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ABSTRACT
This article examines the ideological repurposing of institutions of higher management education (IHMEs) from a systems- 
theoretical perspective. Drawing on Niklas Luhmann's theory of social systems, we analyse both historical and contemporary 
cases to identify structural similarities in how institutions of higher education (IHEs) have been reoriented to serve external 
political imperatives. Through a functional comparison of Soviet, Nazi and nationalist regimes with current trends in sustaina-
bility-  and DEI- driven transformations, we argue that repurposing efforts operate through similar mechanisms: modifications of 
personnel structures, communication channels, decision programmes and organisational culture. We conceptualise IHE as mul-
tifunctional organisations that mediate structural couplings between various function systems, particularly science, education 
and politics. Our analysis shows that when decision programmes become aligned too tightly with the logic of powerful political 
organisations, IHEs risk losing their operational autonomy and functional distinctiveness. The paper concludes by warning that 
even well- intentioned missions may lead to epistemic closure and ideological totalisation if historical lessons are neglected.

1   |   Introduction

Institutions of higher education (IHEs) have long played a piv-
otal role in shaping societal norms, professional expertise and 
ideological orientations (Altbach et  al.  2009; Rüegg  2004). 
From their mediaeval roots as theological and philosophical 
institutions to their modern incarnations as research- driven 
knowledge hubs, IHEs have frequently been subject to external 
pressures that redefine their missions (Arnove and Bowen 2013; 
Pettigrew and Starkey 2016). Today, a new wave of repurposing is 
unfolding—one that seeks to reorient particularly institutions of 
higher management education (IHMEs) away from their alleged 

neoliberal paradigm and towards the role of social- ecological 
change agents (Ferraro et  al.  2015; Gümüsay et  al.  2020; 
Gümüsay and Reinecke 2022; Rhodes and Pullen 2023; Stephan 
et al. 2016; Wegener et al. 2025; Wilson and McKiernan 2011).

This shift has been largely framed as a response to contemporary 
global challenges, particularly climate change, environmental 
sustainability, organisational democracy, social justice and cor-
porate responsibility (Berkowitz et  al.  2024; Davies et  al.  2023). 
Business schools, in particular, have come under intensified scru-
tiny (Kitchener 2024), with growing expectations that they inte-
grate ethical, environmental and societal considerations into their 
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curricula, thus moving beyond traditional market- driven frame-
works (Pettigrew and Starkey  2016; Alajoutsijärvi et  al.  2015). 
This evolution is often interpreted as progress towards a more 
responsible and engaged higher education sector, although some 
scholars caution against the potential erosion of academic rigour 
and institutional autonomy (Durand and Dameron 2011). The lat-
ter concerns notwithstanding, leading accreditation bodies such 
as the AACSB and EFMD now mandate that institutions demon-
strate their commitment to sustainability and social responsibility, 
elevating these themes from peripheral concerns to core evaluative 
criteria (Davies et al. 2023; Marginson 2016).

Along these lines, IHMEs are increasingly expected to bring 
about ‘positive social change’ (Sharma and Good  2013; Stephan 
et al. 2016) rather than merely acting as value- free institutions of 
higher education and research. This expectation extends beyond 
business schools to encompass entire universities, aligning them 
with broader political and normative agendas. For instance, in fol-
lowing guidelines developed by ‘Universities UK’ or ‘Advance HE’, 
UK universities are now implementing comprehensive climate 
and sustainability as well as diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) 
policies, often as top- down institutional strategies rather than or-
ganically evolving academic priorities. Recent academic discourse 
strongly advocates for the integration of sustainability and DEI 
principles not only within UK higher education but also within its 
EU counterpart (European Commission 2022), arguing that such 
efforts are essential for fostering a climate of inclusive and envi-
ronmentally responsible research and education.

1.1   |   The Historical Blind Spot in Contemporary 
Debates

At first glance, this ideological1 shift towards environmental and 
social sustainability may appear to represent an unprecedented 
and normatively desirable evolution of IHME, driven by the 
pressing need to address climate change, foster inclusivity and 
advance the United Nations' Sustainable Development Goals. 
The fact that these challenges are widely framed as histori-
cally unparalleled in both scope and urgency further reinforces 
the largely uncritical expectation that IHME must assume an 
instrumental role in solving them—not only by producing rel-
evant research but also by actively reshaping curricula, gover-
nance and institutional missions to align with these imperatives 
(Davies et al. 2023).

However, viewed through a historical lens, it becomes evident 
that the political repurposing of universities is not a new phe-
nomenon. Throughout history, IHEs have undergone ideo-
logical reprogramming in response to external pressures, 
particularly in times of significant political and societal transfor-
mation (Arnove and Thomas 2025; Detzen and Hoffmann 2019; 
Hazelkorn  2015). Historical research demonstrates that uni-
versities in authoritarian contexts—such as the Soviet Union 
under Lenin and Stalin, Nazi Germany and mid- 20th- century 
Lithuania—were systematically repurposed to align with dom-
inant political ideologies (Fitzpatrick  1979; Grüttner  2005; 
Koonz 2003; Senn 2007; Staliūnas 2007).

Scholars have noted that even though the ideolo-
gies themselves—Marxism–Leninism versus National 

Socialism—differed, the structural patterns of repurpos-
ing were remarkably similar (Bailes  1978; Detzen and 
Hoffmann  2019; Koonz  2003). In both the Soviet Union and 
Nazi Germany, universities lost autonomy, faculties were 
purged or forced into public displays of loyalty, and curric-
ula were redesigned to reflect politically desired programmes 
(Fitzpatrick 1979; Grüttner 2005; Zickel 1989).

Given these historical precedents, the conceptual blind spot in 
contemporary debates on IHME repurposing lies in their his-
torical amnesia. Although much scholarship critiques the ‘neo-
liberalisation’ of IHME (Alajoutsijärvi et al. 2015; Pettigrew and 
Starkey 2016; Rhodes and Pullen 2023), there has been little sys-
tematic effort to compare contemporary social- ecological repur-
posing to past ideological transformations. This article argues 
that such a comparison is essential if we are to understand the 
broader functional mechanisms underlying university repur-
posing and assess its implications for institutional autonomy, 
epistemic diversity and academic differentiation.

1.2   |   Research Question and Functional Analysis 
as a Framework

This study is not concerned with whether the ideological content 
of contemporary repurposing efforts—such as sustainability 
and social justice—is inherently good or bad. Instead, it aims to 
elucidate the structural and functional mechanisms that accom-
pany large- scale ideological reprogramming of IHE. The cen-
tral concern is not whether universities should address climate 
change or social justice but rather whether these transforma-
tions exhibit structural parallels to past ideological repurposing 
efforts and whether they come at the expense of epistemic diver-
sity, institutional autonomy and critical inquiry.

Recognising these concerns, we move beyond normative de-
bates about whether contemporary repurposing is justified and 
instead interrogates its structural implications within a broader 
historical and functional framework. If contemporary trans-
formations in IHME exhibit patterns reminiscent of past ideo-
logical reprogramming, then a systematic analysis is required 
to determine whether these changes contribute to or constrain 
academic rigour, institutional autonomy and epistemic plural-
ity. To address this issue, we formulate the following research 
question:

What structural and isomorphic continuities link past 
ideological repurposing to the contemporary socio- 
ecological transformation of higher management 
education institutions?

To answer this question, we build on social systems theory in 
the tradition of Luhmann's  (1995, 2018) social systems theory 
to perform to comparative functional analysis of historical and 
contemporary cases of IHE and IHME repurposing. This analy-
sis will allow us to compare different ideological repurposing ef-
forts without normative bias, to analyse how decision premises 
in IHE and IHME change when external actors impose repur-
posing efforts and to assess whether contemporary repurposing 
introduces risks of epistemic closure and ideological totalisation.

 10991743a, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/sres.70012 by Steffen R

oth - <Shibboleth>-m
em

ber@
cam

.ac.uk , W
iley O

nline Library on [14/01/2026]. See the Term
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline Library for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons License



3Systems Research and Behavioral Science, 2026

1.3   |   Structure of the Article

This article applies a comparative functional analysis to ex-
amine historical and contemporary repurposing of IHE 
and IHME. To do so, we systematically assess the decision 
premises through which universities have been reoriented 
in the past and evaluate whether similar patterns can be ob-
served today.

The manuscript is structured as follows:

Section  2 establishes a theoretical foundation by conceptual-
ising IHE as predominantly research-  and education- oriented 
organisations that, although structurally coupled with multiple 
function systems, maintain distinct decision premises govern-
ing their autonomy and purpose.

Section  3 introduces functional analysis as a methodological 
framework, drawing on Niklas Luhmann's social systems the-
ory. We outline how different systems resolve analogous chal-
lenges through functionally equivalent mechanisms and explain 
how this analytical approach enables us to identify structural 
similarities between historical ideological repurposing and con-
temporary transformations in higher management education.

Section 4 provides a historical analysis of ideological repurpos-
ing in three different contexts:

• The Soviet Union under Lenin and Stalin, where univer-
sities were systematically restructured to produce ideo-
logically aligned specialists and serve the objectives of the 
centrally planned economy.

• Nazi Germany, where universities were subordinated to 
National Socialist ideology, resulting in faculty purges, 
racialised curricula and alignment with war mobilisation 
efforts.

• Mid- 20th- century Lithuania, a particularly instructive case 
due to the extreme oscillations between nationalist, Soviet 
and Nazi control, each imposing successive ideological 
transformations on the university system.

Section 5 applies functional analysis to compare past and pres-
ent repurposing efforts. We examine how shifts in personnel, 
communication channels, decision programmes and organisa-
tional culture have historically served as key mechanisms of 
ideological reprogramming and assess whether similar transfor-
mations are underway in contemporary IHME.

Section 6 concludes by evaluating the systemic risks of ideolog-
ical repurposing in higher management education today. We 
discuss whether the current social- ecological transformation in-
troduces challenges of epistemic closure, ideological totalisation 
and mission drift, ultimately questioning whether IHME risk 
becoming politically instrumentalised to an extent that compro-
mises their core function in society.

By thus embedding contemporary repurposing within a 
historical- functional framework, this study challenges the as-
sumption that social- ecological transformations of IHME are in-
herently progressive. Instead, it urges a more critical reflection 

on the long- term consequences of politically driven repurposing 
efforts.

2   |   Organisations, Decision Programmes and 
Functional Differentiation

Social systems theory conceptualises organisations as self- 
referential communication systems that sustain themselves 
through decision- making processes (Luhmann  2006, 2018). 
Unlike traditional views that treat organisations as aggregates 
of individuals or stable institutional entities, Luhmannian 
theory highlights their dynamic nature: organisations exist 
insofar as they continuously produce and reproduce decisions 
(Baecker 2006; Bakken and Wiik 2018; Besio et al. 2025; Grothe- 
Hammer and Rachlitz 2025). This operational closure ensures 
that organisations maintain their own structures and identi-
ties even while responding to external influences (Seidl and 
Becker 2006; Husted et al. 2022).

At the core of an organisation's self- reproduction lies its de-
cision premises (Luhmann  2018)—that is, architectures of 
decisions that decide whether other decisions are made cor-
rectly, thus acting as both internal structures and frameworks 
through which organisations process external expectations 
and translate them into their own operations. In referring to 
past decisions in order to shape and constrain future deci-
sions, organisations create a structured form of path depen-
dency. Decision premises thus function as internal stabilisers 
that allow organisations to reduce complexity and maintain 
continuity by predetermining who can decide, what infor-
mation is relevant for decision- making, how decisions are to 
be made and which decisions should guide decision- making 
(Andersen 2003; Roth and Valentinov 2023).

Luhmann  (2018, 181ff) identifies four primary types of deci-
sion premises: personnel, communication channels, decision 
programmes and organisational culture. Personnel decisions 
regulate who qualifies as member and is thus included in 
decision- making processes, thereby influencing hierarchi-
cal structures, authority distribution and expertise selection. 
Communication channels determine how information flows 
within the organisation and specify who is authorised to make 
which types of decisions, effectively structuring decision- 
making hierarchies. Decision programmes serve as the for-
malised rules and guidelines that govern organisational action, 
differentiating between conditional programmes, which define 
responses based on external conditions (‘if X, then Y’), and 
purposive programmes, which establish end- goals that require 
means to be adjusted accordingly (Luhmann  2018, 213–215). 
Finally, organisational culture represents a set of tacit, ‘uncon-
scious’ premises that shape decision- making in a manner that is 
not explicitly codified yet remains highly influential over time.

Among these four types of decision premises, decision pro-
grammes play a particularly central role in linking organ-
isational purpose to function, as they determine whether 
an institution operates reactively, adjusting to external 
conditions, or proactively, restructuring itself based on in-
ternally defined goals. As such, the introduction of new 
purposive programmes—such as embedding sustainability 
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as a core mission—represents a more fundamental organi-
sational transformation than merely modifying conditional 
programmes.

A critical implication of this perspective is that organisations 
do not function as passive conduits for external expectations. 
Rather, they selectively engage with and reinterpret pressures 
from their environment based on preexisting decision premises. 
By default, IHMEs are primarily structured around research 
and education, as reflected in their core decision programmes. 
However, they are also subject to diverse external pressures 
(Brandtner et al. 2024) that seek to reorient their activities to-
wards politically, economically or other noneducational or non-
scientific objectives.

2.1   |   Decision Programmes and Functional 
Differentiation

Functional differentiation, a cornerstone of social systems 
theory, posits that modern society consists of multiple, au-
tonomous function systems—such as the economy, poli-
tics, science and law—each governed by its own binary code 
(Luhmann  1995, 2013; la Cour et  al.  2007). Organisations, 
although not function systems themselves, define their pur-
pose in referring to selected function systems (Roth et al. 2018; 
Berkowitz et al. 2022).

As mentioned above, IHEs refer primarily to the scientific and 
educational function systems; yet, as self- referential decision 
systems, they can reference multiple function systems simul-
taneously. IHEs, in addition to their educational and scientific 
orientations, engage with the economic system through fund-
ing mechanisms, teaching content and labour market orien-
tation; with the legal system through regulatory compliance; 
and with the political system through policy implementation 
(Brunsson et  al.  2022). These couplings generate competing 
expectations that exceed the university's monofunctional self- 
description and produce the modern problem of ‘identity’. In 
this sense, the university's search for an identity is not a failure 
of strategy but a structural consequence of multifunctionality: 
Society provides no single dominant programme that could 
stabilise a coherent organisational self- understanding. In this 
sense, their ‘multifunctionality’ (Roth et  al.  2018; Roth and 
Sales 2025a) allows IHE to navigate complex polycontextural 
environments (Knudsen  2017) but does not inherently alter 
their core function.

The distinction between performance (how an organisation sat-
isfies expectations from other organisations) and function (how 
an organisation contributes to society as a whole) becomes cru-
cial in understanding the pressures exerted on IHE. Performance 
is system–system oriented: IHEs engage with governments, ac-
creditation bodies and funding agencies to secure legitimacy 
and resources. Function, by contrast, is system–supersystem 
oriented: IHEs contribute to the reproduction of science and ed-
ucation as pillars of a modern, functionally differentiated soci-
ety (Luhmann 2013). When organisations conflate performance 
pressures with functional transformation, they risk becoming 
instruments of external governance frameworks without main-
taining their systemic identity (Roth and Valentinov 2023).

2.2   |   The Role of Decision Programmes in 
Mediating External Pressures

Decision programmes provide the mechanism through which 
IHEs engage with governance demands while retaining their 
operational autonomy. Because this programme structure in-
ternal decision- making, they serve as interfaces that translate 
external expectations into organisationally meaningful infor-
mation. For instance, when a government imposes sustainabil-
ity or social impact mandates on an IHE, the latter's decision 
programmes determine whether such mandates are integrated 
substantively (e.g., as shifts in research agendas) or superficially 
(as compliance measures with minimal structural change) 
(Brunsson et al. 2022).

One of the key challenges for particularly for IHE is navigating 
the increasing expectation that they should align with broader 
socio- political agendas. Governments and accreditation agen-
cies often impose performance- based metrics—such as impact 
rankings, diversity targets or ESG frameworks—that reframe 
universities as instruments of political and economic policy 
rather than autonomous scientific institutions (de la Cruz Jara 
et  al.  2024; Gümüsay et  al.  2020). This is particularly evident 
in the growing discourse on various ‘third missions’ of IHE, 
which extend beyond research and education to encompass en-
trepreneurial activities, societal engagement or policy advocacy. 
Although these additional roles may enhance universities' soci-
etal visibility, they also introduce governance complexities, as 
IHME must balance their scientific function with compliance- 
driven performance expectations.

2.3   |   Institutions of Higher Education as 
Research-  and Education- Oriented Organisations

Building on these insights, we position IHE as organisations 
that, by default, maintain strong ties with the function systems 
of science and education. However, as structurally coupled en-
tities, they refer to multiple function systems and face varying 
degrees of pressure to conform to external agendas. Among 
these pressures, the most pronounced often come from political 
organisations, particularly governments, which exert influence 
through funding mechanisms, policy directives, ranking exer-
cises and accreditation standards.

A crucial aspect of organisational repurposing lies in the trans-
formation of decision premises, which shape how organisa-
tions—including universities—steer their operations. As shown 
above, decision premises can be grouped into four main types: 
personnel, communication channels, decision programmes and 
organisational culture (Luhmann 2018, 181ff). Personnel deci-
sion premises determine who qualifies as a member (Grothe- 
Hammer  2020; Grothe- Hammer and la Cour  2020), and it is 
thus allowed to participate in decision- making, influencing 
faculty recruitment, leadership appointments and governance 
structures. Communication channels regulate how information 
flows within the organisation, including formal reporting lines, 
accreditation procedures and internal review mechanisms. 
Decision programmes define the criteria for making decisions, 
encompassing goal- setting frameworks, curricula, research 
priorities and accreditation standards—all of which can be 
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reoriented under ideological repurposing. Finally, organisa-
tional culture functions as an implicit decision premise, shap-
ing which perspectives, values and discourses are legitimised 
or marginalised within an institution. Taken together, these 
decision premises form the structural foundation of academic 
organisations, meaning that their alteration—whether through 
political pressure, ideological realignment or market- driven 
reforms—fundamentally reshapes institutional autonomy and 
epistemic differentiation.

Although IHEs may accommodate external expectations in ways 
that enhance their legitimacy and access to resources, such ad-
aptations do not necessarily constitute fundamental functional 
shifts. Instead, they often represent performance alignments—
adjustments made to satisfy external evaluations without al-
tering the core focus on science and education. Understanding 
this distinction helps clarify why universities can appear highly 
responsive to political and economic agendas while maintain-
ing their systemic orientation towards academic knowledge 
production and education. However, historical cases such as the 
ideological repurposing of universities and other institutions of 
higher education under Nazi and Soviet regimes illustrate how 
external influence can escalate beyond mere performance adap-
tation, leading to full- scale mission drift in which institutions of 
higher education lose their autonomy and become instruments 
of an external organisation's agenda rather than independent 
centres of research and education.

2.4   |   Conclusion

The distinction between function and performance, mediated 
by decision programmes, provides a conceptual foundation for 
analysing the pressures faced by IHE. As autonomous decision 
systems, universities engage with external governance frame-
works selectively, incorporating new demands in ways that 
align with their existing decision premises. However, external 
actors—particularly governments and accreditation agencies—
often seek to instrumentalise IHE for broader policy objectives, 
leading to tensions between functional autonomy and perfor-
mance mandates.

By applying social systems theory, we can better understand 
how IHE negotiate these pressures, ensuring that their scientific 
function remains intact even as they adapt to shifting external 
expectations. This framework sets the stage for further analysis 
of when and how deeper functional transformations occur, dis-
tinguishing between superficial compliance and genuine struc-
tural reprogramming.

3   |   Functional Analysis and the Study of IHE 
Repurposing

Functional analysis, as developed in the tradition of Niklas 
Luhmann's social systems theory, provides a comparative frame-
work for studying the structural similarities between seemingly 
distinct forms of systems and their transformations. At its core, 
this approach is based on the premise that systems are defined 
by their ability to maintain and reproduce themselves through 
their own operations (Luhmann  1995). This self- referential 

mode of operation applies to three fundamental types of auto-
poietic systems:

1. Organisms, which reproduce themselves biologically 
lifeforms.

2. Psychic systems (minds), which reproduce themselves as 
forms of consciousness.

3. Social systems, which reproduce themselves through 
communication.

Each of these systems is operationally closed, meaning that its 
operations cannot directly intervene in the operations of an-
other system. For example, a social system cannot ‘think’, just as 
a mind cannot communicate but only be ‘irritated’ by commu-
nication occurring in its environment. However, these systems 
coevolve, meaning that a transformation in one system may gen-
erate functionally equivalent adaptations in others.

The fundamental insight of functional analysis is that systems 
do not operate according to absolute principles but in response to 
specific functional problems (Luhmann 1974; Luhmann 1995, 
15). As a consequence, Luhmann's functional method serves as 
an analytical approach that allows for understanding what exists 
as contingent and what differs as comparable (Luhmann 1995, 
53). Rather than considering given states or events in isolation, 
this method connects them to problem perspectives and aims to 
identify ways in which a given issue can be resolved. However, 
the relationship between a problem and its resolution is not an-
alysed for its own sake; rather, it provides a guiding thread for 
exploring alternative possibilities, ultimately leading to the iden-
tification of functional equivalences.

A clear example of this principle can be seen in the functional 
equivalence of memory in psychic and social systems, includ-
ing organisational memory (Langenmayr 2016). In both cases, 
the actual function of memory is not to preserve the past but 
to regulate the balance between remembering and forgetting 
(Luhmann  2012, 162). As Luhmann  (2012, 349) puts it: ‘The 
main function of memory therefore lies in forgetting, in pre-
venting the system from blocking itself by congealing the results 
of earlier observations’. This holds true regardless of whether 
memory operates through mental processes or communicative 
structures. However, despite their structural similarity, this 
does not imply that psychic and social memory are identical. 
Instead, it demonstrates that both represent functionally equiv-
alent solutions to a common problem, each operating within its 
own distinct domain.

This logic extends to comparisons within the same systemic 
domain. For instance, in the social domain, oral and written 
communications offer functionally equivalent solutions to the 
challenge of double contingency (Luhmann 2012, 172). Despite 
being fundamentally different forms of communication, they 
address the same underlying problem, which is precisely why 
they can be meaningfully compared in functional terms.

Accordingly, in the subsequent comparison of different forms of 
repurposing in higher management education, it is crucial to em-
phasise that the objective is not to make essentialist claims, for 
example, about the moral qualities of the respective ideological 
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transformations. Thus, functional analysis provides a critical, 
comparative method for examining how different ideological 
repurposing efforts follow similar patterns or fulfil equivalent 
functions, also allowing for an assessment as to whether con-
temporary shifts in IHE are structurally new or whether they 
follow a recurring historical pattern.

This study, therefore, applies Luhmann's functional method to 
systematically compare the current social- ecological repurpos-
ing of universities to past transformations. In doing so, it seeks 
to clarify whether today's shift towards sustainability and social 
justice represents a novel stage in the evolution of higher man-
agement education and research—or simply another historical 
iteration of ideological reprogramming.

4   |   Historical Cases: Ideological Repurposing 
Across Three Regimes

To illuminate how higher management education can be radi-
cally repurposed by dominant ideologies, this section examines 
three emblematic contexts: the Soviet Union under Lenin and 
Stalin, Nazi Germany under Hitler and Lithuania's tumultu-
ous mid- 20th- century oscillations between nationalist, Soviet 
and Nazi regimes. Although the doctrines driving repurposing 
differed—Marxist–Leninist, racial- nationalist or nationalist- 
liberation—the underlying processes of altering governance, 
curricula and academic culture exhibit remarkably similar pat-
terns (Bailes 1978; Fitzpatrick 1979; Grüttner 2005; Millar 2004; 
Senn  2007; Staliūnas  2007). Across these cases, universities 
were systematically refashioned to serve external political im-
peratives, offering historical parallels that shed light on the vul-
nerabilities and resilience of academic institutions, including 
contemporary business schools (Detzen and Hoffmann  2019; 
Lauglo  1988; Marginson  2016; Starkey and Tempest  2009). 
Among these, the Lithuanian case is particularly instructive, as 
its IHE underwent some of the sharpest, condensed and most 
rapid ideological repurposings in recent history, oscillating be-
tween conflicting regimes in a short time span, thus highlight-
ing the extreme malleability of academic institutions under 
shifting political conditions.

4.1   |   Soviet Union Under Lenin and Stalin (1917–
1953)

4.1.1   |   Revolutionary Ideals and Early Transformations

The Soviet Union's approach to higher management education 
after the 1917 Revolution epitomises an ideologically driven 
reorganisation of academia. Lenin and his allies sought a rad-
ical break from ‘bourgeois’ education and to build new socialist 
elites (Fitzpatrick 1979; Lauglo 1988). Universities were opened 
to working- class students who often lacked traditional entrance 
qualifications; class- based preferences replaced prior academic 
criteria, whereas ‘formerly privileged’ groups such as aristocrats 
and clerics were barred or restricted (Zickel 1989).

Yet the new regime also recognised its urgent need for techni-
cally competent specialists. Pragmatic concerns therefore tem-
pered revolutionary zeal, leading to the partial readmission of 

experienced faculty under close surveillance by Communist 
Party cadres (Millar  2004; Frumin and Platonova  2024). The 
Commissariat of Education mandated Marxist–Leninist doc-
trine across universities and restructured governing boards to 
insert party loyalists into key positions (Bailes  1978). Rectors, 
deans and heads of department were often selected or approved 
by higher ranking party officials, illustrating a pattern of ideolog-
ical capture in which nominal autonomy persisted but decisive 
offices were politically controlled (Fitzpatrick 1979; Zickel 1989; 
Lauglo 1988; Frumin and Platonova 2024). Early Soviet reforms 
thus combined aspirations of proletarian empowerment with in-
stitutional tactics that eroded prerevolutionary academic norms.

4.1.2   |   Stalinist Centralization and Indoctrination

Under Stalin, ideological control intensified. In the 1930s, 
sweeping purges targeted ‘unreliable’ intellectuals accused of 
sabotage or counterrevolutionary thought (Fitzpatrick  1979; 
Zickel  1989). University governance was tightly centralised: 
the Communist Party controlled appointments, admissions and 
even syllabi content (Bailes 1978). By the mid- 1930s, multiyear 
Marxism–Leninism courses became mandatory for all students, 
consuming a substantial share of instructional time (Frumin 
and Platonova 2024). Deviation from official doctrine exposed 
academics to dismissal, imprisonment or worse (Zickel 1989).

This indoctrination entailed large- scale curricular realign-
ment. Economics faculties abandoned prerevolutionary and 
Western theories in favour of Marxist political economy, with 
programmes dedicated to socialist planning, the labour theory 
of value and moral critiques of capitalism (Millar 2004; Thomas 
and Wilson  2011). Institutes such as the ‘Institute of Red 
Professors’ were created to train Marxist academics to replace 
the old guard (Millar 2004; Frumin and Platonova 2024). Even 
fields seemingly remote from ideology, such as biology and ag-
riculture, were subordinated to state doctrine. Stalin's endorse-
ment of Lysenkoism marginalised genetics that contradicted 
Marxist interpretations, demonstrating how political ideology 
could dictate scientific truth (Frumin and Platonova 2024).

4.1.3   |   Resistance and Subtle Adaptations

Despite pervasive surveillance, some pockets of academic re-
sistance and adaptation persisted. In the natural sciences, the 
regime's need for technological progress occasionally shielded 
scholars from the most severe repression (Lauglo  1988; 
Zickel 1989). Some faculty quietly upheld scientific standards or 
taught non- Marxist content informally, though outright dissent 
was extremely risky. The Great Purges of the late 1930s targeted 
intellectuals labelled ‘bourgeois’, ‘cosmopolitan’ or politically 
suspect (Fitzpatrick 1979; Bailes 1978).

By Stalin's death in 1953, Soviet higher management education 
had been thoroughly repurposed to mass- produce ideologically 
loyal specialists for the planned economy (Millar 2004; Frumin 
and Platonova  2024). These foundational decades established 
a durable precedent for how state power could reshape uni-
versities to conform to a unifying socialist vision (Zickel 1989; 
Fitzpatrick 1979).
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4.1.4   |   Implications for Business Education

Although Western- style business schools did not exist in 
Stalinist Russia, proto- management and economics faculties 
were comprehensively reconfigured by ideology (Millar  2004; 
Thomas and Wilson 2011). Market- based frameworks were re-
placed by central planning theories, and capitalist practices were 
condemned as inherently exploitative (Bailes 1978; Frumin and 
Platonova 2024).

The key lesson for contemporary business education is that once 
external authorities control appointments, curricula and gover-
nance, entire fields of study can be rapidly recast, with universi-
ties functioning as instruments of political objectives rather than 
autonomous academic institutions (Starkey and Tempest 2009; 
Pettigrew and Starkey 2016).

4.2   |   Nazi Germany (1933–1945)

4.2.1   |   Gleichschaltung and Organisational Overhaul

Following Hitler's rise to power in early 1933, the regime ini-
tiated Gleichschaltung, rapidly bringing universities under 
National Socialist control (Grüttner 2005; Koonz 2003). The Law 
for the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service enabled the 
dismissal of Jewish, socialist and ‘politically unreliable’ faculty, 
resulting in hundreds of forced resignations at leading institu-
tions (Detzen and Hoffmann 2019; Arnove and Thomas 2025). 
Academic self- governance was dismantled as Nazi- appointed 
rectors—often Party members—replaced existing leadership 
(Grüttner 2005). Membership in the National Socialist Lecturers' 
League (NSDDB) became compulsory for staff, consolidating 
political supervision over teaching and research (Koonz 2003; 
Weiss- Wendt and Yeomans 2013).

4.2.2   |   Curricular Realignment Under Racial Ideology

As in the Soviet case, the Nazi regime compelled all academic dis-
ciplines to conform to racial- nationalist doctrine (Grüttner 2005; 
Arnove and Bowen 2013). Humanities courses were reshaped to 
promote Aryan superiority and justify German expansionism 
(Koonz 2003), whereas even the natural sciences were reframed 
through ideological lenses—for example, ‘Deutsche Physik’ was 
advanced as an alternative to supposedly ‘Jewish’ theoretical 
physics (Weiss- Wendt and Yeomans  2013). Medicine incorpo-
rated eugenics, ‘racial hygiene’ and anthropometry, directly 
supporting sterilisation and euthanasia policies (Koonz  2003; 
Grüttner 2005).

Economics and business studies (Betriebswirtschaftslehre, 
BWL) were likewise reoriented to serve the Führerprinzip 
(Detzen and Hoffmann 2019; Wächter 2017). Commercial fac-
ulties emphasised autarky, the Volksgemeinschaft and the sub-
ordination of firms to the wartime state (Grüttner 2005; Wilson 
and McKiernan  2011). Faculties who resisted or continued 
teaching ‘unreliable’ theories were pressured into retirement 
or removed, leaving BWL—formerly methodologically diverse 
in the 1920s—narrowed into a vehicle for Nazi propaganda 
(Detzen and Hoffmann 2019; Thomas and Wilson 2011).

4.2.3   |   Surveillance, Symbolic Conformity 
and Limited Dissent

University life under Nazism combined pervasive surveillance 
with compulsory demonstrations of loyalty (Grüttner  2005; 
Koonz 2003). Faculty and students were expected to participate 
in ritual celebrations such as Hitler's birthday, with absence 
interpreted as insubordination (Detzen and Hoffmann  2019). 
Despite this enforced conformity, some scholars quietly main-
tained disciplinary standards in specialised areas that at-
tracted less ideological scrutiny (Koonz 2003; Weiss- Wendt and 
Yeomans 2013). By 1939, however, universities had largely em-
braced a uniform racial- nationalist ethos, enabling their deeper 
integration into the war effort through intensified research in 
military technologies, war economics and propaganda (Arnove 
and Thomas 2025; Grüttner 2005).

4.2.4   |   Implications for (Proto- )Business Education

As in the Soviet case, the Nazi reorganisation of commerce-  and 
economics- focused institutions illustrates the vulnerability of 
business education when state directives displace academic self- 
governance (Millar 2004; Pettigrew and Starkey 2016). Faculties 
either fled, were dismissed, or strategically conformed, whereas 
curricula reframed management theories through racial and na-
tionalist paradigms (Detzen and Hoffmann 2019; Wächter 2017). 
That a core discipline such as BWL could be so rapidly redirected 
demonstrates how, under strong ideological mandates, manage-
ment education can become a conduit for broader political agen-
das (Thomas and Wilson 2011; Koonz 2003; Grüttner 2005).

4.3   |   Lithuania's Oscillation Between Nationalist, 
Soviet and Nazi Rule

4.3.1   |   Interwar Nationalism and University Autonomy

The First Republic of Lithuania, declared on 16 February 1918, 
sought to establish a national system of higher education de-
spite early instability—territorial conflicts, shifting capitals 
and the 1926 military coup that ushered in authoritarian rule 
(Mаčinskas  1996; Pūraitė  2010). Initial plans centred on uni-
versities in Vilnius, but repeated Soviet and Polish occupations 
forced academic and governmental institutions to relocate to 
Kaunas.

In this context, the University of Lithuania—founded on 16 
February 1922 and renamed Vytautas Magnus University 
(VMU) in 1930—became the country's principal academic in-
stitution (Mаčinskas  1996). Emerging from the earlier ‘higher 
courses’, a private initiative from 1920, VMU initially em-
bodied a bottom- up academic ethos supported by voluntary 
scholarly work. Although it began with substantial autonomy, 
political oversight increased during the authoritarian 1930s 
(Veilentienė 2011; Pūraitė 2010).

Between 1922 and 1930, VMU remained largely free in matters 
of teaching and research, but this independence eroded follow-
ing statutory reforms in 1930 and 1937. These amendments 
curtailed the University Council's authority and transferred 
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key decisions—appointments, departmental structures and 
governance—to the President and Minister of Education 
(Veilentienė 2011; Pūraitė 2010). The changes formed part of a 
broader effort to align university governance with state political 
aims, including the creation of new departments to strengthen 
ideological influence. Nevertheless, many professors continued 
to promote academic independence and cultivate critical, broad- 
minded graduates (Mаčinskas 1996).

On 13 December 1939, shortly after Lithuania regained control of 
Vilnius, Parliament passed the Universities Act re- establishing 
Vilnius University (VU) alongside VMU. Although plans for VU 
dated back to 1919 (Veilentienė 2011), its reinstatement had been 
delayed by the long occupation of the Vilnius region. When fi-
nally revived, VU was rebuilt on the VMU model, using the 1937 
statute as its foundation (Mаčinskas 1996). These developments 
consolidated a dual- university landscape on the eve of the next 
wave of geopolitical upheavals.

4.3.2   |   First Soviet Occupation (1940–1941)

In 1940, the Soviet annexation of Lithuania brought an abrupt 
transformation of higher education. VMU was renamed and 
rapidly ‘Sovietised’, with Marxist–Leninist doctrine replac-
ing national or religious content (Staliūnas  2007; Senn  2007). 
Theology was abolished, Lithuanian history reframed around 
class struggle, and administrative positions transferred to party- 
approved personnel (Arnove and Bowen  2013; Zickel  1989). 
Several faculty members were dismissed or arrested as ‘bour-
geois nationalists’ (Senn  2007). This first Soviet repurposing 
demonstrates how quickly a university's mission can be recon-
figured under authoritarian control (Starkey and Tempest 2009; 
Lauglo 1988).

4.3.3   |   Nazi Occupation and University Closure (1941–
1944)

When Nazi Germany invaded the USSR in June 1941, Lithuania 
fell under new occupiers who at first allowed a partial resur-
gence of nationalist elements—for example, momentarily restor-
ing VMU's original name (Staliūnas 2007). However, tensions 
quickly escalated. By 1943, as suspicion of Lithuanian resistance 
grew, Nazi authorities closed VMU entirely, partly in retaliation 
for the university community's refusal to comply with recruit-
ment demands for the SS (Senn  2007; Staliūnas  2007). This 
abrupt shuttering illustrates a different mode of repurposing: 
total suppression of higher management education when the 
occupier judges it a threat to ideological or military objectives 
(Weiss- Wendt and Yeomans 2013; Koonz 2003).

4.3.4   |   Return of Soviet Control (1944–1990)

Following the German retreat, Soviet forces reoccupied Lithuania, 
swiftly reinstalling Marxist–Leninist oversight of universities 
(Senn  2007; Staliūnas  2007). VMU was renamed Kaunas State 
University and then restructured so extensively that it lost its 
comprehensive university status. Faculties were disbanded, con-
solidated or transferred to other Soviet institutions. By 1950, 

what remained had morphed into specialised institutes—Kaunas 
Polytechnic Institute and Kaunas Medical Institute—fully em-
bedded in the Soviet system (Staliūnas 2007; Zickel 1989). For the 
second time in 5 years, an entire national university had been re-
defined to comply with the overarching ideology and political ap-
paratus (Senn 2007; Arnove and Bowen 2013).

4.3.5   |   Implications and Extreme Vulnerability

Lithuania's history is especially striking for the pace and scale of 
oscillations: from nationalist to Soviet, to Nazi and back to Soviet, 
all within a decade (Senn 2007; Staliūnas 2007). Each regime me-
ticulously recasts curricula, leadership structures and even the 
university's very name. Certain faculties—such as theology or 
law—were shut down whenever they conflicted with the reigning 
ideology. Others, like engineering or medicine, survived but were 
harnessed to serve the occupant's strategic purposes (Lauglo 1988). 
This ‘ideological whiplash’ underscores the fundamental precar-
ity of higher management education when political forces hold 
unchecked power over institutional governance (Arnove and 
Thomas  2025; Koonz  2003). In less extreme but still significant 
ways, contemporary business schools may face repeated reorien-
tations if different agencies or accreditation bodies impose shifting 
sets of performance metrics and ideological agendas (Wilson and 
McKiernan 2011; Davies et al. 2023).

4.4   |   Summary

This section has shown how higher management education 
was repurposed under three distinct ideological regimes: the 
Soviet Union, Nazi Germany, and Lithuania's successive na-
tionalist, Soviet and Nazi governments. Despite their different 
doctrines—Marxist–Leninist, racial- nationalist and nationalist- 
liberationist—each regime reconfigured university governance, 
curricula and academic culture to match external political 
demands.

In the Soviet Union, higher education was redesigned to pro-
duce loyal specialists through class- based admissions, cen-
tralised control and mandatory Marxist–Leninist instruction. 
Faculty appointments, research agendas and teaching content 
were tightly aligned with state doctrine.

Nazi Germany pursued a similar strategy through rapid 
Gleichschaltung: dismissing Jewish and politically suspect ac-
ademics, imposing racial- nationalist curricula and integrating 
business education into autarkic and wartime economic plan-
ning. Dissenting professors were pushed out, resulting in ideo-
logical uniformity.

Lithuania illustrates the extreme malleability of institutions ex-
posed to repeated regime changes. Within a decade, its univer-
sities were reorganised multiple times—nationalist, Soviet and 
Nazi authorities all renamed, closed or restructured institutions 
and reshaped teaching according to their respective ideological 
priorities.

Together, these cases demonstrate how quickly higher man-
agement education can be reprogrammed when governance 
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and curricula are subject to political control, underscoring the 
vulnerability of academic institutions to external ideological 
pressure.

5   |   Functional Analysis: Decision Premises and 
the Repurposing of IHE

Building on the historical cases analysed in Section  4, this 
section applies functional analysis to examine the structural 
similarities between past ideological repurposing efforts and 
contemporary transformations in IHME. As discussed earlier, 
decision premises serve as the guiding structures through which 
organisations, including universities, process external expecta-
tions and maintain internal coherence (Luhmann 2018). By try-
ing to influence these decision premises, external actors aim to 
redefine the governance, curricula and institutional culture of 
IHME in a bid to ultimately reshape their function in society.

The following subsections explore how personnel decisions, 
communication channels, decision programmes and organisa-
tional culture were intended to be changed in past ideological 
repurposing efforts and how similar patterns can be observed 
in contemporary repurposing efforts in higher management 
education.

5.1   |   Personnel: Controlling Academic 
and Administrative Leadership

5.1.1   |   Historical Cases

Personnel control has been a primary mechanism of ideological 
repurposing across historical cases. In the Soviet Union under 
Lenin and Stalin, university leadership and faculty appoint-
ments were subjected to strict political vetting, ensuring that 
only those aligned with Marxist–Leninist doctrine were allowed 
to hold academic positions (Fitzpatrick  1979; Millar  2004). 
Stalinist purges eliminated dissenters, replacing them with 
loyal Communist Party members (Zickel  1989). Similarly, in 
Nazi Germany, the Gleichschaltung (‘coordination’) policy led 
to the dismissal of Jewish, socialist and politically unreliable 
faculty, replacing them with academics loyal to the National 
Socialist ideology (Grüttner 2005; Detzen and Hoffmann 2019). 
In midcentury Lithuania, repeated shifts in occupation (Soviet–
Nazi–Soviet) resulted in multiple waves of faculty purges and 
forced alignments, each time reflecting the dominant ideology 
(Senn 2007; Staliūnas 2007).

5.1.2   |   Contemporary Parallels

Modern IHMEs do not experience such direct political purges, 
but external governance structures increasingly shape person-
nel decisions, particularly through accreditation bodies, govern-
ment policies and funding mechanisms. In the United Kingdom, 
for example, initiatives such as ‘Advance HE’ and ‘Universities 
UK’ promote hiring policies aligned with diversity, equity and 
inclusion (DEI) frameworks, creating indirect ideological filters 
for academic recruitment. Similarly, many universities now in-
corporate sustainability and social responsibility criteria into 

hiring and promotion evaluations, influencing the composition 
of faculty and leadership teams. Although these policies aim to 
enhance inclusivity and social impact, they also introduce struc-
tural constraints on academic pluralism, potentially excluding 
scholars whose perspectives diverge from dominant paradigms.

This shift raises a fundamental tension between competence 
and compliance in faculty selection and career progression. 
When political alignment with institutional agendas becomes 
an implicit or explicit criterion for hiring and promotion, there 
is a risk that academic merit and disciplinary expertise take a 
backseat to ideological conformity. As a result, universities may 
prioritise candidates who demonstrate alignment with prevail-
ing political narratives over those with the strongest research 
credentials or pedagogical competence, ultimately affecting the 
quality and integrity of teaching and scholarship. From a legal 
standpoint, invoking factors external to the rational and merito-
cratic foundations of hiring decisions has been ruled unconsti-
tutional.2 Ironically, the legal system has compelled universities 
to comply with the very principles of decision- making that they 
had themselves eroded. Jonathan Haidt  (2022) interprets this 
as a large- scale shift in the institutional purpose of universi-
ties—from the pursuit of truth to the promotion of social justice. 
However, he does so without examining the conditions of possi-
bility or the structural logic of this transformation.

5.1.3   |   Conclusions

To illustrate the extent of ideological irritation exerted on con-
temporary IHE, consider the following mental experiment: 
Imagine replacing current academic role descriptions that re-
flect environmental sustainability and DEI ideologies with titles 
associated with past political regimes. For instance, seemingly 
neutral job titles such as ‘Professor of Sustainable Business’, 
‘Professor of Ecological Economics’, ‘Professor of Sustainable 
Development’ or ‘Professor for Social- Ecological Transformation’ 
might be reimagined as ‘Professor of Lithuanian Business 
Studies’, ‘Professor of Marxist–Leninist Economics’, ‘Professor 
of Socialist Development’ or ‘Professor for Aryanisation’. This 
substitution highlights how deeply current ideological frame-
works have become embedded in academia, to the point where 
their prevalence is often overlooked. By juxtaposing these con-
temporary titles with those reminiscent of earlier totalitarian3 
systems, we can better recognise and critically assess the ideo-
logical influences shaping today's IHE.

5.2   |   Communication Channels: Structuring 
Information and Decision- Making

5.2.1   |   Historical Cases

Ideological repurposing has historically restructured communi-
cation channels within universities to ensure alignment with ex-
ternal directives. In the Soviet case, universities were integrated 
into the centralised planning system, with party- appointed 
administrators controlling faculty discussions, research agen-
das and disciplinary policies (Frumin and Platonova  2024). 
Similarly, in Nazi Germany, academic communication was 
strictly monitored by the NSDDB (National Socialist Lecturers' 
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League), which ensured that all scholarly discourse adhered to 
National Socialist ideology (Weiss- Wendt and Yeomans  2013). 
In Lithuania, frequent reorganisations of university governance 
under shifting regimes fragmented academic communication, 
compelling faculty to constantly realign with new ideological 
directives (Senn 2007; Staliūnas 2007).

5.2.2   |   Contemporary Parallels

Modern IHME still features some degree of decentralised gov-
ernance structures, yet the flow of communication within and 
across institutions is increasingly shaped by top- down manage-
rial oversight, accreditation frameworks and politically aligned 
research agendas. Accreditation bodies such as AACSB, EFMD 
and national quality assurance agencies impose criteria that 
directly influence internal reporting structures, faculty meet-
ings and institutional governance (Marginson  2016). In paral-
lel, university administrations adopt standardised messaging 
strategies, ensuring that institutional discourse aligns with 
predefined social- ecological objectives and DEI imperatives 
(Wilson and McKiernan 2011).

A crucial development in this context is the managerialisation of 
IHME, which is often conflated with neoliberalisation (Rhodes 
and Pullen  2023) but actually represents a fundamentally dif-
ferent shift to state control. The ratio of managers to faculty has 
steadily increased over the past decades, with administrative 
staff gaining disproportionate influence over curricular content, 
research priorities and faculty evaluation (Deem et  al.  2007). 
Under the pretext of competence development, standardisation 
and alignment with accreditation requirements, these adminis-
trators dictate what should be taught and researched, effectively 
altering internal communication channels by subordinating fac-
ulty discourse to managerial directives.

Beyond managerial oversight, ethics boards and research fund-
ing committees now play a growing role in defining the bound-
aries of permissible inquiry. Research that aligns with dominant 
political and ideological imperatives—such as sustainability or 
social justice—finds institutional support, whereas work that 
challenges these paradigms often faces additional bureaucratic 
hurdles or is excluded from funding altogether (Pettigrew and 
Starkey 2016). This shift signifies a departure from traditional 
market- driven research evaluation, where academic demand 
was shaped by disciplinary innovation and external economic 
forces, towards a politically guided model of research approval. 
As a result, IHE communication channels—once structured 
around disciplinary self- governance and epistemic autonomy—
increasingly reflect externally imposed ideological and admin-
istrative constraints.

5.2.3   |   Conclusions

Shifts in the structuring of communication channels represent 
a subtle yet powerful mechanism of ideological repurposing. 
Whether through historical mechanisms of direct control or 
contemporary strategies of managerial oversight and politically 
guided accreditation, internal university discourse becomes in-
creasingly oriented towards compliance rather than inquiry. As 

the communicative infrastructure of IHME is reconfigured to 
transmit external expectations, the space for autonomous epis-
temic differentiation contracts—often without the need for for-
mal censorship.

5.3   |   Decision Programmes: Changing Curricula 
and Research Priorities

5.3.1   |   Historical Cases

One of the most significant elements of ideological repurpos-
ing is the reconfiguration of decision programmes, particularly 
curricula and research mandates. In the Soviet Union, curric-
ula were overhauled to conform to Marxist–Leninist doctrine, 
with mandatory courses in scientific socialism and dialectical 
materialism imposed on all students, regardless of discipline 
(Fitzpatrick 1979; Zickel 1989). Similarly, under Nazi Germany, 
Betriebswirtschaftslehre (business administration) was rede-
signed to align with the Führerprinzip and racial- nationalist 
economic policies (Detzen and Hoffmann 2019; Wächter 2017). 
In Lithuania, universities oscillated between nationalist, Soviet 
and Nazi curricular frameworks, reflecting rapid ideological re-
alignments (Staliūnas 2007; Senn 2007).

From Leninist indoctrination courses to Nazi ‘racial science’ 
or ‘Aryan leadership’ modules, curricular transformation 
has been a hallmark of ideological repurposing (Bailes  1978; 
Koonz 2003). Mandated course content, textbook rewrites and 
revised disciplinary foundations have historically signalled a re-
alignment of intellectual capital with the ruling regime's world-
view (Detzen and Hoffmann 2019; Grüttner 2005). Under Stalin, 
Marxist–Leninist dogma became a required pillar in every 
field—economics, literature and law—often crowding out alter-
native methodologies (Millar 2004; Frumin and Platonova 2024). 
Similarly, under Nazism, racial doctrines permeated medicine, 
anthropology and even business administration, leading to en-
tire disciplines being reshaped to fit National Socialist ideology 
(Wächter 2017; Weiss- Wendt and Yeomans 2013).

5.3.2   |   Contemporary Parallels

Today, curricula in many IHME are undergoing systematic 
transformations, driven by sustainability and social responsi-
bility agendas. Business schools, for instance, are increasingly 
required to embed ESG (environmental, social and governance) 
principles into coursework, often at the expense of more tradi-
tional market- oriented frameworks (Davies et al. 2023). National 
education policies and accreditation bodies emphasise sustain-
ability literacy, social justice and ethical leadership as core edu-
cational outcomes (Gümüsay and Reinecke 2022).

Parallel processes can be observed in modern business ed-
ucation, where the rapid incorporation of sustainability im-
peratives—such as mandatory courses on the UN sustainable 
development goals (SDGs)—or the integration of social- justice 
frameworks across core subjects like finance, marketing and 
strategy reflect significant curricular shifts. Although many 
scholars laud these reforms as necessary corrections to his-
torically narrow, shareholder- centric models (Pettigrew and 
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Starkey  2016; Alajoutsijärvi et  al.  2015), the historical record 
warns that imposed doctrines can undermine the pluralism and 
critical inquiry that are integral to rigorous research and robust 
education (Hazelkorn 2015; Starkey and Tempest 2009).

5.3.3   |   Conclusions

The historical and contemporary cases examined in this section 
reveal a common pattern: politically mandated repurposing 
shifts the focus of organisational decision programmes away 
from the core missions of education and science, reorienting 
them towards externally imposed political or politically en-
dorsed agendas. Whether the underlying ideology is red (com-
munist/socialist), brown (Nazi), or green (environmentalism), 
the transformation of curricula and research priorities intro-
duces the risk of mission drifts so severe that IHME may no 
longer be able to fulfil their original function for society. When 
universities are tasked primarily with advancing ideological or 
policy- driven objectives, their capacity to produce knowledge in 
a differentiated and autonomous manner is compromised.

Thus, the key risk of ideological reprogramming in IHME is 
not merely that certain perspectives are promoted over others 
but that the very basis of academic legitimacy becomes subor-
dinated to political considerations. This raises critical concerns 
about the long- term viability of IHME as independent organi-
sations capable of pursuing their core purpose while fulfilling 
what is one of their core functions, namely, the production of 
knowledge that is not merely politically expedient but scientif-
ically rigorous.

5.4   |   Organisational Culture: Shaping Norms 
and Institutional Identity

5.4.1   |   Historical Cases

Beyond formal decision- making structures, ideological repur-
posing profoundly impacts organisational culture by shaping 
implicit norms, values and expectations. In the Soviet and Nazi 
cases, universities were not just structurally reoriented but also 
imbued with ideological loyalty rituals, such as mandatory 
Marxist–Leninist indoctrination in student organisations or 
public displays of allegiance to Nazi ideology (Grüttner  2005; 
Zickel  1989). In Lithuania, ideological shifts required fac-
ulty and students to frequently realign their public statements 
and professional affiliations to avoid repression (Senn  2007; 
Staliūnas 2007).

5.4.2   |   Contemporary Parallels

In modern IHME, organisational culture is increasingly shaped 
by institutional commitments to social and environmental causes. 
Universities now frequently adopt mission statements that position 
them as ‘agents of positive change’, embedding sustainability and 
DEI principles as institutional identities rather than optional frame-
works. These shifts, although often well- intentioned, risk trans-
forming universities from sites of open inquiry into mission- driven 
institutions, where certain worldviews become institutionalised as 

the normative default (Durand and Dameron 2011). The growing 
expectation that academics actively promote institutional sustain-
ability goals or social justice agendas mirrors, in some respects, 
the ideological commitments required in past repurposing cycles 
(Wilson and McKiernan 2011).

5.4.3   |   Conclusions

In both historical and contemporary cases, organisational cul-
ture proves to be a decisive medium through which ideological 
repurposing becomes sustainable. Although culture is less for-
malised than decision programmes or communication struc-
tures, it determines which meanings, values and worldviews 
are considered legitimate within the institution. When certain 
normative orientations—such as sustainability or DEI—are 
elevated to core components of institutional identity, they can 
crowd out competing perspectives and thereby narrow the scope 
of epistemic diversity. In this sense, organisational culture acts 
as the sedimentation layer where prior structural transforma-
tions become naturalised, rendering ideological repurposing not 
only effective but also enduring.

5.5   |   Summary: Functional Similarities in Past 
and Present Repurposing

This analysis highlights how the structural transformations ob-
served in historical cases of ideological repurposing find strong 
functional parallels in contemporary IHME transformations. 
Although the normative content of these transformations seems to 
differ—‘green’ goals today seemingly contrast with the totalitarian 
‘red’ or ‘brown’ ideological projects of the past—the mechanisms 
employed remain remarkably consistent:

• Personnel changes and updates job descriptions ensure 
ideological alignment in faculty recruitment.

• Communication channels regulate how ideas and decisions 
are framed.

• Decision programmes reshape curricula and research pri-
orities to fit dominant paradigms.

• At the level of organisational culture, IHME repurposing 
aims to cultivate unquestionable mission drifts to political 
imperatives within organisations whose identity was once 
primarily centred on science and education.

Although accreditation processes already indicate how external 
expectations may influence the internal structures of IHME, it is 
in the broader alignment of organisational decision programmes 
with those of powerful external organisations—particularly the 
state—that the deeper logic of repurposing becomes fully visible.

5.6   |   From Structural Coupling to Programme 
Alignment: IHME as Multifunctional Organisations 
Under Political Pressure

As previously discussed, organisations are a primary site of 
structural coupling of function systems in modern society. This 
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becomes particularly evident in the case of IHE, which function 
as multifunctional organisations. That is, they maintain internal 
references to multiple function systems such as science, educa-
tion, economy and, increasingly, politics. Their decision pro-
grammes—especially purposive programmes—constitute the 
concrete forms through which such references are maintained 
and operationalised. In this sense, multifunctional decision pro-
grammes are the organisational loci of structural coupling.

From this perspective, structural coupling does not denote di-
rect function system–function system relationships. Rather, it 
is a consequence of organisational multifunctionality and is in-
ternalised in the structures of decision- making. These decision 
programmes translate the binary codes and performance expec-
tations of function systems into stabilised premises for action. 
Their capacity to do so, however, is contingent upon the organ-
isation's ability to maintain its operational closure—that is, its 
capacity to produce decisions recursively and to distinguish its 
own operations from external inputs.

In totalitarian regimes, where political authorities directly ap-
point university leadership, determine institutional missions 
and enforce compliance through surveillance or coercion, the 
process of repurposing appears rather straightforward. The de-
cision programmes of IHME are restructured in line with state 
objectives, yet, even under such circumstances, the organisation 
retains a degree of operational closure. It continues to distin-
guish between decisions and their environment and to organise 
communications that recursively produce further decisions. In 
this case, the IHME may no longer be best conceptualised as an 
educational or scientific organisation structurally coupled to the 
political system, but rather as a subsystem of another, strongly 
politically oriented organisation like a state party or government 
itself. The distinction between heteronomy and autonomy col-
lapses when the IHME becomes absorbed into a subsystem of a 
political organisation or meta- organisation, respectively.

By contrast, in functionally differentiated societies, repurposing 
takes on a more complex form. Here, a government cannot di-
rectly instruct the operations of autonomous systems and must 
instead influence IHME indirectly in terms of context manage-
ment, that is, for instance, through performance expectations 
encoded in funding structures, legal frameworks and accredi-
tation mechanisms. These do not determine operations but con-
dition the range of plausible internal adaptations of the target 
system.

Thus, a further complication arises where ideological re-
purposing converges with financial–reputational pressures. 
Contemporary funding schemes increasingly embed norma-
tive and policy expectations—whether sustainability, DEI or 
mission- oriented innovation—into their eligibility and evalua-
tion criteria. As a result, access to external finance becomes con-
ditional upon the alignment of research with these programmes. 
In Luhmannian terms, economic decision programmes and 
political- ideological decision programmes become coupled in 
ways that amplify their steering effects. Universities and re-
searchers thus face not only ideological expectations but also 
economic incentives to reproduce them, making repurposing 
both more subtle and more pervasive. This fusion of normative 
purpose and financial dependency renders higher education 

particularly susceptible to shifts in policy- defined ‘impact’, as 
organisational survival increasingly hinges on demonstrating 
compliance with externally codified societal priorities.

The threshold at which such indirect influence becomes de facto 
control is critical. Systems theory conceptualises this shift in 
terms of a loss of structural coupling and the emergence of strict 
or causal coupling. Although structural coupling allows systems 
to remain autonomous—that is, to select and translate environ-
mental demands into internally meaningful distinctions—strict 
coupling removes this selectivity. If compliance with external 
demands becomes a condition for institutional survival (e.g., 
legal status, funding and certification), then the internal adap-
tation is no longer autonomous. In this case, the organisation's 
decision programmes cease to translate external expectations; 
they begin to implement them.

The degree to which such steering occurs can be indexed by 
examining the structures that organisations modulate in re-
sponse to environmental pressures. At the loosest level lies the 
self- description: institutions adopting fashionable terms like 
sustainability or DEI to signal responsiveness. These descrip-
tions are easily modified and often serve symbolic or strategic 
purposes. As Luhmann  (1995, 170) notes, self- descriptions are 
the loosest structure of a social system. Universities frequently 
adapt such descriptions by integrating politically virulent se-
mantics—terms like sustainability, social justice or DEI—in 
order to signal responsiveness to dominant performance expec-
tations. In the context of research funding, similar linguistic 
adaptations can be found in grant applications, where buzz-
word compliance often aims to align with political or economic 
expectations, even if the actual research logic remains largely 
unaffected (Luhmann  2013). Yet even seemingly cosmetic se-
mantic changes can sediment into structural consequences. As 
Stäheli (1998) emphasises, semantics are not idle talk: They con-
dition structures and may destabilise internal consistency.

The more an IHME internalises such externally- induced seman-
tics, the more likely it becomes that its decision premises—es-
pecially those governing its purposive programmes—begin to 
mirror political rather than disciplinary or educational logics. 
This shift remains manageable as long as it affects only surface- 
level communication. However, once these semantics begin to 
inform the mission statement—the more condensed and institu-
tionally consequential layer of self- description—the structural 
implications intensify.

The mission statement, although still modifiable, plays a struc-
turally stronger role in guiding purposive programmes. It sets the 
direction and limits for internal decisions and filters the seman-
tics that are deemed plausible or legitimate. As Kühl (2025, 120) 
notes, purposive programmes often rely on the guidance provided 
by a shared understanding of the organisation's final objective, 
expressed in its mission. In this sense, management by objectives 
increases decentralised autonomy only within boundaries set by 
this core orientation. Where these boundaries shift—say, when 
a university commits to ‘social justice’ or ‘climate responsibility’ 
as core values—entire categories of decision become more or less 
plausible, even justifiable. A commitment to such values may, 
for instance, problematise standards and meritocratic criteria in 
teaching or examination on the grounds of exclusion or inequality, 
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thereby affecting the operational logic of academic evaluation it-
self. The more dominant the alignment to external expectations 
becomes, the more tightly purposive programmes are realigned. 
These programmes—unlike conditional programmes that follow 
simple if- then logic—require shared understandings of goals and 
criteria. Once these are repurposed under political imperatives, in-
ternal flexibility narrows.

At the most condensed level, one may ask whether such changes 
ultimately affect the function of the organisation. Although the 
function of IHME is, from a systems- theoretical perspective, an 
observation rather than a thing in the ontic sense, this observation 
is not arbitrary. Functionally differentiated society depends on re-
liable organisational forms to address structurally distinct societal 
problems. Schools address the problem that primary socialisation 
does not equip individuals with competencies necessary for mod-
ern societal roles; IHMEs, by contrast, address the problem that 
schools do not equip individuals to actively participate in the func-
tion systems themselves—as teachers, artists, researchers or en-
trepreneurs (Luhmann 1991, 165; Luhmann 2019, 127f). Although 
the classical qualification thesis may overstate the role of school-
ing, postsecondary education plausibly fulfils this qualification 
function. If IHME begins to define their function in terms of polit-
ical alignment, behavioural transformation or ideological mission 
rather than knowledge transmission and functional preparation, 
they may lose their functional distinctiveness even if they retain 
their organisational form.

In sum, the alignment of IHME decision programmes with 
those of powerful organisations such as governments consti-
tutes the decisive mechanism for attempted repurposing in 
past and present societies. A vivid historical illustration of this 
dynamic is provided by the Lithuanian case, where IHME un-
derwent successive restructurings under nationalist, Soviet, and 
Nazi regimes. Each transition redefined the institutions' mission 
statements, personnel and curricula, demonstrating how deci-
sion programmes can be rapidly overwritten by dominant polit-
ical organisations. This example also highlights how structural 
couplings may be recoded under extreme volatility and how 
multifunctional organisations adapt—or fail to adapt—when 
subjected to contradictory external programmes.

Thus, the key question is no longer whether influence by particu-
larly influential organisations such as governments does exist or is 
un/desirable, but whether IHME retains the ability to translate and 
modulate such influence through autonomous multifunctional de-
cision programmes—or whether their decision programmes have 
been aligned to such a degree that they now reflect the ideology, 
that is, the political programme of another, particularly influen-
tial organisation. In such cases, not only the programmes but also 
the semantics and internal logic of differentiation may begin to 
mirror the coding of the dominant function system—most often 
politics—and marginalise or displace competing references such 
as education, economy or science.

5.7   |   When Decision Programmes Become 
Politically Aligned

The preceding analysis demonstrated how multifunctional 
organisations adapt their decision programmes to multiple 

performance expectations and how political pressure may condi-
tion or dominate these programmes. The following observations 
illustrate how such pressures may compromise the functional 
autonomy of IHME—particularly when political impera-
tives overwrite the internal logic of scientific and educational 
decision- making. They highlight the risk of programme capture, 
where multifunctional decision programmes cease to translate 
between function systems and instead begin to reproduce the 
logic of another particularly influential organisation that pro-
motes the precedence of one dominant system, typically the po-
litical system. The question, then, is why the vast majority of 
scholarship on IHME repurposing—including studies focused 
on the repurposing of business schools and the supporting man-
agement and organisation theories—enthusiastically endorses 
the alignment of IHME with political goals such as the United 
Nations' Sustainable Development Goals or supra/national DEI 
initiatives yet does not, for instance, advocate an equally con-
ceivable religious alignment of IHME (Roth and Sales 2025a).

Against the background of this strong political bias, particularly, 
the Lithuanian experience serves as a cautionary lens through 
which to view contemporary political pressures on IHME. 
Although today's political transformations are less abrupt than 
regime change, the cumulative effect of overlapping ideological 
demands—from sustainability and DEI to global health and 
climate governance—may produce a comparable structural 
outcome. When ideological programmes are successively or 
simultaneously (self- )prescribed to contemporary IHME, their 
own functional focus on higher management education and re-
search may be changed to such an extent that they risk enacting 
their own version of the Lithuanian programme oscillation, not 
through sequential external occupation but through layered and 
competing claims for institutional purpose. The Lithuanian case 
reminds us that it is not only the content of external demands, 
but their contradictory accumulation and structural integration, 
that threatens institutional coherence.

Against this backdrop, the current inflation of increasingly rigid 
external expectations—particularly those demanding align-
ment with political or politically endorsed missions—raises a 
fundamental question: What happens when IHMEs no longer 
function according to their ostensible primary functions of re-
search and education but instead align their performance with 
external political imperatives? The consequences of such repur-
posing (Roth and Sales 2025b) become particularly visible in 
moments of crisis, where IHMEs are expected to provide inde-
pendent, critical and scientifically robust knowledge. However, 
if their decision premises have already been reoriented towards 
ideological conformity and political alignment, their ability to 
perform this role becomes compromised. In such cases, IHMEs 
may either fail in their traditional role as providers of differen-
tiated, autonomous scientific expertise or—if viewed from the 
perspective of external political actors—succeed in fulfilling a 
different function: the provision of pseudo- scientific legitimacy 
for decisions that are, at their core, motivated by politics rather 
than informed by science.

A stark recent example of this phenomenon occurred during the 
coronavirus crisis, when political pressures shaped academic 
discourse to an unprecedented degree (Roth 2021; &a'ar 2022; 
&a'ar and Roth 2025). Research and opinions that deviated from 
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officially endorsed public health positions were often systemat-
ically discredited, marginalised or even suppressed. As a result, 
IHME—particularly in their scientific dimension—struggled 
to operate according to their core epistemic code of true/false, 
instead becoming entangled in political codes of government/
opposition or power/powerlessness. This dynamic illustrates 
how external political imperatives, once institutionalised in de-
cision programmes, can undermine the functional autonomy of 
IHME, reducing their ability to function as open fora for scien-
tific inquiry and debate. This circumstance is the more critical 
as, during the coronavirus crisis, several commentators drew 
explicit parallels between the measures deemed necessary to 
mitigate the pandemic and those proposed to combat climate 
change. Latour  (2021) notably suggested that the pandemic 
should be understood as a ‘dress rehearsal for the next crisis’, 
implying that the societal transformations imposed to contain 
COVID- 19 foreshadow the measures required to address climate 
change. Similarly, Lise Kingo, then Executive Director of the 
United Nations Global Compact, described the pandemic as ‘just 
a fire drill’ for the effects of the climate crisis (The Guardian, 15 
June 2020). These statements reflect a broader discursive shift 
in which public health emergencies and environmental crises 
are framed within the same governance logic, justifying excep-
tional interventions to alter individual behaviour on a large scale 
(Roth 2021).

This logic is openly endorsed, inter alia, by Prof Heinz Bude, co-
author of a strategy paper published under the auspices of the 
German Ministry of the Interior, which later became known 
as the ‘panic paper’ due to its apparent promotion of fear- based 
communication (Angstkommunikation) as a tool for policy en-
forcement. In a subsequent interview, Bude explicitly stated that 
such strategic fear messaging should not be confined to public 
health crises but should also be employed in future crises related 
to climate change, war and pandemics. He argued that in these 
situations, governments would inevitably have to intervene in 
individual behaviour, even to the point of exerting coercion 
against those who dissent based on alternative sources of infor-
mation (see Friedrich 2024).4

Such statements exemplarily underscore how the political tech-
niques deployed during the COVID- 19 crisis and promoted by 
members of more than IHME—from individual behavioural 
regulation to communication strategies designed to generate or-
ganisational compliance—are being actively considered as tem-
plates for broader application in the context of climate change 
governance (for another prominent example, see Fuso Nerini 
et al. 2021).

This aligns with pathologisation of ‘unsustainable’ lifestyles 
in terms of (collective) behavioural addictions (Costanza et al. 
2017; Costanza 2020). This mindset bears resemblance to that 
which justified the political abuse of psychotherapy and psychi-
atry as means to manage dissent in the USSR (Alexéyeff 1976; 
Faraone 1982; Fulford et al. 1993; Koryagin 1989) and elsewhere.

In a recent editorial, published simultaneously in over 200 ac-
ademic journals (e.g., Abbasi et  al.  2023), the pathologisation 
of unsustainable lifestyles or collective behavioural addictions, 
respective, is scaled to the planetary level, as the authors de-
clare that it is high time for the WHO ‘to treat the climate and 

nature crisis as one indivisible global health emergency’. From 
the framing of climate change as a global health crisis, it is only 
a small step to demands that the WHO recommend—and na-
tional governments implement—measures to manage this crisis 
in ways analogous to those applied during the coronavirus pan-
demic. The question, then, is why IHME and their individual 
members adopt, or are expected to adopt, such a mission.

There is, hence, a potential for totalising ‘green’ ideologies on a 
planetary scale and pushing beyond ‘tipping points’ where orig-
inally well- intentioned attempts at repurposing organisations, 
including IHME, risk creating social conditions that are far less 
distinguishable from earlier ‘red’ or ‘brown’ totalitarian systems 
than their advocates might assume (Roth 2021).

Against this backdrop, our findings suggest that historical liter-
acy is essential for assessing contemporary changes in IHME, 
ensuring that efforts to repurpose universities remain condu-
cive to academic autonomy, epistemic diversity and institutional 
resilience.

6   |   Conclusion: From Functional Transformation 
to Ideological Totalisation?

This article has argued that institutions of higher management 
education (IHME) are currently undergoing a process of ideo-
logical repurposing that exhibits structural similarities to past 
reprogramming efforts under totalitarian regimes. Drawing on 
Luhmannian systems theory, we have analysed these develop-
ments in terms of changes to decision premises, particularly 
multifunctional decision programmes. Our key finding is that 
IHME remain the primary locus of structural coupling in a 
functionally differentiated society and that the integrity of their 
function depends on their capacity to autonomously translate 
rather than merely implement the programmes of other—often 
politically powerful—organisations.

This autonomy is increasingly at risk. Although past ideologi-
cal repurposing occurred through overt mechanisms of political 
control, contemporary repurposing relies on more subtle instru-
ments of governance: performance- based accreditation, mission 
statement reforms and the semantic saturation of key terms such 
as sustainability, DEI or climate responsibility. Although these 
terms may initially appear normatively uncontroversial, they 
often operate as carriers of political semantics. Once institution-
alised in the mission and decision programmes of IHME, they 
can gradually supplant other function system references—such 
as economic or scientific logics—thereby structurally privileg-
ing the political system. If this dynamic continues unchecked, 
it leads to a totalisation of the political code within IHME, ul-
timately compromising their ability to perform their societal 
function in a differentiated and autonomous manner.5

In light of this analysis, we have suggested that contemporary 
antineoliberal discourse may misdiagnose the source of politi-
cisation in IHME. Although neoliberalism has been widely crit-
icised for introducing market logic into academia (Jemielniak 
and Greenwood  2015; Jensen and Zawadzki  2024), this paper 
has shown that the current wave of repurposing is better under-
stood as the implementation of statist programmes that increase 
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the influence of political organisations over nonpolitical ones. 
True neoliberal programmes are, in contrast, designed as buf-
fers (Roth and Valentinov 2023): They aim to limit state intru-
sion into autonomous organisations. From this perspective, the 
campaign against neoliberalism—often accompanied by calls 
for sustainability transitions, DEI enforcement and third mis-
sion mandates—risks replacing a logic of autonomy- limiting 
marketisation with one of autonomy- dissolving politicisation.

This shift must be problematised not only because it leads to 
the erosion of functional differentiation but also because it risks 
opening the door to forms of ideological totalisation. We have 
shown that the COVID- 19 crisis functioned as a paradigmatic 
moment in which political expectations captured scientific deci-
sion programmes, subordinating truth/false distinctions to po-
litical dichotomies of power and legitimacy. Climate governance 
discourse, as we have illustrated, is increasingly being modelled 
on these same logics, raising the spectre of a green ideological 
regime that may be no less totalising than the red or brown re-
gimes of the past.

Against this backdrop, historical literacy becomes a critical re-
source for evaluating contemporary transformations in higher 
management education. We conclude that IHME can and 
should reflect on past episodes of repurposing—not to deny the 
need for societal engagement but to ensure that engagement 
does not come at the expense of epistemic diversity, institutional 
resilience and functional autonomy.

Data Availability Statement
Data sharing is not applicable to this article, as no datasets were gener-
ated or analysed during the current study.

Endnotes
 1 If, in what follows, we speak of ideology, we do so in a systems- 

theoretical, that is, functional, sense. As ideologies are politi-
cal programmes, it is of little analytically use to describe them as 
the producers of untrue truths and to critique them accordingly 
(Luhmann 1991, 63). Were their function located within the domain 
of science, ideologies would be analysed not as solutions but solely as 
problems. The heuristic starting point of systems theory, however, is 
to ask: To which problem does something that has evidently stabi-
lised respond, and how does it thereby present itself as a solution? For 
Luhmann (1991, 60, transl. by the authors), ideologies resolve the con-
sequential problems of observing action within a causal schema: They 
reduce ‘the infinity of causal consequences from the perspective of 
value’. Organisations similarly rely on ‘neutralising the consequences 
of action and thereby enabling decisions among several rationally ser-
viceable solutions’ (Luhmann 1991, 60 f., transl. by the authors). Thus, 
when Luhmann (1991, 61) regards ideologies as solutions, they simul-
taneously pose a problem, insofar as they do not account for their own 
contingency. By ‘coordinating actions with conflicting value orienta-
tions’ (Luhmann  1991, 62, transl. by the authors) and rendering the 
contingency of observing or constructing action in a particular way in-
visible, ideologies are largely restricted in their capacity for reflection, 
hence generating risks of epistemic closure and totalisation. As noted, 
this limitation arises only for the scientific observer; for the function of 
ideology itself, it is not a problem but a necessary condition for fulfill-
ing that function.

 2 In June 2023, the US Supreme Court ruled in Students for Fair 
Admissions v. Harvard that Harvard University's race- conscious 
admissions policies violated the Equal Protection Clause of the 

Fourteenth Amendment. The Court concluded that Harvard's use of 
race in admissions lacked sufficiently clear and measurable objectives, 
applied race in a negative manner, relied on racial stereotyping and 
failed to define meaningful endpoints.

 3 Here and in what follows, we use a very lean notion of totalitarisa-
tion. In terms of social theory, this refers—solely in contrast to func-
tional differentiation—to the central steering of all societal domains 
by politics, whereby those domains lose their status as autonomous 
systems. Instead of pointing to supposedly typical structural features 
such as ‘terror’, Luhmann considers it totalitarian whenever politics 
claims a central, overarching position as the representative and steer-
ing instance of society as a whole (Luhmann 2002, 270f.). From the 
perspective of observation theory, this manifests itself in a contrast to 
the polycontextural modes of observation characteristic of function 
systems—each of which constitutes its own ‘world’ through its spe-
cific coding. Totalitarization, by contrast, rests on the idea of a central, 
superordinate observational logic (Luhmann 1987, 162) according to 
which, for example, everything is political (Krönig  2022) or likewise 
everything is religious.

 4 In Prof Bude's words, uttered during a discussion hosted by the 
University of Graz on 24 January 2024 (own translation), this reads 
as follows: ‘We will have to deal with the fact that authorities must 
influence individual behaviour (…). And coercion will have to be exer-
cised against those who say: “But I have different information” (…). We 
will increasingly encounter such crises in the future—climate, war, 
pandemics—crises that require individual behavioural changes if we 
are to maintain collective agency as a society. And that is the crucial 
argument. Are we even capable of this in a modern liberal society? 
Is this possible? And do we not have to resort to seemingly dreadful 
instruments such as fear- based communication—social- psychological 
mechanisms—to achieve the necessary compliance for behavioural 
transformation? The crises ahead of us resemble wars, pandemics, and 
extreme weather events. This is foreseeable. And we must reflect in ad-
vance on the kinds of social- scientific instruments needed to address 
these predictable challenges’.

 5 It should be noted, however, that from a systems- theoretical perspec-
tive, it makes little sense to analyse loss of autonomy as heteronomi-
sation imposed from the outside. The historical analysis presented 
here demonstrates that functional systems and organisations are 
exposed, at different times, to different performance expectations 
and, seemingly paradoxically, autonomously relinquish or preserve 
their autonomy. They do so by establishing structural couplings to 
external performance expectations (e.g., political, economic, reli-
gious or legal) in order to respond to the respective perturbations 
in specific ways. The question of how such orientation towards ex-
ternal performance expectations—which can only ever occur on the 
basis of the system's own operations and operational logics, that is, 
autonomously—affects the system's operational logic or coding can, 
for example, be addressed through the theory of secondary coding 
(Krönig  2007), but exploring this here would go beyond the scope 
of this paper. The historical analyses also indicate that there is a 
tipping point at which system–system relationships can no longer be 
reconstructed on the basis of functional differentiation, operational 
closure and structural coupling, and where loss of autonomy must be 
analysed, contrary to the logic of differentiation in modern society, 
as determinative heteronomisation.
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