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Abstract  

 
Based on a three month long ethnographic fieldwork, the Master’s thesis at hand 

explores (1) the internationalization of higher education in Denmark, and (2) how 

economic and other-than-economic value is perceived and negotiated politically and 

by five non-European international students studying master’s degree programs at the 

University of Copenhagen, Denmark. By looking at historical and contemporary 

aspects of the process of internationalizing higher education globally and in Denmark, 

I analyze how an until recently political consensus as to the positives of 

internationalization in Denmark has been challenged. From the perspectives of the five 

international students, I further analyze what kind of factors are of influence as they 

aim to study abroad, what kind of moral and financial obligations they find 

themselves in while studying, and which aspirations they have for the future.  

With Denmark as a developed country admitting and recruiting students from 

developing countries, I also analyze the notion of ‘brain drain’ in order to challenge an 

overall theory used to explain and understand such a phenomenon. The findings 

suggest that (1) an economic rationale for internationalization politically has become 

dominant in Denmark, that (2) economic value and other-than-economic value are 

intertwined, and (3) that the latter serves as a tool for broadening our understanding 

of the complex situations international students often are in. Consequently, ‘The Value 

of Internationalization’ calls for a greater emphasis on the other-than-economic value 

of internationalization and international students in Denmark. 

 

Keywords: internationalization of higher education, international students, higher 

education policy, student mobility, social imaginary, brain drain, brain circulation, 

world-systems-theory, exchange theory. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Context 

 
This thesis is concerned with the internationalization of higher education in Denmark 

and how the value hereof is perceived and negotiated both politically and among 

non-EU/EEA  international students studying master’s degree programs at the 1

University of Copenhagen. As a Danish Master’s degree student at an international 

program at Aarhus University, I have for nearly two years found myself in the middle of 

an ongoing political process of internationalization of Danish higher education and 

some of the international students whom that process would not exist without. When I 

applied for the degree for which I have written this thesis as the final project, a huge 

incentive was the prospect of studying in English and alongside students from all over 

the world. With my particular program’s international perspective and three month 

ethnographic fieldwork placed on the third semester, I was further convinced that I 

would conduct that fieldwork abroad as opposed to Copenhagen where I was based. 

However, being surrounded by some of these international students on an everyday 

basis gave rise to a curiosity that eventually made me stay right where I was and conduct 

the fieldwork that this thesis is an analysis of.  

 

Specifically, my curiosity concerned the fact that within the group of international 

students at Danish universities, some regions of the world are less represented than 

others. These regions are not merely those constituted by developing countries such as 

Central and South American countries, African and some Asian, but also North America, 

meaning the overwhelming majority of international students in Denmark are from 

other EU/EEA countries (Danmarks Statistik, 2016). As I personally experienced how 

the students from furthest away were those I learned most from both academically and 

socially, it triggered my interest in their underrepresentation and during the two first 

semesters of my studies, I continually learned more and more about the factors of 

1 EEA stands for ‘European Economic Area’ and in addition to the 28 EU member countries it 
includes Norway, Liechtenstein and Iceland 
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possibly influence to this imbalance. One such factor was the different economic 

conditions that apply for EU/EEA international students and those coming from 

elsewhere. Until the middle of the 2000s, tuition fees did not exist in Danish higher 

education, but with the passing of an amendment in the Danish Parliament in May 

2005, Denmark became the first of the Nordic countries to introduce fees for 

non-EU/EEA international students (Oxford Research, 2012: 17). Due to EU legislation, 

EU/EEA international students can, like Danish students, study for free and, if working 

alongside their studies, also become eligible to apply for the Danish State Educational 

Scholarship (SU). Furthermore, different rules also apply upon graduation. Whereas 

students from other EU/EEA member countries can stay unlimited following 

completion of their studies, non-EU/EEA students have six month to establish 

themselves, or, if unsuccessful within that time span, have to leave (Mosneaga & 

Agergaard, 2012: 527). The implications of these inequalities were what I and one of my 

Danish classmates set out to explore as we together began the fieldwork at the 

University of Copenhagen in mid August 2016. 

 

As we began, it quickly became evident that the students’ own perspectives, and the 

legislation upholding their conditions, were two sides of the same coin. As a result, this 

thesis is as much an analysis of some of these students’ situation as it is an analysis of 

the development and ongoing process of internationalization of higher education in 

Denmark. However, one issue was ubiquitous during almost all conversations and 

interviews with both students and people employed in or engaged with the area of 

internationalization: The role of economics and the financial conditions that the 

students were under. This became even more evident during the fieldwork, as the then 

Government rhetorically targeted all international students, causing a public debate 

where the role of the economic return of having international students seemed to be the 

only rationale among politicians. The cause of the debate and the debate itself marked 

an unprecedented shift in the political approach to internationalization in Denmark, and 

the examination of that shift constitutes the first of two subanalyses of this thesis.  
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However, after ending the fieldwork and scrutinizing my ethnographic material, it 

became clear to me that in addition to the notion of economic value of 

internationalization and international students, the role of the other-than-economic 

value was equally as ubiquitous. Just like the other-than-economic value of studying 

with people from around the world had been intriguing to me, there were multiple 

other-than-economic reasons for why international students I interviewed had come to 

Denmark, which role the other-than economic value played while they were studying, 

and what they in the future aspired to use their studies in Denmark for. Further, their 

reasons for coming and aspirations for the future speaks into a larger debate of whether 

Denmark as a developed country is part of so-called ‘brain drain’, where especially less 

developed countries, for example as part of the worldwide mobility of students, see their 

brightest minds leave possibly never to return. In order to explore these things, I bring 

in the voices of the students themselves and that is what constitutes the second 

subanalyses in this thesis, which is guided by the following research questions. 

1.2. Research questions 

 
What constitutes the internationalization of the higher education sector in Denmark 

and how is the economic and other-than-economic value hereof perceived and 

negotiated politically and among international students? 

1.3. Thesis structure 

 
This thesis is divided into seven parts in addition to this first introductory chapter. In 

chapter two, I will outline the empirical field, the ethnographic methods employed to 

gather empirical material during the fieldwork, and the implications of these facets for 

this analysis as a whole. In chapter three, I will describe the research field within which 

this thesis can be placed, as well as providing three analytical perspectives to be further 

unfolded in later chapters. In chapter four, I will give an overview of the development of 

internationalization in higher education globally, in order to provide the reader with a 

better basis for understanding the same process from the perspective of higher 
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education in Denmark. In chapter five, I begin the actual analysis by examining Danish 

higher education policy of internationalization in a historical and contemporary light, as 

well as examining the central debate that took place publicly in the midst of the 

fieldwork. Based on excerpts from interviews and analytical perspectives, chapter six 

examines the notion of value in relation to five non-EU/EEA international students’ 

situation, including their motives for coming to Denmark and future aspirations. In the 

seventh and final chapter, I summarize the main points as part of the thesis’ overall 

conclusion. 
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2. The Empirical Field 

2.1. In Embryo 

 
Ethnos (people) and graphy (written) is an inescapable element to the discipline of 

anthropology. Where anthropology is the study of human beings and their societies past 

and present, ethnography is the descriptive work produced from such a research. Hence, 

the fieldwork so central to anthropology differs from other types of fieldwork through its 

use of ethnographic methods in the process of gathering empirical material. These 

methods are characterised by being qualitative and herein the distinction between 

anthropology and sociology, that is marked by its quantitative methods, consists. In 

short - anthropology is the study of human beings, fieldwork the tool to collect empirical 

material and ethnography the analysis.  

 

The British-American anthropologist Franz Boas (1858-1942) was the earliest advocate 

for the qualitative, ethnographic method ‘participant observation’ (Van Maanen, 1988: 

17) and with him anthropology also gained acceptance as an academic discipline at the 

universities in the United States (Hastrup & Ovesen, 1980: 44). Another of the 

discipline’s pioneers, the Polish-British anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski (1884 - 

1942), was the first to extensively practice participant observation, when he during an 

interment at the Trobriand Islands in the Western Pacific Ocean lived among the local 

people on three occasions for a total for 27 months between 1914 and 1918. In 1922, his 

ethnographic study, ‘Argonauts of the Western Pacific’, of the indigenous culture at the 

islands, was published and is today considered a classic in anthropological literature. 

Whereas these founding fathers and their students, of which some would be just as 

renowned, distanced themselves from their own country and setting in order to study 

ethnographically, contemporary anthropologists also conduct fieldwork at home. To 

deconstruct the things we take for granted has also been mentioned as one of the 

purposes of anthropology (Ambrosius Madsen, 2004: 9), and in light of that, 
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modern-day anthropologists’ ethnographic fieldwork in their own settings and localities 

is highly relevant (see also Amit, 2000).  

 

As mentioned in the introduction, in the fall semester of 2016 I conducted a three 

month (mid-August to mid-November) ethnographic fieldwork in Copenhagen and at 

the University of Copenhagen.  I did so together with a classmate whom I in May 2016 2

encouraged to join my project that at the time was in its embryo stage. During the 

previous months, we had both been working on our separate projects as we were to 

write and submit a field design covering critical issues such as ethical considerations, 

access to the field, relevant literature and which methods to employ for which reasons. 

As it was not merely a case of my classmate joining my project, our mutual field design 

was a product that through compromises covered interests of both of us; interests that 

in our field design was titled ‘Exploring global inequalities in the international student 

experience in Copenhagen’. In this chapter of the thesis, I will outline the ethnographic 

implications of the fieldwork as well as the ethnographic methods employed in what was 

a process broadly summarized in the title of the field report we afterwards wrote 

together and submitted in January 2017: ‘A field report on the ideas, values and 

conditions of international students in Copenhagen’. 

2.2. Access and Positionality 

 
Soon after submitting our field design in late May and getting it approved by June, our 

attention turned towards obtaining access to the places where we would ultimately be 

able to encounter international students so central to our fieldwork. This immediately 

brought about the question of positionality, that is, the conditions under which positions 

arise in social contexts (IGI Global, 2017). For us, this had several elements to it besides 

that fact that we, unlike some of our classmates, had decided to conduct the fieldwork in 

the city and higher education sector where both of us led the main part of our everyday 

lives in. 

2 In the the remainder of the thesis shortened to ‘UCPH’ 
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Firstly, the fact that we are both white of skin color made us think of ourselves as people 

of a certain privilege in relation to some of our informants, especially some from 

non-EU/EEA countries. In the tentative stages, the possible issue of ethnicity was also 

problematized by a gatekeeper  who wanted to avoid exposing particular students in a 3

classroom setting we requested access to. However, through being very alert to these 

underlying differences in positions in relation to both ourselves and the general setting, 

we did not experience issues like that later on - neither with gatekeepers nor with 

students. On the contrary, we experienced how all kinds of categories of international 

students were very interested in connecting with us and sharing their thoughts and 

experiences. By being two working together, and opting for doing the vast majority of 

our activities separate from each other, we were also able to discuss the above 

mentioned issues of positionality when we sat down together as well as when listening to 

each other’s interviews and giving feedback on that among other elements. 

Furthermore, different gatekeepers at UCHP were very cooperative and willing to grant 

us access and/or direct us to those who could depending on the particular request we 

presented them for. Here the aspect of being at home proved very useful as we were 

were able to accurately describe our project and its objectives in Danish. Although 

hypothetical, the task of gaining access may very well have been harder had we set out to 

conduct the same kind of fieldwork at a university outside of Denmark. 

 
Secondly, and as described in the thesis’ introduction, we were motivated by shedding 

light on certain inequalities that we observed, namely the under representation of 

non-EU/EEA students and the different economic and legal rules that apply to them. 

Hence, it is critical to reflect on whether we always represented them or, in fact, an 

agenda that at times was more ours than theirs – especially since we also engaged in the 

public debate agitating for how international students are a benefit to Denmark (Dall & 

Lang, 2016). Although a researcher always will be biased (Kristiansen & Krogstrup, 

1999: 71), our motivation was also to genuinely hear directly from international students 

how they experienced being and studying in Denmark. Consequently, many positive 

elements, in addition to what we saw as the problematic issues, were brought to our 

3 Figurative for someone who can grant you access 
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attention. In that respect, the fieldwork served as a way for me to write a potentially 

more nuanced analysis compared to a theoretical thesis not based on a fieldwork. 

Finally, the notion of being ‘engaged’, like we were, has gained ground in anthropology. 

Exemplified by the elective course ‘Engaging Anthropology’ that I participated in during 

the spring semester 2016 - a course that dealt with “the way anthropologists 

(can/should) use their ethnographic knowledge to engage in educational responses to 

global challenges” (AU Kursuskatalog, 2016: paragraph 2).  

2.3. Participant observation 
 
What we initially obtained access to was the UCPH introduction days for new, incoming 

international students in August. During those days we did participant observation by 

blending in and, although staff was aware of our presence, we appeared to the outside as 

any other international student that was being bombarded with information ranging 

from how to get around Copenhagen, to how to maneuver the intranet of UCHP. 

Immediately after entering a conversation, we would tell students that we were not 

present because we were about to start our studies like them, and thus we quickly 

became known as ‘those doing fieldwork’. However, that was not the case at larger 

settings and at other events that indirectly were of relevance to international students 

and thus our fieldwork. These were a demonstration against educational cutbacks, a 

seminar for older UCHP students interested in becoming mentors for new international 

students, a conference on internationalization held by the Ministry of Higher Education 

and Science, and an event in which the Danish Prime Minister presented the then 

Government’s vision for Denmark come 2025.  

 

Participant observation can be done with a stronger emphasis on either ‘participation’ or 

‘observation’ (Madden, 2010), and examples of that are evident in our fieldwork. I did 

participant observation in class four times at three different programs, and when doing 

so I paid attention to how international students grouped, who were being verbally 

active, and how they seemed to respond to the pedagogy and informal setting and 

relation between them and their teacher. However, I was also aware of not lining up too 
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many objectives for what I was interested in and thus potentially be blind to other 

things. On some occasions, the content being taught was relevant for my own degree, 

and by raising my hand I would weigh in and in that way be more of an equal 

participant/fellow student than merely an observing outsider. Through the many 

conversations that naturally emerged out of the participant observation, both of us were 

able to establish rapport not only with international students, but also people around 

them all with their unique share in or influence on the international students’ 

experience and everyday lives. Some of these conversations developed further as we 

would ask these informants, students as well as others, whether they would be willing to 

meet up with one of us for a more structured conversation in the form of an interview.  

2.4. Qualitative Interviews 

 
Our overall motivation for using qualitative interviews is their suitability when one 

wants to ”understand the world from the subject’s points of view” and in doing so 

“unfold the meaning of people’s experiences, to uncover their lived world prior to 

scientific explanations” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009: 1). We also adapted psychologists 

Steinar Kvale and Svend Brinkmann’s metaphor of the interviewer as a ‘traveler’, who 

during an interview contributes to the co-creation of knowledge rather than a ‘miner’ 

digging for questions to retrieve specific answers from the interviewee (Ibid.: 4). Hence, 

to start off with, I would always devote time for the interviewee to thoroughly talk about 

their trajectory starting with their background and motivations for pursuing higher 

education abroad. My own experiences as a former exchange international in the United 

States, and current student at an international degree, were elements I used actively for 

the co-creation of knowledge and as a way to relate to the interviewee and put myself in 

his or her shoes as a student abroad. 

 

After having listened to the first couple of interviews I had conducted, I soon became 

aware of a common mistake done by inexperienced interviewers. Instead of asking one 

question at the time, I would ask several and with that give way for equally long and 

perhaps less accurate answers. Becoming a more composed interviewer was, at the time, 
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a work in progress along with finding a balance of how structured the interviews should 

be. Through trial and error, I realized that sticking to a certain number of prepared 

themes and questions worked well for me. However, I was aware of not limiting my 

interviews to revolve solely around what I had prepared. Rather, I aimed at having a 

conversation in which different answers could lead the conversation down new paths 

without interference from my questions. On many occasions, the interview did go down 

a, from my point of view, ‘unforeseen’ path, only to return back to my guide thereafter. 

With the use of imagery, my interviews allowed for ‘zigzagging’ while also establishing a 

boundary for how far the conversation could head in a less relevant direction.  

 

In August 2016, we conducted the very first interview together, but following reflections 

on the asymmetrical relation of being two interviewers to one interviewee (Kvale, 2006), 

we decided to conduct all following interviews separately. On one occasion I did an 

interview with two students at once and here the notion of ‘co-creation’ was especially 

evident. In total, we conducted thirteen taped interviews of which I was the interviewer 

in six of them. I also conducted two interviews that I did not tape in addition to 

numerous informal conversations. Some of these interviews are the core of chapter six, 

where I bring in the voice of international students.  

2.5. Field Sites 

 
The following chart shows the different field sites we were present at, as well as how our 

presence at one site developed into activities at others. As previously mentioned, we did 

few activities together and in acknowledgement of the misinterpretations that can derive 

from analyzing empirical material secondhand, I have consulted my classmate for the 

particular statements or incidents that I in this thesis analyze although they are 

generated by her. That has caused me to leave out something, as I have gained a more 

nuanced picture than my own initial interpretation of the material. Hence, it is in the 

analysis clearly stated when I use ‘her’ empirical material, and on the occasions where I 

analyse material from interviews I conducted myself, I state that as well.  
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Due to the focus I for this thesis have chosen, the participant observation we together 

and separately did during introduction days and in class is not something I bring into 

play in my analysis. As mentioned earlier, participant observation at these occasions 
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initially served as a tool to establish contact to international students and other relevant 

actors. However, in the simultaneous process of scrutinizing my empirical material and 

writing this thesis, I found that the interviews were the best source for analyzing how 

value is perceived and negotiated among international students. On the contrary, the 

participant observation that we together did at public events is, along with political 

material, what I draw on in order to answer what constitutes the internationalization of 

higher education in Denmark and how value is perceived and negotiated politically. In 

the next chapter, I will describe my analytical frame, the research field and the analytical 

perspectives to be further unfolded in the second subanalysis. 
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3. Analytical Frame 

3.1. The Research Field  
 
The research field within which this thesis can be placed is the internationalization of 

higher education and student mobility. As shall be outlined in forthcoming chapters, 

internationalization of higher education has, among other things, been reinforced by a 

marketization and the fact that university degrees in many countries are subject to 

tuition fees and thus are a private good to be paid for rather than a public good funded 

by taxpayer money. With higher education being a source of revenue, it has also gained 

an increasingly more central place on the agenda of policymakers such as national 

governments and transnational organizations like the Organization of Economic 

Co-operation and Development (Rizvi, 2006). As a result, an increasing interest from 

the world of academia has also emerged, with some scholars being concerned with the 

grand narrative of the internationalization of higher education, and others with the 

perspective of international students so central to this process and development. 

 

Identifying four overall rationales constituting the internationalization of higher 

education, scholars Jane Knight and Hans de Wit belongs to the former category. The 

rationales they present are: the social/cultural, the political, the academic and the 

economic (De Wit, 1995; Deardorff, Wit, & Heyl, 2012: 33) The social/cultural rationale, 

they argue, is seen as a way to create national cultural identity as well as in the role of 

universities to create intercultural understanding and intercultural competences for its 

students. As a means to create peace and mutual understanding, the political rationale 

links internationalization policy to other policy areas such as foreign policy, 

development policy and national security. The academic rationale is concerned with the 

broadening of horizons and a way for scholars to increase the quality of their research 

and the positioning and ranking of the higher education institutions where they are 

employed. The economic rationale highlights the role of higher education in meeting the 
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need of labor markets, national education demand, students’ employability and the 

economic pros and cons hereof.  

 

Just like these rationales are overall explanations to the process of internationalization, 

so is the notion of ‘brain drain’ in the context of international higher education and 

international students’ mobility patterns. Defined as some people’s departure from their 

home country in favor of a foreign with better pay or living conditions to offer 

(Merriam-Webster, 2017), a central theory to brain drain has been the world-systems 

theory much associated with the American sociologist Immanuel Wallerstein. He argued 

that the capitalist system is marked by wealthy countries’ exploitation of poor countries 

and a division of labor between countries belonging to three different categories 

according to their prosperity - core countries that are rich, semi-periphery countries that 

are neither rich nor poor, and periphery countries that are poor (I. Wallerstein, 1974). 

According to the world-systems theory, the capitalist system is an economic whole with 

structures that are unified in a division of labor between countries (I. M. Wallerstein, 

2004: 23). This division of labor brings with it inherent inequality and exploitation that 

reinforces a phenomenon like brain drain and, consequently, a predictable structure 

resulting in economic growth for some countries and exploitation of and 

underdevelopment for other countries. However, Fazal Rizvi, who is an Australian 

Professor in Global Studies, has encouraged a rethinking of the approach to brain drain 

(Rizvi, 2005). Based on in-depth interviews with around 80 Chinese and Indian 

international students in the United States, he argues that important social and cultural 

nuances of people’s mobility are lost when solely describing brain drain as a result of 

capitalism and its inherent structures causing exploitation (Rizvi, 2005).  

 

Although not specifically focusing on brain drain, sociologist Rachel Brooks and human 

geographer Johanna Waters have looked at the mobility patterns of East Asian, 

European and UK students in order to provide a general outline of the worldwide 

geographies of student mobility (Brooks & Waters, 2011). From the perspective of the 

students themselves, their case studies show that the mobility of international students 

generally seem to mirror the global division of power and wealth. This means that 
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universities in the West dominate as the destination of the most privileged students of 

especially Asia, but also in the West itself as for example UK students are oriented 

towards top universities in the United States. Therefore, they argue, internationalization 

is an uneven process to the benefit of some and disadvantage of others (Ibid.: 114), as 

was also an intriguing dimension for my classmate and I as we set out to conduct the 

fieldwork.  

 

In a Danish context, anthropologist Karen Valentin has remarked that research within 

migration predominantly has had unskilled labor migration as its focus, thus 

underprivileged the role that education can play as a driving force in mobility (Valentin, 

2017a: 185). In various studies focusing on young Nepalese students in Denmark, she 

has used ‘mobility’ as the analytical link to combine migration research and educational 

anthropology, underlining how the research field of internationalization and student 

mobility falls under several categories. Her qualitative studies, for example of how these 

students find themselves caught between the intentions of internationalization and the 

rules for immigration (Valentin, 2012), portray how many different factors are at play as 

young men and women from Nepal decide to leave for Denmark and how their mobility 

should be seen as a basic condition rather than an anomalous practice (Valentin, 2015). 

Along with anthropologist Gritt B. Nielsen’s analysis of Chinese ‘student customers’ at 

Roskilde University (Nielsen, 2015), and anthropologist Lisanne Wilken’s work on 

European international students’ interrelation cultural understanding at Aarhus 

University (Wilken, 2007), the work of Valentin constitutes the scarce amount of 

qualitative research on the mobility of international students in Denmark and the 

process of internationalizing the country’s higher education sector. Altogether, their 

work shows that the process of internationalization of higher education in Denmark is 

far from straightforward, but rather a source for tensions and challenges politically, 

institutionally and academically. 

 

Combining the scrutiny of political material and material gathered during ethnographic 

fieldwork, this thesis places itself in continuation of the above-mentioned Danish 

anthropologists. As opposed to the work of Jane Knight and Hans de Wit, whose focus is 
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solely at the political level and does not include those individuals on the ground who 

constitute the processes of internationalization, this approach enables me to go deeper 

than them. Although not neglecting those overall political rationales used to explain the 

internationalization, I combine it with my own material as I bring in the voice of 

international students I have met, talked to and interviewed. With Denmark being the 

only country I focus on, that voice will furthermore be presented in a more personal and 

in-depth way than in Brooks and Waters’ case studies. And unlike Valentin, who is 

mainly interested in mobility patterns and livelihood strategies of Nepalese students, my 

core interest is the value associated with the internationalization of Danish higher 

education and how that value in both economic and other-than-economic terms is 

perceived and negotiated politically and by students. As this takes place in the sphere of 

Denmark as a developed country admitting and in some cases actively recruiting 

students from developing countries among other, and as I throughout the fieldwork 

have been particularly interested in non-EU/EEA international students, I am well 

positioned to explore the notion of value in relation to brain drain. Like with the 

rationales for internationalization, the world-systems theory also operates at a general 

level and on the basis of seeing the world as one large economic system with exploitation 

and inequality. Analyzing my ethnographic material therefore provides me with a 

chance to include non-economic, everyday cultural and social aspects of possible 

relevance to non-EU/EEA international students educational trajectory and mobility 

from one country to another. In order to do this, I have chosen the following analytical 

perspectives. 

3.2. Analytical Perspectives 

Value 

‘Value’ is defined as the monetary economic worth of something and ‘values’ the 

principles or standards of behavior of an individual (Oxford Dictionaries, 2017). In other 

words, ‘values’ is not the plural form of ‘value’ and the distinction between them has also 

been described as alienable or inalienable, that is, ‘value’ is related to something with a 

price, while ‘values’ are priceless (Miller, 2008: 1123). In spite of such a distinction (see 
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also Skeggs, 2014: 3; Graeber, 2001: 1), anthropologist David Miller has argued that 

there is a point in the fact that most people use ‘value’ also when addressing ‘values’ 

(Miller, 2008: 1123f). Instead of asking what value is (or values are), he proposes, that 

we ask what value does. My basis is that economic value, other-than-economic value 

and social and cultural values all are part of internationalization, and as I analyze my 

empirical material, I will look at what the different forms do separately and together. 

Social Imaginary 

Indian anthropologist Arjun Appadurai has proposed that, due to globalization, 

‘imagination’ is characterized by being a collective social fact enabling people to 

construct their relationships with others, consider options and make decisions under 

conditions that now extend beyond national boundaries (Appadurai, 1996; Rizvi, 2006). 

The pace of the circulation of ideas, people, goods, technologies, structures, social forms 

and organizations is not just a trademark of globalization, but has also increased and 

shifted the imaginary of social life with people envisioning the world and their 

possibilities differently (Appadurai: 2000; Morley, 2000). This notion of the 

imagination as a social practice was part of a larger framework for the cultural study of 

globalization in the nineties and marked, according to Appadurai, a shift of having 

fantasies and thoughts of escape and contemplation, to agency in which imagination 

then would constitute a key component. Also of importance to the existence of a social 

imaginary is the role of media that flows across national boundaries and produces 

images of things and lives that cannot be satisfied within national circumstances 

(Appadurai, 2000: 5). In order to shed light on the aspect of students’ mobility, I find it 

helpful to make use of Appadurai’s notion of a social imaginary.  

Exchange Theory 
 
In 1924, French sociologist Marcel Mauss published ‘The Gift’. In that book, he 

examined the role of ‘exchange’ in so-called ‘primitive’ societies where exchange 

relations influenced social as well as political and religious aspects of people’s lives 

(Hastrup & Ovesen, 1980: 232), and therefore could be seen as a “total social fact” 
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(Sherry, 1983: 158). As Mauss explored these exchange relations, he distinguished 

between two types - gift exchange and commodity exchange. The former defining that 

which is inalienable, namely centered on the moral obligations established through the 

act of exchange, the latter defined as alienable, namely as free and independent of moral 

obligations (Carrier, 1991: 129). Hence, a gift exchange was more pervasive than a 

commodity exchange, as it did not identify the object or service itself. Giving a gift, 

therefore, was more than merely an economic transaction and by Mauss seen not as 

separate and asserted from wider social and moral norms and society itself like 

anthropologists Maurice Bloch and Jonathan Parry has argued is the case of the 

Western capitalist economy (Parry & Bloch, 1991). Rather, giving a gift entailed giving a 

part of oneself as well as an inherent obligation to reciprocate (Mauss, 2002: 16). As I 

analyze some of the financial and social relations which some international students 

find themselves in as part of their studies in Denmark, using exchange theory will help 

me in uncovering their notion of value within these relations. 
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4. Internationalization of Higher Education: A Historical Outline 

4.1. Academic Colonialism and the Interwar Period 

 
There seems to be unclarity as to whether universities and institutions of higher 

education have been international ever since their origin. The very first universities 

founded in the Middle Ages could not be international since nation states did not even 

exist at the time (Peter Scott et. al., 1998), and the majority of universities founded in 

the 18th and 19th century had a national orientation and function (Deardorff, Wit, & 

Heyl, 2012: 43f). However, dating back to medieval times, it was not merely pilgrims 

who could be seen on the move. Travelers crossed borders in their pursuit of not only 

new knowledge, but also the kind of knowledge they could not find where they were 

based. They did so with latin being the lingua franca, that is, the foreign language used 

for communication and instruction (Nielsen, 2012: 4). Historical evidence suggests that 

this exchange was marked by reciprocity as universities in India, China and the Middle 

East welcomed foreigners while the historical Italian universities of Bologna and Padova 

received travelers from Asia and the Middle East (Rizvi, 2011: 693). In that sense, the 

mobility at that time resembled two key aspects of contemporary internationalization of 

higher education: physical mobility with the purpose of studying and the use of one, 

mutual language in order to bridge the gap between lingual differences. 

 

In the mid-sixteenth century, and as part of the European discovery of South America, 

European-style universities were established in Lima and Mexico City (Nielsen, 2012: 

4). Likewise, the colonial Puritans established what is now the prestigious Harvard 

University in Massachusetts when they arrived from England to the American east coast 

in the early sixteen thirties (Rossi, 2014: 9.19f). As an offshoot of Cambridge University 

in England, founded in 1209, the Puritans set their sights on establishing a college soon 

after having covered basic needs such a food and shelter. The church sermon so well 

known to them is what we today know as the lecture, and it was brought from one side 

of the world to the other by people who with them brought their ideas about, and visions 
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for education as well. Another example is of former French colonies in Asia and Africa 

whose universities were arranged according to the structure of higher education in 

France at that time. The Western university model also emerged in Asian countries with 

a non-colonial heritage. These were China and Thailand while higher education in 

Japan, under pressure from Western economic, political and military power, went 

through a period of modernization. This is still evident today as elements of German 

origin and contemporary American higher education remain part of Japanese higher 

education (Altbach & Selvaratnam, 1989: 10). Altogether, this export of higher 

education models has been called ‘academic colonialism’ and it continued into the 

twentieth century (Deardorff, Wit, & Heyl, 2012: 45f). 

 

In the interwar period between World War I and II, several organizations were founded 

reflecting the growing awareness towards international cooperation and exchange. The 

aim of these organizations was peace and mutual understanding with education being 

the medium. Examples of such organizations are ‘The Institute of International 

Education’ founded in 1919, the ‘German Academic Exchange Service’ founded in 1925 

and the ‘British Council’ founded in 1934. Following World War II, developments in 

internationalization of higher education mainly emerged out of the United States as 

Europe was recovering from the devastations caused by the war. International 

educational efforts consisted of activities, projects and programs. One such program was 

the ‘Fulbright Program’ which still exist today and by the United States Department of 

State is described as “the flagship international educational exchange program 

sponsored by the U.S. Government (...) designed to increase mutual understanding 

between the people of the United States and the people of other countries.” (The 

Fulbright Program, 2017). In the literature collectively, these activity-based approaches 

to internationalization in the period post World War II, but amidst the Cold War, is 

referred to as ‘international education’ (Deardorff, Wit, & Heyl, 2012: 56). During that 

period, the United States was, along with Canada and Australia, also at the forefront of 

contemporary student mobility. As emerging nation states much younger than their 

European counterparts, studying away from home was part of developing a national 

identity and specifically for Americans “the pursuit of study in Europe was considered 
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the final step in their cultural integration into American society” (Ibid.: 46f). However, 

this mobility remained reserved for a small group of academically qualified who went to 

the top centers of higher learning.  

4.2. Marketization and a European Higher Education Area  
 
The 1980s and 1990s were pivotal decades for the internationalization of higher 

education. In 1979, the United Kingdom decided to introduce full-cost fees for foreign 

students (Ibid.: 53) and ten years later for domestic students as well (Molesworth, 

Nixon, & Scullion, 2011: 17f). Whatever higher education had been in the United 

Kingdom before that, those decisions paved the way for its higher education system 

today - a system in which the level of marketization and commodification is pervasive 

for students and teachers alike (Cooper, 2004). Pushed and supported by the national 

government, Australian universities embraced entrepreneurial aspects that allowed 

them to move their activities towards commodification as fees for international students 

was introduced in 1988 (Rizvi, 2011: 696). With the use of strategic branding, the 

number of international students in Australia increased from 40.000 in 1989 to more 

than half a million two decades later, with many of them coming from strategic partner 

countries in the Asian-Pacific area (Ibid.). Other Anglo-Saxon nations such as New 

Zealand and Canada have followed in the footsteps of the United Kingdom, Australia 

and, last but not least, the United States whose higher education consists of colleges 

with a high degree of autonomy competing for students and in doing so spent many 

resources on branding and marketing. In a 1995 book addressing the challenges for 

American universities and colleges, the shift of rationales is explicitly described in this 

way: “For too long international education, especially exchange and study abroad 

programs, were justified by a vague sense that such studies were the patch to mutual 

understanding and world peace, (but) today, internationalizing education in the U.S. 

is proposed as a way to help restore our economic competitiveness in the world” 

(Lyman, 1995: 4).  
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However, cross border programs still existed and in 1987 the probably best known 

program to this day, the ‘European Region Action Scheme for the Mobility of University 

Students’ (Erasmus) operated by the European Union, saw its light of day. Named after 

and inspired by the life of the Dutch philosopher Desiderius Erasmus Roterodamus, the 

aim of the program was for its participants to expand knowledge and gain new insight. 

Later, the ‘Erasmus Mundus’ program was added for the sake of including 

non-Europeans, and today, both programs are joint in the ‘Erasmus+’ program. In spite 

of its success - more than 2 million European students have in the period 1987-2011 

been exchanged between universities (Deardorff, Wit, & Heyl, 2012: 56) - it was created 

at a time where the economic market became a key rationale in the internationalization 

in Europe. Consequently, internationalization became an increasingly more strategic 

process for both the educational institutions, the governments overseeing these 

institutions and the transnational organizations influencing the governments. 

 

Examples of such transnational organizations are the ‘World Bank’ and its twin 

organization the ‘International Monetary Fund’ (IMF), the ‘World Trade Organization’ 

(WTO), the ‘Organization for Economic Co-Development’ (OECD) and the ‘European 

Union’ (EU). Through being large organizations with thousands of employees working 

with different areas at different levels, they have a strong position for influencing the 

wealthy nation states who are also their members. Hence, their agenda and initiatives 

are influencing not just the individual member states, but through them the entire world 

economy (Moutsios, 2010: 128). 

 

On behalf of its members, the World Bank and IMF are, besides being the world’s 

largest loan providers for education, also agitating for ‘economic efficiency’ (in 

Moutsios, 2010: 122), for reforming education systems through standards, rules and 

responsibilities and, in doing so, building a ‘global knowledge base’ including programs 

that will “provide detailed analysis of countries’ capacities across the education 

system” and “help them use evidence to inform policy-making” (The World Bank, 2011: 

4). The WTO has 150 member states and has since 1998 pushed education policy 

towards market terms by regarding it as a service (in Moutsios, 2010: 122f) while the 
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OECD has gained influence in national education policy through the introduction of the 

‘Programme of International Student Assessment’ (PISA) which is well-known and 

much debated even in the wider public sphere. More recently, the OECD also introduced 

the ‘Assessment of Higher Education Learning Outcomes” (AHELO) and with its focus 

on comparing the teaching and learning outcomes it has been described as a PISA 

equivalent for higher education (Morgan, 2015). In particular, OECD’s reports and their 

number of publications reflect their push for policy influence and an agenda to “bring 

education systems into the service of the global economy” (Ibid.: 122) through a 

“particular ideological view of globalisation that urges acceptance of neo-liberal 

market reform, managerialist approaches to universities and a theory of human 

capital which presses the need to prepare students for work in a global economy” 

(Wright & Ørberg, 2012: 5). Finally, the European Commission, which is a branch of the 

European Union, has played and continues to play a substantial role in the creation and 

continuous implementation of the Bologna process. 

 

In 1999, the Bologna reform process saw the light of day with the aim of moving Europe 

towards becoming a joint area of higher education - also known as ‘European Higher 

Education Area’ (EHEA) - by 2010. On behalf of their countries, the first declaration was 

signed by twenty nine European ministers of education and had six main objects. 

Among them were the promotion of mobility, establishment of a system of credits and 

promotion of the necessary European dimensions in higher education (Jones & Brown, 

2007: 186). In 2001, at the first follow up meeting in Prague, a key component in the 

communiqué was added signaling the direction of which the involved European 

countries were heading. Under the heading ‘Promoting the attractiveness of the 

European Higher Education Area’, it was stated how “the ministers agreed on the 

importance of enhancing attractiveness of European higher education to students 

from Europe and other parts of the world” (EHEA, 2011: 3) as well as how “Ministers 

particularly stressed that the quality of higher education and research is and should be 

an important determinant of Europe's international attractiveness and 

competitiveness” (Ibid.).  
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At following ministerial meetings in Berlin (2003) and Bergen (2005) new countries 

were being included in the process bringing the total number up to 45 members (EHEA, 

2005: 3). At both of these meetings, the component of increased effort to enhance 

attractiveness and competitiveness were repeated (Ibid.: 4; EHEA, 2003: 6) while the 

communicativé for the 2007 meeting in London for the first time saw the word 

‘globalization’ in the context of something that called for responses and continued 

collaboration beyond 2010 (EHEA, 2007: 7). These call for ‘responses’ to globalization 

were later exemplified as demographics changes as the consequence of a financial and 

economic crises - challenges that were to be met by higher education systems that 

“maximises the talents and capacities of all its citizens” (EHEA, 2009: 1). For mobility, 

it was set as an objective that at least 20 percent of Europeans graduating in 2020 would 

have been either studying or doing an internship abroad as part of their degree (Ibid.: 4) 

and finally, in 2010 meeting in Budapest-Vienna, the ministers came together to 

officially “launch the European Higher Education Area (EHEA), as envisaged in the 

Bologna Declaration” (EHEA, 2010: 1) 

 

The emphasis on attractiveness and competitiveness has, when looking at the EHEA 

communiqués beginning with the 2009 meeting in Leuven and Louvain-la-Neuve, been 

smaller. On the other hand, public responsibility and investment in and funding for 

higher education have been articulated (EHEA, 2009: 1; EHEA, 2015: 1), underlining 

that the Bologna process cannot be seen as something unequivocal (G. B. Nielsen & 

Sarauw, 2012: 27). Rather, it is a series of subprocesses whose implementation the 

individual member countries are left to decide on their own (Ibid.). In the following 

chapter, I will start my analysis and among other things describe how the various 

rationales for internationalization has shaped higher education in Denmark. 
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5. Internationalization of Higher Education in Denmark: 

Historical and Contemporary Perspectives 

5.1. A Work in Progress 

 
Aarhus University, Denmark’s second largest university with 42.500 students and 

11.500 employees, recently celebrated ‘50 years of internationalization’ (Aarhus 

University, 2016a: 1f). Back in 1966, an International Student Centre (ISC) was formed 

and “started out with small social gatherings where Danes and internationals met in 

private homes”. Today, ISC helps, facilitates and organizes events for international 

students and staff at Aarhus University and arranged in the fall of 2016 an official 

celebration to mark the anniversary. 50 years ago, the university had 5000 students, but 

only a handful of those were international students. By January 2016, Aarhus University 

had around 4500 international students or what is equivalent to about 10 % of the 

student body (Aarhus University, 2016b).  

 

All international students in Denmark belong to one of two different categories: 

exchange students or full-degree students. The former are students at a higher 

education institution for a limited amount of time, while the latter are enrolled for an 

entire degree similar to domestic students. The length of exchange students’ stay is 

typically one semester and enabled through a bilateral agreement existing between the 

higher education institution in the student’s home country and the Danish host 

institution. In 2015, 5.518 Erasmus exchange students studied one semester in Denmark 

(The European Commission, 2017) while the number of full-degree international 

students has risen from a little more than 2.000 in 1996 (Styrelsen for Universiteter og 

Internationalisering, 2013: 9) till 4.665 in 2005 and 12.383 in 2014 (Danmarks Statistik, 

2015). For outgoing mobility, that is, Danish students studying outside of Denmark, the 

increase is equally notable. Since the academic year 1995/1996, the number of students 

who have studied one semester abroad through Erasmus or other forms of exchange 

programs, has risen from around 3.000 to almost 8.000 in 2012 (Styrelsen for 
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Universiteter og Internationalisering, 2013: 9) and finally to 11.557 in 2015 which is the 

most recent number available (Danmarks Statistik, 2016).  

 

In 2003, a new university law saw the light of day as the then Government put in place 

what had been looming since the 1990s (Mosneaga & Agergaard, 2012: 525). With the 

new law, a step towards a higher education system in the ‘Global Knowledge Economy’, 

was taken as the then Government argued that: “Education is one of the most central 

competition parameters and a precondition for an increased and highly qualified 

workforce with up-to-date competences” (Bedre uddannelser - handlingsplan, 2002: 3). 

The ‘Global Knowledge Economy’ is term coined by the OECD and describes an 

economy where employees are occupied with knowledge and research, as opposed to 

manual labor (Bregnbæk, 2016: 2), and where the former is considered of utmost 

importance in a global competition to, among other things, attract the most 

knowledgeable workers. In the quest to achieve that, the university law sought to 

strengthen the tie between the universities and the corporate sector and carried with it 

four main objectives: (1) to transform the universities into ‘self-oweing’ institutions, (2) 

to change the governance of the universities by introducing governing boards, (3) to 

change the management of the universities by appointing leaders at all levels and (4) 

through contracts change the way the Government steers the universities (Wright & 

Ørberg, 2012: 1). For the first objective, it was argued that contract management in the 

form of ‘development contracts’ between the ministry and the universities would 

contribute to the autonomy of the universities (Thorup, 2000). Since the mid-2000s, 

these contracts have contained indicators for how the specific institutions should aim to 

internationalize further, including how to handle both incoming and outgoing student 

mobility (e.g. Aalborg Universitet, 2006: 3).  

 

In May 2005, the Danish Parliament passed an amendment that among other things 

required Danish universities to charge tuition fees for all non-EU/EEA full-degree 

students (Folketinget, 2005b). The subheading of one of the amendment’s bills was 

“cutback of state subsidy and charge of payment for certain foreign students” (Ibid., 

my translation) and when it was passed, Denmark became the first Nordic country to 
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introduce tuition fees for this group of students (Oxford Research, 2012: 17). Due to 

EU-legislation, students from other EU or EEA countries could still study in Denmark 

without having to pay, but one of the rationales behind the change was “to avoid that 

third countries send students to Danish universities with the Danish state financing the 

education fully or partially” and it had the subsequent outcome that “the institution’s 

supply of higher education (...) shall happen as a revenue-funded company” (Ibid., my 

translations). In that way, the amendment mirrored the 2003 university law’s first 

objective of making the universities more self-owning as well as other trademarks of 

marketized higher education institutions (Molesworth, Nixon, & Scullion, 2011: 13). 

 

Already a few months after that, Roskilde University (RUC) found itself in a storm after 

Danish media revealed how their number of accepted students from China had risen by 

80 % compared to previous years (Nielsen, 2015: 156f). With 2005/2006 being the last 

academic year Danish universities would receive state subsidies for non-EU/EEA 

students, RUC was being accused of strategically increasing its intake in order to receive 

the same kind of subsidies as for any other group of students. Additionally, it was 

uncovered how RUC in fact had charged the same students tuition fees as part of their 

admission. With reference to a telephone conversation with the then Minister of 

Science, Helge Sander, the rector of RUC claimed that the fee charging had been 

approved in order to cover the university’s extra services that were not included in 

standard state subsidies for students. After hearing about that case, eight of the 

implicated Chinese students lodged a complaint as they found that their dissatisfaction 

with their study program would be of relevance to what was now an ongoing 

investigation of RUC. In the end, the Danish Ministry of Science decided that the fees 

were illegal and that RUC had to pay a total of DKK 100.000 back to the students (for a 

thorough analysis see Nielsen, 2015: chapter 5).  

 

In 2008, a similar story broke about how Aarhus University (AU) was tangled up in a 

legal case between some of its students and the Danish Ministry of Science. The 

university had charged tuition of both Danish and international students part of a joint 

Erasmus Mundus program in which the students were affiliated with other European 
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universities along with AU. They had done so although admitting that this was a 

decision based on how they interpreted the rules at the time (Richter & Andersen, 

2008f) and when a member of the Danish Parliament brought up the case and an 

investigation was initiated, the conclusion was that the university had charged tuition 

illegally and ought to pay students back their fees. The case developed into a war of 

words between AU, who called for clarity and more transparent rules, and Helge Sander 

who claimed to never have approved the charging of fees. Eventually, in 2009, 22 

Danish and international students received back 60.000 Danish kroner after the 

Ministry of Science had addressed their appeal (Paaske, 2009). At first, some of the 

involved students’ call for repay had been dismissed by AU who refund only to those 

students who held their bachelor’s degree from a Danish university, but not those with a 

bachelor’s degree from elsewhere (Richter, 2009).  

 

In 2011, under the title “International Competitive Universities” (my translation), a 

growth forum under the then Government emphasized the importance of another aspect 

of the international competition between universities. University rankings, they argued, 

was an important measurement of Denmark’s universities’ position in the higher 

education market and seeing a Danish university in the top ten by 2020 was stated as a 

goal (Vækstforum, 2011: 3). Today, the general attention towards rankings is evident on 

the websites of both Aarhus University and University of Copenhagen (Københavns 

Universitet, 2017; Aarhus University, 2017) as well as at a Government administrated 

website (Study in Denmark, 2017c). For a specific 2017 ranking assessing the most 

international universities, Denmark’s average international score ensured the country 

an 8th place out of 22 countries (Study in Denmark, 2017a) and out of the 100 

universities included, the University of Copenhagen and Aarhus University were placed 

as number 28th and 35th respectively (Ibid.). 

 

Linking these facts to the four different rationales for internationalization proposed by 

Knight and de Wit (social/cultural, political, academic and economic), the rationales are 

at play in the case of Denmark. They are seen in the increasing numbers for both ingoing 

and outgoing mobility (social/cultural and academic rationale), the numerous policy 
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publications from both the Government and transnational organizations (political 

rationale), the introduction of fees for certain students (economic rationale), the 

attention towards rankings (academic rationale) and the number of degrees on offer for 

international students (academic, economic and social/cultural rationale). For the 

latter, international students can per 2017, and across the higher entire education 

spectrum, choose between more than 700 degree programs including exchange 

programs, PhD programs and summer school opportunities (Study in Denmark, 2017b). 

Although numbers does not tell something about rationales per se, they do indicate how 

there is activity and progression. 

 

In 2006, at an OECD minister meeting in Athens, Greece, the then minister responsible 

for higher education in Denmark, Bertel Haarder, “went out on a limb as the only one of 

the assembled ministers who thought total marketisation was not only the most likely 

but also the most desirable future for university research and education” (Wright & 

Ørberg, 2012: 1). Although ‘the Danish disease’, as other participants in the meeting 

labeled Haarder’s statement (Ibid.), has not been fully realized, the most recent 

government platform, formulated in November 2016 when Denmark had new 

government inaugurated, included the following short statement for the higher 

education sector: “The Government is open to private universities and other higher 

education institutions” (Regeringen, 2016: 72). Although Haarder, being Danish 

politics’ grand old man was present, it was his fellow party member and current 

Minister of Higher Education, Søren Pind, who in an open consultation at the Danish 

Parliament on February 28th 2017 had to defend that formulation (field note 

28.02.2017; Folketinget TV, 2017). He did so by pointing to ideological differences when 

questioned by liberal members of the Education and Research Committee (Ibid.). 

Furthermore, at a conference in November 2016 held by the Ministry of Higher 

Education and Science, Søren Pind’s predecessor and fellow party member, Ulla 

Tørnæs, announced that a larger ‘quality assurance’ is taking place with the aim of 

determining whether the current strategy for internationalization is the right one (field 

note, 10.11.2016). The outcome of the quality assurance is set to be released in the 

summer of 2017 (Ibid.) and regardless of its findings, it exemplifies how the 
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internationalization of higher education in Denmark is a work in progress. In this 

process, the recruitment and retainment of international students is essential. 

5.2. Recruiting and Retaining 

 
In a 2014 publication titled ‘Denmark - an attractive educational country’, the Ministry 

of Higher Education and Science under the then Government presented two main 

objectives in the handling of incoming international students: to attract the most highly 

skilled and to retain them following their graduation (Uddannelses og 

Forskningsministeriet, 2014a). With reference to the benefit of Danish companies, 

future research, educational environments, talent development and foreign investments, 

the publication presented a total of 24 initiatives in order to attain the two objectives. 

The publication was the second out of two in an overall plan of action for 

internationalization, with the first focusing on the outgoing mobility of Danish students 

and them “being more aware of the increased value for themselves, their professional 

and personal development and future career options through including a relevant 

study or internship abroad” (Uddannelses og Forskningsministeriet, 2013: 6). In this 

plan, 31 initiatives not just to increase the outgoing mobility, but also “stronger 

international learning environments” (Ibid.: 4) at the higher education institutions and 

“strengthened foreign language competences” among Danish students were introduced 

(Ibid.: 4). Both publications were essentially a continuation of a ‘National Strategy for 

the Marketing of Denmark as Education Country’ introduced in 2007 (Villumsen, 

2007). In this strategy, it was revealed how, between 2007 and 2010, DKK 24 million 

would be allocated to achieve four main objectives: (1) attracting highly skilled foreign 

students and researchers, (2) that Danish higher education institutions should become 

more competitive in the global competition, (3) through student mobility meet Danish 

companies’ demand for qualified labor and (4) strengthening of students’ and 

institutions’ intercultural competences (Ibid.: 5). 

 

In the context of incoming international students, the first mentioned publication was 

the most comprehensive and ambitious ever in Danish higher education policy, and in 
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order to support the two main objectives, a new scholarship program, the ‘Danish 

Government Scholarship’, was set up as well (Uddannelses og Forskningsministeriet, 

2014b). The scholarship would exempt non-EU/EEA international students from having 

to pay tuition as well as provide them a monthly stipend of DKK 8.826 equivalent to 

$1.258 or €1.186. The scholarship would be directed towards students applying for 

degrees where labor shortage was expected and where Denmark was considered to have 

a position of strength. Furthermore, the program would work as a supplement, not as a 

replacement, for the already existing scholarship program introduced in 2005 

simultaneously with tuition fees for non-EU/EEA international students (Folketinget, 

2005a).  

 

Initially, the 2005 scholarship program targeted students applying to programs within 

the scientific, high-technological and mercantile areas with the then minister of 

education in charge of which specific countries students could be from in order to apply 

for it as well as which specific degrees were included (Ibid.). Between 2006 and 2011, 

the economic pool for the scholarship rose from around DKK 2 million to 28.7 million in 

2006 and then to DKK 59 million in 2011 (Oxford Research, 2012: 21). Unlike in the 

beginning, the universities are now entrusted the economic resources of the scholarship 

and can award it to the most highly qualified non-EU/EEA international full-degree 

applicants as they wish. The procedure is different from university to university and can 

change over time like it has at for example Aarhus University, where what before was 

one central pool of money today is decentralized as the different faculties, in accordance 

with their share, allocate the grants among their international programs. As the last 

step, the academic staff of these programs makes a prioritized list based on the 

applicants for the degree they are teaching before scholarships are ready to be awarded.  4

While other scholarships exist through the Danish International Development Agency 

(Danida), the Danish Government Scholarship has been the most permanent since fees 

for non-EU/EEA students was introduced and today exists in two forms; full or partial 

tuition fee waivers and/or grants towards covering living costs (Study in Denmark, 

4 Information gathered through communication with international and academic staff at Aarhus 
University, April 2017 
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2017d). The rationale of the scholarship is to function as an offer too good to turn down 

for students who may have been accepted by a university, foreign or domestic, other 

than the university with the scholarship attached, as to ensure they choose the latter. 

 

The political initiatives introduced to recruit and retain international students have 

been presented under changing governments, liberal and social democratic, and thus 

testify how there has been widespread consensus as to the positives of 

internationalization and of recruiting and retaining international students. Cost benefit 

analyses and studies have further shown how international students are a socio 

economic benefit for Denmark, also when the Danish state finance their education as it 

is the case for EU/EEA students and those awarded the Danish Government Scholarship 

(DREAM, 2013). In 2015, a study from the Think Tank DEA found that international 

full-degree students from the period 1996 to 2012 made a net positive contribution to 

the Danish society of DKK 156.5 million, or roughly DKK 27.000 per student with 

students of the long university degrees providing the most positive contribution 

(Tænketanken DEA, 2015: 13). As part of the study’s conclusion, the Think Tank 

summarized: 

 
“More international students generate more money to the Treasury and create a 

surplus for the public sector. Although many international students leave for home, 

those who stay make a profit. As long as the labor market can subsume the increasing 

international students, it is a really good bargain for society to increase the 

recruitment and retainment” (Ibid.: 2, paragraph 9, my translation).  

 
However, when the then sole party in the Danish Government, Venstre, in a plan in 

August 2016 published their vision for Denmark come 2025 (Helhedsplanen), it was 

done with a rhetoric that negatively targeted international students as a whole. In the 

next section, I will provide a chronological overview of the debate that rhetoric caused, 

as well as analyzing why the debate can be seen as a step away from the widespread 

consensus I in this and the previous section have described for the political process of 

internationalizing higher education in Denmark. 
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5.3. The SU-Debate 

 
The Danish State Educational Scholarship (SU) is a monthly grant that all Danish 

students are entitled to and that students from EU/EEA countries can apply for if they 

work 10-12 hours a week in a contractual job on the Danish labor market (Styrelsen for 

Institutioner og Uddannelsesstøtte, 2017). By April 2017, the grant was equivalent to 

$855,62 or €808,87 before taxation, and it is considered a cornerstone in the Danish 

welfare state where a large emphasis is put on economic redistribution, equal access to 

services and social mobility (Akademikerne, 2016). Although the grant did not exist 

formally before 1970, the first steps to its creation were taken more than 100 years ago 

and it is today a recurring hot political topic each year when the annual Finance Act is to 

be negotiated in the Danish Parliament (Bach, 2016).  

 

In August 2015, the newly crowned Government party, Venstre, proposed an 

educational cutback of DKK 8.7 billions during a period of four years (Arnfred, 2015). 

That is equivalent to a cost-cutting requirement of 2 % each year, much like other 

branches of the public sector in Denmark has been required to deliver (Ibid.). A year 

later, when the party published its 2025-plan, it included three central changes to the 

SU-grant: (1) a DKK 800 / 20 % cutback of the grant, (2) the possibility for students to 

take on an interest free loan, and (3) an increased employment allowance when 

graduates start working (Regeringen, 2016a). As only one group of international 

students, EU/EEA citizens, can apply for the grant, the debate around the SU-grant is to 

a large extent a Danish matter. However, unlike previous negotiations and SU-reforms, 

the debate in the fall 2016 was of high relevance to international students because of two 

aspects: (1) the idea behind the cutback was to make Denmark less attractive to 

EU/EEA-international students and (2) because some of the wording in the debate 

targeted not just the eligible EU/EEA international students, but international students 

as a whole. In Venstre’s plan, it was stated how “The robustness of the [SU] system is 

under pressure due to a raising number of foreign students” (Regeringen, 2016a: 3) 

which is a formulation that, firstly, does not suggest that only one group - not all 
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international students - can apply for the grant and, secondly, explicitly use the word 

‘foreign’ as supposed to ‘international’ when referring to the students who cause 

pressure on the system. “I like the significant use of the word 'foreigners' as opposed to 

'highly qualified international students' and 'fellow EU citizens”, one international 

classmate of mine ironically said when I shared with her the Government’s formulation. 

 

On September 1st, the 2025-plan was the topic at the popular weekly live TV-show, 

‘Debatten’ and the reorganization and cutback of the SU-grant was one of the subtopics 

given a 15 minute segment during the debate (Debatten, 2016). As could be expected, 

the rhetoric aimed at international students was not mentioned by any of the debaters, 

but the following day, I got the opportunity to ask specifically about the Government’s 

formulation above, as the Danish Prime Minister, Lars Løkke Rasmussen, at an event 

spoke publically about the entire 2025-plan. I mentioned that I spoke on behalf of a 

group who were not present on that day, nor did they have a voice in the general public 

debate. Symptomatic, the Prime Minister was interrupted by a group of Danish students 

who with a banner protested against the proposed changes for Danish students. 

However, he did mention the fact that just three out of ten students from abroad 

manages to secure a job in Denmark following graduation (Regeringen, 2016a: 3) and 

that it is not Denmark’s task to educate foreign citizens if they do not stay and put their 

knowledge and skills to use on the Danish labor market (field notes, 2nd of September, 

2016). When responding to the fact that only EU/EEA students, not all international 

students like it had been stated, are eligible for the SU-grant, and that they have to work 

10-12 hours a week in order to even apply for it, the Prime Minister banalized it by 

stating that all it takes is “working one evening a week in the coat-check in Jomfru Ane 

Gade” (Ibid., my translation).  5

 

This black and white simplification and one-sided approach was evident too when the 

responsible minister of Higher Education and Science at the time, Ulla Tørnæs, 

participated in a live TV-interview in September (Deadline, 2016). Like the journalist 

interviewing her, she too abstained from mentioning that a prerequisite for EU/EEA 

5 Jomfru Ane Gade is a well-known Danish party street  
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international students receiving the SU-grant is that they work alongside their studies 

and thus are taxpayers, who are contributing economically to the Danish welfare state in 

order to receive the allowance. During the TV-debate, the minister was confronted with 

a statement by Lisanne Wilken, who for years has conducted research on particularly 

EU/EEA-international students in Denmark. Wilken predicted that a DKK 800 cutback 

would not, as it was intended, scare off these students, as their motivations for coming, 

for the majority, were not based on the given level of the Danish SU-grant, but rather 

because of “lacking perspectives at home” (Ibid.: 10.00). That resonated well with 

conversations with EU/EEA-international my classmate and I had during our fieldwork, 

as well as a survey we made in order to gain a broader picture as to which role the 

SU-grant had played in their motivation for coming to Denmark: 

 

   

As it appears, a bit more than half of the students were aware of the SU-grant before 

arriving and as to the question of which role it then played for their motivation of 

coming, the numbers are again about half-half equivalent to roughly one third of them 

having the grant as either a big or decisive motivation for coming to Denmark. Thus, 

this small survey supports Wilken’s statement about multiple reasons being at stake, 

while leaving it as an open question whether a DKK 800 reduction will make the one 

third look to other countries as the then Government intended them to. 
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In total, 71 EU/EEA international student completed our survey of ten questions and 

they all had the option of adding a personal comment by the end. A few did so and one 

comment in particular stood out as it underlined how the SU-debate, regardless of 

which side one is on, would be more nuanced and equal if the voice of the students were 

included in it: 

 

“Receiving SU allows me to take a lot of time to study (and not  feel guilty about 

it), take part in different student organizations, go to conferences and network 

events, volunteer etc. I think it’s a great system: I study for free in DK and the 

Government invests in me indirectly, I work and pay taxes and therefore I am 

part of the system, I then consider that it is normal for me to receive the same 

benefits as other being in the system since they were born (danish citizens)” 

(anonymous EU/EEA-international student). 

 

In other words, and much like its intention, the grant enables this student to focus on 

studying while participating in meaningful activities as well. Networking that perhaps 

will prove useful once he or she graduates and starts looking towards landing a job in 

Denmark. The indirect investment the student refers to is the same investment that the 

previous mentioned Think Tank DEA in their study labeled as profitable when 

addressing the international students whose studies are financed by Denmark, and opt 

for staying and seeking in employment in the country afterwards.  

 

On October 13th, demonstrations against the general educational cutbacks of DKK 8.7 

billions took place in the four largest cities of Denmark. On behalf of 25 different 

organizations such as student organizations, unions and confederations (DSF, 2017), 

these demonstrations were organized by the umbrella organization 

‘Uddannelsesalliancen’. Among the thousands of Danish students demonstrating with 

posters and banners, two banners in English were also visible as seen on this picture 

where demonstrators in Copenhagen are walking from the town hall square to the 

Danish Parliament: 
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Outside the Parliament, my classmate and I got in touch with some of the students 

carrying the two banners and we learned that they were international students from 

Roskilde University (RUC). In between the demonstration and the Government’s call for 

a reorganization of the SU-grant, they had gotten together and in the public and open 

group they had created on Facebook, the reason for the initiative to paint banners and 

participate was, and still is, visible for anyone to see (Action Group, 2016). In the 

statement, the frustration of being blamed and pointed out is evident as the principal 

organizer, after having laid out the number and facts regarding the proposed cutbacks, 

wrote: 

 

“However, the reason why I am writing this in this specific group, is because              

the motivation of the Government was the need to stabilize what they phrased             

as “explosion” of international students, as specially of Eastern European          

students. What you read is right, the Minister of Education, Ulla Tørnæs, has             

blamed international students, and especially our Eastern European colleagues,         

for a major cutback in Danish welfare” (Principal organizer, Action Group, 21st            

of September, 2016). 
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Media reported of an ‘explosion’ (J. B. Nielsen, 2016), but the Government’s exact             

phrasing was ‘significant increase’ (Regeringen 2016a: 8) which referred to the fact that             

the number of EU/EEA-international students receiving the SU-grant had risen from           

around 5.000 in 2008 to around 18.000 by 2015 (Ibid.: 7). However, it is important to                

keep in mind that the increase has happened proportionally with the increased number             

of EU/EEA-international students who have been admitted. Furthermore, receiving the          

SU-grant only apply as long as a student can meet the requirement of having a               

contractual job and working 10-12 hours - not less or more - a week, which another                

optional comment from the survey testifies to: “If I get sick, and I’m unable to work for                 

a week, I’d become in-eligible for SU for the whole month”. Thus, the number of               

students receiving the grant is dynamic, and although it is evident how it represents              

increased SU expenses for EU/EEA-international students, they as a group constitute a            

vanishingly small number. 2,6 % of the entire SU-budget to be precise (Winther, 2016),              

which is a number that also can be sensed on the banners pictured above. As a result,                 

opposition parties, just like the principal organizer also did in the latter part of his               

statement, criticized the Government for the pointlessness of focusing on less than 3 %              

in order to justify a 20 % cutback for 97 % of students (Ibid.).  

 

In his statement, the principal organizer also emphasized ‘Eastern European students’           

because the Government explicitly had mentioned students from Romania, Lithuania          

and Hungary as students who are threatening the robustness of the SU-grant            

(Regeringen, 2016a: 7). His wording of them as ‘colleagues’ sends a signal that internally              

no division exist among the students, which was something he also emphasized in an              

informal interview a few weeks after the demonstration. The formulation further           

suggests that as international students they stand side by side in opposing the rhetoric              

that, as previously mentioned, did not distinguish between the different groups and the             

fact that the SU-debate only applied to EU/EEA-internationals and not non-EU/EEA           

students. Continuing in the same vein, he wrote: 
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“There is a clear intention of scapegoating a minority of students, the 

immigrant ones, with the objective of passing policies that the Government itself 

knows they are unpopular. This is because they believe that international 

students will not be able to defend themselves and they are an easy target to 

scapegoat” (Principal organizer, Action Group, 21st of September, 2016). 

 

Here we again encounter critique of the Government for pointing out the minority of 

SU-grant receivers - the international students or ‘immigrants ones’ as he formulated it. 

The same notion of ‘scapegoating’ has also been pointed out elsewhere, especially with 

reference to the EU/EEA-international students from Romania. In a letter to the editor 

of the Danish newspaper ‘Politiken’, two Ph.D. students from Aarhus University argued 

that the use of Romanian students in the debate were an ideological and not factual 

argument (Dahlberg & Wadsholt, 2016). Finally, the lack of nuances of the debate also 

encouraged my fellow classmate and I to write a small public piece that got published in 

University of Copenhagen’s newspaper the ‘University Post’ (Dall & Lang, 2016). In it, 

we pointed these nuances out while agitating for how international students, based on 

on our fieldwork findings, are a benefit rather than a burden and that the Government’s 

focus “should be on constructive initiatives that can help ease the transition for 

international students’ from studying in Denmark to working in Denmark” (Ibid.: last 

paragraph). It was important for us that it was published in English in order to be 

available for the international students we aimed to speak on behalf of, and following its 

publication we received much positive feedback from the self-same.  

 

During the course of the fieldwork, we also experienced how the call for a more nuanced 

debate became pressing for others than students. On November 10th, we attended a 

conference by the Ministry of Higher Education and Science. The focus of the 

conference was the mobility of both personal and academic staff at Danish higher 

education institutions and the then minister, Ulla Tørnæs, held the opening address 

(Uddannelses og Forskningsministeriet, 2016). During this address, she touched upon 

the current state of the internationalization process in Denmark, and as a response 

hereto, a female employee at Aalborg University stood up and criticized the minister 
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very directly (field notes, 10th of November, 2016). In a later telephone conversation 

with Birgitte Bisgaard Nielsen, who at the time of the conference worked with the 

recruitment of international students, I asked what had made her stand up. She told me 

that the SU-debate’s general rhetoric towards international students had triggered it for 

her, and that she on that particular occasion had thought to herself that “instead of keep 

complaining to my colleagues, I now go directly to the minister, although it has no 

effect” (Birgitte Bisgaard Nielsen, 25th of April, 2017). Like my classmate and I also had 

found problematic, Birgitte Bisgaard Nielsen pointed to the fact that international 

students have less than ideal conditions for defending themselves and that had been a 

contributing factor for her standing up and speaking on their behalf. My field notes 

reveal how the minister’s response was one that stressed the importance of finding a 

balancing act between attracting, but not becoming a “magnet” for students it is not 

Denmark’s task to educate. A reply that expresses an opinion that in itself is fair, but 

that neglects the other-than-economic value that cannot be measured in numbers: 

“There are of course good students and bad students, but those international students 

that are good are fantastic and they put down an extreme work effort and come with 

something we [as Danes] can’t create on our own”, Birgitte Bisgaard Nielsen told me on 

the phone pinpointing how Denmark as a small country depends on the expertise of 

international people and of having good ambassadors around the world.  

 

Two weeks before the conference, the Prime Minister had announced that the 

Government abandoned its 2025-plan since the negotiations had reached a deadlock 

(Cordsen, 2016). Three weeks after that, he announced that he intended to expand the 

Government by inviting in two other parties (Holst, 2016) and on November 27st, a new 

Government platform was published. In it, it was stated how also the new Government 

consisting of Venstre, The Conservative People’s Party and The Liberal Party, Liberal 

Alliance, aimed at reorganizing the SU-grant and doing so based on the initial proposal 

that ignited the SU-debate three months earlier (Regeringen, 2016b: 71).  
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5.4. A Dominant Rationale 

Although the SU-debate ended with the abandonment of the 2025-plan, it triggered a 

debate about not only international students, but also the future direction of the 

internationalization of higher education in Denmark. Although the proposals and the 

rhetoric of the SU-debate does not suggest entirely closing off the country for 

international students, a few examples from since the fieldwork ended, showcase how 

less than that is considered potential setbacks by both students and others occupied 

with the area. And, at a more general level, how one particular rationale seems to have 

become dominant in the process of and debate about internationalization. 

 

On February 7th, it was revealed how ‘Studenterhuset’, which among international and 

Danish student alike is a popular downton student bar and cafe subsidized by the 

University of Copenhagen, due to a 60 % reduction in funding is forced to cut down on 

activities for international students (Bobrowicz, 2017). In September, I interviewed the 

general manager of Studenterhuset, Jacob Ørum, who due to the outlook of the 

reduction could not say much about the place’s activities following it. In spite of the 

cutback, the official University of Copenhagen mentor program (run by Studenterhuset) 

for new international students will remain funded, whereas activities such as ‘How to 

find a student job’, ‘Getting accommodation’, ‘Language Cafe’ and ‘Danish workplace 

culture’ now are suspended and going forward will depend on the extent to which 

external funding is available (Ibid.). Activities that are all of meaningful relevance to the 

retainment of international students.  

 

On April 7th, and due to a new report showing that one in five international graduates 

from Danish University Colleges and Business Academies are employed in Denmark two 

years after their graduation, the minister of Higher Education, Søren Pind, announced 

that a 25 % reduction in the admission of international students will apply for the 2017 

summer intake (Balslev, 2017f). In continuation hereof, an investigation of the higher 

education sector’s university degree programs will be initiated with the intention of 
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putting a cap on the number of spots for international students. While in contrast to for 

example the UCPH 2015-2017 ministry development contract of increasing the number 

of non-Scandinavian students by 10 percent, these news have also left academic staff in 

despair: “Politicians are putting their primary emphasis on whether the international 

students get jobs in Denmark and earn money for the treasury. But we would like also 

to focus on the importance of an international study environment” (Ibid.: section 7, 

paragraph 2), Associate Dean of Education, Birgitte Sloth, stated and with that 

pinpointed how the economic rationale has become dominant. 

 

On April 25th, a non-EU/EEA international student joined the debate with a written 

piece published in the University of Copenhagen Post (Gavry, 2017). In it, Zachary 

Thomas Gavry, who is an American master’s degree student in Global Health at the 

University of Copenhagen (UCPH), called for the questioning of the data which Søren 

Pind had used to call for a reduction of the intake of international students: “Is the “1 out 

of 5” funded students who leaves the country after obtaining their “free” education (we 

still pay taxes by the way) non-EU?” (Ibid.: section 4, paragraph 1) he asked pointing to 

the insufficient transparency of the Government’s numbers and the fact that, like with 

the SU-debate, no distinction was made between EU/EEA international students and 

non-EU/EEA. Combined with his own unique story of being accepted to UCPH with a 

Danish Government Scholarship included, he also addressed the plans of cutting down 

admission for students like him in a more general light by arguing that: “Every country, 

not least a small country relying heavily on imports and exports like Denmark, needs 

young well educated ambassadors” (Ibid.: section 6, paragraph 2) just like Birgitte 

Bisgaard Nielsen of Aalborg University agitated when I talked to her on the phone. 

 

Their statements bring me back to section 5.2 in which I looked at the rationales for the 

recruitment and retainment of international students. Besides pointing to 

socio-economic benefits of retaining students and an aim of increasing the number of 

fee-paying students (Uddannelses og Forskningsministeriet, 2014a), the political 

publications also described how admitting international students would contribute to 

“strengthening Danish students’ outlook and understanding of other culture’s ways of 
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learning and cooperate” (Ibid.: 4). These intentions belong to the category of the 

social/cultural rationale for internationalization as argued by Knight and de Wit, and 

constitute value that is other-than-economic and thus cannot be measured in numbers. 

However, with the party Venstre kick-starting the SU-debate by referring to the number 

of international students who eventually leave Denmark, and the articulation of it not 

being Denmark’s task to educate those who leave, focus was limited to what happens to 

these students after graduation and not during their studies. The other-than-economic 

value that potentially emerge during their studies is exactly what the above-mentioned 

objectives are not just concerned with, but also foresee that international students can 

and will contribute positively to. 

 

In order to further analyze this, it is relevant to briefly look into to the overall political 

context of both Denmark and the world. Although the political consensus shown in 

section 5.1. and 5.2. has been facilitated by parties on both sides of the political aisle, I 

argue that even the occurrence of international students in a debate about the SU-grant 

- and the rhetoric targeted at them - tells us something more generally about the 

political state of the world. A state that has proven that American professor Francis 

Fukuyama was wrong when he in in the summer of 1989 foresaw that the battle between 

ideologies had ended and that the liberal democracy as a form of government had 

triumphed for good (Fukuyama, 1989). ‘Brexit’ and the election of Donald Trump are 

the most obvious examples of how large population groups in Western countries have 

turned their back on globalization, testifying how, together with the the raise of 

anti-democratic forces, the liberal democracy has not won, but is in an ongoing battle 

against other ideologies. 

 

In Denmark, the skepticism towards immigrants and those who are foreign is not new, 

with the Danish People’s Party occupying a central position of power in Danish politics 

since 2001. In 2015, at the most recent national election, the party received 21,1 % of all 

votes, got 15 more seats in Parliament and became the second largest party next to the 

Social Democrats. The trend of the entire political spectrum moving more and more 

towards the right has been the case in many European countries (Poulsen, 2016) and is 
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constituted by a battle between the ‘national’ and the ‘international’. Does the latter 

represent a threat to protect ourselves from or does it represent possibilities to embrace 

(Ritzau, 2014)? With the party Venstre traditionally being pro globalization and 

Denmark’s membership of, and collaboration within the European Union, I argue that 

their proposals and rhetoric in the SU-debate must be seen in light of the political 

spectrum having moved increasingly more to the right. Concretely, they were in their 

2025-plan forced to include elements popular to the voters of the Danish People’s Party 

and one way to do that was to call for a more robust SU-grant “due to a raising number 

of foreign students” (Regeringen, 2016a: 3). In other questions related to immigration 

policy, Venstre’s Members of Parliament have found themselves between two stools with 

internal division as a result (Bæksgaard, 2014). This underlines the power of the Danish 

People’s Party, as they are hard to exclude when looking to establish a majority to pass 

legislation in Danish politics. In the case of the SU-debate, they tacitly influenced the 

debate to be one of political class struggle rather than basing it on research within the 

area (Dahlberg & Wadsholt, 2016). However, what connects this political development 

of a re-emerging nationalism to the economic rationale as the dominant one in the 

internationalization process in Denmark?  

 

Along with the Ministry of State, the Ministry of Finance is in Denmark considered the 

most powerful as it is monitoring all other ministries and their revenue and expenses 

based on taxpayers’ money (Ritzau, 2017). Here the Ministry of Higher Education is no 

exception and the SU-grant is far from the only concrete educational instrument and 

condition to be subject to economic cutbacks. Others include the length and possible 

time span for delay of students’ designated study time (Lema, 2016) and a cap on the 

amount of times a student can change from one degree to another and still have his or 

her studies financed by taxpayers’ money (Uddannelses og Forskningsministeriet, 

2017a). The latter was an initiative that economically released means to the 

unemployment benefits system (Ibid.), exemplifying how the means for these public 

goods are a matter of economic priority more so than signs of actual policy-making 

based on ideology. To strengthening the conditions of the unemployment benefit system 

has for long been a key issue for the Danish People’s Party (Sand, 2015), but although 
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neither that system nor the educational means released to strengthening it has to do 

with international students per se, I argue that the Danish People’s Party’s viewpoints 

and position of strength in Danish politics has contributed substantially to the shift of 

consensus regarding internationalization. A shift, that in this case paved the way for a 

pushback of internationalization and, along with the economic rationale that dominates 

decision-makers’ agenda, overshadows the social/cultural other-than-economic value of 

internationalization. 

5.5. One Alternative 
 

Sociocultural processes of internationalization and students’ mobility patterns was also 

one aspect Fazal Rizvi addressed in his study of and subsequent encouragement to 

rethinking the notion of brain drain (Rizvi, 2005). According to him, the overall 

problem with an analysis like the world-systems theory when used to explain a 

phenomenon like brain drain, is that it reduces the world economy to a pre-given fact 

and that economics are wrongfully favored over sociocultural and political dynamics as 

the causes for why people move. In the coming chapter, I will built upon his argument 

through further use of my own ethnographic material, but first off I will provide one 

alternative to the economic rationale I have just described as equally favoured and 

dominant in higher education policy for internationalization in Denmark. 

 
In addition to the two existing scholarships for non-EU/EEA international students, a 

third was added in 2013. This scholarship program was part of the ‘Building Stronger 

Universities’ partnership that started in 2011 and consisted of collaboration between the 

eight Danish universities and a similar number of partnering universities in developing 

countries such as Nepal, Ghana and Uganda (Danske Universiteter, 2011b). The 

initiative to include a scholarship was backed by the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ 

development branch (Danida) and meant that the students, besides being exempt from 

paying tuition fees, also would be provided with housing, a monthly allowance and 

covered travel expenses (Danida, 2015). One of the partnership’s three main goals was 

“to produce skilled and motivated graduates that can contribute to the further 
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development of their societies and address the challenges they face” (Danske 

Universiteter, 2011: 7), and with that the involved students would potentially also 

become good ambassadors for the country in which they would acquire the knowledge 

and skills necessary to face the challenges of their home countries. That is in line with 

the quotes of Birgitte Bisgaard Nielsen and Zachary Thomas Gavry earlier in this 

chapter, and I argue that the notion of international students as ‘good ambassadors’ can 

be seen as one alternative to the economic rationale as well as an aspect of soft power. 

 

‘Soft power’ is among other things the result of the attractiveness of a country's culture 

(Foreign Affairs, 2017) and a persuasive and holistic approach to international relations 

through the use of both economic and cultural influence (Oxford Dictionaries, 2017b). 

As opposed to hard power defined as the use of military solutions (Oxford Dictionaries, 

2017a), soft power is of particular relevance to smaller countries and in 2015 Denmark 

held a position as number nine out of thirty countries in a soft power ranking made by 

the global affairs magazine, Monocle (Copcap, 2015). Furthermore, one public example 

of the benefits of soft power in relation to international students already exists in Artis 

Pabriks, who is Latvia's former Minister of Defence, Minister of Foreign Affairs and 

current member of the European Parliament. In 1996, Pabriks completed his Ph.D. 

degree in Political Science from Aarhus University and today he describes Denmark as 

his second home country while urging the country to be proud of once having invested 

in a young student from a then totalitarian country with all it has yielded for both his 

career and the view on Denmark he expresses wherever he go (Brøndum, 2013). In the 

same vein, articles by Times Higher Education report how Russia and Germany make 

use of soft power in their higher education agenda. Russia through recruiting and not 

charging fees of students from former Soviet states, and Germany through not charging 

fees of any of their international students (Times Higher Education, 2017a; Times 

Higher Education, 2017b). In light of the economic rationale, those strategies may at 

first sight stand out as counterproductive, but in a soft power perspective it may very 

well pay dividends regardless of whether the students stay in Russia or Germany and 

pay taxes, or move on as ambassadors like Artis Pabriks. 
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In line with how the student mobility programs in their very beginning were initiated as 

projects to create mutual understanding for the sake of peace and international 

collaboration (chapter 4, section 4.1.), I argue that they now are as relevant as they were 

back then. I do so based on the political development described in the previous section, 

as well as the fact that we live in a time of increased migration as a consequence of 

conflicts and tensions particularly in developing countries. Hence, the challenges of 

these countries are to some extent also the challenges of Denmark, but by keeping 

higher education and internationalization policy as a part of a country’s development 

and security policy, much can be gained. However, unlike with an international student 

remaining in the country and paying taxes following graduation, the gain of good 

ambassadors or students that return back to their home country cannot be measured in 

numbers and therefore represent a value that is other-than-economic. As is evident from 

this chapter, this is a value that has previously been recognized also politically, but to 

further underline how the economic rationale has become dominant, Danida has 

announced that the ‘Building Stronger Universities’ partnership will come to an end by 

August 2017 (Danida, 2015a) as part of a general cutback of Denmark’s development 

activities (Heinskou, 2015).  

 

Finally, the alternative of using the kind of soft power, which I in this section have 

argued for the need and benefits of in the context of internationalization, can be justified 

even in light of the economic rationale. Being a small country, Denmark is dependent on 

foreign investments through good foreign relations and on Danish companies being 

international. One way for companies to be so is by employing international students, 

but also through employing those international students who, for whatever reason, do 

not stay in Denmark. By having studied in Denmark, they have an unprecedented 

pre-understanding of the country as well as a degree which Danish companies know the 

length, content and quality of. Although not being Danish taxpayers, they will still 

contribute to the revenue of a Danish company and thus contribute in the way that 

politically has gained an increased weight at the expense of the other-than-economic 

value of having international students. 

 

50 



 
 

6. Perception and Negotiation of Value: International Students’ 
Perspectives 

6.1. Introduction 

In this chapter, I will bring in the voice of some of these international students. As a 

prologue, I will first look at two specific students’ thoughts, strategies and 

considerations about even coming to Denmark in the first place. Both of them are 

non-EU/EEA international students from the same developing country, but in spite of 

that, I have have chosen them because their statements are representative of also the 

non-EU/EEA students from developed countries that I encountered. What the two 

express is something I then analyze further in later sections of this chapter, while 

introducing other students in other situations all of relevance to the quest of answering 

my research question of how the economic and the-other-than-economic value of 

internationalization is perceived and negotiated by them. 

6.2. The Notion of Something Better 

 
“I knew I could get better quality elsewhere”. This statement came without hesitation as 

a response to my question of where the idea of studying abroad had erupted for Eddy,  a 6

Nigerian master’s degree student at the University of Copenhagen (UCPH). It was late 

September, and the setting was the windy outdoor seating at the cafeteria at the campus 

where he was studying and willingly had agreed to sit down with me for an interview in 

the midst of his own thesis writing. When I asked him from where he knew he could get 

something better compared to doing a master’s degree in his home country, he laughed 

and then responded: “If you talk to an average Nigerian youth, and you were to ask 

him if he would prefer to study in Nigeria or America or Europe, he will definitely tell 

you outside, not Nigeria”. Elaborating on this statement, he returned to the notion of 

“better quality” and said that he knew that in Denmark he would not face the same lack 

of equipment and facilities, and that “the way we approach education [in Nigeria] is 

6 Due to confidentiality, all names of students interviewed have been anonymized  
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not the best”. A very similar scenario played out during another interview, this time with 

Rose, a female UCPH master’s degree student also from Nigeria: “I just wanted to study 

abroad at a good university” was one of her opening remarks and when asked to 

elaborate on that she said: “I always knew I did not have the best in Nigeria… not that 

it is not [good], but there is something better out there so why not go for that?” 

 

Besides uncovering some of these students’ motives for studying abroad, they also seem 

to mirror what Indian anthropologist Arjun Appadurai characterized as “a new role of 

the imagination in social life” (Appadurai, 1996: 31f). As mentioned earlier, Appadurai 

characterizes the social imaginary as a collective, social fact (Ibid.: 5), similar to how 

Eddy suggested that any young man or women from Nigeria would answer as him if 

asked from where he or she knew they could get something better. This also bears 

similarities to the research of French Spanish anthropologist Noel B. Salazar (Salazar, 

2011). Against the backdrop of his own ethnographic fieldwork with and of local tourist 

guides in Indonesia and young people from Tanzania respectively, he writes: 

“Increasingly, people in those countries are beginning to imagine the possible lives that 

might be available out there because they are often convinced that life is ‘better’ 

elsewhere” (Ibid.: 578). In the students’ statements above, the university and the quality 

it provides is what constitute that what is imagined as better, but as the following 

interview excerpt reveals, that was not the only thing considered superior:  

 

Rose: Not in any situation will I want to go back to Nigeria.  

Anders: No? Why? 

Rose: Because I don’t, I can no longer fit in, that’s the easiest way to put it. I’ve seen a better 

place, I’ve lived in a better place.  

Anders: Better in terms of? 

Rose: Everything. Everything. In terms of.. electricity, like, as the first, we don’t have 24 hours 

of electricity in Nigeria, so that’s number one. Jobs.. jobs are hard to find everywhere, but 

right now is, is almost impossible, so… only my parents want me to come back, as much as 

they miss me, they know it’s not going to be a good life being there, so. Sad, but just the way it 

is. 
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As opposed to the opening quotes, this excerpt shows that a basic and 

taken-for-granted-thing in a Danish context, the access to electricity day and night, 

constituted one part of that which is considered better in addition to improved job 

prospects and the previous mentioned quality of education. What Rose meant by the 

fact that she no longer could fit in back home was not something I asked further about, 

but she told me that following graduation, she intended to pursue a position as a Ph.D. 

student which within her field was another thing not possible in Nigeria. Therefore, she 

was eager to pursue it at UCPH and with that stay in Denmark which she also referred to 

as “home”. Hence, her lacking ability to see herself return could stem not only from 

having seen something that in her perception was better, but also because the 

possibilities in Nigeria simply did not correspond with her intended trajectory.  

 

As a result, she was also very upfront when I next asked her whether it would be fair to 

also see her studies in Denmark as part of a migration process: “Yeah, of course (...) If I 

have a better opportunity, why would I want to go back? It’s just, family and 

everybody is there but still, you want something more, you want a better life. And if 

you can have it, why not? Imagination, and in this case the stage of it where the 

imaginations prior to coming to Denmark seems to have been confirmed by the 

individual, is thus a “staging ground for action, and not only for escape” (Appadurai, 

1996: 7). Not only did Rose imagine Denmark as a better place in various ways, but by 

the time of the interview the confirmation of these imaginations had become a driving 

force for her aspiration of immigrating and leave what is not as good behind, although 

that implied being separated from family and friends. Leaving and staying abroad had 

become the rational choice as her counterquestion “why would I want to go back” 

indicates. Furthermore, the question of her trajectory evolving from ‘student’ to 

‘immigrant’ was for her a matter of course, as the better opportunity and life now 

present for her left my question of her returning almost redundant.  

 

In order to better understand the social imaginary, Appadurai proposes a framework 

consisting of five different dimensions: ethnoscapes, mediascapes, technoscapes, 

financescapes and ideoscapes (Appadurai, 1996: 33f). Ethnoscapes refer to the mobility 
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of certain people (tourists, migrants, refugees, guest workers, students) who make up 

and practice a shifting world, while technoscapes refer to the power of technology 

which, unlike previously happens at a rapid pace that enables people to connect with 

each other in new ways. Both of these scapes are closely related to financescapes as 

human movement and technological flow are both intertwined with financial transfers 

and the power to purchase. Mediascapes refer to the narratives presented in television, 

radio, newspapers and online while ideoscapes refer to the ideology of any given 

government. All of the scapes are fluid and thus not objectively standardized or set. 

Rather, they are navigated by the agents that are now able to imagine the world 

differently and thus live in imagined worlds. I will now draw on Appadurai’s notion of 

mediascapes to provide a way of better understanding these two students’ notion of 

something better. 

 

Having taken somewhat offence to my question of how she knew something better 

existed elsewhere, Rose responded: “We have the Internet (...) we’re not living under a 

rock” before adding that she had used the Internet to, in her own words “level up” by 

taking online classes provided by Udacity  and followed course notes from the 7

recognized Massachusetts Institute of Technology in the United States. She did not 

mention any university rankings, but instead the rankings of the world’s happiest 

countries. Although not a determining factor for her decision to come, she added that 

what she knew of Denmark before coming steamed from a CNN TV-reportage conveying 

the fact that Denmark topped that ranking. Naming the most important factors 

characterizing mediascapes, Appadurai writes that “they provide (especially in their 

television, film and cassette forms) large and complex repertoires of images, 

narratives and ethnoscapes to viewers throughout the world” (Appadurai, 1996: 35). 

Similarly, Eddy told me how the Internet had been key in his quest for finding 

information about that which he already a that point imagined as better: 

 

“I began to search by myself, where do I want to go, where do I want to go? 

During the course of my search, that was on the Internet now, I actually found 

7 E-learning provider out of Stanford University and Silicon Valley 
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out that Scandinavia happens to be the most highly.. had the most highly 

ranked universities in Europe, so I looked at Norway, I looked at Sweden, I 

looked at Copenhagen, Denmark and actually narrowed my search down to 

Denmark (...) I saw the University of Copenhagen had a huge impact in 

chemistry, so it was the most popular university that came up on my search”. 

 

During both interviews, I asked the students whether they had set their sights 

particularly on Denmark, and why they ultimately ended up as students of UCPH. As is 

evident from the statement above, the Internet was a central source for gathering 

information about studying abroad, and according to Appadurai, media images that flow 

across national boundaries and produce images that cannot be satisfied within national 

circumstances, is one example of globalization (Appadurai, 2000: 5). During the 

interview with Eddy, we did not go into further detail with what kind of ranking(s) he 

specifically had seen, but in their nature, the various rankings to be found online are 

very illustrative with videos and pictures attached as well as options of filtering any 

given search in order to make it more specific (e.g. QS World University Ranking, 2017). 

He also told me that following his graduation from his bachelor’s degree, he had spent 

one year “on the Internet” applying for jobs, writing mails with questions to professors 

and searching for study abroad options, scholarships etc. At a later follow-up exchange, 

I got the chance to specifically ask him whether rankings and the positioning of UCPH 

had been important factors during the cause of his search online: “Rankings were 

important to me because I figured that the reputation of one's university is an 

advantage in terms of perception from potential employers”, he said in line with how a 

2007 United States higher education study concluded that high-achieving, non-U.S. 

citizens with doctoral aspirations were more likely to put emphasis on rankings (Clarke, 

2007). With already having been selected for a Danish Government Scholarship, Eddy 

belongs to the category of high-achievers and is, like those found in the study, also a 

non-domestic student. 

 

However, although he similarly to Rose also aimed at an academic career, he was 

convinced that he eventually would return back to Nigeria: “In the long-term it’s 
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definitely gonna happen”, he told me before adding that one of his intentions with 

returning was to “be in a situation where I could affect the, change, you know, the 

educational atmosphere in my country”. What he meant by that was a change to certain 

facets he had experienced as a student in Denmark, namely changes to “the more 

informal atmosphere we have here [in Denmark], to the outlook on examinations and 

you know, not just regurgitating information but actually understanding what you’re 

doing and being able to actually explain that to people, basically thinking for yourself”. 

As a further example, he told me how he initially had contemplated applying for an 

exemption for the oral exams he would face, whereas he now looked forward to defend 

his thesis orally. Above all, although he did not see himself return to Nigeria 

immediately, it was on his radar long-term and he already had a clear objective about 

something he would like to change based on his experience as a university student in 

Denmark.  

 

As mentioned in the brief introduction to this chapter, the statements and situations of 

these two students are representative also of the non-EU/EEA international students 

from developed countries whom I encountered. For some, it had been Danish movies 

and TV-series that had made them aware of and interested in Denmark, for others it was 

Denmark’s reputation as a country with unique welfare and education as conveyed 

through media. For some again, the objective was to use their master’s degree studies as 

a ‘ticket to migration’ (Rizvi, 2005: 177), while others aimed at returning back to their 

country of origin. In the following sections, I will in light of the many different 

objectives, conditions and possible obligations look at how value is perceived and 

negotiated among non-EU/EEA international students. 

6.3. Family Obligations 

 
In September, while doing participant observation in class at UCPH’s faculty of Social 

Sciences, my classmate encountered Ananya, a fee-paying second year master’s degree 

student from India. Originally heading to Germany, the university there had found some 

discrepancies in her application and as a result turned it down. Fortunately, she was still 
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able to accept the spot she also had been offered at UCPH, but the rejection and decision 

of opting for Denmark had been a messy process. Consequently, her parents had wanted 

to accompany her to Denmark and elaborating more on her family and the kind of 

upbringing she had gone through, she said: “Life in India is very collectivist; we live in 

very close-knit families. I’ve been pampered a lot, living in a cocoon where my mom 

cooks my food and then suddenly coming here, everybody was scared, definitely”.  

 

This statement is a good example of how the decision of studying abroad for some entail 

more than just transitioning from one education system to another. Combined with the 

messy process of admission, the degree to which change was impending made not just 

her, but “everybody” in her family scared and only after her brother had weighed in, the 

parents had been convinced not to accompany her to Denmark. As supposed to the life 

of a close-knit family, most Danish university students have by the time of their 

enrollment moved out and are therefore responsible for their own lives and expected to 

handle practical matters by themselves. Among the eighteen to twenty nine year old, 

three out of four Danish students do not live at home, with the lack of student housing 

and the consequently high cost of other forms of housing being the reasons why 27 % 

either have returned or see no other alternative than to return back to their parents 

(Lützhøft, 2015). Other examples of differences between the ‘collectivist’ and the 

‘individual’ was something Ananya referred back to many times during the interview, 

well-captured by especially one statement: “Culturally, people here are very 

individualistic, student life is so different, people are so on their own”.  

 

Addressing some of the intergenerational differences within her family, she admitted 

that her grandparents had been the least keen on her leaving and that “they wanted me 

to do my master’s in India and get married”. About her grandparents she further said 

that “they’re a bit gender biased, they didn’t have an issue with my brother going [to 

study in the United States] because, well, men are designed to do that but the girls 

should stay back and lead a more domestic life”. Again comparing with Denmark, the 

seventies was a pivotal decade as the Danish women's movement paved the way for 

women's increased liberation from dependency on the man and increased gender 
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equality. Some of the very same things this student four decades later described as 

issues in her quest to study abroad. Rather than “stay back and lead a more domestic 

life”, the women’s movement contributed to the increased participation rate of women 

at the labor market and the fact that most families moved from having one provider to 

two (Danmarkshistorien.dk, 2017). With these factors in mind and, not least, the fact 

that her parents paid the UCPH tuition fee of €10.000 per semester, Ananya mentioned 

how coming to Denmark had been a “huge investment” and that:  

 
“There’s also a bit of pressure on me which is why I’d like to have a job that kind 

of gets those returns and kind of, of course it’s not that my parents expect me to 

pay back, that’s not how it’s done in our country, but from my perspective, I’d 

like to like see their investment come to fruition”. 

 

What makes this quote interesting in light of the exchange theory by Marcel Mauss, is 

that he saw the process of gift exchange as rooted in an inherent obligation to (1) give, to 

(2) receive, and to (3) return a gift (Mauss, 2002: chapter 1). Consequently, the relation 

between parties involved in gift giving is marked by reciprocity since reciprocating is 

required in order to sustain the relation that has been established through giving a gift. 

Unlike in commodity exchange, where people and relationships “are linked to each 

other in no enduring personal way” (Carrier, 1991: 127), for example as one goes to the 

shop and freely purchases an item regardless of who is behind the counter, no such 

thing as a free alienable gift exists according to Mauss. The relationship itself is 

therefore what is central in gift giving and since Ananya’s parents paid on her behalf, it 

resembles an action belonging to the category of gift exchange, as fees are inalienable 

and the exchange therefore is of possible influence to the social relationship between the 

parties involved. In this case, those parties are the parents and their daughter who 

together form a social relation with each other, unlike the parents and the university 

charging the fees, as they by the expense of paying a fixed amount of money are linked 

to the university “only in an abstract and general sense” (Ibid.: 129).  
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When Ananya at first mentions how she experiences “a bit of pressure” from her 

parents, it is then well in line with the exchange theory and the moral obligation which 

she, according to Mauss, has of returning or reciprocating the parents’ gift. The next line 

- “a job that kind of gets those returns” - further suggests that it is not a case of a 

monetary payback of four times €10.000 since “of course it’s not that my parents expect 

me to pay back”, although that could have been the implicit implication of her getting a 

job justifying her parents’ investment. During the conversation, Ananya mentioned how 

her aim of studying abroad had been closely linked to that of also getting a job abroad 

and that it had remained that way in spite of the problems with her application and the 

fact that she ended in Denmark and not Germany as initially planned. However, after 

one year in Denmark, she had realized the importance of speaking the Danish language 

and foresaw that finding a job after graduation would be a struggle as long as she did not 

speak Danish. Therefore, with less than a year of her degree remaining, she was holding 

her options open in terms of staying, giving Germany another try or even going back to 

India, where she said that a degree from a European university would be looked 

positively upon. In any case, she stressed how she found the thought of living without 

her family difficult. If she were to base herself somewhere else than India, she said that a 

change in arrangements would be relevant, perhaps with her mom coming and living 

with her also because marriage was not on the horizon. 

 

I argue that Ananya’s statements in several ways mirror characteristics of the particular 

family she comes from, but also the society she by the time of interview found herself in. 

In the transition from what she described as a safe, collectivist life to a more 

individualized, she herself talked about ‘investment’, ‘return’ and later that: “(...) 

probably when your education was free [as a Danish or EU/EEA-student in 

Denmark], then you’re not that, it’s okay, you wanna get a job, but maybe not the best, 

but now for me there’s a bit of that pressure, that I’d like to get a job that’s 

compensated with how much has been invested”. These words, statements and way of 

articulating resembles a monetary and more individualistic approach belonging to the 

sphere of commodity exchange, where, at least theoretically, exchange is supposed to be 

more straightforward and non-binding. However, as her parents were paying for her, it 
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resembles a gift exchange with inherent moral obligations attached, contributing to the 

ambiguity of the situation and the question of where her tendency to almost talk ‘value 

for money’ derives from when expecting to pay back is not “how it’s done in our 

country”?  

 

Worth mentioning is that Mauss stressed that gift exchange is not excluded to take place 

in non-capitalist societies and, vice versa, that commodity exchange is not reserved for 

capitalist societies only (Mauss, 1969: 20). Hence, the two are not exclusive categories, 

but rather a continuum for each other (Carrier, 1991: 132). This is in line with later 

examinations of the reciprocity within exchange, which suggest that it exists in three 

different forms: (1) generalized reciprocity, (2) balanced reciprocity or (3) negative 

reciprocity (Sahlins, 1976: 193). Whereas the two latter defines a reciprocity that will 

either balance out over time, as in ‘I pay now and you pay next time’, or negatively fails 

to balance out despite agreement about it between the parties, the former defines a 

reciprocity where “no immediate or specific return is expected” (Nanda & Warms, 2014: 

133f). This is the type of reciprocity often seen in the parent-children relation, as parents 

provide and give things to their offspring out of pure love and sense of responsibility.  

 

It therefore seems as a matter of ‘both and’ when, based on Ananya’s statements, trying 

to answer whether she finds that she is morally obliged to reciprocate the gift from her 

parents. In short, she is expressing that both scenarios could be the case and 

subsequently I argue that her case suggests that gift exchanges, particularly between 

parents and their children, may in fact come without any inherent obligations of 

reciprocation. However, why does Ananya not confirm this with her statements? As 

mentioned, I argue that the reason why she is ‘in between’ and not clear on this may be a 

consequence of the real-life differences she experienced between the “cocoon” 

upbringing and life in India and then the way more individualized student life in 

Denmark. Differences which may unconsciously have shaped her mindset and thus 

played a part in the way she articulates her possible moral obligations and the way she 

sees her near future. Above all, this brief analysis of her situation and statements 

suggests that in her encounter with the more individualized society, the economic value 
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in the form of possible economic obligations towards her parents’ investment was 

something she became more focused on. This happened in the context of her talking 

about non-economic moral obligations, for which reason I also argue that the two are 

intertwined. In the next section, I will further examine the role of investment, 

obligations and money, albeit with a student who is much more individualistic inclined 

than Ananya. 

6.4. Personal Endeavor 

 
As a non-EU/EEA student applying for full-degree admission at a Danish university, 

one is automatically included in the assessment for the Danish Government Scholarship 

and the monthly allowances included in the full version of it. In other words, some 

students are not aware of its existence and only find out about the scholarship by the 

time they are notified that they have been selected for it. That was the case for Sarah, a 

Salvadoran/American master’s degree student that my classmate and I first 

encountered in early September. As a second year student, she had been asked to talk 

about her experiences one day during the Faculty of Social Sciences’ introduction week 

for new international students. In a big lecture hall with around 100 students present, 

my classmate and I did participant observation as Sarah, and another American student 

from the same master’s degree program, spoke about everything and anything in 

relation to life in Denmark as a new international student. As opposed to the academic 

information given before this point on the agenda, the newcomers in the crowd seemed 

to be much more alert to what was now said; ranging from how to befriend Danes, how 

to survive the winter, and how to make ends meet on a tight student budget. That was 

also evident after the presentation as many got in line in order to ask the two follow-up 

questions and receive additional tips (field notes, 2nd of September, 2016). My 

classmate was one of those in line, however with an ambition of learning more and 

hopefully set up an interview with this talkative and charismatic international student.  

 

At the interview two and half weeks later, Sarah was clear as to the reason of why she 

had come to Denmark: “The student loan situation in the United States is really what's 

61 



 
 

driving this”, she said. After graduating her bachelor’s degree, of which she did one 

semester of exchange in Denmark, she worked three jobs and in one year managed to 

lower her student debt from $30.000 to around $9.000. At that point, she was faced 

with the option of taking out new student loans for the Master's degree she had been 

accepted into, or, look elsewhere. From the previous semester of exchange in Denmark, 

she was aware that tuition was not as expensive and said: “The program [at UCPH] 

costs 10.000 dollars a year, plus another estimated 10.000-15.000 in living costs. 

Times two, that’s not even one year in the United States. So I was like, I’m going to 

Europe, period!” Also describing how she saw the high fees and consequent student 

debt situation in the United States as something that “kill us as a generation”, it painted 

a clear picture of how her decision of coming to Denmark was a strategic one. The 

Danish Government Scholarship had then been a very pleasant asset, but not a deciding 

factor in an endeavor, neither influenced by any moral nor economic obligations to her 

family back home. Rather, paying back the remainder of her student loan was the 

economic obligation she had.  

 

In that endeavor, and given her background of having been enrolled as a student in the 

United States, she also had some clear opinions about differences between universities: 

“If you come from North America, you expect to being taken care of”, she said, 

explaining how particularly the difficulty of finding housing and constantly moving 

around had been a huge dilemma during her semester of exchange. This was an area 

where she had expected the university to help, but through conversations with other 

international students she instead found that the general Danish approach towards 

them was a “here it is for you to find out” rather than being “nursed” which was another 

word she used to describe the difference.  

 

The same approach with clear expectations was what Danish anthropologist Gritt B. 

Nielsen encountered when she analyzed a group of Chinese students’ dissatisfaction 

with the quality of their master’s degree program at Roskilde University (Nielsen, 2015: 

chapter 5). The students deliberately labeled themselves as ‘customers’, and following 

channeled lectures and teachers with poor English language-skills, they felt it was their 

62 



 
 

right to reject “low-quality products” (Ibid.: 152). However, it has been contested 

whether relations within education at all can be equated with that of other services we 

buy. In his 2004 article ‘The gift of education’, Paul Cooper concludes that the 

commodification of learning “risk ignoring the personal and social obligations inherent 

in educational processes” and that “a much more fruitful perspective is to conceive of 

education as fundamentally dependent on social interaction” (Cooper, 2004: 9). Unlike 

the Chinese students at Roskilde University, the majority of students he interviewed 

were reluctant to deem themselves as customers. 

 

However, in light of anthropologists Maurice Bloch and Jonathan Parry’s book on 

money and the morality of exchange (Parry & Bloch, 1991), I find it interesting to 

analyze Sarah’s clear expectations and behavior as a strategically acting student. In the 

introduction to their anthology, the authors describe how early literature and 

philosophy on the implications of money labeled it as “an incredibly powerful agent of 

profound social and cultural transformations” (Ibid.: 3f) and further, by nineteen 

hundred scholars like Georg Simmel and Karl Marx, as contributing to “the growth of 

individualism and the destruction of solidary communities”. The anonymity and 

impersonalization of money at a market equals a depersonalization of social 

relationships, also mirroring the theory of exchange related to commodities described in 

the previous section. However, through looking at different ethnographic material, 

Bloch and Parry show the variations of the use of money and how its meaning and 

consequences are different depending on both the people studied and the societies they 

inhabit. Perhaps most telling is an example of Bloch himself who, as to mark his farewell 

from a lengthy fieldwork among the Merina people of Madagascar, received Malagasy 

banknotes from the head of the family which he had been partly integrated into during 

his stay (Ibid.: 165-167). From where Bloch came from, England, such a gift would 

normally not occur, but if so, the money would be given disguised in an envelope. As 

that was not the case, the happening was striking and embarrassing to him. For the 

Merina people however, Bloch observed how money at both feasts, funerals and in 

marriages was used in a very straightforward manner, exemplifying how their attitude 

to money was relaxed and that the use of it was not problematic in morally binding 
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relations. It was, in one word, more ‘neutral’ for them than for Bloch, although he 

originated from a country with a market economy that, according to early literature, 

installs a neutralization when money is used as a medium.  

 

For Sarah, I argue that individualism indeed is what she personifies when she acts 

strategically with her money, is straightforward in her expression as to what she thinks 

and expects and, also, is calculating. The latter seen in the facts that she in spite of the 

scholarships’ allowances worked part time, with her students loan still to be paid once 

she graduated, and in the different plans she mentioned that she had in mind as to 

establish herself post graduation and with that be certain that she could stay in 

Denmark. However, based on more of her statements, it is questionable that these 

characteristics, and the fact that money had been and remained a big element of her 

educational trajectory, had resulted in her situation, her relations within it and her 

overall take on education as depersonalized, anonymous and neutral.  

 

Rather, when asked whether she found that her teachers were accessible to her as a 

student, she said: “It seems that, because the university is really, really public, it has 

absolutely no private investment, unlike The States, it seems that the student-professor 

connection is not so strong”. Going on to specifically address supervision, she 

underlined how she in the United States at any time would be able to drop by her 

teacher’s office, whereas she in Denmark had experienced a very bureaucratic system 

where sending an e-mail was required in order to set up a supervision or have a 

one-to-one conversation that she also experienced as formal: “It’s not the care, it’s not 

nurturing, they [teachers in Denmark] don’t get paid for that, I’d assume, so it’s all 

about money, I think”, she further said pinpointing a central difference between a public 

Danish university and any given university in the United States treating their students 

(also) as customers. Thus, Sarah’s descriptions of her experiences indicate that in a 

context where a master’s degree also is a product to be paid for, ‘personalization’, as 

opposed to a depersonalization, increases with the involvement of money. That is quite 

opposite of the view that money give way to impersonal relations and is used by 

disinterested and calculative people, but rather in line with Cooper’s conclusion that 
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even though fees de facto are paid by students around the world, education cannot and 

should not be seen as similar to buying a car or a meal (Cooper, 2004: 6). Regardless of 

whether money in the context of higher education is perceived as good, bad or neither, it 

seems to be beyond question that its introduction and role does something. However, 

the question is whether money does something transformative or whether its role is 

relative and dependent on the context, situation and the people involved? The latter is 

what Bloch and Parry suggest and as I shall show in the next section, what also seems to 

be the case is that “not only does money mean different things in different cultures (...) 

it may mean different things within the same culture” (Parry & Bloch, 1991: 22). 

 

As part of the analysis of the Chinese students at Roskilde University, Nielsen also 

tackled the situation from a teacher’s perspective, and showed how for the teacher the 

introduction of money was seen as “poison” (Nielsen, 2015: 176). A certain kind of 

pressure was perceived with the Chinese students having bought a product the teacher 

was in charge of delivering. Rather than being strengthened, as Sarah had experienced 

it, the teacher’s experience was that money was destructive to the student-teacher 

relationship she was used to, and similarly, Cooper also found that even in the United 

Kingdom, where there for long has been very intentional policy to treat, and make 

students see themselves as customers, this role of service provider has proven 

complicated also for educators (Cooper, 2004: 9). This underlines the complexity of 

money, as multiple perceptions and meanings stand out with its introduction and role. 

Further, it points back to chapter 5 of this thesis and the process of internationalization 

of higher education in Denmark. Given the Danish welfare state’s emphasis on 

providing goods that are public and thus accessible to all, complications can emerge in 

different ways and for both teachers and students, when in Denmark introducing a 

different approach in which education is offered as a private good. For Sarah however, 

that different approach was all she ever knew of, underlining how money in itself does 

not give “rise to a particular world view”, but rather that “an existing world view gives 

rise to particular ways of representing money” (Parry & Bloch, 1991: 19).  
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Finally, between Sarah and Ananya from India, there are both similarities and 

important differences. What is common for both of them is that they have obligations - 

Ananya morally (and perhaps increasingly more economically) towards her family and 

Sarah economically as she still had a loan to pay off. In that way they are both 

responsible, albeit in different ways: Ananya towards her family, Sarah towards herself 

which underlines their different points of departures - collectivist and individualistic 

respectively. For Ananya, her family played an active part, also in terms of 

considerations for the future, whereas Sarah’s individualism was seen also in her explicit 

way of talking about the future. She was determined to immigrate to Denmark where 

she said she had “found home”, and hence be permanently separated from her family. 

With “home” she among other things referred to the work-life balance she had 

experienced at her workplace, where asking for time off was not a problem in stark 

contrast to her experiences of working in the United States. The feeling of not constantly 

being under pressure to perform had been another aspect in her decision to come to 

Denmark a second time, and as consequence of that she described Danes as generally 

“very smiley, happy and relaxed”. With that, the value of a certain work-life balance - 

which is an other-than-economic value - comes to supplement the economic value of 

having to pay less for her degree as decisive factors for her in terms of both coming to 

and wishing to stay in Denmark. In the next and final section of this chapter, I will look 

at the notion of brain drain, as I examine the economic and other-than-economic value 

of an international student who was certain that he would not stay and contribute 

economically in Denmark following his graduation. 

6.5. National Responsibility 

 
In section 6.2, we saw how Eddy from Nigeria described how he eventually wanted to 

return to his native country and how he, based on his experiences in Denmark, intended 

to actively contribute to changes in teaching and the outlook on exams at home. 

Similarly, Simon, a third Nigerian UCPH student that I met, told me how he never 

intended to stay in Denmark and thus was set to leave in a few months’ time: “When I 

was leaving [Nigeria] it was very specific and clear to me that I would be going back 

66 



 
 

home”, he said and explained me how his stay had been possible due to a Danish 

professor who was at his home university and as part of the partnership between that 

and UCPH had the opportunity to offer a number of high-achieving Nigerian students 

admission with the Danish Government Scholarship included. However, before 

accepting the spot, which he was one of the lucky few being picked for, he underlined 

how another consideration had to be taken into account - whether his presence was 

needed in terms of obligations towards either his family members or friends in Nigeria. 

As that was not case and as he also found the course choice of UCPH relevant to the 

goals of his then Theology studies, he accepted the scholarship which he felt was a 

generous offer.  

 

His considerations of whether he had any obligations that tied him to stay in Nigeria, 

shows how his decision of leaving was not an individual project with his own personal 

gain as the sole goal. Rather, the fact that nothing tied him neither family-wise or in 

another way, was a personal prerequisite on par with whether he found the UCPH 

course choices of relevance to his studies. In contrast hereto is Sarah, who had no 

second thoughts when learning about the cost of tuition in Denmark, and Rose from 

Nigeria who told me how her family wanted her to return to Nigeria at some point, but 

also how doing that was not her plan. While family played a substantive role for Ananya 

from India, the following quote, after asked why he was so certain he would go back, 

reveals how the role of his home country was the most central to Simon: 

 
“That is because I’ve a responsibility at home, I have an opportunity to teach 

and I stand better with those opportunities going back home to serve than 

staying abroad, because Nigeria is very much a developing center and you have 

a lot to offer if you’ve had foreign education, you’re quite resourceful if you 

came back home and that’s the mindset with which I left, to be a better 

resourceful person, especially of course in the field of my study”. 

 

At UCPH, the focus of his studies was how Christianity, Judaism and Islam have 

impacted European culture and society but also, as he said: “how it affects the global 
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landscape in terms of current history and culture”. With Christianity being the one 

religion his previous studies had focused on, the UCPH degree broadened his 

perspective, and that was one of the things he meant by being “resourceful” through 

“foreign education”. Similar to his aforementioned country men, he too was eager on an 

academic career with the ambition of doing a Ph.D. By the time of interview, he was in 

the application process for that, with his eyes set on a specific post graduate program at 

another European university. Hence, if accepted to that, it would postpone his return to 

Nigeria, but also further increase his expertise in this academic area that he evidently 

had a strong passion for. If unsuccessful in that regard, he would still have the 

opportunity to teach at bachelor’s level in Nigeria which, along with conducting 

research, was his goal and “responsibility” as he said. That responsibility is again closely 

linked to his studies, as he told me that Nigeria is a country where religion and politics 

are deeply intertwined with political and economical decisions creating tensions in a 

population that is fifty percent Islam and fifty percent Christian. Hence: “Everyone who 

knows Nigeria, both its history and current situation, will know that this is a very 

important area to pour in research efforts into”, he said and further explained that 

most studies in this area have been conducted by foreigners. For that reason, his stand 

was that Nigerians had to start to analyze, understand and write their own history and 

he repeated how he his studies abroad would enable him to return with better tools to 

intellectually analyze and understand that for the sake of a brighter Nigerian future.  

 

In chapter 5, we saw how the Danish Government Scholarship is a tool to both attract 

and retain non-EU/EEA international students, and that the economic rationale 

politically has become dominant with a narrow focus on whether international students 

stay in Denmark and contribute economically upon graduation. The question here then 

is whether Denmark in fact loses out as Simon leaves not only with his knowledge, 

passion and determination, but also his unique understanding of Denmark? An 

understanding gained from having lived in the country for two years and with that have 

the best possible pathway in terms of transitioning from a student who has been 

attracted, to a tax paying employee as a result of having been retained. When asked 

about that, Simon did not deny that counting his upcoming departure as a loss would be 
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fair if seen in one particular perspective: “If you think on economic terms, there will be 

nothing for Denmark, because I’m not going to work in Denmark, neither will I do 

anything in the future that will yield economic benefits to Denmark”. However, being 

convinced that the economic perspective is not the only one relevant when assessing his 

two year stay, he continued: 

 

“It benefits Denmark in a way that Denmark would have contributed indirectly, 

but more importantly, efficiently to the situation in a country that Denmark 

may not have a direct link with, but having trained a Nigerian to better 

understand and dissect the issues of Nigeria for the better future of Nigeria 

would actually mean that Denmark invested indirectly [in the development of 

Nigeria] through me”. 

 

In this quote, we see a crystal clear distinction between value in an economic and 

other-than-economic sense. Further, analyzing ethnographic material through the prism 

of what value does rather than what is is, anthropologist David Miller has contested 

what he labeled a ‘bottom-line’ theory of value (Miller, 2008). According to him, that is 

a theory of value that not only exists at contemporary consultancies and in modern audit 

programs, but also in classic labor theory of value that separates economics from the 

wider moral sphere (Ibid.: 1123). Through examining this bottom-line thinking of value 

in the form of ‘shareholder value’ at the consultancy firm McKinsey, ‘best value 

practices’ at the British Government and ‘new age value’ as a form of management 

consultancy, Miller argues that they all “attempt short cuts, or simplistic reductions, to 

a single measure” (Ibid.: 1127). An example is the British Government’s attempt to 

foster best value practice at a local government branch whose task, simply put, is to 

make sure taxpayer money is spent most effectively and precise as to meet local people’s 

needs and wishes of their everyday life. In the eyes of Miller, the ‘best value’ approach 

proved unsuccessful as the bottom-line, quantitative measures used by audit inspectors 

to find the best practice, added more bureaucracy and undermined a qualitative 

approach that held the potential of informing about and ultimately transforming value 

as in tax money to values representative of and wished for by local people.  
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The same attempt to reduce value to economic measure is what I have argued has 

become increasingly more dominant in the internationalization policy and process in 

Denmark. Miller’s contest of a bottom-line theory of value is therefore also relevant 

when analyzing the case of Simon and Denmark’s economic investment in him. As there 

will be no economic value in the form of him paying tax in Denmark, it is instead the 

value, or “benefit” as he puts it, of having invested indirectly that is central in his answer 

as to what is in it for Denmark when he leaves. Instead of limiting the view on return to 

that of money almost one-to-one, it is instead the knowledge acquired in Denmark that 

he as a human being can bring back which finds to be a benefit for both countries and, 

specifically for Denmark, an efficient contribution to his ability to dissect critical issues 

for the sake of Nigeria’s future. A future that he expresses he is better positioned to 

contribute to as a result of Denmark’s indirect investment in him and the unique 

opportunity he had to study at UCPH for two years. Further, personal social/cultural 

values are part of this process as well, as his sense of responsibility is determining for 

why and how he intends to use his studies in Denmark for the sake of his home country. 

That sense of responsibility was also in play as he contemplated whether he was even 

favorably disposed to leave for Denmark in the first place, making ‘responsibility’ a 

personal trait and value of his and not merely, although also, a question of him wanting 

to study abroad for a limited amount of time and having an interest in eventually giving 

back to his country as a “resourceful” person.  

 

Simon’s attitude and intentions echoes the ‘Building Stronger Universities’ partnership 

(section 5.5.) where one of the three main goals was for students from developing 

countries to return better equipped to face the challenges of their home countries. 

Instead of developing where the need and improvements are located, for example in 

Nigeria, and as opposed to ‘simply’ sending money where it is needed, I argue that 

development policy can be done through education. I do based on the notion of soft 

power in the form of international students as ambassadors of the country they have 

studied in, but also based on the intercultural exchanges any international student 

inevitably will be part of when studying in another country than his or her own. These 
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are exchanges within one’s studies as part of for example group work or other study 

related activities, but even more so outside of one’s studies in interaction not only with 

other students, but the wider society and the countless of encounters that entail. 

Drawing on my own personal experiences, intercultural exchange has been very 

enriching as I studied one semester abroad myself and as part of the program for which 

I am writing this thesis. At that program, encounters with international students has 

opened my eyes and broadened my perspective on academic as well as non-academic 

facets. Just like I am a representative of the country I studied abroad in, international 

students are - for better or for worse - representatives of Denmark as also mentioned by 

Simon: “The cultural interaction that have gone on between the Nigeria in me and the 

Denmark I’ve lived means that there a lots of beautiful things that I can take home as a 

Nigerian from Denmark, and there are perhaps, I hope, there are some beautiful 

things I’ve left here as a Nigerian who have been in interaction with Danes”.  

 

These examples testify how the Danish investment can see a return in multiple 

other-than-economic ways. However, if seen only through the lenses of economics, the 

value of Denmark’s investment cannot possibly be deemed valuable as no measure exist 

to determine a total number to be underlined twice as the final result and conclusion. 

And that is, I argue, the crux in the distinction between value in monetary, economic 

terms and in non-monetary, other-than-economic terms; that not all can nor should be 

“subject to capital’s logic”, as sociologist Bev Skeggs also has warned against (Skeggs, 

2014: 1). Going back to Miller, what value does in this particular context is multiple 

things: Firstly, it enables an international student to study in Denmark and secondly, if 

things go according to plan, it enables him to apply his knowledge very specifically in an 

area of crucial relevance to the future of his country. In light of recent years’ mass 

migration, this future is of relevance to other countries as well. In that way, 

development policy can be used also as safety policy adding one more potential element 

of value to that of investing in the area of internationalization and international 

students. 
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Finally, the intentions constituting Simon’s goal of returning to Nigeria, exemplifies how 

there are important social/cultural nuances to the notion of brain drain in the context of 

international students’ mobility patterns. As opposed to semi-periphery and periphery 

countries being drained, or ‘exploited’ with reference to the world-systems theory, by 

rich, developed countries, the notion of ‘brain circulation’ has entered the debate (Rizvi, 

2005: 175). In his call for rethinking brain drain, Rizvi argued that students moving “is 

not bad, for example, if the skilled people come back to their home country after 

acquiring skills or expertise, of they remain attached to their home countries in some 

beneficial way” (Ibid.: 182). That is the case of both Eddy and especially Simon, while 

one way for Rose to remain attached to Nigeria would be through sending home 

remittances. For 2014, numbers from the World Bank showed that immigrants in 

Denmark sent home remittances equivalent to DKK 5 billion (Ottesen, 2015) and with 

that were being highly beneficial to the economy in their countries of origin although 

living abroad.  

 

In 2016, a Danish study showed that international students make up a significant 

amount in the statistics covering the migration of workers eventually employed at the 

Danish labor market (Tænketanken DEA, 2016: 36), but also that a minority of these 

steam from developing countries (Ibid.: 25). Based also on that fact, I argue that rather 

than solely being a matter of brain drain and the West imagined as better, the mobility 

of students from this particular group also bear the mark of brain circulation. That is, 

neither are they drained from or gained by a country, they are in circulation, potentially 

returning home, or in another way being beneficial to their home country although 

living elsewhere. However, ‘brain circulation’ should not be seen as the substitute for 

‘brain drain’. With the possibility to study abroad remaining reserved for a minority of 

students, the economic inequalities of the capitalist system still favors some over others, 

but in that process, other-than-economic processes are to be found; for example when a 

student, rather than being drained, intentionally decides to study abroad as a result of a 

desire to increase one’s social mobility (Rose) or, as part of studying abroad, acquires 

knowledge and gains experiences to be used effectively by returning home and serving 

one’s native country (Simon). Further, a political, yet other-than-economic process, 
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could be that of a core country’s establishment of a governmental scholarship for 

students from semi-periphery and periphery countries, as was one of the three goals of 

the ‘Building Stronger Universities’ partnership that soon will end due to economic 

cutbacks (Heinskou, 2015).  
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7. Conclusion 

 
In this thesis, I have explored the value of internationalization both politically and from 

five non-EU/EEA international students’ perspective. I have done so with the approach 

and perception that value exists in both an economic sense and an other-than-economic 

sense. From the political side of things, that approach helped me to show how an until 

recently widespread consensus as to the positives of internationalization has been 

challenged in Denmark. This culminated in the fall of 2016 with the public SU-debate, 

which from the side of decision-makers was dominated by a rationale solely focused on 

economic value. From the five students’ perspective, the approach helped me to show 

how their reasons for coming to Denmark, their situations and obligations while 

studying in Denmark and their aspirations for the future are not solely a matter of 

economic value, but rather closely intertwined with value that is other-than-economic. 

 

In early May 2017, the Danish Prime Minister, Lars Løkke Rasmussen, used an official 

visit to China to among other things get nineteen Danish higher education institutions 

approved by China for the sake of future mobility and collaboration between universities 

in the two countries (Uddannelses og Forskningsministeriet, 2017b). That exemplifies 

how the internationalization of higher education in Denmark remains a work in 

progress since Venstre, who the Prime Minister is the leader of, was the party that in late 

August 2016 started the negative rhetoric against international students. A rhetoric and 

subsequent approach that I have shown has continued neglecting the 

other-than-economic value of having international students, and that I argued is pushed 

by, among other things, the worldwide tendency of deglobalization and specifically, the 

Danish People’s Party position of power in Danish politics. In continuation hereof, I 

highlighted an alternative rationale to that of the economic - one of seeing international 

students as an instrument of soft power through them being ambassadors of Denmark 

regardless of whether they remain in the country or move on. In March 2017, the Prime 

Minister said that a new 2025-plan would be announced before the summer and that 

many elements from the original plan would recur (DI, 2017). However, when the plan 
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was published on May 30th, it did not focus on international students although one of 

the five focus areas is ‘international recruitment’ (Finansministeriet, 2017: 84). 

However, that concerned highly qualified workers living abroad and already educated, 

but as the plan also foreboded a new reorganization of the SU-grant (Ibid.: 71), it 

remains to be seen whether international students again will be subject to attention. 

 

Through anthropologist Arjun Appadurai’s theory of a social imaginary, I used two 

Nigerian students’ cases as representatives for all of the international students I engaged 

with. I showed how their notion of Denmark as better in several ways was pushed by the 

role of the Internet and how the imaginary was more than merely a tool for escape, but 

also for action. Their statements revealed how both of them were very aware of what 

they in the future wanted to achieve from having studied in Denmark, and although 

their background and career ambitions were much alike, those futures were to remain in 

Denmark and to return to Nigeria respectively.  

 

Like other international students I met and interviewed, both of them had been granted 

the Danish Government Scholarship. In contrast hereto is Ananya from India whose 

parents paid her tuition fees. As the analysis of her situation showed, Marcel Mauss’ 

theory of gift exchange can be nuanced when applied to an international student’s 

possible moral obligations. Rather than being morally obliged to her parents as a result 

of their gift, Ananya’s statements were ambiguous and cannot be said to mirror the 

unambiguous obligation she according to the theory has of reciprocating their gift to 

her. I argued that her ambiguity stemmed from the fact that she in Denmark found 

herself in a very different and more individual setting than the one she described she 

had been brought up in, and also that gift exchanges, particularly between parents and 

their children, may not per se come with an inherent obligation to reciprocate. 

 

What the analysis of the Salvadoran/American student Sarah’s situation showed, was 

that rather than being morally obliged to someone, she was responsible to herself and 

the money her educational trajectory had cost her. In her quest to lower the debt she 

had accumulated, she had strategically chosen to study her master’s degree in Denmark 

75 



 
 

where tuition fees were nowhere near the level of the fees in the United States. However, 

that economic rationale was supplemented by something else she had experienced 

during a previous semester of exchange in Denmark. The work-life balance, an 

other-than-economic value, had also made her look to Denmark for a second time, and 

contributed to her objective of staying in the country where she said she had found 

home. For her expectations to her studies, UCPH and the relations within that context, 

the analysis showed how money, in the form of tuition fees, had a multifaceted impact 

rather than being a transformative power. The monetary exchange that she was used to 

by paying for attending school did not mean she had an impersonal approach 

resembling that of commodity exchange, and her situation was therefore in line with 

Cooper’s argument that education, even when paid for, should not be labeled as a 

commodity service (Cooper, 2004: 5). 

 

By analyzing the situation of Simon from Nigeria, I showed how the notion of brain 

drain can be understood differently when digging into the concrete case of an individual. 

With the world-system theory in mind, his case could bear the mark of person that has 

been drained from a developing country to a developed, but instead I argued that his 

very clear objective of returning back home to Nigeria is an example of brain circulation, 

although not suggesting that term and its meaning as a substitute for brain drain. Using 

some of Simon’s statements, I again focused on the differences between the economic 

and other-than-economic value, and argued that Denmark’s investment in him via a 

scholarship can see a return in other-than-economic ways. One such way is to see 

development and peace as a result of having invested in students to be educated as 

opposed to ‘simply’ send money to the places in need of help. I did this by, like 

anthropologist David Miller, asking what value does rather than what value is, as well as 

drawing on my own experiences as a former exchange student abroad and a student 

currently enrolled at an international master’s degree program studying alongside 

people from different parts of the world. 

 

What constitutes the internationalization of higher education in Denmark, and how 

both economic and other-than-economic value is being perceived and negotiated 
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politically and by students is what the analyses of both the internationalization in 

Denmark and the students’ cases have revealed. Through the scrutiny of ethnographic 

material, it has also been uncovered how the two forms of value at times overlap 

indicating that neither are set quantities, nor always separated from each other. As a 

final remark, this thesis suggests that the development of the economic rationale as 

dominant in Danish internationalization policy is unfortunate, and that 

other-than-economic aspects and subsequent value again should be on the agenda of 

politicians. As decision-makers, they today find themselves in a political landscape that 

is moving increasingly more towards the right, and I end this thesis with a quote from 

Zachary Thomas Gavry; the American UCPH international student who wrote an article 

in which he, among other things, addressed what he felt was needed in a political 

landscape like that: “Never has there been a time more necessary for mobility, 

internationalisation, educated young people, and academicians than now” (Gavry, 

2017). 
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