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The paper discusses the main challenges confronted by Mexican government agencies 
and universities to deal with the model implemented since the late 1980s in the con-
text of neoliberalism and globalization. Such challenges are associated with the ten-
dencies observed at three levels. First, the transformation of the sense and content of 
the autonomy regime of the university and its legal principles. Secondly, the emer-
gence of governance as a strategic condition to perform institutional ends and projects 
in a market driven context. Finally, the gradual conformation of the entrepreneurial 
university under new organizational arrangements through which it is trying to per-
form their functions effectively and legitimately to fulfill current market and economic 
demands. The paper concludes by discussing some alternative arrangements, thus ad-
vocating the transformation of the university system in order to confront the chal-
lenges resulting from new emerging contexts, but without abandoning its commitment 
to social development and equity and its historical role as a main cultural institution 
for society. 

 
Key words:  Globalization, Autonomy, Governance, Participation 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
* Eduardo Ibarra-Colado is Head of the Department of Institutional Studies at the Auto-

nomous Metropolitan University, Campus Cuajimalpa and professor of Management and 
Organization Studies. Address: Department of Institutional Studies, Universidad 
Autónoma Metropolitana-Cuajimalpa, Pedro Antonio de los Santos #84, Col. San Miguel 
Chapultepec, Miguel Hidalgo 11850, Mexico, D.F., Tel: Intl. + (52 55) 5516 6733, ext. 
119, e-mail: eibarra@correo.cua.uam.mx and ibarra57@hotmail.com,   
web page: http://estudios-institucionales-uamc.org/ 

** Article received: December 12, 2006  
Revised version accepted after double blind review: April 22, 2007.  

https://doi.org/10.5771/0935-9915-2007-2-117, am 13.08.2024, 05:39:18
Open Access –  - https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

https://doi.org/10.5771/0935-9915-2007-2-117
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb


118  Eduardo Ibarra-Colado: Future University in Present Times 

Introduction 
Concepts like “accountability” and “efficiency” represents the current condition of 
modernity as a mode of existence based on management of one and all aspects of so-
cial life. These concepts indicate that the universalization of modernity is already done, 
shaping a system in which the “conduct of conducts” of institutions and individuals 
are operated by the application of abstract rules to certificate the “normal” behavior. 
The current condition of modernity, then, is based on surveillance and distrust (Power 
1997).  

In Foucault terms, society is living in the stage of governmentality (Foucault 
2003a, 2003b), in which the goals of human action are defined and controlled by the 
State in accordance with economic power, but the definition of the means is increas-
ingly in hands of institutions and individuals. The system operates by bureaucratic un-
personalized technologies to steering from a distance, so it can guarantee that each 
conduct, although the existence of some degree of freedom, will fit with the standard. 
This new mode of existence was built during the last three decades or so, and it is as-
sociated with the emergence and generalization of neoliberalism and globalization 
(Ibarra-Colado 2006a).  

This is the scenario of the recent transformations of the university in countries 
like Mexico; it is a radical process of change that has implied the redefinition of its in-
stitutional meaning and role to fulfill the needs of markets and the economy. The 
deepness of this change and the social conflicts it entails can be appreciated when 
consider the role played by the university in Mexico, an institution that emerged as a 
social institution representing the Mexican Revolution ideals of justice, equity and so-
cial progress. In this ideological context, education has been considered a social right, 
and knowledge a public good that should not be privately appropriated. The university 
is a social institution that has been functioning for a long time as the basic cultural ref-
erence point of society. 

To characterize this process, it is necessary to go back to the 1960s, since then 
there was a clear awareness of the expansion and gradual diversification of higher 
education. It is also important to remember the efforts in institutional reorganization 
implemented based on legislative reforms from the late 1970s. In fact, those reforms 
were an indispensable condition for implementing the modernization of the university 
system a decade later. Without those elements, it would be difficult to understand the 
radical nature of the changes carried out during the 1990s. They encompassed almost 
every aspect of higher education, incorporating new practices and modes of coordina-
tion and conduction of the university system which, in turn, have encouraged the 
creation of competitive mechanisms for regulating university budgets, the payment of 
academic staff and the assignment of resources for science and other institutional pro-
grams (Ibarra-Colado 2001; see also 2003: 325-437). 

However, this major transformation should not be considered only in the specific 
spaces of education and science; they entail the transformation of the current modes 
of existence of society all around the world, because they define the rules of operation 
of general economic and social relations. What is being addressed here is a change 
from one era to another, marked by institutional modifications that deeply redefine 
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the rules of the game and calculation, reorienting social practices and collective action 
(Ibarra-Colado 2003: 307 note 14). These transformations remain hidden behind a set 
of measures that has been instrumented by government agencies over the last 15 
years, and it is precisely what the analysis must disclose to understand the challenges 
confronted by universities nowadays. 

The modernization of Mexico’s university system is a process that is not yet 
complete and still requires additional transformations. It has followed a project clearly 
based on the recommendations of the OECD (1997). The Association of Mexican 
Universities projected in 2000 its own vision of the university system considering a pe-
riod that extends to the year 2020 (ANUIES 2000). This document was the base of 
the National Education Program 2001-2006 (SEP 2001), designed to consolidate the 
modernization process that began a decade before. Among other elements, this re-
forming program implied: 
• the expansion of the higher education system;  
• the consolidation of its diversification and the differentiation of the profile and 

projects among institutions;  
• the incorporation of research universities into the international markets for pro-

duction and transmission of knowledge;  
• the operation of compensatory mechanisms to facilitate a more balanced devel-

opment of the overall system, as well as of subsystems others than the university 
one and their institutions;  

• the consolidation of modes of regulation based on the implementation of stan-
dardized procedures (e.g. evaluation and accreditation programs) to create oppor-
tunities for performance-based exchange;  

• the establishment of a diversified financing system based on planning, evaluation 
and accountability;  

• the transformation of the organizational forms and management systems to en-
hance their self-management capacities to confront new open, complex and un-
certain contexts based on competition, exchange and cooperation;  

• the establishment of a new regulatory system of academic work that strengthens 
the professionalization of academic staff, including aspects such as remuneration 
based on merit-pay systems, postgraduate education and mobility;  

• the comprehensive revision and modification of the legal regulations of higher 
education to guarantee long-term stability and certainty;  

• the consolidation of quality in teaching through the permanent revision, updating, 
and flexibilization of undergraduate and graduate academic programs, encourag-
ing student mobility, and assisting low-income students to continue their educa-
tional career. 

Although the actions proposed here might be clear in terms of their requirements and 
scope, their implementation presented serious difficulties because of a context marked 
by problems, both internally and externally. The transformation of universities in 
Mexico is occurring in a complex context characterized by tension between global in-
tegration and local realities; poverty, lack of resources, cumulated limitations and deep 
contrasts and differences between regions and states makes it extremely risky to pro-
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ject what the Mexican university system will look like by the year 2020. This is a de-
bate that will continue for some time; however, the current effects of the governmen-
tal actions may be clarified based on recognizing what has already changed, condition-
ing to some degree the future of universities.  

Considering this approach, the paper discusses the main challenges confronted by 
Mexican government agencies and universities to deal with the model implemented since 
the late 1980s in the context of neoliberalism and globalization. Such challenges are associ-
ated with the tendencies observed at three different but interrelated levels. First, the trans-
formation of the sense and content of the autonomy regime of the university and its legal 
principles, by increasingly constituting itself and narrowing as “practical” or “supervised” 
autonomy. Secondly, the emergence of governance as a strategic condition to perform in-
stitutional ends and projects in a market driven context, because of the redefinition of the 
role of the State as the unconditional guarantor of resources for institutions. Finally, the 
gradual conformation of the entrepreneurial university under new organizational arrange-
ments through which it is trying to perform their functions effectively and legitimately to 
fulfill current market and economic demands. The paper concludes by discussing some al-
ternative arrangements, thus advocating the transformation of the university system in or-
der to confront the challenges resulting from new emerging contexts, but without aban-
doning its commitment to social development and equity and its historical role as a main 
cultural institution for society.  

Globalization: from the world-class to imprisonment and exclusion 
The transformation of higher education must be placed in the broader context of global-
ization, because it has implied the geopolitical reorganization of the world based on the re-
gional integration of markets and the redefinition of the terms of the international division 
of labor. This is a matter of understanding the world in new terms, substituting the tradi-
tional analytical reference point, the Nation-state, with disperse, less-defined and con-
stantly-changing global or regional networks in which corporations, governments and uni-
versities collaborate developing joint projects based on new arrangements of capital, peo-
ple and ideas (Kanter 1997: 42-43; Leydesdorff/Etzkowitz 2001). 

To understand the new position of the university in the world, and specifically 
the position of Mexican universities in relation to the world and its own local realities, 
it is necessary to clarify this new global architecture (Rodríguez/Alcántara 2001). To 
speculate a bit using an architectural metaphor, globalization can be understood as a 
building with three floors. The upper floor is where major world business takes place. 
This is the floor where large transnational corporations can be found, together with 
high technology and innovation, as well as post-bureaucratic organizational forms, hy-
per-flexibility, and virtual arrangements to work at a distance, with real-time relations 
based on e-commerce and other online devices, and with knowledge labor based on 
team-work to develop innovative projects. In short, this is the world’s new economy 
based on academic capitalism (Slaughter/Rhodes 2004) and the new forms of produc-
tion of knowledge (Gibbons et al. 1994). 

From these world-class regions, it is possible to take note of the meaning of the 
new policies and practices supported by the World Trade Organization and other In-
ternational Financial Institutions (Wallach/Woodall 2004) to cover transversally the 
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markets of the planet. They define new modes of functioning for the economy, the 
State and services, and within the latter, education, applied scientific knowledge and 
technological innovation. While varying in terms of local conformation and specific 
operation, the policies and programs for restructuring higher education in different 
countries around the world converge under the paradigmatic imperatives of privatiza-
tion, deregulation and competitiveness. They facilitate the conformation of new global 
markets on trade in services under supra-national regulation rules: the current negotia-
tion of the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) is the main piece of this 
trend (Sauvé 2002; compare with Barrow 2002 and Verger/Bonal 2006). The rele-
vance of these policies lies in the consolidation of a dual structure segmentation of the 
higher education system, in which research centers and graduate programs get better 
supports in comparison with the undergraduate schools and programs. This internal 
differentiation tends to favor a better articulation of the institutions and programs of 
the research sector with the needs of the economy, supporting innovation and com-
petitiveness of local enterprises in global markets (Ibarra-Colado 2002). 

The ground-level floor of the building is represented by a kind of “saturnian 
model” in which satellite subcontracted enterprises—the new dark satanic mills, the 
sweat mills and the maquilas in underdeveloped countries all around the world, re-
volve around a huge transnational corporation. Mass production, large inventories and 
increasingly precarious labor in these proslavery Taylorist-Fordist factories constitute 
the way the world-class corporations transfer some of their costs to their subcontrac-
tors. This is the only way to maintain and celebrate their just-in-time flexibility, their 
zero inventories and their “excellence” high skilled and well-paid workers.  

This is the floor where the other higher education segment can be found, the im-
poverished level of the undergraduate education. These schools and programs attend 
the majority of the population in higher education, but they have been increasingly 
impoverishing because of systematic government budgetary cuts. They confront the 
paradoxical task of teaching large contingents of citizens in a standardized way for 
routine work, but in a world without employment for everyone, giving shape to the 
“knowledge factories” that today represent the dark side of academic capitalism 
(Aronowitz 2000; Hayes/Wynyard 2002). 

Lastly, the new global world building has a bottom floor that is concealed, humid 
and dark, functioning like a basement for depositing everything that is not used, what 
is worthless or that gets in the way. This is the floor for those who are excluded. It is 
an imprisoned place to contain the masses without consumption capacity in a society 
based on the cult of consumerism and the exaltation of the desire to possess. On this 
floor, everything is in penumbra and there is no future, but only heavy cudgels and 
padlocks to confront the resistance of these new wretched, mendicants and vagrants, 
all of them condemned because of their only fault, to be unemployed (Castel 2002: 
379). These masses must be restrained because they endanger the structural stability of 
the global building of the world-class corporations. 

According to this metaphorical interpretation about globalization, it no longer 
needs to be asked about whether societies belong to a certain Nation-state, and where 
these Nation-states are positioned in the old world geography of bipolarities and cold 
war. Rather, the question is a matter of how each of the organizations, groups and in-
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dividuals around the world is positioned in this global building, the place it occupies, 
the floor where it resides, the lights that enlighten it, or the shadows that hide it.  

Mexico’s higher education system: a brief profile 
With this representation of globalization in mind, the meaning of recent transforma-
tions in Mexico’s higher education system becomes clear. This process have produced 
a new organizational arrangement in which few institutions and groups participate in 
the exclusive world of the upper floor, in contrast with a greater sector of the system 
that is loosing governmental support. The last piece of the picture corresponds to a 
majority of the population who do not have any chance to enter higher education to 
find any opportunity to improve their level of life. 

Mexico’s higher education system has developed in an ambivalent manner. Since 
the approval of the last Organic Law of UNAM in 1945, it can be noted highly signifi-
cant achievements (Rodríguez/Casanova 2005: 53-55); however, it is also necessary to 
acknowledge the serious lags that persist. In a period of only 60 years, a very complex, 
diversified system was built, with an increase from 39 institutions in 1950 to 1,774 in 
2005 (ANUIES 2006: 19). Also, in 1950 public university education, made up of 16 
institutions, was nearly the only option to study and only within reach for young peo-
ple in the upper classes. In contrast, today’s higher education system offers to broader 
sectors of society a range of highly diversified options that include public universities 
(45), technological institutes (147), technological universities (60), teacher training in-
stitutions (467), private institutions (976), and other institutions under the jurisdiction 
of the Department of Education or other government departments (67). Besides, the 
number of students enrolled in higher education multiplied 8.4 times between 1970 
and 2006, signifying a current total of just over 2.3 million students nowadays (Fox 
2006: 47, 48). 

Nevertheless, despite the effort required to build a system with these dimensions 
and complexities in only half a century, it continues to be small, and to suffer structural 
budgetary neglect associated with recurrent economic crises for more than two decades 
now. It also has only a few academic research groups that are truly consolidated, and 
there is still a high degree of centralism, producing a considerable concentration of ef-
forts and resources. Mexico is a country of 103.3 million inhabitants. However, the 
higher education academic staff has only 246,523 professors, of whom only 57,290 are 
full time (SEP 2003: 46, 48). Of those, the Mexican government only recognizes the ex-
istence of 39,084 researchers and of that number, only slightly over 12,500 are acknowl-
edged as high-level researchers in the National System of Researchers (Fox 2006: 73). 
Only over 22% of the 18-22 year-old population can access this educational level. Of 
those students, only 6.6% continue with graduate studies (Fox 2006: 47). Additionally, 
during the last decade (1995-2004), only 9,725 PhD students graduated, just under an 
annual average of less than 1000 (CONACYT 2005: 36). 

In addition, Mexico has only a few institutions dedicated to scientific-
technological research. Efforts in this area are concentrated in UNAM, UAM, CIN-
VESTAV, IPN, the 28 SEP-CONACYT centers (CONACYT 2005: 76), and some 
other research centers in the public sector. The situation is clearly expressed when 
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considered that Mexico allocated only a 0.37% of the GDP for federal spending on 
science and technology in 2006 (Fox 2006: 69; CONACYT 2005: 16, 18). 

Finally, according to official statistics, the private sector participates with 30% of na-
tional investment in research and experimental development (R&D), but this investment is 
carried out by only the 300 largest private corporations in Mexico, corresponding to 0.01% 
of the total (Fox 2006: 70). Instead of investing in R&D, most enterprises prefer to trans-
fer “junk” technology no longer used by world-class corporations. 

The current state of higher education and science was recently synthesized in the 
following terms: 

Public spending per student in higher education decreased in constant 2000 prices from 
22,756 pesos in 1982 to 17,482 in 2002. Furthermore, within OECD countries, Mexico 
has the lowest spending in higher education per student. Its annual spending is equivalent 
to less than half of the average for countries in that organization, and a fifth of spending 
in the United States. The number of students enrolled in [public] universities remained 
stagnant during the last decade, while it tripled in private universities. The seriousness of 
this panorama is best expressed by the gross rate of schooling, which was between 15 and 
19% in 2000, in contrast to 23% in the Dominican Republic, 29% in Barbados, 30% in 
Costa Rica, 31% in Panama and Chile, and 36% in Argentina. This gap is even wider in 
comparison to countries such as South Korea with a rate of 68%, the United States with 
81%, and Canada with 87%. Furthermore, as evidence of the country’s limited capacity to 
impel development, Mexico has 214 scientists and engineers working in R&D per million 
inhabitants, in comparison to 532 in Costa Rica, 660 in Argentina, 2,193 in South Korea, 
2,719 in Canada, 2,831 in Germany, and 3,676 in the United States. The culminating point 
in this situation refers to the growing debt accumulating in the majority of the country’s 
public universities, endangering their viability. (Cazés et al. 2003: 127-128) 

These figures clearly illustrate a panorama that is not very encouraging, reaffirming the 
marginal position of Mexican universities in the new markets of production of knowl-
edge. According to the new international division of knowledge labor in the global 
world, it is clear that the production of front line knowledge and the education of 
Presidents, State Secretaries and leaders of corporations for less developed countries 
are in charge of the Ivy League and other highly ranked universities of Europe (THES 
2006). In the case of Mexico, some elite private institutions and a few public research 
centers with accredited graduate programs complement this function. In contrast, the 
adaptation and consumption of technologies transferred from the developed coun-
tries, and the education of the middle and low-level white-collar professionals and 
technicians required for operating bureaucratic structures and routine systems of en-
terprises and the public sector, are reserved for undergraduate higher education 
schools and technological universities and institutes (Delgado/Saxe 2005).  

The problem: market versus society 
At this point, a crucial question emerges. Have the transformations experienced in 
higher education made it possible to suppose that Mexico will be able to insert itself 
within a reasonable period in the international circuits of knowledge production, or 
are these transformations oriented toward reinforcing its subordinate role focused on 
technology transfer and training of low and medium-level technicians and profession-
als? 
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What is clear is that in Mexico, the most significant progress from the last decade 
has been the transformation of the institutional structure of higher education and sci-
ence, and the corresponding regulatory systems and procedures based on performance 
and competition. This new conformation is a necessary condition for overcoming the 
accumulated lag and, by the end of the first decade of this century, narrowing the gap 
separating Mexico’s education and scientific indicators from those of countries with a 
similar development. However, without increasing resources and placing a State policy 
that positions education and science as the nation’s highest priority, any efforts under-
taken will most surely turn into new failures. In other words, it is necessary to define 
clearly the position that Mexico’s education and science needs to play to support eco-
nomic and social development and to be able to participate in the international arena 
of knowledge, and the actions that will translate this intention into new realities. 

Undoubtedly, there are advances in this respect in a number of areas, and it is 
now possible to note some institutions and programs operating under Mode 2 of pro-
duction of knowledge: they are closely linked to application and innovation, transdis-
ciplinarity, new organizational forms, social responsibility and quality control (Gib-
bons et al. 1994; Nowotny et al. 2001). In spite of the differences between countries, 
these arrangements will be strongly enhanced during the coming years promoted by 
the Free Trade Agreements and the Internationalization of Higher Education (Barrow 
et al. 2003; De Wit et al. 2005). The gradual forming of networks of knowledge and 
innovation based on exchange and cooperation (Casas 2001; Luna 2003), and of 
niches that are beginning to fight for a space in the upper floor of the global building 
should not, however, be oriented exclusively at market forces, trade and accumulation. 
Once again, what is essential in countries like Mexico is to recognize the strategic rele-
vance of education and science to support simultaneously economic development and 
the elimination of huge inequalities and poorness.1 

Mexico’s “academic capitalism,” 2  although still only emerging, has been pro-
moted for slightly over a decade now, through policies and programs designed to en-
courage the articulation of research projects and graduate programs with the econ-
omy, in a context of deregulation and competitiveness. A series of measures oriented 
in this direction have been implemented: 
a) The consolidation of the already mentioned dual structure of the higher educa-

tion system with an increasing menu of educational options and modalities and an 
increasing participation of private sector;  

                                                           
1  President Fox administration acknowledged the existence of 53.7 million poor in Mexico 

(Cortés et al. 2002: 15; also World Bank 2004), a figure considered by some researchers to 
be conservative (see Boltvinik/Hernández 2002), while it does indicate the seriousness of 
the problem confronted in terms of social equity and justice. 

2  This term was proposed by Slaughter and Leslie (1997) and re-elaborated by Slaughter 
and Rhoades (2004) to indicate the use by universities of the human capital represented 
by their academics for increasing their income. In this way, the term “academic capital-
ism” suggests the set of economically motivated initiatives and behaviors of universities 
and their members to assure the attainment of outside resources needed to sustain them-
selves and to continue to operate. 
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b) The operation of mechanisms for extraordinary, competition-based, financial 
assistance designed to support research centers in better adapting to the 
scientific-technological requirements for the country’s economic development 
and the modernization of its industries;3  

c) The operation of programs to guarantee the expansion of full time academic staff 
in Mexico’s public universities, assuring their professionalization through formal 
academic qualification;4  

d) The assistance to low-income students to promote equity in education, on the 
one hand, and to support the expansion of graduate education, on the other;5  

e) Finally, the approval of a new legal ordering some new promotion programs to 
facilitate the linkage between science and technology activities and the needs of 
the economy.6 

Considering this context of differentiation and segmentation besides the new condi-
tions that favor joint projects and collaboration, it is important to note the recent 
                                                           
3  Among these funds is the Comprehensive Program for Institutional Strengthening (Pro-

grama Integral de Fortalecimiento Institucional—PIFI), the Fund for Extraordinary Assistance 
to State Public Universities (Fondo de Apoyo Extraordinario a las Universidades Públicas Esta-
tales—FAEUP) and the Program for the Normalization of the Administrative Infrastructure (Pro-
grama para la Normalización de la Infraestructura Administrativa—PRONAD). See for 
this and the next notes the webpage of CONACYT:   
http://www.conacyt.mx/Servicios.html.  

4  In this case, it can be mentioned the Program for Improvement of Teaching Staff in 
higher education institutions (Programa de Mejoramiento del Profesorado de las instituciones de edu-
cación superior—PROMEP), the National System of Researchers (Sistema Nacional de Investi-
gadores—SNI), Support of Basic Science Research Projects (Proyectos de Investigación Científica 
Básica—PICB), Sector-based and Mixed Funds for Assistance to Science and Technology 
(Fondos Sectoriales y Mixtos de Apoyo a la Ciencia y Tecnología), the Fund for Retaining and Re-
patriating Mexican Researchers (Fondo para Retener en México y Repatriar a los Investigadores 
Mexicanos) and, finally, International Cooperation Programs. 

5  To this end the following opportunities were recently created: the National Program for 
Scholarships for Higher Education (Programa Nacional de Becas para la Educación Superior—
PRONABES) and the Program for Mobility in Higher Education in North America (Pro-
grama para la Movilidad en la Educación Superior en América del Norte) which grants assistance 
for studying at the higher education level at participating institutions in Mexico, the 
United States and Canada. And at the graduate level, there is the CONACYT Program of 
Scholarships for Graduate Studies (Programa de Becas para Estudios de Posgrado) and the 
Comprehensive Program for Strengthening Graduate Programs (Programa para el Forta-
lecimiento del Posgrado Nacional—PFPN). 

6  The intention is to consolidate a regulatory system for scientific-technological production 
designed for incorporating technological development into production processes, as a 
necessary requirement for the increased productivity and competitiveness needed by na-
tional industry. In 2002 the Congress approved a new Law on Science and Technology 
and the new Organic Law for the National Council of Science and Technology (Diario 
Oficial 2002). In addition, the government has been operating some promotion programs 
like AVANCE or some fiscal incentives to support the involvement of enterprises in 
R&D activities.  
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transformation of the meaning of autonomy. It is a normative regime established in 
the Mexican Constitution for most of the public universities and some higher educa-
tion institutions, and the ways in which it has been translated into specific institutional 
management and governance arrangements. The most evident changes are related 
with the utilization of new criteria like efficiency, productivity and competition to 
support university decision making and actions. 

This project is driving the university system to respond effectively to market de-
mands and the economy, displacing to a second place its historical commitment with 
social justice and equity. This has led to the development of a new social dispute over 
the university, confronting the essential meaning of education and knowledge as a so-
cial right with the new emerging one that considers education simply as a service that 
must be bought in the market. This dispute can be exemplified in the dispute between 
gratuitousness and commodification, but their implications in terms of the transfor-
mation of practices, organizational forms and identities are enormous and generally 
misplaced (Ibarra-Colado 2001, 2003).  

Nevertheless, beyond these two extreme points, it can be appreciated a varying 
combination in which a university system linked to society has not been totally dis-
carded, nor the total imposition of a new university system linked to the market. The 
search for a new model that balances and manages the tensions between market and 
society has become necessary in order to develop a new institution that can be in-
serted into the emerging tendencies of knowledge production without sacrificing its 
commitment to society’s well-being. Unfortunately, the most visible trends seem to be 
inclined toward prioritizing market considerations. 

A new practical autonomy against self-determination 
As mentioned earlier, Mexico witnessed one of the most significant transformations in 
the history of universities during the last decade of the 20th century. The changes im-
plemented in a mere ten-year period modified radically the practices and forms of or-
ganization and governance in the various institutions as never before. Through gov-
ernment strategies, policies and programs for administering the university system and 
each one of their institutions (Ibarra-Colado 2003: 268), it becomes evident the great 
capacity of the new liberal technologies of regulation implemented to gain a better 
control over the functioning of the universities and the work of their academic staff. 
These new technologies have the capacity to modify without important resistances the 
nature, content and organization of academic work and institutional practices. The ef-
fectiveness of these technologies lies on their capacity for operating at a distance, mo-
bilizing abstract rules associated with standardized procedures, conditioning in this 
way certain individuals and institutions behaviors and practices. In fact, these tech-
nologies operate by standardizing some conducts and actions, which are periodically 
monitored, facilitating the institutionalization of evaluation routines and accountability 
as “natural” components of the university’s performance that facilitates its adaptation 
to the changing demands of the market and the economy. 

What these new modes of regulation represent is the generalization of the condi-
tion for modernity as a society increasingly based on a cyber-anthrop-cratic governance 

https://doi.org/10.5771/0935-9915-2007-2-117, am 13.08.2024, 05:39:18
Open Access –  - https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

https://doi.org/10.5771/0935-9915-2007-2-117
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb


management revue, volume 18, issue 2, 2007   127 

under the rules of accounting and accountability (Rose 1999: 151).7 Thanks to the po-
tentialities of the new information technologies, this administrativization of society has 
achieved levels of control with degrees of freedom that were difficult to imagine until 
recently (Deleuze 1992). The recording, transmission and processing of information 
has made it possible to differentiate and classify, facilitating the reorganization of each 
one of the institutions and their individuals and groups, on the basis of which they re-
port on their own statistics. Throughout the last decade, governmental agencies and 
other independent centers of calculation created ex-profeso8 have taken responsibility 
for designing and implementing new mechanisms for steering from a distance, which function 
through periodical evaluation processes of the production and performance of each 
institution, program or individual. The competition for scarce resources facilitates 
regulation over performance, since it stimulates institutions and communities to com-
ply adequately with the functions assigned and the commitments established, and any 
non-fulfillment is considered an exclusive responsibility of the institution or the indi-
vidual. 

The regulation of the university system under these norms and rules of calcula-
tion transform the meaning given to autonomy and the organizational forms used by 
institutions to guarantee governance. The concept of autonomy is crucial, but no longer 
understood as a principle of self-determination that leads to the establishment of pur-
poses and projects,9 but rather basically as the responsibility of institutions and individuals for 
their own conduction to fulfill the demands —measured through performance standards— of their ex-
ternal environment. The concept of autonomy acquires a new meaning that emphasizes 

                                                           
7  Cyber-anthrop-cracy is a concept to refer to the current condition of modernity as an organ-

ized society based in new arrangement in which an increasing symbiosis between new in-
formation technologies, human bodies and bureaucracy is produced. This new human 
machine in an em-bodied society, exert a deeper and subtle control in open spaces—based on 
the organization of exchanges, flows and movements, but, simultaneously projects the il-
lusion of the disappearance of bureaucracy and control. For a discussion of this argument 
see Ibarra-Colado (2006b: 10).  

8  There are in Mexico several independent centers of calculation and regulatory agencies on 
education and science and technology. Among them, it can be mentioned the National 
Institute for the Evaluation of Education (Instituto Nacional para la Evaluación de la 
Educación—INEE), the National Center for Higher Education Evaluation (Centro Na-
cional de Evaluación para la Educación Superior, A.C.—CENEVAL), and the National 
Committee for Higher Education Evaluation (Comisión Nacional para la Evaluación de la 
Educación Superior—CONAEVA). 

9  According to the VII fraction of the 3erd Constitutional Article, the autonomy regime 
implies the right of the university community to select its own authorities, freedom in 
teaching and research, the designation of professors through academic proceedings, ap-
proval of its research programs and syllabus, and the development and administration of 
the university patrimony and resources. Nevertheless, autonomy as such has never been 
fully concretized. Insufficient funds have effectively served as a mechanism for subordi-
nating “autonomous” universities at critical moments and in response to issues consid-
ered to be of critical importance for the government in functions (Domínguez 2000, 
2002: 85).  
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its essentially operational or practical content, since universities are “forced to be free” 
(Rose/Miller 1992) and to confront the challenges implied in taking responsibility for 
themselves in open environments in which their survival depends fundamentally on 
their own actions and performance. From now on, institutions need to develop abili-
ties to act and take advantage of the opportunities offered by an increasingly competi-
tive, complex and dynamic environment. This is a matter of operational or practical auton-
omy in which, more than proposing their own challenges, they must essentially respond 
to the demands imposed by markets and the economy. The role of the State becomes 
crucial as a mediation agency that structures the university’s spaces of action through 
the operation of new modes of regulation at a distance supported in new centers of 
calculation, limiting by these means the levels of freedom experienced by institutions 
and their academic communities. To use the phrase proposed by Hunter (1994: 74), 
the new university enjoys a “supervised freedom” due to the operation of a complex 
set of counting, financing, auditing and inspection technologies (Shore/Wright 2000; 
Power 2004). 

In summary, this new “responsible autonomy” accepts freedom to act, but only if 
the “free” university and the “free” individual accept to act “responsibly”, that is, to 
decide their actions accepting always the institutional rules established for conducting 
their actions. This is a concept in which the nature, content and organization of the 
work of universities are beyond their control, and will instead remain under the direc-
tion of external entities that will dictate what, how and in what way their functions and 
duties will be carried out. This new condition is essential when the goods produced in 
the university are privately appropriated and exchanged on the market.  

This same process of subordination has been confronted by academic communities 
finding themselves bereft of control over their work, and consequently of freedom in 
teaching and research, and the practical erosion of tenure when a significant amount of 
the earnings depends on evaluation processes (Ibarra-Colado 1996; Gil et al. 2005). The 
key to this change, as has been emphasized, rest on the conformation of a new mode of 
regulation of academic work based on evaluation to be able to access to extraordinary 
resources allocated based on externally-determined performance standards. 

The exercise of autonomy viewed in this way is giving shape to new modes of 
governance and management that resemble entrepreneurial models and a business 
style of direction. The incorporation of management and organizational knowledge 
promises more efficiency and productivity based on a more obedient and disciplined 
staff. A century after Frederick W, Taylor applied his system of rationalization and 
control to factory work, universities are incorporating similar technologies and pro-
grams to guarantee cooperation in teaching and research under the dictates of the of-
ficials and managers of the institution.  

From public policy to institutional governance 
The transformation of the modes of regulation from one based on State intervention 
and politics to another based on “free market” and competition (Ibarra-Colado 
2006a), has implied the displacement of the centrality of public policies and the 
emerging centrality of issues related with institutional governance. The nature and 
content of those policies have been modified, decreasing direct State actions in favor 
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of the establishment and operation of programs in charge of diverse independent cen-
ters of calculation. Now, higher education system is regulated through a complex net-
work of organizations to operate evaluation; they design and manage some programs, 
always with the institution’s active participation, based on explicit standardization, so 
performance is clearly linked with the access to extraordinary resources on a competi-
tive base. Since universities are increasingly responsible for their own actions, institu-
tional governance becomes a condition for being able to operate under the new model. If 
institutions do not assume their new functions and identity as active establishments 
pursuing their own specific purposes, they will find it difficult to function under the 
new regulatory mechanisms and, consequently, will endanger their viability and even 
their survival. 

Public policy analysis broadly influenced the research agendas in higher education 
throughout the last decade. Nevertheless, the relevance of these analyses as an ex-
planatory approach has been losing ground in favor of perspectives that identify their 
central core as problems of governance, organization and management. This does not 
mean that public policies are no longer relevant, but instead that their profile and rela-
tive impact is being modified because of transformations in institutional practices and 
governmental modes of regulation. Undoubtedly, public policy analysis will continue 
to preserve a relevant role in understanding governmental actions, their recent 
changes and their effects at the institutional level. They will continue to explain the 
role of the State as coordinator of the higher education system, and the transforma-
tions of the relations it maintains specifically with the university. However, it will be 
necessary to go beyond to understand precisely and thoroughly the specific dynamics 
that orient strategies and actions of institutions that are recreating their autonomy and 
freedom, so they could carry out their own particular projects under new governance 
structures and organizational forms. 

In order to interpret adequately the institutional dynamics of universities in an 
every-day basis, it will be necessary to address systematically an analysis of their ca-
pacities for effective governance, which is associated with management practices and 
organizational forms to confront the specific conditions of their local environments. 
In addition, it is necessary to acknowledge that the university system is in a process of 
“governmentalization” (Foucault 2003a). This process implies the reconstitution of 
the university as a bureaucratic corporation based on hierarchy, centralization and 
management to operate in different markets efficiently. This institution’s abilities for 
governing itself by conducting the behavior of its academic communities under certain 
explicitly-defined projects have become a strategic element, to the extent that there is 
no longer a protectionist State that grants certain benefits and resources in exchange 
for political loyalty, something presumably discarded. 

As it was already pointed out, the university system is being forced to assume its 
freedom (Rose/Miller 1992). It must cease to depend on the State, to assume rather 
fully the responsibilities implied in its decision-making, management and performance. 
In order to certify the responsible exercising of such freedom, the practice of account-
ability has become a key element to gain social legitimacy and to obtain the resources 
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needed by the institution to continue working on its projects.10 These new practices 
make it possible to monitor at a distance the actions of individuals, programs and in-
stitutions using diverse performance indicators, and to operate market-based controls 
and correctives. 

This transformation is highly important, since it returns a key role to university 
agents to define the specific projects of the institution, displacing the old omnipres-
ence of the State as the only center for planning and coordinating activities. The uni-
versities must transform themselves to be able to re-establish themselves as active and 
constructive agencies capable to participate successfully in an open and dynamic con-
text dominated by changing relations and permanent risks. Nowadays, the university 
must function in uncertain scenarios based on an increasing participation and co-
responsibility. The capacity of doing and doing it well is fundamental, and it requires 
effective institutional arrangements to generate agreements around common projects. 
Otherwise, the success of the institution will be impossible. 

From this point of view, university governance becomes the strategic element 
under the new conditions. It implies a structural design and a practical capacity to 
produce consensus and cooperation, adequately mediating differences between dif-
ferent sectors of the community. Governance is based on reflexive self-
acknowledgement to recognize institutional strengths to favor those programs that 
adequately fit the opportunities detected in their immediate contexts. It represents 
the institutional capacity to operate with efficacy and legitimacy, and to gain support 
around a project that synthesize the identity of an institution in which any sector is 
represented.  

Internally, governance has to do with the day-to-day functioning of the institution 
as a collective project. It supposes the definition and socialization of the institution’s 
main purposes to bring a sense of unity and directionality; the cultivation of those in-
stitutional values to orient a rational and ethical behavior of the members of the insti-
tution; the design of the structures and procedures for a legitimate decision-making 
based on transparency and on the respect of agreements and accorded rules; the defi-
nition of the different levels of authority considering their functions and responsibili-
ties, and protecting an adequate balance of power; and the scope and modalities of its 
particular management and organizational forms. It also supposes certain practices to 
expand its capacity for intervention and response, allowing for the designing of strate-
gies whose effectiveness will depend on the flexibility of its structures. This encom-
passes certain management styles, and the establishment of rules and routines to en-
hance work facilitating integration. Governance structure plays a fundamental role in 
fulfilling the functions of mediation, allowing for the channeling of tensions and con-
flicts between the various participating agents. In this sense, the institution’s capacity 
for managing its problematic contexts depends to a significant degree on its structures 

                                                           
10  The term accountability is significant since its meaning is inscribed within the logic of ac-

counting, illustrating one of the liberal technologies of governance most used today. This 
tendency toward the universalization of accountability has led to the identification of a 
new configuration of society and State in terms of its evaluative role (Power 2004; Rose 
1999). 
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for governance and management, but also on the capacity these structures provide to 
anticipate contingencies and conflicts and to contend with them. 

Governance also provides the institutional scenario in which the functions of 
universities are performed, including teaching work and research activities, as well as 
diffusion activities and exchange and collaboration programs. In addition, it affects 
specialized management activities such as fund-raising, financial planning, manage-
ment of labor relations and administration of diverse institutional programs. 

Externally, university governance involves managing the relations between the in-
stitution and the agencies that participate in common environments, facilitating en-
hancement processes that would not otherwise occur. Relations with State agencies 
and independent centers of calculation are essential, since evaluation of performance 
and access to extraordinary resources depends on them. Relations with enterprises and 
organizations in the public sector and society are essential to establish agreements and 
joint projects and to carry them out. These relations require new abilities to facilitate 
the integration of networks of knowledge production, which in turn requires the co-
ordination of the institution’s governance systems with the more general regulatory 
rules applied to those collaborative groups of organizations (Casas 2001; Luna 2003). 
For example, the growing participation in joint projects and cooperative programs will 
demand new structural arrangements that are more flexible and mutually shared, and 
that make it possible to exploit economies and complementarities that would be 
impossible to attain on an individual basis. These new arrangements impose 
restrictions on internal functioning, and to be effectively negotiated the institution 
requires good governance practices to facilitate communication and agreements. 

In summary, a university’s level of governance can be evaluated on the basis of its 
performance and stability, its capacity to respond and adapt, and the cohesion attained 
by its academic community through its identification with the main institutional pro-
ject. In this sense, effectiveness and legitimacy are the basic ingredients of the formula 
for good governance. 

Entrepreneurial university, command and control 
The relevance of university governance and management is based on the capacity to 
translate operationally an institutional project in actions and behaviors that influence 
society producing certain effects; these arrangements structure the spaces of action of 
individuals and communities, establishing the frontiers of what is acceptable, and their 
particular modes of existence or styles of life. However, the main characteristics of 
university governance already commented can be performed under different organiza-
tional forms. One of them that has become popular under the current government 
policies in Mexico is the entrepreneurial university (Clark 1998), which is considered an 
“appropriate” form of governance for improving public “over-politicalized” universi-
ties. This model reinforces the idea of practical autonomy, which identifies institutions 
that carry out programs that respond to external demands. 

The fundamental characteristic of the entrepreneurial university lies on the sys-
tematic adoption of business-like organizational forms and management technologies, 
and on the incorporation of the rhetorical games of corporations associated with ex-
cellence, quality and competition, under the premise that a university is not essentially 
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different from any other enterprise and therefore can be handled in the same way. 
One of the results is that the institution’s essential purposes are identified in terms of 
its “mission”, a statement that resume the purposes of those in charge of the institu-
tion, and the strategies, programs, goals and objectives that must be performed under 
the command of officials and managers. The functions of the university are usually 
represented as a “portfolio of products and services” for the market, always linked to 
a cost-benefit evaluation and to marketing strategies to capture the attention of “cus-
tomers”. In addition, to improve performance and be able to adapt and change, the 
entrepreneurial university adopts the current management recipes and applies stan-
dardized assessment programs such as the ISO-9000.11 

Business-oriented universities are directed by a new type of university official, 
characterized by his/her extensive capacity in management and in a sense, by the alle-
gation of his/her right to manage such an enterprise. In addition, they assume that the 
management of the university is a matter for experts, making it necessary to define 
and differentiate the functions and responsibilities that must be taken by the institu-
tion’s directors, as well as those directly related to academic positions and those re-
lated to the routine administrative management of the institution. Top management 
will be a centralized position in charge of the relationships between the institution and 
its environment, and encompasses the definition of the university’s mission and main 
strategies, establishing exchange and cooperation agreements, and addressing the 
problems arising from highly competitive, uncertain and dynamic markets. Its effec-
tiveness is measured based on standardized certification procedures and accountabil-
ity; and the possibility for university managers to move up the political ladder depends 
on effective governance based on good administration, centralized control and effi-
cient performance. 

In addition, the entrepreneurial university model introduces new structural ar-
rangements to gradually replace or subordinate democratic or collegial forms of gov-
ernance with top executive centralized structures that facilitate decision-making under 
ample degrees of freedom. The collegial decision-making is increasingly seen as an ob-
stacle to the effective functioning of the institution. Discussion in broad-based and 
diverse settings, often accompanied by mobilizations of activists, seriously hinders the 
direct, expeditious application of efficiency criteria used for measuring performance. 
In order to confront these limitations, the entrepreneurial university reduces the size 
of collegial bodies, and orients them toward advisory-type functions to provide feed-
back to the university’s officials and managers in charge of decision-making. Also, 
they function with ad hoc commissions to analyze concrete topics, and the consultation 
of the community is directed by officials who control timelines, modalities and scope 
of participation. The intention is to produce an induced legitimacy, to the extent that 
participation operated in this way hinder substantive changes of the proposals and, at 

                                                           
11  Among the most relevant management technologies used in university administration, 

one could mention: line-item budgeting, cost budgeting, planning, programming and 
budgeting system (PPBS), zero base budget system, management by objectives, strategic 
planning in its diverse modalities, benchmarking, total quality management, reengineering 
and outsourcing (Rourke/Brooks 1967; Keller 1987; Birnbaum 2001). 
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the same time, validates the decision or project under consultation. The effectiveness 
of this process rests on its capacity to displace the content and purposes of such a 
consultation, and to substitute them with a formal participatory procedure that gives 
the sense of “having been taking into account.” 

Another important feature of the entrepreneurial university has to do with finan-
cial management, which is considered a matter exclusively for experts who are in 
charge of designing strategies for obtaining resources that strengthen the institution’s 
independence and capacity for taking actions. This supposes centralized handling of 
resources, since it expands the margins for negotiation between the institution’s offi-
cials and each of the institution’s sectors, facilitating greater control and expeditious 
cooperation. The institution operates under mechanisms for controlling resources 
through on-line information systems that facilitates detailed, precise and instant moni-
toring of expenditures. This makes it possible to detect anomalies and make adjust-
ments from the institution’s central offices. In addition, the budget becomes the fun-
damental tool used to reinforce governance, since it allows negotiating with individu-
als and groups the support for their projects according to institutional priorities and 
their relevance to address market demands. 

Finally, the entrepreneurial university incorporates organizational modalities that 
facilitate greater flexibility and, at the same time, greater command and control. This 
delicate balance is obtained through a form of institutional management in which in-
dividuals and groups carry out their activities while freely determining the best way to 
do so, however always within the institutional frameworks designed for that purpose. 
The regulations and policies formally agreed upon are complemented by the design of 
artificial internal markets that foster competition and productivity. Programs for allo-
cating financial resources based on competition, extraordinary economic incentives 
based on performance, or scholarships or other performance-based assistance all en-
courage the normalization of behavior, guaranteeing greater flexibility and discipline in 
the institution. These new practices reduce the academic community’s margins for 
challenging decisions made by the institution’s officials and managers, since budget al-
locations and the granting of extraordinary remunerations depend on them. There-
fore, in the entrepreneurial university there is less participation by academics and stu-
dents, who instead increasingly focus on their tasks, exercising that practical autonomy 
that gives them a false sense of self-determination. 

In summary, from this perspective, governance and management of universities 
becomes a problem for top university officials and expert managers who define the 
conditions for designing and manage high-priority institutional programs, often de-
termining the circumstances and modalities for carrying out those programs. As it has 
been emphasized here, this model has an impact on the nature, content and organiza-
tion of academic work carried out by universities, which must be adjusted to the calcu-
lable standards that have been externally established and the timelines derived from 
evaluation procedures. This “new university model” illustrates the tendency toward 
administrativization as the key of a kind of governance based on command and control, 
or in other words, toward the predominance of knowledge and practices taken from 
enterprises to design and manage academic institutions as market-driven educational 
corporations. 
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Conclusion: is there any alternative? 
The confrontation of the entrepreneurial university model is a necessary move if soci-
ety wants to preserve a university in the service not only of the market and the econ-
omy, but to attend the educational needs of impoverished society facilitating social 
mobility and social justice. This aspiration implicates the re-discussion of governance 
under a model based on social participation and the reinsertion of self-determination. 
Mexican public universities need to recover their autonomy condition considering it in 
a more comprehensive sense as the capacity for an academic community to define its main pro-
ject and to implement it independently. This supposes, on the one hand, the university con-
trol over its purposes and projects, and on the other hand, the access to the economic 
resources necessary for their complete realization guaranteed by the State. From this 
perspective, and in clear contrast with the entrepreneurial university model, academic 
communities play a central role, not only as those who carry out programs originated 
externally, but essentially, as active participants in the design of the institution’s essen-
tial activities and projects. With a spark of utopianism, it is possible to define some of 
the elements that could conduct the negotiation of a participative university…  
• that contemplates the exercise of autonomy as a possibility for formulating projects and 

developing the necessary conditions for fulfilling them;  
• that facilitates the construction of opportunities to realize those projects made accessible to 

all, promoting linkages among those projects on the basis of thoughtful coopera-
tion from the communities promoting them;  

• that sustains its legitimacy through its inclusive, decentralized and pluralistic nature, consis-
tently beyond narrowly defined institutional missions or misunderstood high-
priority projects;  

• that is maintained as a socially self-regulated apparatus, to the extent in which relations 
between groups and sectors in the community function as an effective institu-
tional mechanism for agreeing upon and/or modifying minimal rules of coexis-
tence;  

• that functions with transparency, bringing visibility to everyone’s actions through ac-
countability systems that have been collectively agreed upon, strengthening trust 
in others through scrupulous accomplishment of the ends agreed. 

In order to advance toward an alternate organizational model for universities based on 
the exercise of this fundamental autonomy, and consequently, on the community’s 
pluralistic participation, it is necessary to create and guarantee at least four essential 
conditions: 
1. The establishment of a State policy for universities to protect them from economic crises 

and decisions based on temporary circumstances, and that grants universities 
long-term stability and certainty. This will require: 
• the definition of a percentage of the Gross Domestic Product as the minimum 

allocation for promoting education and science;  
• the revision of the legislative framework for the university system, in order to 

eliminate ambiguities in key issues such as autonomy, gratuitous education and 
state financing obligations; 
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• the promotion of the participation of institutions, academic communities and 
other social groups in the redefinition of the legislative framework. 

2. The allocation of extraordinary economic resources to address the accumulated lag of 
poorest states and institutions and to guarantee the operation of institutional pro-
jects that will help to surpass that lag. This will require: 
• the designing and operating of extraordinary financing programs, administered 

by independent civil society agencies to address deficiencies in long-neglected 
regions and institutions. 

3. The exercise of autonomy independent from State regulation, in order to guarantee that the 
academic communities associated with each institution will effectively decide the 
specific terms and scopes of their projects. This will require: 
• the adoption of evaluation procedures based on academic commitments 

agreed upon by the institution and its communities;  
• the recognition of evaluation as a mechanism for feedback regarding the insti-

tution’s activities, and consequently, the elimination of all types of financial 
“punishment” following allegedly negative results;  

• the introduction of autonomous collegial bodies integrated in a pluralistic, bal-
anced way, to operate the accountability process without government inter-
vention and with greater transparency. 

4. The consolidation of a community with a solid nucleus, based on the regulation of aca-
demic careers considering log-term trajectories, and the integration collegiate 
bodies to facilitate the enhancement of teaching, research and diffusion projects. 
This will require: 
• the enlargement of the number of full-time professors, in relation to those 

part-time and those hired only to teach specific courses;  
• the consolidation of the training and updating programs for academic staff;  
• the establishment of an academic-labor regime based on adequate, stable re-

muneration instead of merit-pay programs, and on suitable conditions for 
retirement. 

The potential characteristics and conditions for the development of an alternative 
model of university governance are supported in the recreation of its autonomy re-
gime. Its social base can be found in its internal democratization, based on the con-
struction of participative governance. This option indicates the necessity of a renewed 
social contract to favor education and science as the only way to support simultane-
ously economic development and social justice. It can be viewed as an initial provoca-
tion to animate dialogue and reflection on the current situation of public universities 
and the specific effects that have been experienced, as they have begun to operate un-
der new market-driven modes of regulation. 
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