reform 
dynamic presents a proactive attempt to change but the gridlock refers to a stalemate 
in policy environment in which no progress can be made. While the consensual 
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change dynamic involves compromise and agreement among policy stakeholders, the 
friction dynamic represents conflict and resistance to change within a political environ-
ment. Importantly, whereas the reform and consensual change dynamics assume that a 
political environment is prone to change, the gridlock and friction mean that it is resist-
ant to change (Kauko 2013).

Kauko’s model has been widely used in the analyses of the politics of education (e.g. 
Cruz 2018; Khelifi 2019). However, like any other theoretical approach, it has its limit-
ations. While Kauko’s (2013) framework focuses more on how the embedded insti-
tutional structures are aligned with the external environment, Jungblut (2017) 
examines how the impact of partisan preferences is moderated by coalition negotiations 
with other parties and subsequent policy making. They argue that change is not shaped 
only by embedded institutional structures but also by the relations of partisan coalitions. 
While Kauko’s (2013) model is open to more development and further empirical research 
is invited to test the usefulness of this model (Kauko 2013), it adds a useful aspect to our 
theoretical framework in terms of highlighting that HE politics is dynamic by its nature. 
Thus, it is useful in expanding our understanding of how the European HE environment 
is shaped by geopolitical pressures.

3. Mapping literature on European geopolitics and higher education

3.1. Context

European geopolitics has been examined by various scholars (e.g. Diez 2004; Lewicki 
2023). It is important to provide an overview of the main bodies of this literature 
before analysing the role of HE in the geopolitical context. First, the definition of 
Europe is debated with regard to its borders and the identity associated with them. 
The EU is often referred to as ‘Europe’, yet EU’s membership is more limited than 
that of a geographical Europe. Switzerland, Norway and Ukraine are examples of 
countries outside the EU which belong to the geographical Europe (Diez 2004). More 
importantly, the definition of Europe is subject to debate, not only because of its location 
but also culture, as it is questionable whether to consider countries like Russia and 
Turkey as European (Diez 2004), particularly now, in the context of the Russian open 
rejection of European values of democracy and carrying on with its invasion of 
Ukraine. Given the focus of this article on the EHEA which is much wider than the 
EU, we view Europe as such – a space wider than the EU, in which the searching and 
making of the meaning of Europe takes place.

Another body of literature on European geopolitics is concerned with the influences of 
various crises on it. Europe has faced many of them in the last decades, from the Euro-
zone crisis to the rise of populism, migration crisis and Brexit, to the Covid-19 pandemic 
and – now – the invasion of Ukraine (Dupont, Oberthür, and Von Homeyer 2020; Alber-
tazzi and Zulianello 2021; Léonard and Kaunert 2022; Costa and Barbé 2023). Specifically 
for the EU, as the core of Europe, a greatly troubled era has, arguably, escalated with its 
constitutional crisis. In 2005, French and Dutch voters said ‘no’ to the Treaty aiming to 
establish a Constitution for the EU. This negative result demonstrated the existence of a 
dissatisfaction with the EU on the part of some of its Member States, triggering a wave of 
change in European countries with the rise of Euroscepticism and anti-establishment 
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parties, having significant implications for the political landscape of the Europe (Kra-
tochvíl and Sychra 2019).

Aside from the debates mentioned above, since the 1970s, scholars have also been 
examining what power the EU has had and how it helped shape the wider Europe 
(Duchêne 1972; Manners 2002; Damro 2012; Jenichen 2022). In the debates about its 
civilian, normative and market power, scholars have been examining whether the EU 
has been capable of addressing not just its own crises but wider challenges, including 
those on the global scale. The idea that EU’s crisis-management capacities are question-
able exists because of its structure. Having intergovernmentalism and supranationalism 
as part of its structure complicates policy-making. EU’s policy areas, or in Kauko’s (2013, 
197) terms ‘political subsystems’, are characterised by more than one type of governance 
(Tömmel 2009). In its domestic policy-making, the EU involves multiple actors/insti-
tutions, possessing exclusive, shared, and supporting competences, which determine 
the areas in which it can make laws and adopt policies. For instance, the EU has the 
sole power to make laws on its customs. Externally, the EU has a special competence 
over its common foreign and security policy which limits the participation of the Euro-
pean Commission and the European Parliament in the decision-making procedure 
(Wallace et al. 2020). The European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) is an example of an 
EU foreign policy framework that aims to strengthen the EU’s relationships with its 
neighbouring countries. Wessel (2021) argues that the EU has increasingly used soft 
international agreements such as the ENP as a tool for cooperation with non-EU 
countries. These agreements are often ‘soft’ with a focus on shared values, principles, 
rather than legal obligations and they provide a platform for dialogue and voluntary 
cooperation between the EU and its external region (Wessel 2021). The transcendence 
of the EU’s borders in policy governance is particularly important for our further discus-
sion of the role of HE in European geopolitics.

Having sketched some key bodies of literature on European geopolitics, it is now 
timely to turn to the role of HE in geopolitics. Following an active development and 
enactment of joint academic mobility programmes in the post WWII period (Scott 
2012), the European Commission started to see HE in Europe as a potential tool to 
help create a European single market and cultivate the idea of a European citizen 
(Corbett 2005). The aim of creating a common European identity had gained momentum 
because of the challenges in the continent following the collapse of the Soviet Union in 
1991 (Grek 2008). The necessity to reinforce the common identity of Europe led to 
signing the Treaty on EU or the Maastricht Treaty in 1992 and enforcing it in 1993. Iro-
nically, despite the fact that Maastricht had been eagerly anticipated, enthusiasm 
decreased after it was signed. According to Grek (2008), the lack of support could 
only have been overcome once a unifying idea was found. The idea of common economic 
policies seemed not to have been sufficient enough to justify the European project. 
Instead, education in general, including HE, started emerging as a more influential 
factor of Europeanisation in the region.

The European Commission devised new tactics to develop the ‘European dimension’ 
in education by further consolidating a European HE space and looking for cooperation 
opportunities with other regions (Robertson, de Azevedo, and Dale 2016). A range of col-
laborative programmes were established with non-EU states, for example: the América 
Latina – Formación Académica (ALFA) programme in Latin America; the Tempus 
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programme with the Western Balkans, Eastern Europe, Central Asia and some Mediter-
ranean countries; and Asia-Link with Asia (Robertson 2008). While these were big devel-
opments, they tended to be based on cultural cooperation and idea exchange, and ‘were 
not well coordinated with the emerging policy programme for education within Europe’ 
(Robertson, de Azevedo, and Dale 2016, 29). Mounting global pressures prompted the 
EU to seek a more coordinated strategy of building its economic competitiveness in 
different ways, including through HE by setting out to develop the EHEA.

The EHEA was formally established by Germany, France, Italy and the UK in 1998; it 
has grown into the largest international cooperation platform in the area of HE (Zahavi 
and Friedman 2019). Its territorial growth to include many non-EU countries (up to 49 
prior to 2022, before Russia and Belarus were suspended) is important to consider when 
trying to understand what and where Europe is as the EHEA has been ‘changing its geo-
politics through expanding its borders and promoting the idea of a common European 
identity within these borders’ (Kushnir 2016, 665).

3.2. New trends in the geopolitics of European higher education

Arguably, there has been a significant shift in the EHEA post-2020, driven by the unpre-
cedented challenges that Europe has encountered, marking a departure from previous 
norms. The geopolitical challenges have indeed intensified in recent years, even though 
such pressures have been inherent within the European project since its beginning.

The expansion of European borders through the EHEA also coincided, more recently, 
with the formation in 2017 of a separate education space just for the EU – the European 
Education Area (EEA) (EC 2023). The EEA targets all levels of education, unlike the 
EHEA, but this means that it does include HE initiatives as well, such as the European 
universities initiative and European student card initiative (Kushnir 2021). The 
reasons for the establishment of the EEA are multiple, however the preservation of 
specifically EU identity has been one of them (Kushnir 2021), which Robertson, Olds, 
and Dale (2022, 65) terms this as EU’s ‘renewed state-making ambitions’.

The interconnections between the EHEA and the EEA are undeniable (Kushnir 2021). 
The EC (2024) has recently explicitly acknowledged that European HE has been targeting 
‘achieving the European Education Area (EEA) and the European Research Area (ERA), 
in synergy with the European Higher Education Area’. In fact, in the area of quality 
assurance, a move from the EHEA being ‘the near singular focus for European level 
coordination and harmonisation’ to a ‘much more diverse and complex quality assurance 
and evaluation infrastructure’ has been taking place (Grek and Russell 2023, 1). Never-
theless, EHEA’s significance in the European HE space and European geopolitics more 
widely must not be underestimated. EHEA’s impact on geopolitics has been felt not 
only on the European level particularly through the promotion of peace in the recent 
attack on Ukraine (Kushnir 2023), but EHEA’s impact on geopolitics has also been 
felt on the domestic level of some of the EHEA countries. For example, studies about 
Central-Eastern Europe highlight that their memberships in the EHEA were a means 
to address the countries’ socio-economic interests and, more importantly, contribute 
to their journey in joining the EU by demonstrating their willingness to participate in 
European projects (Huisman and Van Der Wende 2004). In another example – the 
post-Soviet countries – ‘it was not the EU accession that encouraged them; it was 
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rather a strong “getting together” with (West) European HE and an awareness that 
keeping outside this movement can’t contribute to the progress of a national system’ 
(Zgaga 2009, 90). However, some authors contend that the inability to implement 
reforms consistent with the Bologna Declaration in post-Soviet countries is primarily 
due to national policymakers underestimating the extent of the necessary cultural and 
institutional changes (Huisman 2019; Soltys 2015).

Several authors mentioned the commercialisation of HE (Marginson and Considine 
2000) that has converted many universities into influential, consumer-driven corporate 
entities, significantly undermining public-interest values (Ball 2012; Hazelkorn 2007). In 
this manner, Healey (2023) advocates for a fundamental change in the approach to inter-
national HE. Healey (2023) envisions a future where HE acts as a driving force for social 
and environmental transformation, equipping students to become global citizens dedi-
cated to justice and sustainability. Given that HE is political (Marshall and Scribner 
1991), not only can we discuss the role of HE in European geopolitics but also the geo-
politics of the European HE itself. The dynamic nature of geopolitics, explained above, 
makes it only expected that the geopolitics of HE in Europe has been changing as 
well. We operate on the assumption that most of these changes have happened post- 
2020, given that a few major events have taken places: the end of the Brexit transitional 
period at the end of 2020, the pandemic, the start of Russia’s full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine in February 2022. Bamberger and Huang (2024) analyse the change in the 
EU’s strategy toward international research collaboration. The authors explore how geo-
political tensions, particularly resulting from the Russian invasion of Ukraine, along with 
concerns about security and competitiveness, have prompted a shift from the previously 
widespread openness to more protectionist policies. While Moscovitz and Sabzalieva 
(2023, 150) make the case for the ‘new geopolitics of higher education’ focusing on dis-
tinctive shifts in global, rather than European, geopolitical directions, we can apply the 
term of the ‘new geopolitics’ to the post-2020 EHEA, the geopolitics of which has not 
been researched.

4. Methodology

This article contributes to the growing literature around the post-2020 geopolitics of the 
EHEA, exploring: What major shifts in the geopolitics of the EHEA have taken place since 
2020?

The overarching research design of this project was informed by the most recent at the 
time BERA (2018) Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research, and data collection fol-
lowed a favourable ethics decision from the Schools of Business, Law and Social Sciences 
Research Ethics Committee (BLSS REC) at Nottingham Trent University. This article 
presents an extract of a collective case study of four EHEA’s founders’ perspectives on 
the major shifts in the geopolitics of the EHEA that have taken place since 2020. As 
per Stake’s (1994) definition, a collective case study involves some level of comparison, 
but it is not a comparative study per se. Instead, it aims to provide a comprehensive dis-
cussion of the issue under investigation across several cases.

The data for the overarching project were collected through in-depth semi-structured 
elite interviews with EHEA stakeholders in the four countries (see Data Access Statement 
and Table 1).
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All the interviews were conducted in 2022, except for the UK case study which took 
place in 2021. In order to bolster the claims made by the interviewees, supplementary 
data were sought from the official communications that are available on the EHEA 
website, issued after 2020 (Table 2). The inclusion of these documents adds depth and 
context to the interviewees’ perspectives and allows for a more comprehensive under-
standing of the issues at hand.

Whereas semi-structured interviewing is a useful method to examine policy actors’ 
experiences and viewpoints (Mason 2002), some limitations due to bias should be 
acknowledged. Semi-structured interviews allow flexibility for interviewees to share 
their thoughts and provide the flexibility to address limitations during interviews by 
adjusting questions based on the communication style and institutional setting 
(Leonard 2003). We acknowledge that the responses in our interviews could have been 
influenced by the interviewer’s unconscious bias or the respondents’ perceptions and 
experiences, potentially leading to partly subjective interpretations, although this is the 
case with any research that relies on interviews. We also acknowledge a relatively 

Table 1. List of interviewees.
Country case study Interviewee’s codes and affiliations (unless anonymised to ‘HE actor’)

UK A1 – Guild HE (England, Wales, N. Ireland and Scotland)
A2 – A key HE actor in the UK (Scotland)
A3 – National Union of Students (NUS-UK) (England, Wales, N. Ireland)
A4 – Scottish Government (Scotland)
A5 – Universities UK International (England, Wales, N. Ireland)
A6 – National Union of Students (NUS-Scotland) (Scotland)

Germany B1. Federal Ministry of Education and Research
B2. A key HE actor
B3. A key HE actor
B4. Rectors’ Conference
B5. Free association of students’ unions (FZS)
B6. Erasmus + National Agency, DAAD
B7. A key HE actor
B8. Education and Science Workers’ Union (GEW)

France C1. Representative from ENIC-NARIC France
C2. French expert in the Bologna Process
C3. Representative of the Assembly of Directors of University Institutes of Technology (ADIUT)
C4. Representative of a national student organisation (FAGE)

Italy D1. A key HE actor
D2. A key HE actor
D3. A representative of the Italian quality assurance agency (ANVUR)
D4. A key HE actor
D5. A representative of the national Union of University Students (UDU)
D6. Former vice-chair of the Bologna Follow-up Group in Italy
D7. Representative of the Conference of Italian University Rectors (CRUI)

Table 2. List of EHEA international official communications.
EHEA (2020a)
EHEA (2022a)
EHEA (2022c)
EHEA (2022e)
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small size of the interviewees sample which leads us to being cautions with the intended 
generalisations from our findings.

The audio recordings of the interviews were transcribed and then subjected to a the-
matic analysis, along with the official communications. The analysis was guided by Braun 
and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework for analysis. During the first two stages – fam-
iliarisation and coding – the focus was on grouping data segments based on similarity. 
This resulted in identifying patterns related to the politics of the EHEA. For instance, 
such codes as ‘forum for exchange’ and ‘peace’ were identified in the interviews. These 
preliminary codes became the foundation for the two phases that followed, namely 
searching for and reviewing themes. The focus of the last two phases was on defining 
and naming the themes. The themes were restructured to establish relationships 
amongst them and finalise the super-ordinate themes. Three key themes related specifi-
cally to the shifts in EHEA geopolitics with regard to its borders, identity and values were 
identified. Illustrative interview quotations for these themes were finally supported by 
relevant quotations from the supplementary official communications. The interview 
data were selectively utilised to present the most accurate findings, ensuring that the 
insights presented were comprehensive and representative of the study’s scope.

5. Findings and discussion

What follows below is a presentation, theorisation and discussion in light of the literature 
reviewed earlier of the key themes from the analysis, indicative of the three major recent 
overlapping shifts in the path dependent geopolitics of the EHEA: regarding its borders, 
identity and values. These three aspects of geopolitics are concordant with Kuus’s (2010) 
summary of the meaning of critical geopolitics which recognises that geopolitics is more 
than just the influence of geography (e.g. borders) on politics.

5.1. Borders

The EHEA has had a substantial impact on reshaping and redefining not only the 
European HE space but also Europe as a whole by actively influencing its geopolitical land-
scape, gradually expanding its borders to incorporate 49 signatories (Kushnir 2016) prior 
to 2022. However, the borders of the EHEA have recently undergone important changes in 
terms of two seemingly paradoxical developments: their blurring and, at the same time, 
attempting to delineate these changing borders. On the one hand, there has been a drive 
to unite different regions within the EHEA by blurring the boundaries amongst them. 
On the other hand, such significant events as Brexit and the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine have played a role in inspiring the delineation of the borders within the EHEA. 
The Russian invasion of Ukraine can be seen as a major critical juncture leading to a 
policy change from the status quo in the EHEA. It has prompted European policymakers 
to re-evaluate their relationships with institutions in conflict-affected regions and recon-
sider their strategies for academic cooperation and mobility.

5.1.1. Blurring
The first point about the blurring of the boundaries strategy that has been acknowledged 
by key HE stakeholders in the EHEA founding countries refers to facilitating friendships 
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between different countries that make up the landscape of the EHEA for the stability in 
the region. Interviewees have reflected particular cases of non-EU countries in the EHEA: 
the UK and Eastern European countries influenced by Russia.

The change of EU’s borders following Brexit has shaken UK’s position in the EHEA. 
This was, of course, aggravated by UK’s follow-up departure from a key EHEA initiative 
– the Erasmus + Programme (Mayhew 2022). These wider developments have, evidently, 
inspired a rhetoric in the UK of declaring continuing unity with the EHEA: 

… in particular, with Brexit, it’s important for the UK to be seen to want to participate in an 
international organisation … it’s essential that we play an active part in the EHEA because it 
makes sure, particularly for students wanting to move, Brexit aside, from one institution to 
another across boundaries. (A2, representative from Guild HE in UK)

This demonstrates UK’s commitment to the European HE space, reflecting UK’s high-
lighting its dedication to unity and cooperation in education (Kushnir and Brooks 
2022) and adherence to established institutional structures – a form of path-dependency 
in HE policy, in Mahoney’s (2000) terms.

While the justification to reassure UK’s place in the European HE space emerged with 
Brexit, Eastern European countries, particularly those influenced by Russia, have been 
key in establishing friendships through expanding EHEA’s borders with the aim of facil-
itating stability in the region following the calamities of the past: 

In the beginning, there was really much hope to diminish the split between east and west. 
But now, it’s obviously growing again [in the context of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine] …  
it [the strategic significance of the EHEA for Europe post-2020] is still the dialogue with 
Eastern Europe, especially the Russia-influenced countries that were part of the Soviet 
Union before. (B1, representative from Federal Ministry of Education and Research in 
Germany)

The succession of, for instance, Belarus into the EHEA has been a controversial case since 
the start: 

a difficult thing to swallow was the succession of Belarus [to the EHEA in 2015]. That was 
highly disputed back then. Everyone in the end agreed because they said it would have a 
civilising effect on the Belarusian higher education and beyond, the entire society … (B4, 
representative from Rectors’ Conference in Germany)

The issue with Belarus was that it was considered: 

… by some in the EHEA as – how to say – a not legitimate member. And I can see from 
working with them that unfortunately they had non-legitimate things going on before the 
invasion of Ukraine … But I see that they were not any worse than Azerbaijan or some 
other countries … So before the invasion I did my best to support Belarus to help them. 
(D6, Former vice-chair of the Bologna Follow-up Group in Italy)

5.1.2. Delineating
Clearly, the above evidence of the openness of the EHEA to the inclusion of signatories 
signifies the focus on building cooperation in the region which, in turn, presupposed a 
step away from focusing EHEA governance on country and regional borders within 
the EHEA. However, these developments were somewhat restrained because, at the 
same time, there has been another contradictory process at work – ensuring some 
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borders within the EHEA are indeed delineated, which carries a lot of political meaning. 
Such recent border delineation within the EHEA is the most pronounced due to Brexit 
and particularly the suspension of EHEA memberships of Belarus and Russia following 
the launch of a full-scale invasion of Ukraine.

The interview data nuances Robertson et al.’s (2022) argument that the creation of the 
EEA by EU policy makers was EU’s state-making project. A representative from Federal 
Ministry of Education and Research in Germany explains how the EU wanted to contrib-
ute to preventing Brexit through creating an exclusive HE space for the EU members 
which would offer somewhat more attractive cooperation initiatives not functioning in 
the EHEA at the time: 

I pleaded for the possibility to have also, within this programme [European universities], 
cooperation with Eastern European universities. Or non-EU universities … Of course, 
also in my concept, they would have to pay their own costs … That was a very political dis-
cussion, but more on the side of the EU. Because, at that time, we had the Brexit discussions 
and there was a fear of many politicians, if we do that now in the Bologna process, then 
Britain could say, well, I have it in the Bologna process. I don’t need it in the EU. So, 
they didn’t want to give anything to Britain at that time. (B1)

This is a clear example of rationalising the creation of the European Universities initiative 
adjacent to but separate from the EHEA at the time of Brexit agreement negotiations. 
This has contributed to the diversification of HE cooperation initiatives in Europe and 
taking them outside the realm of the EHEA (Grek and Russell 2023). However, given 
that EU’s hopes to prevent Brexit or at least UK’s departure from Erasmus + did not 
materialise (Mayhew 2022) may have enabled an eventual establishment of the links 
between the EEA’s European Universities initiative and non-EU countries in the 
EHEA (Kushnir 2021).

The other prominent case in recent attempts of border demarcation in the EHEA per-
tains to the suspension of Belarus and Russia from the EHEA in April 2022. EHEA 
leaders state: 

We … condemn in the strongest terms the armed attack on Ukraine by the Russian Federa-
tion in violation of international law … The Russian Federation invasion of Ukraine … dis-
regards the values and goals of the EHEA … We therefore ask the Bologna Follow Up Group 
(BFUG) to suspend the Russian Federation’s rights of participation in all structures and 
activities of the EHEA, including the BFUG, working groups, task forces, peer learning 
groups and similar structures. We ask the BFUG to extend the same measures to Belarus. 
(EHEA 2022a)

Building on Kuus’s (2010) explanation that borders are only one of the aspects of geopo-
litics, the following two subsections focus on shifting identity and values in the EHEA, 
respectively. This aligns with the critical geopolitics approach which opposes a more clas-
sical definition of geopolitics focused predominantly on the idea that politics is dictated 
by geography (O’Sullivan 2014; Flint 2021).

5.2. Identity

The shift in the idea of what citizen’s identity the EHEA is meant to facilitate has devel-
oped around a gradual replacement of the aim to build a European identity with an 
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emphasis on the internationalisation of the EHEA, as well as a more recent inclusion of 
the focus on cultivating a generation that cares about sustainability.

5.2.1. From the European identity to internationalisation
The data shows that the initial emphasis on cultivating a European identity in the Euro-
pean HE space (Grek 2008) has subsided over the years in the EHEA. A representative 
from Guild HE in the UK explains this by the dominance of the aim of the structural 
harmonisation of HE systems across the EHEA: 

Clearly the Bologna Process … came at a particular moment in time, on the back of a decade 
of conflict on European soil … that is why I think that sense of the importance of democ-
racy, citizenship, Europeanisation trends were so embedded within the initial document 
[Sorbonne Declaration of 1998] … There’s been huge developments around qualification 
systems, credit, quality assurance, all of the structural bits, that it feels a lot less attention 
that’s been focused on creating a European identity … I think the UK sees the European 
bit of the European higher education area as essentially a geographical zone with which it 
is able to see a common set of infrastructure. (A1)

In addition to the idea that the structural harmonisation has pushed the European myth 
into the background, this interviewee also suggests that the European identity idea was 
not appealing to all the EHEA members. Clearly, the UK, despite being a founding 
country of the EHEA, has progressed its anti-European sentiment. Its culmination in 
the 2016 Brexit vote is an illustration of the ‘aggravating tensions in the development 
of a territory – identity integrity in Europe’ constructed by the EHEA that Kushnir 
(2016, 665) discussed, although Kushnir’s (2016) argument was focused on the countries 
that were part of the EHEA but fell beyond the geographical Europe, such as Kazakhstan.

The subsiding of the aim of the EHEA to cultivate the European identity may have 
been reinforced by the processes of internationalisation: 

… education doesn’t end at the European door, basically. You have to engage the global 
world as well. (B3, a representative of a student organisation in Germany)

The focus on the international in the work of the EHEA is also present in the EHEA 
official communications, such as EHEA (2020i, 8), ‘We recommit to international dialo-
gue on higher education values’. This signifies an important development whereby not 
only the EHEA has been impacting HE developments beyond its borders (Zahavi and 
Friedman 2019) but the processes of internationalisation have been integrating into 
the essence of EHEA’s work.

The eventual move towards a more international vision of citizen’s identity for the 
EHEA to promote is not surprising, given the inherent tensions between EHEA’s vast 
borders and how European people within them feel (Kushnir 2016). This move may 
have also been facilitated by the recent populist gains across Europe which have provoked 
the growth of anti-European sentiments (Kratochvíl and Sychra 2019).

5.2.2. A generation of global citizens that cares about sustainable development
Rooted in the move towards a more international identity that the EHEA has recently 
been promoting, one of the key objectives of the EHEA has recently been to promote 
the integration of sustainable development principles into HE curricula and research 
to raise a generation of global citizens. There is only a handful of studies that explicitly 
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analyse how the EHEA mission and policy promotes the idea of sustainable development, 
such as Puente et al. (2020) and Janssens et al. (2022). Focusing on uncovering the lack of 
support in transforming HE practices in particular institutions within the EHEA to make 
them cater to sustainable development, these studies do not acknowledge recent EHEA’s 
policy initiatives aimed at overriding such problems. An extract from a recent EHEA 
communication illustrates how crucial the EHEA is in cultivating a generation of 
global citizens for the promotion of sustainable development within and beyond the 
EHEA: 

We commit to continue and step up our investment in education, to ensure that higher edu-
cation institutions have appropriate funding to develop solutions for the current crisis, post 
crisis recovery, and generally, the transition into green, sustainable and resilient economies 
and societies’. (EHEA 2020i, 3)

The analysis of EHEA’s official communications revealed that the United Nation’s Sus-
tainable Development Goals are often seen as overarching issues that the EHEA should 
address (EHEA 2020i). This is inevitable given that sustainable development addresses all 
core challenges globally – environmental, social and economic (Shields 2019). This is 
further explained by a representative of a national student organisation in France: 

The Europeanisation of higher education has no meaning if it is not made to work on sus-
tainable development. Climate change, global warming, I think, are top priorities when 
implementing the Bologna Process. It has no meaning to exist otherwise, if it is not to 
answer the main issues our generation will meet. (C4)

5.3. Values

The discussion of shifting EHEA’s values is another key aspect of EHEA’s geopolitics. 
Along with the re-bordering processes and shifts in identity cultivation, presented 
above, it uncovers EHEA’s ‘new geopolitics’ in Moscovitz and Sabzalieva’s (2023, 150) 
terms. The following quote from a representative of the Rectors’ Conference in 
Germany presents an illustrative summary of the two main points to be unpacked in 
this sub-section: (1) the move of the EHEA from focusing on structural issues in HE 
systems to the emphasis on cultivating certain values, and (2) re-establishing the 
mission of HE in the EHEA as a tool for political cooperation: 

… what used to be the core of Bologna: increasing mobility, introducing study cycles … in 
that sense Bologna has become less important. It is becoming more important in other 
regards and we’re coming to that: fundamental values, academic freedom, and now, of 
course, the war on Ukraine - we would rather see the importance of the Bologna Process 
in this area now as a forum for exchange. (B4)

Prior literature on the EHEA confirms the vision of the EHEA as a platform for the stan-
dardisation of HE structures and HE cooperation (e.g. Zahavi and Friedman 2019). It 
would be too deterministic to claim that the idea of any values was absent from the 
vision for this cooperation, at least given the focus on the promotion of European identity 
in the past (Kushnir 2016), as that did, arguably, link with the ideas of democracy. 
However, it is 2020 which marked a milestone for an explicit move in EHEA’s inter-
national policy rhetoric from focusing on structural elements of HE systems to being 
concerned with what values HE in the region promotes.
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Rome Communique (EHEA 2020i) is full of rhetoric on values. It outlines that plan to 
develop the EHEA based on three key principles: inclusive EHEA, innovative EHEA, and 
interconnected EHEA to ‘underpin a sustainable, cohesive and peaceful Europe’ (EHEA 
2020i, 4). A representative of the Conference of Italian University Rectors expands on 
this, highlighting HE’s political power, and thus, capacity to deal with values: 

We developed a vision of an open and inclusive European Higher Education Area. It is a 
political issue to make the EHEA as more open and inclusive as possible. We believe that 
having contacts with other geographical systems, education systems … is very important 
to connect, to have exchanges, to exchange good practices and so on. And this is from a pol-
itical point of view. (D7)

Such ideas are concordant with the scholarly perspective on the link between HE and 
politics (Marshall and Scribner 1991; Gittell and Kleiman 2000; McLendon 2003). This 
brings us to the second major point regarding the rhetoric on values in Rome Commu-
nique (EHEA 2020i, 5) which is a separate section on ‘fundamental values’. This section 
along with the subsequent rich interview data on the reaction of the EHEA to the inva-
sion of Ukraine suggests the re-establishing of the mission of the EHEA as a forum for 
political cooperation, rather than only as a platform for cooperation specifically in HE. 
First, EHEA’s reaction to the wider political developments such as the invasion was 
necessary because: 

The Russian Federation invasion of Ukraine … disregards the values and goals of the EHEA. 
(EHEA 2022a)

While we have discussed the suspension of Russia’s and Belarus’ memberships in the 
EHEA elsewhere, what is crucial to mention here is the emerging value of education, 
including HE, in the EHEA as the first bridge to establish and the last bridge to burn 
in international cooperation on a wider political arena. The current geopolitical crisis 
including the Brexit and the Russian invasion of Ukraine has catalysed a re-evaluation 
of the role of HE in the EHEA. These have acted as a critical juncture, temporarily relax-
ing the structural constraints and enabling substantial policy shifts. 

… if you look at the Cold War we had, education, culture, sport, science were things where 
we started to work together before it was possible to work together politically or empirically. 
(B6, representative from Erasmus + National Agency, DAAD in Germany)

This is a justification this interviewee provides for the suspension of Russian and Belarus 
as opposed to expelling them form the EHEA completely. Another representative from 
Germany explains further: 

And suspension I think was a wise and right decision. Because if you have demolished one’s 
bridge [education] between these two countries and the rest of the EHEA, it would be almost 
impossible to build it again … And we have now the opportunity in the next months, or 
rather years, to re-establish trust between the countries … after having made peace in 
Europe. I think this is quite important. (B8, representative from Education and Science 
Workers’ Union in Germany)

By leveraging HE as a soft power tool, the EHEA contributes to political dialogue and 
engagement in the face of the current evolving geopolitical challenges. This confirms 
EHEA’s role in European geopolitics which has been a matter of prior scholarly 
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discussions, albeit not many. To remind, EHEA’s membership served as a tool for 
Central-Eastern European countries to demonstrate to the EU their readiness to join 
the Union (Huisman and Van Der Wende 2004) or for some post-Soviet countries to 
modernise their HE systems and inspire wider national progress by developing close 
ties with the western Europe through the EHEA (Zgaga 2009). What is more original 
and significant stemming from the above data analysis is the growing value of HE in 
the EHEA as a prime key to international cooperation in crises. As said earlier, education 
is recognised by EHEA stakeholders as the first bridge to establish and the last bridge to 
burn in international cooperation on a wider political arena.

6. Conclusion

This article has explored major shifts in the geopolitics of the European HE space 
that have taken place since 2020, focusing on the EHEA. This work is important, 
given that it contributes to the growing knowledge around the existence of the 
phenomenon of HE geopolitics in Europe and how it has been shifting in the 
recent context.

The analysis in this article relied on expert interviews with representatives from key 
policy-making institutions in the four countries that established the EHEA (Germany, 
France, Italy and the UK) as well as key recent EHEA official communications, and a the-
matic analysis of these datasets. This analysis has revealed three major recent overlapping 
shifts in the geopolitics of the EHEA: regarding its borders, identity and values. EHEA’s 
borders have been shifting, following two seemingly opposing directions. On the one 
hand, there has been a drive to unite different regions within the EHEA by blurring 
the boundaries amongst them with the aim to facilitate friendship and stability in the 
region, particularly with regard to UK’s plan – at the time – to exit the EU, and 
Eastern European countries’ post-Soviet anti-democratic legacies. On the other hand, 
such significant events as Brexit and the Russian invasion of Ukraine have also prompted 
a reverse process – the delineation of the borders within the EHEA, such as in the case of 
the suspension of EHEA memberships of Belarus and Russia following the launch of a 
full-scale invasion of Ukraine. What concerns the idea of what citizen’s identity the 
EHEA is supposed to facilitate has also been shifting. There has been a gradual replace-
ment of the aim to build a European identity with an emphasis on the internationalisa-
tion of the EHEA, as well as a more recent inclusion of the focus on cultivating a 
generation that cares about sustainability. The discussion of shifting EHEA’s values is 
predominantly related to the move of the EHEA from focusing on structural issues in 
HE systems to the emphasis on cultivating certain values, and re-establishing the 
mission of HE in the EHEA as a tool for political cooperation, not just as a HE 
cooperation platform.

By examining the three major overlapping shifts in EHEA’s geopolitics regarding its 
borders, identity and values, we can witness a complex relationship between geopolitics 
of HE and wider political developments. These findings are timely and significant, high-
lighting the existence and dynamics of the phenomenon of HE geopolitics in Europe and 
contributing to growing knowledge in the literature on European geopolitics and the role 
of HE in it.
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