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WHO’S COLONIZING WHO? 
THE KNOWLEDGE SOCIETY THESIS AND 
THE GLOBAL CHALLENGES IN HIGHER EDUCATION 
Contemporary narratives of globalization are often associated with accounts of the role of higher education and knowledge in a changing world. A simplified, ethnocentric understanding of globalization is in the West often merged with a similarly ethnocentric account of the steps towards excellence in the knowledge society. In a post-industrial society, knowledge will be regarded as a national property or resource and its cultivation and optimization provides paramount hope for an economically secure future at the top of the global food chain. These assumptions need to be discussed in the context of developments in global higher education where there are several strong actors, not only the West. A question that should be raised is: “Who’s colonizing who?” 
My general purpose in the article is to demythologize a key element of globalization, namely the vision of the knowledge society. The argument is that knowledge society can be understood as a tool-kit for global survival written primarily from the perspective of the West. This tool-kit rests on the assumption that manual labor will be transferred from the West to other parts of the world and the knowledge work will be reserved for the West. The idea of knowledge society can thus be understood as a logical extension of previous ethnocentric projects in history, such as colonialism and neo-colonialism, and on a par with and functionally equivalent to other forms and technologies of domination; be it ship building, industrial production, or scientific advance. This ethnocentric assumption is identified and dismantled in a contemporary development where Europe, North America and Australia are important actors, but far from the only actor who wants influence. The tool-kit of the knowledge society becomes crucial when a renewed role for the nation-states is shaped in the context of larger geo-political constellations. 
The article is divided into four parts. In the first I will step beyond the simplified narratives of globalization as the death of the nation state to show how this process also means the renaissance of nations and regions. In the second part I will use the notion of a post-national geography to provide a framework for conceiving of the dynamics of transnational spaces and flows. The thesis of the knowledge society is explored in the third section, while in the fourth I will address issues of the politics of knowledge and neo-colonialism primarily in order to identify and raise questions concerning who is colonizing who in the current global condition. 
GLOBALIZATION AND THE REBIRTH OF THE NATION-STATE
The political, economic and cultural processes referred to as “globalization” or “the age of globalization” often take the popular form of hyperbolic, overstated accounts of how the nation-state eventually came to loose its historical power. In this great process of change, taking place in the midst of our contemporary world, so we are told, we will face previously unseen opportunities for social organization. Such accounts, whether in its optimistic or pessimistic version relies on the great myths of modernity; conquest, discovery, and progress. In common for both versions of the globalization account is the idea that the process, among other effects, will constitute the absolute end of the nation-state as we know it. In its place will come a globalized cosmopolitan community. 
Simplified accounts of change such as these are perhaps less typical of the discourse of social transformation taking place in academia (although it is certainly there too; cf. below), but more so in the world of general change management such as political practice and other discourses of development. Obviously, there are several reasons why political practice and development take a narrative form carrying overstated expectations that is cruder and less nuanced than discourses in academia. The contextual conditions for these discourses are different, which helps to explain the presence of hyperbolic accounts of the demise of the nation-state in the public sphere.
 
Globalization, however, is not simply the death of nations. Particular topics addressed in an “age of globalization” prove to be an opportunity both for a partial renaissance of the idea of the nation-state as a surviving political entity and for the role of the nation-state in the framework of larger geo-political coalitions, such as the European Union. One such political topic in which the idea of the nation-state is not only reoccurring and surviving but is consistently nourished takes place when the idea of the role of higher education and specialization is addressed, often cultivated in the form of the social organization characteristic of “knowledge society”. The cherished “knowledge society thesis” as an opportunity for the rebirth of the nation-state and the consolidation of regions and continents in an age of global competition needs to be unpacked and analyzed. The cultural specific ideology that supports this thesis needs to be dismantled. 
As indicated, the process of globalization is often generalized and determined according to a modernist formula of change. To some extent, the opening up of the world as a global assemblage and the relative free play of the forces of the market at the expense of the power of the nations is also constituting an opening for new forms of domination based on the ideals of fair play, equal access and trust in the market that constitute the core of liberalism. Concepts such as “colonization” and “neo-colonization” seem at first hand to be inadequate ways of depicting this change, given that the relationship to a colony depends upon the existence of the nation as a strong actor in terms of power and influence. The important actors currently appear as being pitched at a higher and more aggregated level than the nation, namely the regions, geo-political constellations or continents. Although the discourse of globalization appears to delegitimize the power play of actors such as regions, nations and continents, this reduction of power and agency can be understood as the very accomplishment of a discourse that needs to state precisely this. In contrast, power and dominance is still a very important factor, although almost totally drenched in a discourse advocating the freedom of the market and the obsolesce identity of the nations. 
TOWARDS A POST-NATIONAL GEOGRAPHY

In his notes for a “postnational geography”, anthropologist Arjun Appadurai identifies the foundational concept of the nation-state as the “embryonic principle of territorial sovereignty” codified in Europe in the Westphalian peace settlements in 1648.
 He admits that not only territory, but also ideas about language, origin, ethnicity and race play important roles in the formation of cultural identities, although territory seems most crucial: “Territory thus can be seen as the crucial problem in the contemporary crisis of the nation-state”.
 The idea of the nation-state, he continues, is in a period of crisis given that the isomorphism of people, territory and legitimate sovereignty is under threat from commodity flows, mobility and human movement.
 New forms of circulation of different kinds of capital, human, economic, intellectual, etc. take the form of “flows” running across and beyond the national borders. Human motion (mobility) is not an exception today, but rather the general condition. In Modernity at Large. Cultural Dimensions of Globalization, Appadurai explains the emergence of non-national and post-national social formations as responses to or symptoms of this crisis. For instance, work and education drives people to migrate beyond the borders of the nation-state.
 Following his analysis of the contemporary post-national flows, such as economy, migration and tourism, in terms of the various “scapes” that are its new formations, we can conceive of the following realms in the postnational geography: “ethnoscape”, “financial scape”, “mediascape”, “technoscape” and “ideoscape” as the new formations for ethnicity, economy, media, technology and ideology, consisting of provinces of meaning based on collective aspiration beyond the national borders.
 These new “scapes” are both imagined and factual, in a sense similar to the well known account given by Benedict Anderson concerning the nation-state.
 In analogy, we can also think of the changing landscape of higher education as an “eduscape” consisting of the provinces of meaning based on learning beyond the borders of the nation-state.
 Along with other important flows characteristic of cultural globalization, changes in the fields of higher education, research and development, can be understood as important driving forces for a post-national geography. 
These dimensions and processes of cultural mobility, running across both the borders and the logics of the nation-state leads Appadurai to talks of a “post-Westphalian” mode of the modern nation state. This is where the transnational loyalties to money, commodities, media and other form of cultural capital (cf. above) grow stronger than the loyalties afforded by the nation-state. These movements taking place in a post-national geography are processes of “deterritorialization” which have its counterpart in the processes of “reterritorialization”.
 Thus, Appadurai is not just confirming the simplified thesis of globalization depicted initially where the nation-states suddenly evaporates, but regards a post-national geography in terms of the growth of a tension between “promiscuous” transnational spaces and, for instance, “the spaces of national security and ideological reproduction, which may be increasingly nativized, authenticated and culturally marked”.
 In this account, globalization is not a singular process of determination which marks the end of national regimes. Territory is at a disjuncture: becoming less important (deterritorialization), and, partly as a response to this process, also becomes more important (reterritorialization). 
Where states could once be seen as legitimate guarantors of the territorial organization of markets, livelihoods, identities and histories, they are now to a very large extent arbiters (among other arbiters) of various forms of global flow. (Appadurai 2003:342)
Nation-states, he argues, have developed from keepers of territory to become “arbiters” of the varieties of flows and scapes mentioned above. Being an arbiter means among other things, that the idea of the national imaginary is still alive although in a context where other strong actors, such as transnational business enterprises and organizations, also are active. Despite the development of non-state forms of political organization, the territorially based sovereignty in its classical form remains crucial, thus forming a dynamics between the pluralism of diasporas and territorial stability.
 By this is meant not only the new forms of nationalism and separatism, in sometimes revolutionary or violent incarnations, but also in another nationalist version, perhaps a bit more benign but hardly characteristic of a kind of political naïveté. None of these latter forms of “nationalism” needs to be taken as counternationalist or nativist.
 Thus globalization in terms of the dissolving of national borders lives side by side with the rebirth of territorial claims based on the nation or region. 
As mentioned, the claims of the nation-state resurface in connection with particular political topics. One such topic, which will here be analyzed, concerns the fate of the nation-state in a scenario where there is global competition for labor and markets. There are new ways of understanding work and education in what Habermas calls “the post-national constellation”.
 For the actors in this constellation questions such as the following become important: How can we act in order to guarantee that the highly educated workforce will remain in the country or in the union? How can mobility in education be managed so as to optimize the competitive edge of the nation? How can education both be an individual project as well as a project for the enhancement of a cosmopolitan citizenship? Thus education and higher education in all its guises - learning, development and knowledge - play crucial roles in the processes of globalization. This observation is well known, but that which is not so well recognized is the role that the rebirth of the nation state (reterritorialization) plays in these larger processes. 
THE KNOWLEDGE SOCIETY THESIS AND ITS CRITICS

As stated in the introduction to this collection of articles, the role of (higher) education as creating conditions for communication and future work force needs to be analyzed along with its implications for identity formation and learning in an age of globalization.
 The idea of a current and future understanding of society in terms of a “knowledge society” is a strong contender for the framing of such international developments.
 Also, what I will call the “knowledge society thesis” is an example of how the nation-state is still alive, and even more so; it is still fighting in the challenge for influence and command on the global market. 
Following the transformation of the forms of industrial production in the West, manual labor is increasingly outsourced to low-wage countries in Asia and Africa. On the one hand, the nation-states remain relatively helpless and face the logic of capitalism which includes all sorts of cost-cutting measures, for instance moving labor to other places that are more attractive. On the other hand, this is an economic threat to the nation or the region which forces the nation-state to consolidate its power in order to manage the future welfare of the population. A common response to this dynamics of capitalism is to emphasize education and particularly higher education as a premier tool for management of the future. The Western response is to call for a knowledge society in which higher levels of skills and increasing competence will constitute better conditions for learning and work. The argument goes something like this: if we loose the manual jobs, we have to educate the population in order to make them compete for jobs at a higher and more advanced level. Education in general and, in particular, higher education increasingly becomes crucial for the intellectual defense of the population of the nation-state and it is in this regard where territorial claims resurface. 
One important advocate of the knowledge society is Peter F. Drucker who already in the 1960s started to use the notion of “knowledge work”.
 Drucker’s thought and other visions of a similar kind have been very influential for the development of employment politics in several Western countries in late 20th century society. His vision is extremely optimistic and he speculates that “the central fact about the emergence of the knowledge society is not that it poses social problems. The central fact is that it is creating unprecedented social opportunities.”
 It is not far fetched to see how politicians of various colors and persuasion in the Western world found solace in the optimistic scenarios of Drucker and of Richard Florida’s thesis of “the creative class” where an uncertain future become associated with hope rather than with hopelessness.
 

Examples of the knowledge society thesis can be found almost everywhere in the political and administrative world, for instance in the formulation of the strategic goals set for Europe in 2010 by the Lisbon European Council in 2000: "to become the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world, capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion."
 In the EU program for the development of knowledge society based on ICT, along with the organisational, commercial, social and legal innovations that follow as a result of implementation, ways of working and living are predicted to change. The European Council deliberately uses the notion of “knowledge society” instead of “information society” because they want to emphasize the fact that what they call “investment” in human and social “capital” and “resources” is most important. Such resources are intangible and its key factors are education, knowledge, skills and creativity. The Council regards this development of a new society with great optimism and see its result in new work opportunities, more jobs that are satisfying and “fulfilling”, new techniques for education and training and increased inclusion of marginalized groups. In this version, the knowledge society thesis is placed in the context of a global competition where Europe aspires to be on the top. In a similar way, the knowledge society thesis is an important part of the transnational strategies of North America, Southeast Asia and Australia. 
Another example of the knowledge society thesis can be taken from a meeting in Dublin, Ireland in 2004, where education ministers from the OECD countries came together to discuss how rapid economic and social change could be managed in order to secure a flourishing economy and society.
 In this context, needless to say, the answer from the ministers was education, education and more education. From a setting such as OECD, it is no surprise that it is through enhanced education, and research and development that these countries want to secure their future leading position, something that should be cultivated not so much by competition as by international cooperation. 
The major rationale for the emergence of a knowledge society and for the expectations of rapidly increased higher education is that the political unit in question (be it a nation, a union or a partnership) as its most important objective strives to enhance the competitiveness and intellectual strength of the population on a global market. The vision of a global world economy based on hierarchies of knowledge and regulated by the logics of a market is highly optimistic, not to say idealized and even romantic. Severe competition among global actors is sometimes a part of this game (e.g. The European Council), and at other times the emphasis is put on shared responsibility and cooperation (e.g. OECD). 
Like the discussion concerning globalization, the discourse on the knowledge society tends to be ideological, partisan and positioned in a struggle for resources.  The thesis of the knowledge society can be understood as the tool kit for survival in a globalized world. This survival by knowledge is, however, a form of domination that should carry its proper designation: neo-colonialism. Aspirations on the privileged access to knowledge society is unevenly distributed among the actors and it rests on the assumption that the world needs to be divided according a hierarchy which places conventional industrial work at the lower end and knowledge work at the higher end. 
Many visionary narratives focusing on the role for nation-states in the knowledge society tend not only to be deterministic, glossy and romantic, but are also frighteningly uncritical with regard to its own definition of knowledge as a form of intellectual property and its role as a national asset. Which assumptions about nationalist sovereignty that lays behind the knowledge society thesis is often hidden from view. On the other hand, the idea that present day society can be conceived of as a knowledge society is so often repeated that it becomes a truism which does not call for proof. Following Donald Hislop and his critical study of knowledge management in organizations, we can say that the discourse on the knowledge society is based on three basic claims.
 (1) One of these claims is that the skill level and knowledge intensity is much higher in service work than in manual work. The basis for this claim is the corollary of the knowledge society thesis namely that manual jobs are decreasing where service jobs are growing in number. (2) The analysis of occupations and levels of professions defined as knowledge intensive is often used to show that there is a growth in these sectors. This argument will support the hypothesis that the emerging knowledge society in terms of percent consists of more kinds of jobs that could be described as knowledge intensive. (3) The third claim states that a general increase in knowledge intensive jobs has taken place, due to technology and flexible production, so that the character of traditional jobs has been altered to approach the knowledge society. Hislop argues that advocates of the knowledge society thesis are tendentious in their argumentation and systematically neglect counterevidence. 
Applying these three claims to a text where the knowledge society thesis is explored is possible, for instance to a text by Drucker.
 In his extremely short historical (or rather: a-historical) account, Drucker argues that the development of human culture more or less has been at a stand-still until the eve of the Twentieth century. (1) “Knowledge work”, argues Drucker, “will require high manual skills”, but manual skill is not enough. Formal education at a high level is also a prerequisite and his concrete example is the neurosurgeon. (2) “The central work force in the knowledge society will, therefore, consist of highly specialized people”. In this quote, Drucker emphasizes that the professions are becoming even more knowledge-intensive and specialized. Finally, (3) there is a quantitative and general increase in the number of people who are involved in knowledge work: “What is even more astonishing and even less precedent is the rise of the group which is fast replacing both history’s traditional groups and the groups of the industrial society (…) knowledge workers”. 
Obviously, the thesis of the knowledge society is based on a theory of knowledge in its instrumentalized form. This form of knowledge is linked to a contemporary trajectory of work that is virtuous and explicitly placed at the very top of a production process. 
 
In a critical treatise on the ideology and practice of the knowledge society, Mats Alvesson identifies “the fundamentalism of education” as an ideology based on a naïve trust in the possibilities and beneficial effect of higher education.
 One of his targets is the current call for mass education which translates into a demand directed at half of the population to prepare for service in knowledge society and the concomitant gear shifting of education into “higher” education. This mandatory “fundamentalism” is unevenly balanced with the more or less fantastic claims on the idealized outcomes of such national loyalty. Alvesson summarizes the “fundamentalism of education” through the following factors: education is something inherently good; education has no end; the ideal human being is thoroughly shaped by education; work skills are only fostered in education; low education is a individual deficit; education is a general problem solver; education should be redesignated in terms of higher education.
 The high values and expectations of education constitute one of the central myths of our time, according to him, and this enables the expansion of a superficial and fetishized notion of “competence” and knowledge society. The myth of the knowledge society constitute an example of the “seduction of grandiosity” directed by wishful thinking.
 By this expression Alvesson is referring to the power of grand dreams and expectations to “seduce”, i.e. make-believe that such grandiosity, in this case the knowledge society, is at hand.  
POLITICS OF KNOWLEDGE AND NEO-COLONIALISM

The critical accounts provided by Hislop and Alvesson, among others, point to various limitations with the knowledge society thesis. The assumptions of the thesis regarding knowledge as an individual and instrumental good carry strong normative claims. These normative claims, expressed as a “fundamentalism of education”, are associated with a tendentious theory of change unwittingly placing the Western nations at the vanguard of progress. There is in this “fundamentalism” a certain kind of cultural blindness that can be identified as ethnocentrism or eurocentrism.
 
One strand of critique relating to the knowledge society thesis that is not explicit in the particular accounts above, although certainly implicit, and that comes up in other places is that the thesis itself has a clear Western and ethnocentric bias.
 It is often presented as if the knowledge society is the answer from the West in response to the global challenges and changes taking place in the labor market across the world. Nigel Thrift describes in his study of Singapore as a “global schoolhouse” how “the cultural circuit of capital has become aligned with the state and has thereby increasingly become involved in global geopolitical interventions”.
 Interventions of this kind contribute to shape subjectivities that are mass produced, knowledgeable and entrepreneurial. The Singapore example is interesting in many ways, also because it geographically is a part of Southeast Asia that aspires on a privileged role in knowledge society. It is neither European, nor American or Australian, yet their ambition on having a leading role in global education and knowledge production is extremely strategic. One of the strategies maintained by the Singaporean government is to let one of its leading universities, NUS (National University of Singapore), establish partnerships with leading European and American universities such as INSEAD and MIT. As is apparent in this case, the Western world is not alone in aspiring on a place at the top of the food chain in the knowledge economy. Other strong contenders expecting a leading role in the knowledge society are China, India and, in the previous example, Singapore. At this moment and a little bit behind in this development are nations such as Pakistan and several African and Latin American countries. Everybody wants to be part of the future knowledge society. Nations and regions outside the Western world do not accept the passive determination to remain in a state of oblivion as the service providers and factories for the knowledge societies. 
The argument I am making here is that the classical version of the knowledge society thesis is an expression of the ideology of neo-colonialism that assumes an extended form of domination over the rest of the world. This thesis of knowledge and knowledge work being reserved for a particular group of actors is highly problematic in many ways, because it is naïve, overstated and inaccurate. Yet this thesis continues to guide regional and national mobilizations for the future and political interventions in the field of higher education as indicated by Hislop and Alvesson and as exemplified by the accounts given by Drucker and Florida as well as by the European Council and the OECD. 
In a period of industrial transition associated with the outsourcing of industrial production to the rest of the world, the West assumes a future sovereignty based on access to knowledge. However, we are already seeing tendencies towards a backlash of this strategy for instance in the large number of students from non-Western countries attending universities in the West and in the rapidly growing quantity and quality of higher education in China and India. We have started to see a process that could be regarded the reversal of the process of outsourcing and that could be called the “outknowing” of the West.
 The question raised in this article – “Who’s colonizing who?” – serve as reminder of this condition, although the purpose is only to identify this question and not to answer it. The question - “Who’s colonizing who?” – serves the functions both of identifying the current global challenges over the notion and privilege of the knowledge society, as well as extending the number of important actors that is participating in this challenge beyond the seemingly self evident Western actors. 
CONCLUSION
In this article the two notions of “globalization” and “knowledge society” have been related to each other. The argument is that these accounts of current processes and forms of social organization can be understood as expressions of an ethnocentric biased view of the world order. Changes in the realm of knowledge production in a global context involve increased competition, mass education and mobilization of citizens, and power. The West and its allies portray themselves as the expected leaders of a knowledge society, thus the emphasis on preparing the population for leading roles in the world to come. In the process of globalization national territory is both disclaimed and reclaimed, sometimes in the context of larger geo-political constellations. The reclaim of territory aims to guarantee the future well being of the population. In this article I have made the critical argument that the current discourse of the knowledge society can be understood as a form of neo-colonialism where the West tries to preserve their rights. I have also identified an important question concerning the relations of power and domination between the global actors which should be part of a future research agenda into the global politics of higher education: “Who’s colonizing who?” 
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