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Towards a Chinese definition of higher education
internationalisation? A systematic review of the Chinese and
English literature

Xin Xu

Department of Education, University of Oxford, Oxford, UK

ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
The definitions of internationalisation have been contested and Chinese higher education;
require contextualisation. Despite the long-standing practice of internationalisation;

and research on higher education internationalisation in globalisation; academic
Mainland China, ambiguities regarding the concept persist. This ~ discourses; systematic review
study examines academic discourses on the internationalisation

of Chinese higher education. It draws on a systematic literature

review of 240 journal articles published in Mandarin Chinese and

English. Findings reveal the prevalence of defining

internationalisation using Western discourses and attempts to

provide Chinese definitions of internationalisation. The review

also identifies the coexistence of educational, economic, political,

and cultural logic clusters in the discourses on the

internationalisation of Chinese higher education. In addition, the

article discusses temporality, spatiality, affectivity and relationality

in the discourses and their corresponding themes. It concludes

with a discussion on the ‘Chinese characteristics'’ of higher

education internationalisation, and reflections on the common

dichotomies and myth in the existing literature.

1. Introduction

Contemporary Chinese higher education has been strongly shaped by internationalisa-
tion (Yang, 2014). But what does ‘internationalisation’ mean? Despite the plethora of
studies on the internationalisation of higher education (IHE), a consensus on its definition
has yet to be reached.

‘Internationalisation’ is often discussed with relevance to ‘globalisation’. For instance,
Knight (1999) considered internationalisation as a ‘proactive response’ to its ‘catalyst’ —
globalisation (p. 14). The later definitions by Knight (2003) followed this distinction, and
defined IHE as ‘the process of integrating an international, intercultural, or global dimen-
sion into the purpose, functions, or delivery of post-secondary education’ (p. 2).

The ‘constructed antagonism’, ‘ideological binary’ and ‘linear causal framework’
between internationalisation and globalisation have been questioned (Brandenburg &
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De Wit, 2015; Marginson, 2022). Marginson (2009, 2022) argued that internationalisation
and globalisation create conditions and possibilities for the other, and the definition of
internationalisation should be non-ideological and neutral. He suggested that internatio-
nalisation is to ‘create the action or growth of relations between nations, or between
organisations or persons in nations’ (Marginson, 2022). Matus and Talburt (2009, p. 525)
revealed that universities tend to position themselves ‘as actors responding to the inevit-
ability of economic globalisation’” and construct a binary of an abstract global space ‘out
there’ and their local space. Following Massey (2005), Matus and Talburt (2009) proposed
moving beyond the binary positioning. They argued that the global is constructed, and
that universities are active participants in its production.

Ideas of ‘internationalisation’ also face critical scrutiny, when considering their colonial
and postcolonial roots, neoliberal ideologies, power hegemony and struggles, and values
and ethics (Brandenburg & De Wit, 2015; Marginson, 2022; Pashby & de Oliveira Andreotti,
2016; Stein, 2021). Despite the ‘critical turn’ in mainstream internationalisation studies
towards critical perspectives, a review by Stein (2021) revealed ‘a persistent failure to
reckon with both the enduring role of colonialism in internationalisation, and relatedly,
a failure to address complexity, uncertainty, and complicity in our efforts to address
this colonialism’ (p. 1773).

Specifically, does the concept of ‘internationalisation’ developed from ‘Western’
groundings fit with non-Western contexts? Rui Yang (2021) pointed out that Knight's
definitions largely reflect Western and institutional perspectives, rather than seeing the
higher education system as a whole. Yang (2014, 2021) also highlighted the need to
understand the tension between internationalisation and endogenisation, which is
central to contemporary East Asian and Chinese higher education (Marginson & Xu,
2022). Nonetheless, Yang (2021) argued that in the Chinese context, ‘the concept of inter-
nationalisation has been used for a long time and massively, both in official and unofficial
academic and public discourses; therefore, its connotation has become ambiguous’
(p. 167). Similarly, the concepts of the ‘West’ and ‘Westernisation’ also require unpacking
in the Chinese context (Marginson & Xu, 2022).

This study approaches ‘internationalisation’ as an ambiguous, complex and dynamic
concept that requires contextualisation. It draws on a systematic review of 240 journal
articles published in Mandarin Chinese (‘Chinese” hereafter) and English on the internatio-
nalisation of Chinese higher education (ICHE). In this article, academic discourses are not
only texts in scholarly publications. The author understands discourses as constructed his-
torically, socially, culturally and politically. Therefore, discourses carry the power to define
the thinkable and unthinkable, and construct knowledge, realities and imaginaries
(Bacchi, 2000; Foucault, 1980; Matus & Talburt, 2009). Based on the analysis, this study dis-
cusses the definitions of the IHE, multiple logic of the IHE, and key features of the aca-
demic discourses on the IHE in the Chinese context.

2. Past reviews on higher education internationalisation
2.1. Past reviews of English-language literature

Previous meta-reviews published in English language identified a steady growth of English-
language publications on this topic (Tight, 2021; Yemini & Sagie, 2016). The search
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conducted by Tight (2022) in Scopus identified 3295 publications on IHE in English. Some
reviews covered English-language publications in Google Scholar, Scopus and Web of
Science (WoS) (Kosmitzky & Putty, 2016; Tight, 2021, 2022; Yemini & Sagie, 2016),
whereas others focused on publications in specific English-language journals (Bedenlier,
Kondakci, & Zawacki-Richter, 2018; Mittelmeier & Yang, 2022; Mwangi et al., 2018).

Five meta-reviews published in Chinese included English-language literature on IHE.
Three of them examined English-language publications in the Web of Science (WoS)
(Hong & Zhang, 2020; Liu, 2018; Ma & Cai, 2016), with two using network and bibliometric
analysis methods. The other two reviews conducted network and bibliometric analyses on
the Chinese and English publications in both WoS and the Chinese Social Sciences Cita-
tion Index (CSSCI) (Liu, Yang, & Ni, 2020; Yi & Zeng, 2020).

Past meta-reviews revealed that the major themes in IHE research are diverse, wide
ranging and evolving (Bedenlier et al., 2018; Lee & Stensaker, 2021; Liu, 2018; Mwangi
et al,, 2018; Tight, 2021; Yemini & Sagie, 2016; Yi & Zeng, 2020). Lee and Stensaker
(2021, p. 160) concluded that internationalisation and globalisation research is embedded
in multiple perspectives, namely, political, economic and cultural, thereby leading to
‘theoretical silos’ in the field. In terms of the concept of ‘internationalisation’, a review
by Mwangi et al. (2018) found that it was not explicitly defined or conceptualised in
most of the publications; and when defined, the concept is interpreted with mainly posi-
tive connotations that require critical examination.

All reviews identified patterns of ‘Western’ or Anglophone dominance. The top three
geographical focuses of IHE research are the United States (US), Australia, and the
United Kingdom (UK) in Bedenlier et al. (2018); the UK, the US, and Australia in Tight
(2021); and Australia, the UK, and New Zealand in Mittelmeier and Yang (2022). The dom-
inance of hegemonic powers is also reflected in Western-dominated institutional affilia-
tions of the authors and editorial boards (Mwangi et al., 2018; Tight, 2021), unbalanced
citation counts of publications from different regions (Hong & Zhang, 2020; Ma & Cai,
2016; Yi & Zeng, 2020), and one main theme on global English as the lingua franca in
higher education and research (Tight, 2021; Yemini & Sagie, 2016).

Notably, previous reviews identified the lack of criticality to address power and hege-
mony issues in IHE research (Mwangi et al.,, 2018), the need to explore beyond national
borders using multi-level and multi-actor approaches (Lee & Stensaker, 2021), and the
trends of pluralisation in IHE research in terms of geographical focuses (Mittelmeier &
Yang, 2022; Tight, 2022).

2.2. Past reviews of Chinese-language literature

Previous meta-reviews of Chinese-language literature on the IHE revealed a similar
pattern of expansion in this field (Hong & Zhang, 2020; Jiang, Su, & Cui, 2011; Liu et al.,
2020), despite a slow growth rate in the past decade (Dong, Dong, & Zhang, 2021; Liu,
2018). Most of such reviews were published in Chinese, with two published in English
(Li & Xue, 2022; Wu & Zheng, 2022).

Most of the reviews used the China National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI, which
includes the CSSCI) or CSSCI databases, while a few focused on selected CSSCI journals
(Li & Xue, 2022; Liu, 2013; Wu & Zheng, 2022). Cai, Zhu and Xiong (2020) searched the
CNKI and Chao Xing Periodical databases and identified 5656 Chinese-language
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publications on the IHE between 1949 and 2019. Many of the reviews used network
and bibliometric analysis methods, with a few using content or thematic analysis
methods.

Past reviews revealed diverse and increasingly pluralised themes in Chinese-language
publications on IHE (Cai et al., 2020; Dong et al., 2021; J. Xu, 2006; Yi & Zeng, 2020). Several
reviews identified links between national policy changes, international geopolitics and
Chinese scholars’ research directions (Dong et al., 2021; Jiang et al., 2011; Liu, 2013; Wu
& Zheng, 2022; Yi & Zeng, 2020), which they termed as ‘chasing (research) hotspots’ (J.
Xu, 2006). Meta-reviews throughout the years found that theoretical discussions on inter-
nationalisation, empirical research, and micro-level research are scarce in the Chinese-
language literature. Some reviews also found ‘repetitive contents and opinions’ in the
Chinese-language literature (Jiang et al., 2011; Liu, 2013; Wu & Zheng, 2022; J. Xu,
2006; Yi & Zeng, 2020).

Most of the reviews approached IHE as a general topic, including IHE in China and in
other countries. Only one review focused on the ICHE, but only examined the ICHE in the
post-COVID-19 period (Li & Xue, 2022). The most examined foreign countries are the US,
the UK and France in Jiang et al. (2011), which they termed as ‘Western’ and ‘developed
countries’. Jiang et al. (2011) pointed out the need to broaden the research scope to
‘developing countries and regions’ (p. 149). Jining Xu (2006) observed that the relation-
ship between globalisation, internationalisation and indigenisation is an important
topic in the scholarship. Some of the reviews also highlighted the importance of protect-
ing Chinese research and warned against the risk of ‘Westernisation’, ‘cultural invasion’
and ‘cultural hegemony’ in IHE research (Dong et al., 2021, p. 6; J. Xu, 2006).

3. Methodology

This study drew on a systematic review of the literature on the ICHE published in Chinese
and English languages. The reasons behind the inclusion of both languages are threefold.

First, as the publications in the two languages represent most of the research on this
topic, bilingual reviews are more comprehensive than monolingual reviews in terms of
coverage. Second, in the humanities and social sciences, publications in different
languages can differ in their ontologies, epistemologies and paradigms. Therefore, this
review aims to explore such differences and similarities. Third, the ‘international’ higher
education research space is largely Western and English dominated (Mwangi et al.,
2018). Thus, by bridging the discourses in Chinese and English, this study intends to con-
tribute to the epistemic diversification of this space (e.g. X. Xu, 2022).

3.1. Literature search and screening

The author, who is proficient in Chinese and English, conducted the literature search on
18 February 2022 in the Scopus, WoS and CNKI databases with the following search strings
(see Table 1).

For the English-language literature, the search terms were ‘internationalisation’, ‘China’
and ‘higher education’ and their variations. For the Chinese-language publications, the
search terms were ‘internationalisation’ and ‘higher education’ and their variations in
Chinese. The terms ‘China’ and ‘Chinese’ were omitted, as they did not consistently



368 X. XU

Table 1. Search strings.

Number of

Database Search string results
Scopus ((TITLE-ABS-KEY (‘internationali*ation’ OR ‘internationali*’) AND TITLE-ABS-KEY (‘China’ OR 713

‘Chinese’) AND TITLE-ABS-KEY (‘higher education” OR ‘universit*’))) AND (LIMIT-TO

(DOCTYPE, ‘ar’) OR LIMIT-TO (DOCTYPE, ‘ch’) OR LIMIT-TO (DOCTYPE, ‘re’) OR LIMIT-TO

(DOCTYPE, ‘bk’)) AND (LIMIT-TO (LANGUAGE, ‘English’) OR LIMIT-TO (LANGUAGE,

‘Chinese’))
WoS (TS = (‘internationali*ation’ OR ‘internationali*’) AND TS = (‘China’ OR ‘Chinese’) AND TS = 498

(‘higher education’ OR ‘universit*')) AND (DT = (‘ARTICLE’ OR ‘BOOK CHAPTER’ OR
‘REVIEW’ OR ‘BOOK’) AND LA = (‘ENGLISH’ OR ‘CHINESE’))

CNKI TKA = (%52 E OR B OR K%%) AND TKA = (HEBR1k) 2767
IN (PKU CORE journals AND CSSCI journals AND books)

appear in the publications in Chinese on Chinese higher education. The search areas were
titles, abstracts and keywords in Scopus and the CNKI, and ‘topic’ in WoS, which included
titles, abstracts, authors, keywords and keywords plus. The Chinese search was limited to
the ‘core’ academic journals defined by the Peking University Core Journal List and CSSCI
journal list.

The initial search resulted in 3978 publications, including 713 from WoS, 498 from
Scopus, and 2767 from the CNKI. Notably, although the three databases were widely
used due to their relatively large coverage, each has limitations (e.g. Mongeon & Paul-
Hus, 2016; Shengli, 2014). The coverage limitations were addressed through the search
of multiple databases and review of the references listed in the final selection. Nonethe-
less, this search may have missed some publications on this topic.

All the search results were imported to Rayyan, a web-based tool for systematic
reviews, for deduplication and screening. Figure 1 illustrates the screening process,
which was informed by the PRISMA protocol (Page et al., 2021). The screening was
based on publication type, titles and abstracts.

Books, book chapters and review articles were included in the initial search but
excluded in the screening stage. This is because the initial search resulted in 89 books
and 36 book chapters in English, but no books or book chapters in Chinese. Not all the
books and book chapters in English were relevant to the scope of the review or available
as full texts. To ensure the comparability of the analysis in Chinese and English, the author
decided to only include journal articles.

When screening the titles and abstracts, the inclusion criteria are conceptual discus-
sions and empirical studies on the IHE in Mainland China (excluding comparative
studies using China as one of the cases). Included studies need to be predominantly at
the national scale, rather than regional, institutional or individual scales.

In the final screening stage, references used in the selected articles were scanned, and
one additional journal article was identified. The final collection included 240 journal
articles, 224 in Chinese and 16 in English.

3.2. Analysis of the literature

This review used a thematic analysis approach, rather than network or bibliometric analy-
sis methods commonly used in the previous meta-reviews on Chinese literature, to bring
more in-depth discussions drawing on the contents of the literature. All 240 journal
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Figure 1. Flow chart of article-filtering process. Informed by Page et al. (2021).

articles were coded and analysed thematically using NVivo 12 and handwritten notes. The
codes were generated inductively based on the texts. Some of the codes were in English,
others were in Chinese. The codes were categorised, thematised and compared after the
first round of coding. Key themes identified in the final analysis lead the Section 4 of this
article.

When writing this article, the author translated all Chinese codes and quotations into
English. Some of the Chinese articles had English translations of their title in the original
publication. The author translated the titles of the rest. When necessary, the author also
noted the original Chinese characters and pinyin for some translated terms. Because of
formatting requirements, Chinese names were mostly converted into Romanised
pinyin, and a name-surname order was adopted.

3.3. Features of the literature

Figure 2 shows the steady growth of the macro-scale discussions on the ICHE from 1992
to 2022. The earliest publication on the ICHE was ‘The localisation and internationalisation
of Chinese higher education’, published in Chinese by Shengbing Li (Z=#f) and
Maoyuan Pan (i ##7t) in 1992 (Li & Pan, 1992).
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Figure 2. Journal articles analysed: year of publication.

Most of the authors were based in universities, research institutions and government
offices in Mainland China, with only a small number of them based outside China. In
Chinese publications, 102 of them provided information on the authors’ gender.
Among them, 88 male authors appeared in 69 articles, and 66 female authors appeared
in 56 articles; 45% publications were by only male authors, 32% were by only female
authors, and 23% were by female and male authors. This showcases a relatively balanced
yet still male-dominated authorship pattern in this field.

Among the 240 articles, 179 (75%) were published in journals on (higher) education
studies, 59 were published in journals with a broad scope covering social sciences
research in general, two were in economics and political sciences journals. A large pro-
portion (93%) of the articles were published in Chinese, which echoed the fact that
Chinese remains the main language of publications in Chinese social sciences (Zhang,
Shang, Huang, & Sivertsen, 2020). Most of the Chinese papers were not empirical research.
In some of them, arguments were more like opinions not supported by evidence, litera-
ture, or empirical findings. This is in line with the findings of previous meta-reviews (see
Section 2). This finding also reflected the overall picture of Chinese higher education
studies, which focused mainly on macro-scale issues, with few empirical investigations
(e.g. Li & Zhou, 2020). In comparison, all English-language articles reviewed drew on
empirical findings, evidence, and literature to develop their arguments. As the following
section will reveal, although some of the key themes appeared in both English-language
and Chinese-language articles (such as multiple-logic), some other themes were discussed
with more nuance in Chinese-language articles.

4. Academic discourses on the internationalisation of Chinese higher
education

4.1. Definitions

Not all the publications defined ‘internationalisation’. Among those with definitions, refer-
encing Western and English-language discourses was prevalent. Notably, the definitions
of internationalisation by Knight (1994, 1997, 2003), and the adapted definition by the
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International Association of Universities (IAU) were the most frequently cited. Such
definitions appeared in 66 articles (54 in Chinese and 12 in English). The definitions for-
mulated by Knight were often remarked as the most cited, frequently used or widely
accepted (e.g. Fang, 2021; Wang & leong, 2019; Yang, 2014) or defined by an internationally
renowned scholar (e.g. Meng, 2009; Wu & Song, 2018a). The |AU definition was noted as ‘a
relatively authoritative definition’ used internationally (Zhou, 2010, p. 80). The IAU was
also commonly mentioned as affiliated with UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scien-
tific and Cultural Organisation), as if it added a sense of legitimacy (e.g. Ren, 2017; Song &
Zhu, 2002). Some of the other frequently cited definitions were from scholars based in the
US, the UK, Canada, Australia and Western Europe.

Most of the articles adopted the aforementioned definitions without critical reflection,
with only a few exceptions, including Yang (2021) discussed in the Introduction section of
this paper. Liu and Huang (2001, p. 23) noted that the notion of internationalisation ‘was
first raised by a few experts from developed countries in the West, and could have a
certain degree of Western political overtones’ (Elifif4 %) and agendas. Mei Li (2021,
p. 177) and Yinggiang Zhang (2021) argued that Knight's definitions focus on the
process of internationalisation at the institutional scale, with the premise that ‘internatio-
nalisation happens in a democratic and equal environment’. The authors pointed out that
the definition could not fully explain the unequal power structures, or capture the tension
between indigenous experiences and imported models for postcolonial countries, or
explain the mutual influences among agents. Wang and leong (2019) stressed that the
definitions from the West do not consistently apply to China and ‘non-Western societies’,
where ‘from the very outset, internationalisation has meant learning from the West and
importing Western science and technology, with an outward look and a catch-up mental-
ity (p. 347).

A few articles cited definitions by Chinese scholars or proposed their own definitions.
For instance, Shousong Zhang (2003, p. 15) cited Fang Gong, who argued that the IHE
should have ‘academic excellence and education quality recognised and valued by
other countries’; ‘outstanding talents cultivated for the world’; ‘strong research powers
with a large proportion of regional and global research topics, with research outcomes
that have significant international impacts’; and an open and flexible education system
‘to open to the world and exchange with other countries’. Wending Zhou (2010, p. 80)
reviewed previous definitions and proposed to define IHE as ‘the processes and outcomes
of higher education being open and making exchanges inter-nationally’. Meanwhile, Ning
Liu (2015, p. 151) acknowledged the definitions by Deguang Yang, Arum and Water,
Nanzhao Zhou and Shousong Zhang and further proposed the following definition:

Higher education internationalisation can be understood as the diversity of exchanges, inter-
actions and cooperation between higher education institutions in different countries, to
adapt to the globalisation of the economy and to enhance the international standard of edu-
cation, aiming to cultivate for their own countries generalist talents with international aware-
ness, international communication skills and international competitiveness. (Liu, 2015, p. 151)

The definitions showcased the intentions and efforts of Chinese scholars to conceptualise
the IHE from new perspectives. Compared with Knight's definitions, these definitions
focused more on openness, equal exchanges, and cooperation. Nonetheless, the
definitions had their own limitations. Specifically, none of the definitions addressed the
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issue of the existing hegemony, whereas the definition proposed by Zhang reasserted the
‘power competition’ connotation of internationalisation. The international and global
were also perceived as dualistic in the definition proposed by Liu, which are discussed
further in the Conclusion.

4.2. Multiple logic

The discussions on the ICHE demonstrated four clusters of logic: educational, political,
economic, and cultural. The four clusters constellated and coexisted, yet at times contra-
dicted one another.

Two quotes are taken as an example. The first quote was in English, and the second one
was in Chinese. The italic texts in the square brackets are notes made by the author of this
article, to indicate the main logic manifested. The quotes showcased how the multiple
logic clusters in internationalisation were often entangled.

By preparing a highly skilled labour force [economic] and promoting Chinese culture and
values to the world [cultural], education is used as an important tool to facilitate China’s
rise [educational and political] by improving its global economic competitiveness [economic]
as well as enhancing its international influence not only in educational terms [educational]
but also in economic [economic] and political terms [political]. (Wang, 2014, p. 24)

The so-called culture ‘going out’ strategy [cultural and political] is to carry out multi-channel,
multi-form and multi-level cultural exchanges with the outside world [cultural], to participate
extensively in the dialogue of world civilisations [cultural], to continuously improve the ability
to spread culture internationally [cultural], to continuously develop outward-looking cultural
industries [cultural and economic], and to expand the share of China’s cultural products and
services in the world market [cultural and economic], so as to enhance the international com-
munity’s understanding of Chinese culture and China [cultural], enhance the international
influence of Chinese culture [cultural] and China’s international discourse power (IH1EHY,
hua yu quan)' [political], and further enhance China’s cultural soft power [cultural and politi-
call. (Yu, 2012, p. 35)

Each logic cluster had diverse directions and layers. Educational logic was centred
around issues on education quality, world-class universities, curriculum reform, the culti-
vation of students and the internationalisation of academic research. The commonly
shared argument was that IHE contribute to the educational function of universities
and generally improve education and research quality. Many of the studies pointed out
the need for quality control in the ICHE, particularly in transnational education
cooperation and international students’ education in China (e.g. Jiang, 2016; Wang, 2020).

Economic logic included two focuses. One strand focused on the global and discussed
the role of universities in economic globalisation, international (education) trade, the
importing and exporting of (educational) services, and competition in the international
(education) market. The discussions included the need of Chinese higher education to
engage in economic globalisation, as well as the benefits, challenges and risks in
joining the global neoliberal competition (e.g. Xia & Zhang, 2004). The other strand
focused on the national and highlighted how IHE could contribute to national economic
development by facilitating economic modernisation, preparing internationalised human
capital, generating economic benefits, and contributing to the knowledge economy. This
strand also included ‘brain drain’ and ‘brain gain’ discourses and studies on returnees.
Economic logic appeared in many of the studies in Chinese in the 1990s and 2000s,
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which corresponds the periods of China’ transformation from a state economy to a market
economy (Yang, 2000). Many of the studies cited China’s joining the World Trade Organ-
isation (WTO) in 2001 as a significant threshold (e.g. Liu & Huang, 2001; Zhang, 2005).
Research on the WTO and ICHE reached its peak around the early 2000s then
almost disappeared after 2004. This trend was also identified in the previous meta-
reviews, and is an example of how research can be ‘chasing hotspots’ (Jiang et al.,
2011; Liu, 2013).

Political logic manifested a similar ‘global-national’ division. One group of discussions
concentrated on geopolitics, global leadership and international political battles. Some
discourses were expressed with war-related phases such as ‘strategy’, ‘'vanguard’ and ‘bat-
tleground’ (e.g. Yu, 2012, p. 35), and highlighted the need to enhance the global standing
of China and Chinese higher education. The other group centred around the ideologies
and political value systems in China, and expressed concerns over how IHE could chal-
lenge Chinese ideologies or be in conflict with Chinese political values. Both groups of
discourses appeared in the scholarship throughout time.

Cultural logic had two seemingly conflicting starting points, in which one direction
foregrounded power inequality across cultures. Challenges to Chinese (or endogenous,
A, ben tu) cultures, traditions and values during internationalisation were discussed
in 60% of the reviewed articles (145 out of 240; 137 in Chinese and eight in English).
Such discourses viewed Chinese culture as valuable but under threat when facing the
influx of ‘Western’ cultures and ‘(neo)-cultural colonisation’ (e.g. Liu, 2003, p. 130; Wu &
Mao, 2012, p. 19). Several articles pointed out the need for ‘cultural self-awareness’ (3¢
¢ H 5, wen hua zi jue) and cultural autonomy. They therefore proposed to follow the
Chinese idea of he er butong (RITIA[E, ‘harmony without conformity’) in cultural
exchanges (e.g. Li & Niu, 2015; Zhang, 2009, p. 14). Some of the studies raised questions
about what ‘Chinese’ culture means and the implications of privileging Confucianism
(Zheng & Kapoor, 2021). The other discussion direction emphasised multiculturalism
and that, as part of world civilisation, Chinese culture can contribute to world civilisation
on an equal basis. Such discourses argued that universities play an important role in build-
ing equal cross-cultural exchanges (e.g. Chen, 1998). Notably, discourses on equal cultural
exchanges and power struggles can appear in the same article (e.g. Chen, 1998), display-
ing an ‘is-ought’ paradox when approaching this issue (Hume, 1888) - while Chinese
culture is treated as inferior to Western cultures, it ought to be considered as having
equal values and contributions.

Contradictions existed not only in each logic cluster but also across the different
logic clusters. For instance, tension can exist between the economic logic of market
competition and cultural logic of equal sharing and exchanges. However, the four
sets of logic also intersected with one another. Table 2 summarises the common
themes under each logic cluster and under the intersections of two logic clusters.
Although intersections between more than two sets of logic existed, they could not
be illustrated with a two-dimensional figure simply but meaningfully. The main
examples of the multiple logic are the discussions on Confucius Institutes and the
Belt and Road Initiatives. Most of such discourses applied soft power and cultural
diplomacy lenses, which demonstrated cultural and political logic (e.g. Zheng &
Kapoor, 2021). Some of the studies also included educational discourses, such as
quality control, and economic discourses, such as how the initiatives could expand
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Table 2. Key themes relevant to the educational, economic, political and cultural logic.

Educational

Educational

Economic .

Political .

Cultural .

Education quality
World-class universities
Curriculum reform
Cultivation of students
Internationalisation of
research

(International)
education market
competition,
educational services
Graduates and labour
market

Educational
sovereignty
Citizenship education

Academic colonisation
and decolonisation

Economic Political

/ /

e Economic /
globalisation,
WTO, market
competition,
brand building,
import and export

¢ National economic
development,
industrial
restructuring,
labour market,
human capital,
brain drain and
brain gain

e Economic .
contributions to
nation building

Geopolitics,
political power
balance and
competition, global
leadership, political
battle and political
war, national
security

¢ Ideology and
political value
systems in China

e Cultural industry D
and products

Soft power and
cultural diplomacy
(e.g. Confucius
Institutes and Belt
and Road Initiative)
¢ |deology and
political culture

Cultural

/

Cultural
colonisation,
cultural self-
awareness, local
and indigenous
cultures, national
culture

Cultural exchange,
multiculturalism,
world civilisations,
human civilisations

China’s international education market and prepare a highly skilled labour force (e.g.
Liu & Chen, 2018). In sum, the distinctions between political, economic, cultural and
educational logic can be ambiguous and they can overlap.

4.3. Multiple features

The discourses on the ICHE demonstrated four features: temporality, spatiality, affectivity
and relationality. Each feature intersected with the multiple logic clusters discussed

above.
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4.3.1. Temporality

Temporality showcased three aspects: approaching the ICHE as having different phases,
dynamics between ‘being late’ and ‘catching up’, and paradoxes between ‘fast and slow’
paces.

Several studies suggested that the ICHE underwent different historical phases. Most of
the studies focused on the period of the People’s Republic of China (PRC, 1949-) and
referred to the national Reform and Opening Up in 1978 as the starting point of the
ICHE (e.g. Wu & Song, 2018b). Some of the studies explored beyond the PRC period
and suggested that the ICHE started as early as the nineteenth century, during the
‘self-strengthening movement’ (#:45123)); Chen & Guo, 2018; Liu, 2015) or earlier,
when ancient China’s education system and cultures influenced other countries in
(South) East Asia (Jain, 2019; Liu, 2001; Wu, 2019; Zhang, 2008).

Many of the studies categorised the post-1978 period into different phases. Despite the
different categorisations, they all identified a linear and upward-moving trajectory. The
ICHE was depicted as changing, from learning from the West to ‘going out’, from being
inward oriented to being outward oriented, and from being ‘on the periphery’ to
moving to ‘the centre’ (e.g. Wu, 2019).

Temporality was also related to the discourses on China ‘being late’ and needing to
‘catch up'. In 47 articles, China was described as a ‘late-comer’ or ‘late mover’ (J5 X,
hou fa) country to the IHE, with a ‘catch-up’ mentality. Behind such discourses was the
unarticulated metaphor of a playing field. The discourses suggested that China should
make use of its ‘late mover advantage’ to catch up and change from ‘following the run’
(ER 1, gen pao) to ‘running alongside’ (311, bing pa) (Liu & Li, 2020).

The final aspect of temporality involved the pace and speed of internationalisation.
Tension between ‘fast’ and ‘slow’ was highly visible. Some of the scholarly discourses
identified the fast pace of internationalisation, globalisation and economic development,
and hence the need for fast and prompt ICHE adaptation (e.g. Liu & Chen, 2018). Mean-
while, a few articles discussed the risks of being ‘too hasty’ (2 il &, cao zhi guo ji) when
‘internationalising indigenous education, in the face of the onslaught of strong cultures’
(e.g. Liu, 2015, p. 153).

4.3.2. Spatiality

Spatiality in the discourses on the ICHE was manifested in five dimensions: the ‘inside-
and-outside’ divide, ‘inward-and-outward’ directionality, division between internationali-
sation abroad and at home, ‘centre-periphery’ system of hierarchies, and duality of the
‘China-and-the-West’ imagery of the world.

The first dimension involved the division between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’. What divided
the inside from the outside? Here, the national border is an important notion in not
only the material sense but also imaginaries. The phrase ‘gate of the country’ ([E[7, guo
men) was used in 54 Chinese-language articles. The notion originated from Imperial
China, when each country and city was surrounded by city walls, and the gate connected
such countries/cities to the outside world. The gate would be closed for protection against
external threats and open for business, people’s mobility and the expansion of the realm.

In the discourses that mentioned this notion, internationalisation was depicted as
‘opening the gate of the country’ (I 1 7, da kai guo men) or ‘going out of the gate
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of the country’ (EH [ ], zou chu guo men) and ‘moving towards the world’ (& [f] tH: 7,
zou xiang shi jie). As noted, the world was perceived as space out there. The other meta-
phorical spaces out there included the tide, trend and track of internationalisation that
cannot be resisted. Such discourses suggested that China should join the trend and
‘ride the tide’ (e.g. Feng, 2003). The literature also frequently noted a ‘track’ outside
China, which is seen as important, universal and must be connected to. The need was
expressed by the metaphorical phrase ‘to connect tracks’ ($z%/, jie gui) in 106 articles,
meaning to converge with the pathways and trends outside China.

Spatiality also showed directionality. Some of the discourses on the ICHE followed a
division between ‘inward-outward’ orientations (e.g. Wu, 2019), and many highlighted
the importance of having not only one-directional ‘bringing in’ (513K, yin jin lai) but
also two-directional ‘going out’ (&t 2, zou chu qu), which may lead to ‘win-win situ-
ations’ (e.g. Liu & Zhang, 2020).

Although the idea of ‘internationalisation at home’ first appeared in the late 1990s, it
was not until recently that discourses on ‘internationalisation at home’ in the ICHE began
to emerge (Fang, 2021). By distinguishing internationalisation at home from internationa-
lisation abroad, such discourses emphasised that internationalisation need not happen
out there, which seems highly relevant in the post-COVID-19 period (Zhang & Jiang, 2020).

The global space was perceived to be stratified and hierarchical. Several studies used
the ‘centre-periphery’ framework and positioned China as moving from the ‘periphery’ to
the ‘centre’ (e.g. Zheng & Yan, 2021). Such discourses typically intersected with the rela-
tionality dimension and followed political and cultural logic to discuss power paradigms
and shifts.

The final feature of spatiality was the division between China and the ‘West’ and the
imagination of the West representing the rest of the world. The ‘West; ‘Western’
countries, systems and cultures; or ‘Westernisation’ were discussed in 144 of the 224
Chinese articles and 14 of the 16 English articles. In many of the articles, the ‘West’
was used to refer to the foreign, non-Chinese and non-Eastern world, though the
actual non-Chinese and non-Eastern world is much larger than the ‘West'. The ‘West’
was depicted as ‘developed’, ‘advanced’ and ‘strong’, which can be learnt from, but
also demonstrating ‘(cultural) hegemony’, ‘Western centrism’ and ‘linguistic advantages’,
which other countries should be cautious against (e.g. Zhang, 2009). Most of the research
discussed how the ICHE was shaped by Westernisation and how internationalisation
should not be equal to Westernisation, which can lead to neo-colonisation. Finding a
balance between the West and China, international and national, and global and indigen-
ous was a recurring theme. In the recent discourses relevant to the Belt and Road Initiat-
ive, the non-Chinese and non-Western parts of the world, such as Africa, received some
research attention.

4.3.3. Affectivity

Although research can be ‘implicitly seen as emotionally detached, rational and objective’,
a growing body of literature pointed out the need to use the affective lens for research
and analysis (e.g. Guo, 2020; Kenway & Fahey, 2011, p. 187; Shahjahan, Sonneveldt,
Estera, & Bae, 2020). This systematic review found that many of the articles were
charged with affective language, expressions and metaphors. China, Chinese higher edu-
cation, Chinese culture, and Chinese higher education institutions were personified as
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having agency and feelings. Such affective concepts largely fell on a spectrum ranging
from negativity to positivity.

Negative emotions were related to being passive and lacking agency, including
‘passive’, ‘concerned’, ‘anxious’, ‘cautious’, ‘wary’, ‘self-abased’, ‘inferior’, ‘fear’, ‘vigilant’,
‘low self-esteem’, ‘grief’, ‘powerless’, ‘insecure’, ‘confused’ and ‘distrust’. Affectivity was
also temporal. Most negative emotions were linked with past traumas and a sense of nos-
talgia, coupled with fear of the future. Worries and cautiousness were often attributed to
the collective ‘anxiety of modernity’, dread of losing autonomy, concern over Westernisa-
tion and colonisation in the political, economic, cultural and educational sense, as well as
other undesirable consequences of internationalisation (Chen, 2018; Liu & Li, 2020).
According to Yeh (2017):

The one-sided ‘internationalisation’ with only ‘identifying’ the Western knowledge system
manifests an amnesia of historical and cultural contexts. It is a natural reflection of a cultural
inferiority complex, as a result of being emptied of self-confidence due to long-term historical
trauma. (p. 84)

Positive emotions were associated with agency, proactivity, love, national pride, and
responsibility for humankind, including ‘proactive’, ‘(self-) confident’, ‘proud’, ‘love the
country’,2 ‘responsible’, ‘(national) pride’ and ‘sense of responsibility’. Such positive
emotions were often future-oriented and expressed as aspirations, desires, hope and
longing for alternative futures. Such discourses were mostly raised as counterpoints to
negative affectivity and highlighted what should be done. For example, the ICHE
should be proactive rather than passive, Chinese higher education (institutions) should
strengthen cultural confidence rather than feeling inferior, Chinese civilisations should
‘rejuvenate’ and enhance ‘national pride’, and Chinese higher education should be
responsible as it develops into ‘a strong country in education’ (#{ & 5 [H, jiao yu giang
guo) (e.g. Liu & Chen, 2018).

4.3.4. Relationality

The discourses on the ICHE addressed two types of relationships. One strand of discourses
focused on competition and relevant concepts such as rivalry, battles, wars and colonisa-
tion. The other strand of discussions centred on cooperation, collaboration, partnership,
friendship; a community with a shared future for humankind; the world as a family; and
dialogues across civilisations. The two directions of expressions are not mutually exclusive
and may exist in one article. They were also coupled with economic, political, cultural and
educational logic in the different articles.

All the discussions on relationality acknowledged that differences exist across nations,
and certain value chains exist within the internationalisation process. Many of the studies
expressed critical reflections on how Western, foreign, international and global sciences
and technologies can be perceived as having more value than Chinese, national, local,
indigenous, humanities and social sciences in the ICHE (e.g. Ma & Tian, 2017). ‘Value’
was referred to as educational, cultural, economic and political in different discourses.

The discourses on competition were built on an ontological understanding of global
higher education as a battlefield of limited resources, where zero-sum competition is una-
voidable. The competition discourses focused on Western hegemony within global higher
education (several discourses applied the ‘centre-periphery’ model; see Liu, 2008). They
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see differences as immiscible and the value chain as static. In contrast, the discourses on
internationalisation being collaborative and can be equal dialogues were built on an
ontological understanding of the world as an open space with potential for equality.
They align with ideas of ‘the community of a shared future for humankind’ and building
on normative appeals for he er bu tong (harmony without conformity), from not only the
cultural but also economic, political and educational perspectives (e.g. Jin, 2008).

5. Discussions and conclusion
5.1. ‘Chinese characteristics’ of internationalisation

The review of the literature on the ICHE revealed the prevalence of defining internationa-
lisation with Western discourses, coupled with attempts to create alternative definitions.
The discourses on the ICHE were grounded in multiple logic clusters, namely, educational,
economic, political, and cultural, and showcased temporal, spatial, affective and relational
features.

The multiple logic clusters in the academic discourses reflected the multifaceted reality
of the ICHE. For instance, Lo and Pan (2021) conceptualised the ‘Chinese characteristics’ of
the IHE as:

Party-state-centrism, authoritarianism, diplomatisation, cultural hybridity, economisation,
techno-nationalism, catch-up mentality, and strategy-oriented differentiation. These features
are multi-dimensional and multi-faceted, but incoherent, inconsistent, and conflict-prone.
(p. 240)

Thus, some of the studies proposed using multiple lenses to investigate and under-
stand the ICHE (H. Xu, 2006). Research on the IHE also identified the need to understand
internationalisation ‘as a multi-faceted and complex assemblage of practices in which
multiple intentions and ideas are interwoven with particular economic, political, social
and cultural concerns with shift over time and space’ (Bamberger, Morris, & Yemini,
2019, p. 212).

This review further proposed that the ICHE was about not only education, research and
knowledge; political, diplomatic and ideological powers; international markets, cross-
border educational services, economic development, the labour market and neoliberal
competition; and cultural colonisation, hegemony, communication and exchanges. The
ICHE is about all of them.

The analysis also revealed that ICHE was by no means a neutral or natural process.
Rather, it was infused with power tensions between internationalisation, Westernisation,
(neo)-colonisation and indigenisation/endogenisation. This echoes previous research,
which identified various degrees of Westernisation and indigenisation/endogenisation
in Chinese higher education (Wang, Sung, & Vong, 2021; Yang, 2014). Although previous
research suggested the dominance of Western imprints and influences in ICHE, this article
argues that ICHE is never entirely Westernisation. An example is that, as noted, the urges
for valuing Chinese cultures and treating Chinese higher education as equal contributors
to world civilisations persist in the academic discourse on ICHE.

The hybridity of the diverse and occasionally conflicting logics, as well as the long-
standing power struggles formed the ‘Chinese characteristics’ of ICHE and relevant dis-
courses. Some of these characteristics were shared with other contexts. For instance,
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the neoliberal and economic logic is also dominant in many countries’ IHE and discourses
on IHE (Stier, 2004; Vavrus & Pekol, 2018).

However, the political and cultural logic clusters seemed to be the specific focuses in
the Chinese context. In particular, the affective dimension relevant to such discourses is
worth noting. Affect was not only experienced and expressed individually but also con-
structed collectively based on social, cultural, political and ethical conditions (Ahmed,
2007; Zembylas, 2022). In addition, affect is temporal. Collective memories and post-mem-
ories (Hirsch, 1992) of China’s past played an important role in the ICHE discourses. Post-
memories (Hirsch, 1992) refer to memories of events not experienced first-hand but inher-
ited from past generations through continuing narratives, artefacts and behaviours.

Memories and post-memories of China’s engagement with the world have three main
clusters. The first cluster is the ‘chosen glories’ of the 5000-year-old Chinese civilisation as
the ‘Central Kingdom’ within tianxia (literal translation is ‘all under heaven’, meaning the
world) (Carrai, 2021). The second cluster includes ‘chosen trauma’ of the Century of
(National) Humiliation (¥ 5= E HL, bai nian guo chi) under Western colonisation and Japa-
nese incursions since the 1800s (Carrai, 2021; Li & Niu, 2015; Wang, 2008), as well as the
later Cold War periods when China was isolated from ‘the western bloc’ (Yang, 2000,
p. 325). The third cluster is the living (post-) memories of China’s re-opening to the
world since the late 1970s, and subsequent successes and geopolitical tensions. In
addition, some ‘chosen amnesia’ of certain periods of Chinese history shaped how the col-
lective memories were constructed (Carrai, 2021, p. 9). The ‘chosen’ attribute emphasised
that such collective memories and post-memories were party-state mandated and politi-
cally constructed (Carrai, 2021; Hubbert, 2022).

The post-memories of past glories and trauma led to a collective sense of nostalgia and
sense of victimisation. They were related to the prevailing passive emotions regarding the
‘West’ and longing for rejuvenation in the discourses on ICHE. Hubbert (2022) argued that
in contemporary China, collective nostalgia is ‘about winning the hearts and minds of
local and global populations through glorifying a romanticised past that offered ostensi-
bly alternative forms of modernity’ (p. 50). Confucius Institutes are among such examples
(Hubbert, 2019). Wang (2008) found that since the early 1990s, the ‘victimisation narrative’
has replaced the previous Maoist ‘victor narrative’ in China. The former tends to ‘blames
the West’, and emphasised the legitimacy of the Chinese Communist Party as the one
‘restored national unity and practical independence’ (p. 792).

Similar political narratives have persisted in Xi Jinping’s China since the 2010s. One
example is the frequently used term ‘the great struggle’ (ffi K=}-4+, wei da dou zheng;
can also be translated as ‘the great fight’), which emphasised external threats and con-
veyed a message to confront Western pressures or ‘bullies’ (Li & Wang, 2022). Another
example is the narrative of ‘rejuvenating China’ (JE>%H4E, zhen xing zhong hua) and
‘the great rejuvenation’ (fi K&, wei da fu xing). Such political discourses stemmed
from the 1980s and were rephased as the ‘China dream of great rejuvenation’ (i X&
M FE%, wei da fu xing de zhong guo meng) in Xi's China (Carrai, 2021; Wang,
2008), which linked the past to the future based on ‘nostalgic futurology’ (Callahan,
cited in Carrai, 2021).

As discussed in the previous sections, the same expressions and similar sentiments
were found in many of the academic discourses on the ICHE. Although the previous
meta-reviews identified the close association between the research topics and national
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policy changes in China (e.g. Dong et al., 2021), this review further revealed how political
narratives, geopolitical agendas, and collective affectivity could creep into and shape the
academic discourses in Chinese higher education studies.

5.2. Future research on ICHE

This article concludes with a reflection on four common sets of dichotomies and one myth
found in the existing discourses, and proposes thoughts about future research on ICHE.

The first dichotomy is between empirical research and theoretical/conceptual research.
The findings of this review are in line with those of previous meta-reviews, that few
empirical studies exist in the Chinese literature, despite the recent increase in empirical
research. Many of the previous meta-reviews called for increased empirical research
examining meso- and micro-scales. This article agrees with previous meta-reviews on
the need for diversified focuses at different scales. This article also echoes previous
meta-reviews' findings that there are repetitive arguments in Chinese-language literature,
and that arguments in some of the Chinese-language articles were not well-supported by
evidence. This is rarely the case in English-language articles reviewed. Therefore, this
article joins previous meta-reviews in proposing that future research in Chinese language
should further enhance academic rigour.

However, previous meta-reviews’ arguments on ‘a lack of empirical research’ and calls
to move from conceptual to empirical studies are problematic. Firstly, empirical research
and theoretical research are not mutually exclusive, and the development of one type of
research does not stop the other from growing. Furthermore, the ideas implied that
empirical research, perceived to be more commonly used in ‘international/Western/
English-language’ research, bore more academic rigour and value than conceptual
research. This notion is highly debatable, considering ‘Western” hegemony in the research
paradigms and the fact that the higher education studies in English were found to suffer
from a ‘theory deficit’ (Hamann & Kosmitzky, 2021).

Finally, the arguments undervalued the conceptual contributions of Chinese research.
They risk falling back into ‘academic colonisation” many of the studies were critical of. This
article has revealed the prevalent use of ‘Western’ definitions of ‘internationalisation’,
which does not fit the Chinese context properly. Existing attempts to define internationa-
lisation from Chinese perspectives also have limitation. In this context, we need not only
more empirical studies about ICHE, but also solid conceptual work to develop Chinese
definitions on higher education internationalisation. Otherwise, the field of the ICHE
may continue to suffer from ‘academic colonisation’, in which Chinese research only pro-
vides data to feed in ‘Western’ theoretical developments. There are potentials to develop
Chinese definitions of IHE. During the review, | have encountered several Chinese articles
with original and critical perspectives not fully captured in the English-language scholar-
ships. One important example is about the concept of he er bu tong, and its potentials for
internationalisation with respect and equality. Such discussions appeared largely in
Chinese-language articles, but have potential for further development in both Chinese
and English-language scholarships.

Critical, original and endogenous conceptual work from the Chinese perspective
would benefit not only ICHE research but also IHE research. Among the English articles
analysed in this review, few engaged with substantial bodies of literature in Chinese,
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despite their focus on Chinese higher education and the existence of numerous
studies on the topic published in Chinese. Therefore, this article argues that for
future research on Chinese higher education in English, it would be beneficial to
move beyond the English-language silos to acknowledge and engage with the litera-
ture in Chinese.

The second dichotomy is between China and the West. Despite the dominance of the
discourses on the ‘West’ and ‘Westernisation’, they largely followed the imagination of the
world as a binary form mainly including ‘China and the West'. As discussed previously,
though most of the discourses proposed that in practice, internationalisation should
not be Westernisation; in such academic discourses, the foreign, non-Chinese and non-
Eastern parts of the world were often referred to as the ‘West(ern)'.

The focus on the West can be explained through the historical, affective and political
lenses discussed in the previous section. As noted, the West has been historically acting as
a threat and reference point, creating not only senses of threats and victimisation, but also
longing and aspiration. Contemporary political narratives such as ‘the great fight' (with
the West) reinforces the importance of Western existence and the need to constantly
pay attention to the West. In general, there exists a dual-perception of the ‘West”: the
West is both hegemonic and threatening powers that created damage and need to be
cautious of, as well as models that have left imprints and still need to learn from or col-
laborate with (Marginson & Xu, 2022).

Another important note is that the ‘West’ is a loaded, constructed, and debatable
concept (Hall, 1992). In all the literature reviewed in this article, ‘the West' is often used
as a homogenous entity. However, heterogeneity exists within the ‘Western’ bloc. For
instance, different degrees of ‘Whiteness’ and relevant hierarchies of hegemonies exist
across Western and global higher education, which are based on not simply ethnicity,
but more importantly other elements like culture, language, and history (Shahjahan &
Edwards, 2021). This creates different implications on ICHE. Therefore, future research
may benefit from further critical reflections on the construction of ‘the West' in ICHE
and their implications.

The world is not binary, the ‘non-Chinese’ and foreign parts are not only the ‘West'.
This article joins some previous meta-reviews, and proposes that future research may
benefit from moving beyond the pairing of ‘China and the West'. This means not only
the broadening of research scope to other contexts, but most important, an ontologi-
cal shift in imagining the world beyond the binary construction of China and the
West. Some studies identified in this review, such as those on the Belt and Road
Initiatives, have begun researching more about Africa in ICHE. Some previous research
has also pointed out the need to further explore higher education cooperation
between China, Africa, and ASEAN countries (Hayhoe, 2017). Furthermore, future
research on foreign theories can extend the epistemological and conceptual scope
beyond Western theories. Jun Li's (2021) work on the synergies between Confucian
values and Ubuntu values in international educational development is an illustrative
example.

The third dichotomy is between the global and national. Similar to research on inter-
nationalisation in other contexts, most of the discourses on the ICHE followed a binary
spatial positioning of the global and national. Such discourses mainly argued the exist-
ence of a world out there for China to engage with through internationalisation, and
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that internationalisation is a (passive) ‘response’ to globalisation. However, the national
intersects with the global and shapes the global through its engagements. Following
the critical reflection on spatiality in higher education (Marginson, 2022; Massey, 2005;
Matus & Talburt, 2009), this study invites future research on ICHE to move beyond the
binary positioning of the national and global. This could mean shifting the perception
of China being ‘outside’ a fixed world that it needs to ‘connect tracks’ with, to understand-
ing China as part of the world it already shapes. In this perception, the local and national
are not isolated from the global, nor are they inferior to the global. Synergies between
indigenisation and internationalisation then become possible.

The fourth dichotomy is between the ‘centre and periphery’. As noted, many of the
discourses applied this lens and positioned China as moving away from ‘the periphery’
towards ‘the centre’. However, the positionality of China under the centre-periphery fra-
mework is questionable. If sticking to the framework, on which basis can one meaning-
fully judge the position of China? More importantly, the centre-periphery framework
cannot fully grasp the dynamics of global higher education and research, and it radi-
cally underestimates the agency of non-hegemonic powers (see Marginson & Xu,
2023). Other approaches to explain, understand and imagine global higher education
and research exist. For instance, injustice and unequal power relations can be explained
through the lens of cultural hegemony (Gramsci, 1971), where multiple hegemonic
powers can co-exist and the agency of various parties are not denied. In addition, if
imagining the world through ‘the ecology of knowledges’ (de Sousa Santos, 2007),
one may better understand and facilitate the co-presence of diverse knowledges -
such as the local and global knowledges — as well as the interdependence between
them.

The final comment concerns the myth about the linear development of internationa-
lisation. As discussed, most the studies that examined the temporality of the ICHE associ-
ated it with a linear progress trajectory. However, this linear assumption ignores the
oscillations, stepping back and circular movements in internationalisation (e.g. X. Xu,
2021). For future research with temporal dimensions, it could be helpful to distinguish
between the seemingly linear passing of time and the complexity of the trajectories
through time.

Notes

1. The original Chinese term %154 (hua yu quan) can be translated in English as ‘discourse
power’ or ‘right to speak’, but neither fully captures its nuance (see Friedman, 2022). It is
translated in this study as ‘discourse power’ based on the author’s interpretation.

2. The original Chinese phrase was % [# (ai guo). It was not translated as ‘patriotism’ or ‘nation-
alism’, as such words do not reflect the historical, political and cultural textures of the original
Chinese term (see Guo, 2020).
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