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ABSTRACT 
 

 

Globalisation is a dominant theme in today’s discourse of educational and social politics, 

but its dimensions and forces are not well understood. Generally, globalisation suggests 

that in meeting international pressures a nation state is less able to act. With diminished 

state control, the devolution and privatisation of the public sector are seen as solutions 

for states to operate in a global market. This thesis suggests that changes in New 

Zealand educational policy since 1984 show that far from weakening the authority of 

the state, its position has been strengthened through neoliberal policies creating quasi-

markets and new forms of public management in the state sector.  

 

This thesis takes neoliberalism as the current manifestation of a world-system of 

capitalism in crisis, and synthesises historical socio-political approaches to globalisation 

and economic wave theory into a theoretical framework from which educational 

policies at the multiple levels of authority (transnational, national and institutional) are 

examined.  Apart from a focus on the structural attributes impinging on reform, the 

thesis also argues that the global discourses of the knowledge economy and of building 

a nation’s human capital through increased private investment, as well as the state’s 

continued capacity to ‘mediate’ the expansion of capitalism constitute the driving forces 

for the reshaping of the tertiary educational system in New Zealand under the fourth 

Labour Government and the National-led governments that followed.  

 

The impact of global dictates and the tertiary education reforms (1984-2000) in New 

Zealand on the mandate, delivery, and form of governance of university education is 

illustrated through the transformations the University of Auckland and its Student 

Learning Centre have experienced. However, this thesis contends that path-dependency, 

such as university traditions and culture, affects the way global dictates and state 

policies are accepted, contested, or translated in a manner consonant with institutional 

objectives. Yet, it is also suggested that the external pressure of reduced public funding 

and state regulations promoting a quasi-market environment in higher education pose 

perhaps the greatest threat to traditional notions of academic autonomy and collegiality 

built on cooperation and sharing of ideas.  

 ii



It is further shown that the climate of efficiency and rationality advanced during the 

period 1984-2000 has limited the scope of what is taught, how it is taught and why it is 

taught. Even though the thesis indicates that the number of programmes and subjects 

have increased as more students continue their education, the function of universities 

has narrowed: providing consumer choice and instrumental value for building the 

‘elusive’ knowledge economy. The thesis expresses concern that if this trend continues 

the community role of universities will be impeded and teaching will become more 

pragmatic and technocratic. 
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PREFACE 
 

1Life compositions are harmonic orchestrations of moving contradictions.

 

 

At the heart of this study is an analysis of how a small academic department like the 

Student Learning Centre (SLC) at the University of Auckland has grown and become a 

successful player, or at least contributor, in the global drive to develop ‘skilled 

knowledge workers for the new knowledge-based economy’, an ideology popularised 

during the 1990s. The SLC’s strength in providing flexible services that are on the one 

hand student-driven and on the other hand institution-led is an example of how to 

survive the challenges of today’s world where state policy and consumer demand are 

dictated by discourses of globalisation, the knowledge economy and lifelong learning 

and steered by forms of governmentality that epitomise acts of self responsibilisation. 

On the surface, the SLC’s function in this configuration of education is unreflective. Yet, 

this need not be so. The diversity of the Centre in its staff’s background, programmes 

and teaching styles makes critical reflection unavoidable. This investigation is part of 

the continuous engagement in a dialectic process of review. 

 

This study is also an expression of my concern that in the future the education sector, in 

particular that of higher education, may increasingly be captured by market forces and 

become implicated in the promotion of a global capitalism that fundamentally lacks in 

visions of the social. This concern stems very much from my own history. Born in the 

Asia-Pacific region (Irian Jaya, now Indonesia) but raised in Europe, from Indonesian 

colonial – Dutch colonist background, with Jewish sprinkled in the mix, and 

immigrating in my early twenties to New Zealand I probably was pre-programmed to 

see the world through multi-coloured glasses. I am, however, also indebted to the ‘free’ 

and critical education I have been privileged to receive, starting with my primary school 

head master who taught us children of the predominantly Shell proletariat, I grew up 

under the smoke of Shell refineries in Rotterdam, songs by Bob Dylan (maybe a form of 

American imperialism, but fortunately encouraging social awareness). I vividly 

remember, whilst looking at the polluted sky, the line “the answer, my friend, is 

blowing in the wind” and how intrigued I was by this metaphor as a young 12 year old.  
                                                 
1 Personal reflection on the thesis process. 
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My secondary schooling was equally ‘enlightening’. Having to read as a teenager text 

by Camus, Thomas Mann, the Flemish surrealist writers and the ‘angry young men’ of 

English literature (yes, women seem to have been absent from my high school 

curriculum), I as a child from a working class neighbourhood (but whose grand-family 

had been in middle class, mediating or professional positions in colonial Dutch 

Indonesia whilst their children (my parents) received restricted education because of 

Japanese internment during World War II) was able to taste the alienation of Western 

(industrial/capitalist) life, reinforced by school visits to important Dutch museums 

showing the country’s Golden Age and Industrial Age through Rembrandt’s and 

Expressionist and Cubist paintings, as well as theatre performances such as Brecht’s 

“Chinese Oranges” and concerts by the likes of George Moustaki organised by my 

school’s language teachers. These happenings also took place during the last phase of 

the Vietnam War and opposition to Apartheid in South Africa. So as I teenager I was 

surrounded by a climate of social protest. Moreover, my class presentations in history 

allowed me to study actions of resistance, and I recall my investigating the struggle for 

justice in Uruguay by the Tupamaros, explaining to the class their underground 

operations and disappearance of members much like the incidents of the “Lost 

Children” in Argentina. The irony of my being free to talk and express my beliefs whilst 

others were held prisoners was the first realisation of feeling ambiguous towards 

freedom in a privileged Dutch, then welfare, state contrasted against dictatorships 

supported by free capitalist states in response to the former USSR. This ambiguity led 

me to wanting to become a lawyer in the hope of advancing the goals of a ‘just society’. 

Alas, family circumstances and growing pains intervened preventing my original path to 

university education in the Netherlands, and instead I set my ambition on becoming a 

teacher.  

 

I received my teacher education in the Netherlands during a time of increased 

immigration of families from the West-Indies and migrant workers from the North 

African region and Turkey. At that time, the welfare state ideology was central to my 

education as a Health Education teacher involving equal rights, student advocacy, a 

feeling of being privileged to be working, strong support for the unemployed, and 

commitment to the state (I never planned to emigrate forever!) as at that time it 

subsidised all levels of education. My class assignments based on interviewing 

disadvantaged youth, and practical experience in community centres, old people’s 
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homes and home help made me even more sensitive to the plight of the ‘unimportant’. 

But indicators that the tide was turning were already there. The 1980s signalled a time 

of economic downturns as well as yuppies – educated and attributing increasingly 

advancement to personal effort, not social embeddedness. Already, my education as a 

teacher of English as a Foreign Language had been more conservative, but had given 

me the opportunity to read, in fulfilment of my 40 books list of English literature, the 

Bronte sisters, George Elliot, Virginia Wolf, Kate Chopin, Sylvia Plath, Iris Murdoch, 

Doris Lessing, Lisa Alther, George Orwell, Bernard Malahmud, James Baldwin, Kurt 

Vonnegut and other writers who widened my horizon (finally female perspectives but 

‘indigenous’ and post-colonial writing still did not feature in the syllabus). My 

experience as an immigrant to New Zealand further challenged my comfort zone, and I 

understood how my family must have felt when leaving their place of birth for colder 

climates. To me, however, coming into a country of reverse migration in the early to 

mid 1980s, the colonist as immigrant rather than the colonised as the case in the 

Netherlands, felt literally like a world upside down. My advocacy of bilingualism in my 

first academic assignments as a student in the then Education department was not 

always fully comprehended at that time. However, the support of those who empathised 

with the stance of an ‘arrogant’ outsider made a lasting impression and I returned to this 

now Faculty to do my Doctorate in Education more than a decade later.   

 

As the above background shows, I may not present an ‘objective’ eye to the issues 

explored in this study; in addition, my prior research training in postmodern and 

qualitative notions of scholarship let me question to what extent this (modernist) 

objectivity is feasible or should be aspired. However, I do believe in comprehensiveness, 

a preference to see the whole elephant rather than a part and aim to explore the 

phenomena under study from a critical theory perspective, based on critical reflections 

of suppositions, uncovering my own blind spots whilst also finding the sources of 

power in issues of policy formation and figurations so as to unmask that which lay 

hidden. In addition, I hope this preface informs the reader about the ground I stand on 

and hence to be able to detect any ‘biased’ deductions and conclusions on my part. 
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